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the first appearance of painted pottery in the territory of 
what was to become the Roman province of Moesia Supe-
rior can be connected with the Scordiscian population. this 
type of pottery was developed during the 1st century BC by 
applying technological methods that were taken over from 
Greek-Hellenistic pottery.

after the Roman occupation of the area, painted pottery 
remained in use for a long period of time, until the very end 
of antiquity. although scarce, finds of painted pottery stretch 
from the 1st to the 4th century aD. Still, it cannot be proved that 
the production of Scordiscian painted pottery was continued.

apart from a certain number of painted pottery pieces 
already known (fig. 1)1, the latest find from Velika humska 
čuka near niš (Naissus) will be discussed in this paper. the 
painted shards from the site of Humska čuka (niš) were 
discovered within a rubbish pit that was, according to other 
pottery finds, dated to the 4th century aD. a similar situation 
was observed on the site Ćuprija (Horreum Margi), where 
painted shards were discovered in late Roman layers. these 
shards will also be presented and discussed. 

Velika humska čuka (Naissus)

the village Hum is situated on the western slopes of the 
Svrljig mountains, some 10 km away from the South morava 
River and some 6 km to the north of niš. the archaeological 
site is situated on a steep, rather inaccessible but dominant 
hill top, possessing a good strategic position for observing 
and for defence. this hill top is surrounded by two brooks, 
being accessible only from the north. on the hill top there is 
a plateau, descending towards the south. From this spot, the 
whole of the niš plain could have been controlled, from the 
entrance of the Sićevo gorge to Korvin grad.

in 1934 the first archaeological research took place, con-
ducted by m. Grbić.2 on that occasion, a neolithic layer was 
discovered. the excavation was continued in 1956 and soon 
after that, the first results were published.3 this research was 
focused on early Bronze age layers, but since the work was 
undertaken on a larger scale, it was possible to examine the 
Roman and iron age layers as well.4 the latest excavation 

1 Fidanovski 1990; S. nikolić-ĐorĐević 2000.
2 Fewkes 1936; Garašanin/Đurić 1983, 7.
3 Garašanin/Garašanin 1958/59.
4 ibid. 255.

took place in 2009, conducted by archaeologists from the ar-
chaeological institute and from the national museum in niš.5

During the latest excavation (sondage 1, object 9), a pit 
dug in the prehistoric layer was discovered, nearly circular 
and measuring 1,9 m in diameter. the pit cut through the 
layers of Late and middle Bronze age and reached the early 
eneolithic layer. it was filled with brownish-grey ashy soil 
with traces of soot, containing pottery from the early 4th 
century aD, a small amount of animal bones and fragments 
of bricks and stones and a piece of green glass. the pit depth 
measured 0,4–0,5 m. 

apart from the painted pot discussed below, other pottery 
finds from the 4th century include a spherical ochre-grayish 
pot with up-turned rim and ornaments of parallel horizontal 
canelures (fig. 2), as well as fragments of bowls, beakers 
and amphoras. 

the pot with painted decoration (fig. 3) consisted of five 
fragments, made of moderately refined clay, with admixture 
of sand and gravel. its colour is orange and the surface was 
burnished. the ornament was painted red, making a diamond 
pattern (fig. 4) the vessel (recipient) shape is spherical, but 
it was not possible to determine the shape of its rim, neck 
and base.

Ćuprija (Horreum Margi)

the closest analogy to the painted pot from Velika humska 
čuka are the painted vessels (fig. 5) from Ćuprija, the former 
Roman municipium Horreum Margi, which is situated at the 
mouth of the river Ravanica into the morava (Margum) (fig. 
1). it was an important point on the road to Constantinople, 
known from the Notitia Dignitatum (not. dign. or. 11, 39). 
the best representatives are a painted jar and the painted 
beaker, discussed below. 

apart from several sondage excavations during the 60s of 
the 20th century, in 1986 the first systematic archaeological 
excavations of Ćuprija took place.6 at the end of the 80s 
and the beginning of the 90s of the 20th century, the mili-

5 i hereby wish to thank m. Stojić and a. Bulatović, directors of the pro-
ject „metal ages in the morava valley“, but also m. Korać, director of 
the project „Viminacium“, for making it possible for me to publish this 
material.

6 i hereby wish to thank m. Vasić and S. Petković, who conducted this 
excavation, for making it possible for me to publish this material.

Some obSerVationS concerning painted pottery in Moesia superior

milica tapavički-ilić
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Fig. 1. map of Serbia with findspots of prehistoric (Late iron age) and 
Roman painted pottery.

Fig. 2. Spherical pot discovered in sondage 1, 
object 9 from Velika humska čuka.

Fig. 3. Painted pot from Velika humska čuka.

tary museum of Belgrade and the archaeological institute 
conducted the excavations of Horreum Margi on a bigger 
scale. During the research, a late Roman military fort and a 
mediaeval settlement were unearthed. Due to the presence 
of modern buildings and a modern military base, the whole 
excavation was in the form of sondages. 

the jar with painted ornament was discovered in sondage 
ii at the north-western edge of the site, close to the left bank 
of the Ravanica.7 the jar was already published as a part of a 

7 vasić/kavajin-Mundrić/popović 1989, 9 Plan 1.
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soMe observaTions concearninG painTed poTTery in Moesia superior

Fig. 4. Painted pot from Velika humska čuka (detail).

