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the Municipium Claudium Aguntum is situated in the south-
western part of the Roman Province of Noricum, nowadays 
eastern tyrol, austria. the town was founded as a municipi-
um in Claudian times1 and the location of the settlement was 
still known in literature at the beginning of the 7th century. 2

the ‘atrium House’ of Aguntum (fig. 1) is subject of a 
research project led by Dr. michael tschurtschenthaler and 
financed by the FWF (austrian Science Fund). 3 the pottery 
found in this house is being studied by the author of this paper. 

Locally produced pottery was in use throughout the 
whole time the building existed and belongs to the main 
finds, so changes of this ware can be recorded from the 1st 
to the 5th century aD. the problem is that up to now there is 
no archaeological evidence of a major ceramic production 
centre in south-western Noricum. So research is based on 
stratified and clearly localized finds which can be examined 
by technique, shape and decoration. on the other hand also 
the sherd-quality is of some importance. 

For Late antiquity two main groups of locally produced 
reductive-fired fabrics can be distinguished in Aguntum. 
the first is ceramic with lime temper. this type of temper 
is eroded on the surface of the pottery in the majority of the 
Aguntum ceramics, even in a fresh fracture the lime can be 
missing. For the second fabric mainly quartz is used as a 
temper, but also debris of other stones. the second fabric is 
always harder than the lime-tempered one and has a rough 
surface. the composition of the temper used varies, so one 
should speak of a fabric group rather than of a certain fabric. 
Both late antique groups contain different amounts of mica, 
which is probably part of the used raw material.

in the 1950s the ‘atrium House’ was interpreted as ther-
mae by the first excavator Franz miltner. the main part of 
the building was excavated under the direction of michael 
tschurtschenthaler (institute of archaeology, University of 
innsbruck) from 2003 to 2005. although there has been no 
evidence for the function of this building as thermae (no 
traces of water supply), the heated building with an apse and 
big rooms with painted decoration must have been designed 
for display and was maybe used for an official and/or public 
purpose. 

1 Plinius, nat. Hist. 3,146.
2 Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum 4,39.
3 Project nr. P20846-G02.

Late Roman LocaL pRoduction in south westeRn Noricum

municipium claudium Aguntum – a case study

martin auer

in the context of Late antiquity the eastern part of the ‘at-
rium House’ (so called “osttrakt”) is of special interest. this 
part was originally built in the 2nd century aD, approximately 
a hundred years after the main part. During the 4th century 
a simple heating system was built into the earlier hypocaust 
and in the 5th century, when other parts of the building had 
already collapsed, a fireplace was built in the south eastern 
room (fig. 2) and the corridors north of the former main part 
were used for accommodation.

From these latest floor levels in the eastern part of the 
‘atrium House’ there is some pottery evidence. in addition 
to five coins, belonging to the last quarter of the 4th century, 
african Red Slip Ware can be used for dating. the sigillata 
found – forms Hayes 61B (decoration Hayes aii-iii) and 
Hayes 67 – belongs to the end of the 4th and to the first half 
of the 5th century aD (fig. 3). With this evidence of coins and 
terra sigillata the local products can be dated from the end 
of the 4th to the 5th century. african Red Slip ware seems to 
have influenced the local pottery production: wide bowls, 
which can serve as platters, were created and the decoration 
of the bases seems to be inspired by stamped decoration on 
african Red Slip ware4 (fig. 4,5). 

Similar pottery evidence is also known from other late 
antique settlements in southern Noricum5. the late cooking 
and storage pots show new shapes and decorations. the 4th 
century pots are mostly handmade and only the rim is added 
by using the slow wheel. the decoration of these pots very 
often consists of so called “wave-bands” (fig. 6,1), which 
are common in the region of Aguntum from the 3rd century 
onwards and appear until the early middle ages. From the 
beginning of the 5th century new shapes of pots are recor-
ded. the first type is generally lower and broader than its 
ancestors, but it is also hand-made with a wheel-thrown rim. 
in contrast to the majority of 3rd and early 4th century pots, 
this “new” pottery is always burnished on the inside. on the 
outside it shows a decoration of crude combed ornaments, 
especially on the upper part of the pots (fig. 6,2). the second 
new type is a rather high and small pot with articulated neck 

4 it is still debated, whether this kind of decoration was absorbed from 
sigillata or metallic vessels: S. laDstätter, Die materielle Kultur der 
Spätantike in den ostalpen (Wien 2000) 153–156.

5 especially in Jadersdorf in Carinthia lots of bowls with base decoration 
are known in the 5th and 6th century aD: S. Felgenhauer-schmiDt, Das 
Kappele ob Jadersdorf. eine spätantik-frühmittelalterliche Höhensied-
lung in oberkärnten (Klagenfurt 1993).
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Fig. 1. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. General plan.

Fig. 2. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. Late Roman occupation in the archaeological evidence.
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Fig. 3. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. african Red Slip Ware from the “osttrakt”. 1 Hayes 61B; 2 Hayes 67. – Scale 1:3.

Fig. 4. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. Decorated bases of locally produced bowls. – Scale: 1:2.

Fig. 5. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. Locally produced bowl with shape reminiscent of african products. – Scale 1:3.

and simple rounded lip. this pottery is hand-made, burnished 
inside and can be decorated by a “waveband” on the outer 
surface (fig. 6,3). Both new types of pottery appear in the 
“osttrakt” of the ‘atrium House’ towards the beginning of 
the 5th century and are known from hilltop settlements in 
southern Noricum in contexts of the 5th and 6th centuries6. at 
the moment there is no secure evidence for dating the end of 
these pottery traditions, but the late occupation phase of the 
eastern part of the ‘atrium House’ of Aguntum shows one 
of the earliest appearances of this kind of pottery in the first 
half of the 5th century aD.

6 For example in the pottery evidence of hillside settlements collected by 
S. Ciglenečki: S. ciglenečki, tinje - nad Loko pri Žusmu. a late Roman 
and early medieval Settlement (Ljubljana 2000).

With this evidence one can assume that there is a defi-
nite change in the local pottery production in south-western 
Noricum in Late antiquity. the absorbing of “african” de-
corations and shapes is possibly the latest Roman influence 
on the local pottery of Aguntum. at the same time there are 
visible changes in technique, decoration and shape of locally 
produced pots, which may result from new non-Roman 
influences and mark the beginning of the production of the 
early medieval pottery types.

Martin.Auer@uibk.ac.at
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Fig. 6. Aguntum, ‘atrium House’. Locally produced pots: 1 4th century; 2–3 5th century. – Scale 1:3.




