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Abstract

Claustra Alpium luliarum is a late Roman linear defence system that consisted of
walls, towers, and fortresses, and was intended to defend against incursions into Italy
from the eastern and northeastern parts of the Empire. In contrast to the outer borders
of the Roman Empire, it was constructed in the late third/early fourth centuries inside
the borders of the Roman state, along the geographical line dividing northeastern Italy
from Illyricum. It lies in the mountainous area of the Julian Alps (uninhabited even in
modern times), extending from the northern Adriatic (Rijeka in Croatia) to the So a
valley in Slovenia. e most important via publica between Aquileia and Emona was
defended by three linear defence lines.

e author presents literary sources and numismatic evidence, as well as the results

of archaeological excavations, and points out the chronological problems connected
with the construction of this late Roman defence structure.
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e defence system known from the fourth century Roman historian Am-
mianus Marcellinus under the term Claustra Alpium luliarum is unique?, since
it was constructed to protect northeastern Italy and not to defend the external
frontiers of the Roman empireas  forinstance  were the well-known limes
of Hadrian in Roman Britain or the limes on the Rhine and the Danube or in
northern Africa®

In ancient written sources the defence system Claustra Alpium luliarum was
always mentioned in association with the area of the Julian Alps, as understood
by ancient geographers and historians. According to them, the term luliae
Alpes denoted the region that stretched from Rijeka (Tarsatica) in Croatia to
Vrhnika (Nauportus) in Slovenia, as well as Trieste (Tergeste), Zuglio (lulium
Carnicum), and Cividale (Forum lulii) in northeastern Italy ( g. 1)3. Tacitus,
however, referred to them in the second half of the 1% century as the Pannon-
ian Alps (Pannoniae Alpes)*.

) " Fig.1.  emainsettlementsde -
4 s‘e"’“a" "e@\ ning the Julian Alps (StepMap)

Amm. Marc. 31. 11. 3.
2D.J. Breeze, e Frontiers of Imperial Rome, Barnsley 2011.

8. a el, luliae Alpes, [in:] Atti VII Ce. S.D.I.R., 1975 1976, p. 601 618 (=J. a el, Opera
Selecta, Situla 30, Ljubljana 1992, p. 432 449).

“Tac., Hist. 2. 98.3;3.1.1 3.
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is area separating Italy and Illyricum could be crossed on three main
roads only: one connecting Tergeste with Tarsatica, the second Tergeste with
Emona (modern Ljubljana), and the third Aquileia with Emona ( g. 2)°.
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Fig.2. e area under consideration in the 4" century (P. Kos)

e Julian Alps west of Emona were picturesquely described by the Roman
historian Herodianus in the rst half of the third century AD as follows:  is
long mountain range with peaks stretching above the clouds was created by
nature as a kind of defence line for Italy. It is covered by dense and thick forests;
passes are narrow due to the precipitous slopes and rocks are everywhere °©.

5). a el, Sistemi di difesa della porta illirico-italica nel Tardo Antico, [in:] Il crinale d Europa.
Larea illirico-danubiana nei suoi rapporti con il mondo classico, Roma 1984, p. 114 (=J. a el,
Opera Selecta, Situla 30, Ljubljana 1992, p. 796).

SHerodian, 8.1.5 6. For the commentaries, see M. a el Kos, A Historical Outline of the Region
between Aquileia, the Adriatic, and Sirmium in Cassius Dio and Herodian / Zgodovinska podoba
prostora med Akvilejo, Jadranom in Sirmijem pri Kasiju Dionu in Herodijanu, Ljubljana 1986.
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e extreme strategic importance of this area for the defence (or, on the
other hand, the penetration) of northeastern Italy can be comprehended from
numerous ancient literary sources. e area played an important role at the
time of the barbarian incursions, but primarily during the numerous internal
political clashes. e mountainous area with its narrow gorges and vast forests
was always cause for serious worries among the military commanders and
their soldiers, which is so well described by Herodianus when recounting the
incursion of the army of Maximinus  rax from the Balkans to Italy in the
spring of 238. He reported: e army of Maximinus advanced through the
region in great fear. When observing the landscape they justi ably anticipated
danger ’. And further on he wrote: When reaching the other (Italian) side
without being hindered, they started to sing triumphantly 8. Even in peaceful
periods, travellers were o en victims of robbers operating and hiding in the
mountainous forests of the area, as for instance the Roman o cer Antonius
Valentinus, who was killed on the road over the Julian Alps and buried in Castra
(modern Ajdov ina)°.