Fig. 5. Painted pottery from the Roman site Horreum 
Margi (Ćuprija).

Fig. 6. Drawing of painted jar from Horreum Margi 
(Ćuprija).

Fig. 7. Painted jar from Horreum Margi (Ćuprija).

typology, with a brief description (fig. 6).8 it is a spherical jar 
with horizontally flattened rim, made of moderately refined 
clay. it was fired orange and coated with white burnished slip, 
on which a geometrical ornament (wavy line) was painted 
in red (fig. 7). 9 

a fragment of a beaker with painted ornament was dis-
covered in sondage Xii, excavated during the campaign in 
1990.10 it is a cylindrical beaker, made of moderately refined 
clay, with a slightly thickened rim. it was also fired orange 
and coated with white burnished slip, on which there is a 
geometric ornament (wavy line) painted in red. (fig. 8) 

Both vessels were discovered in the same layers along 
with pottery types typical for the first half of the 4th century.11 

the find of painted pottery from Velika humska čuka 
near niš demonstrates once again that the findspots of 
painted pottery from Roman times in the inland of Moesia 
Superior (modern Serbia) do not correspond to those from 

8 popović 1989, 59 pl. 11,2. 
9 ibid. 59–60.
10 vasić eT al. 2010, 10 pl. 1.
11 ibid. 13 fig. 12–14.

the Scordiscian (Celtic) period, i.e. the Late iron age. the 
only places where both, Late iron age and Roman painted 
pottery, were found are Belgrade (Singidunum) and Kos-
tolac (Viminacium), both situated on the right bank of the 
Danube. this fact is contrary to the finds of painted pottery 
from Pannonia Inferior (modern Vojvodina), where painted 
pottery from Roman times is encountered on the same sites 
on which Late iron age painted pottery was found. it must 
be stressed here that the latter was the centre of the area 
populated by the Scordisci.

a common fact for both Moesia Superior and Pannonia 
Inferior is that finds of painted pottery never come from graves, 
but from fortresses (Horreum Margi12) or settlement layers 
(Singidunum13, Viminacium14, Sirmium,Cibalae, Ruma15) and 
rubbish pits (Velika humska čuka by Naissus, Singidunum16), 
the latest being unearthed as parts of settlements. all the 
findspots of painted pottery used to be significant Roman cities 

12 popović 1989; vasić eT al. 2009; id. eT al. 2010.
13 nikolić 2005, 109.
14 ibid.
15 brukner 1981, 32–33 type 19 pl. 54
16 nikolić-ĐorĐević 2000 type ii/44. 83.
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or fortresses of great strategic importance. a closely connected 
fact is that on every site where painted pottery was discovered, 
Roman pottery imports were also present. all these facts 
indicate that one is most likely dealing with imported ware.

the reddish-brown decoration on a white slip appears 
to be a result of imitating Hellenistic techniques (like the 
examples from Horreum Margi), while ornaments painted 
directly on the paste can be understood as an influence of 
Roman potters17 (like the examples from Velika humska 
čuka/Naissus).

When discussing painted motifs, it should be mentioned 
that geometric designs prevail on Celtic pottery, including 
both straight and curved lines. traditional artistic expression 
was followed, that relied on simplicity and utmost stylization. 
this way of decorating pottery was common for all of the 

17 Gelu 1998, 289.

Celts and the Scordisci were no exception to this rule.
During Roman times painted geometric motifs remained 

in use. in this aspect, no change could be observed, even 
regarding the colors that were used. During both periods, all 
the nuances of red and brown color were used for painting 
on either white polished background (slip) or directly on the 
vessel’s surface. it was common to divide painted ornaments 
into friezes or metopes.

Finally, there was also no change in the pottery types that 
were painted. in Moesia Superior during the Late iron age 
and in Roman times jars and bowls were the most common 
types on which painted decoration was encountered. in a few 
cases, painted motifs appear on cups and goblets.

Despite the fact that painted motifs, colors and pottery 
types that were painted during the Late iron age and in Ro-
man times in the area of Moesia Superior (modern Serbia) 
remained unchanged throughout these periods, it is very 
difficult to trace the origins of the Roman painted pottery 
in the Scordiscian territory. the main difficulty seems to be 
the fact that the findspots of the Roman painted pottery do 
not correspond to the Late iron age ones. the findspots of 
the Late iron age painted pottery are situated along the right 
bank of the Danube, while the findspots of Roman painted 
pottery are encountered in larger urban centers in different 
parts of the province, such as Singidunum, Viminacium, 
Naissus or Horreum Margi. Highly developed trade in these 
cities could indicate that the painted pottery was imported, 
especially when one bears in mind that in all these cities, 
Roman pottery imports were also discovered. 

mtapavic@sbb.rs

Fig. 8. Painted beaker from Horreum Margi (Ćuprija).
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