Its strategic importance can best be illustrated by events in the late sixties of
the second century AD, when for the rst time Italy was seriously threatened by
external enemies. At that time the Quadi and Marcomanni invaded northern
Italy without hindrance, besieged Aquileia, and devastated Opitergium (mod-
ern Oderzo, northeast of Venice), fully exposing the vulnerability of Italy from
the east®®.  isepisode clearly demonstrated that at that time the Julian Alps did
not yet have a defensive system. Only in the a ermath of this incursion was the
broader area between Forum lulii, Tergeste, and Celeia (modern Celje) incor-
porated into the praetentura Italiae et Alpium, a short lasting defence system
akind of broad military-administrative zone  established under the emperor
Marcus Aurelius in approximately 168/169 ( g.3)!. e defence area was under
the command of legatus Augusti Quintus Antistius Adventus, as documented

"Herodian, 8. 1. 6.
®Herodian, 8. 2. 1.
®Inscr. Ital. X 4, 339.
BAmMm. Marc. 29. 6. 1.

1), ael, ber Umfang und Dauer der Milit rzone Praetentura Italiae et Alpium zur Zeit
Mark Aurels, Museum Helveticum 31, p. 225 233 (=J. a el, Opera Selecta, Situla 30, Ljubljana
1992, p. 388 396). See also G. Bigliardi, La Praetentura Italiae et Alpium alla luce di nuove
ricerche archeologiche, Aquileia Nostra 78, 2007, p. 297 312.
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on a stone base erected soona er 170 at ibilis in Numidia!?. e army was
stationed in a newly built legionary camp at Lo ica near Celje.

is defensive military zone of Marcus Aurelius iso en regarded as a pred-
ecessor of Claustra Alpium luliarum. I believe, however, that such a comparison
isunjusti ed, since the former system should be considered as defence in depth
while the latter system must be regarded as linear defence.

¢ Fig. 3. Supposed approximate
¢ area (in grey) incorporated into
U4 the defence system praetentura

s‘ep"ﬁiﬁ@-ﬁ Italiae et Alpium (StepMap)
Evena ersuch adevastating experience, the Romans still did not secure the
passes in the Julian Alps with arti cial defensive structures. e report of Hero-
dian on the advance of the army of Maximinus  rax into Italy in 238 clearly
demonstrates that the passes over the Julian Alps were not yet defended*®.
us, in spite of the strategic importance of this area, it was indeed rather
late in the Roman period when the rst building activities took place in order
to establish a line for successfully defending Italy.

*

As early as the 17" century, local historians began to pay attention to the stone
walls extending in the hinterland of Rijeka. e well-known historian 1.W. Valvasor
(1641 1693) had already connected them with the Roman period ( g. 4A B).

2SeeJ. a el, Anti niviri/ Ancientsources, [in:]J. a el, P. Petru, Claustra Alpium luliarum
I, Fontes, Ljubljana 1971, p. 22 no. 4.

BHerodian, 8. 2. 1.
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Fig. 4A B. A: Engraving (I.W. Valvasor, Die Ehre des Herzogthums Crain, Laybach 1689).
B: Qil painting from the 18" century. Both pictures show Rijeka at that time. In the upper le
part of both pictures, the Roman wall ascending the hill is clearly visible

— EE—————
Der Rominebe Limes
Italinehen Goarzgebirger
v£ 1
e Eenens Nanern oher

NAUPORTY
e ot

Fig. 5. e section of the defence line in the hinterland of Vrhnika (Nauportus), as measured
and sketched by Alfons M lIner in 1900*

“A. M liner, Der r mische Limes in den italischen Grenzgebiergen. I. Die Schanzmauern
um Nauportum, Argo 8, 1900, p. 201 204; p. 220 222, Beilage.
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In the following centuries, the remains of walls and towers of the defence
system were 0 en studied and measured ( g.5), however, this did not system-
atically occur earlier than inthe ies of the 20™" century, when a joint research
project of Slovenian and Croatian archaeologists was launched. e survey of
the entire line of the defence system was published by the National Museum
of Slovenia at the late date of 1971%.

On this basis, we know that the defence system Claustra Alpium luliarum
consisted of three lines of walls, stretching for about 150km from Rijeka (Tar-
satica) to the valley of the So a River (Aesontius) in northwestern Slovenia.

Today the course of the defence walls and the position of towers as well as
forts and fortresses are to a great extent well-known and documented. Some
segments of walls and towers (but only a minor part) have been excavated (not
all of them published), some of them have been conserved and presented in situ
(' g.6), however, the majority can nowadays be seen in the eld only as protrud-
ingmounds ( g.7). ewallswere not built in a continuous line, but were con-
structed only in the areas that were more easily traversable. It should be noted
that the areas where the walls are located are still mostly uninhabited, lying in
vast forests and mountainous regions with limited possibilities of passage. e
walls primarily closed o those areas that were more easily accessible ( g. 8),
usually where small local roads passed through towards Italy and the West?®.

%), a el, P. Petru, Claustra

%See, for instance, S. Ciglene ki, Potek alternativne ceste Siscija ~ Akvileja na prostoru
zahodne Dolenjske in Notranjske v asu od 4. do 6. stoletja / Der Verlauf der Alternativstrasse
Siscia  Aquileia im Raum von Westdolenjsko und Notranjsko in der Zeitspanne vom 4. bis
zum 6. Jh., Arheolo ki vestnik 36, 1985, p. 255 284.
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Fig. 7. Pokoji enear Vrhnika. e outlines of a square tower and defence wall can still be seen
in the forest. Photo: P. Kos

e main goal of the defence system, however, was to protect the most impor-
tant state road (via publica), connecting northern Italy and its capital Aquileia
with the Balkans, and further with the Near East, as well as with northeastern Eu-
rope, since it followed the course of the prehistoric Amber Road (see g. 2)"".

is road led originally over the Ocra (modern Razdrto) pass®®, which Strabo
in his Geography , written in ca. 18 AD, mentioned as the lowest part of the
Alps stretching from Raetia to the lapodes , over which goods are transported
with carts from Aquileia to a place named Nauportus *°. During the reign of
Augustus, it was transposed in a more northerly direction thereby shortening

17C. Witschel, Meilensteine als historische Quelle? Das Beispiel Aquileia, Chiron 32, 2002,
p. 325 393.

18). Horvat, A. Bavdek, Okra. Vrata med Sredozemljem in Srednjo Evropo / Ocra. e gate-
way between the Mediterranean and Central Europe, Ljubljana 2009.

Strab. 4. 6. 10; 7. 5. 2.
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Fig.8.  ecourse of the 1548m long Roman defence wall reinforced with towers near the village
of Rob presented in a digital relief model. It clearly shows the closure and control of passable
valleys. N. Perov ek, O ivljanje poznoanti ne rimske zapore v slovenskih krajin /e revival
of Late Roman walls in the area of Slovenia  unpublished BA thesis), Ljubljana 2008, g. 17.
P. Kos on basis of R.J.A. Talbert (ed.), e Barrington Atlas of the Greek and Roman World,
Princeton 2000, Map 20.

the travelling time from Aquileia to Emona by a whole day. Ru us Festus wrote
about this important achievement in his short history of the Romans ( sub lulio
Octaviano Caesare Augusto per Alpes lulias iter factum est ).

Fig. 9. Sections 3 and 4 of the
Tabula Peutingeriana showing
the area between Aquileia and
Emona ( esterreichische Na-
tionalbibliothek, Cod. 324)

2], a el, luliae Alpes, [in:] Atti VII Ce. S.D.I.R., 1975 76, p. 604 (=J. a el, Opera Selecta,
Situla 30, Ljubljana 1992, p. 435).
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On the Tabula Peutingeriana the names of the stations along the new road

Fluvio Frigido, In Alpe lulia, Longatico, Nauporto  are noted ( g.9)*. e
line of this most important road between Nauportus (Vrhnika) and Castra
(Ajdov ina) was the most defended part of the entire defence system, thus
showing its major strategic importance. It was closed 0 not only with one line
of walls and towers but also reinforced with a second and third additional lines
of walls and towers, as well as larger and smaller forts ( g. 10).

Fig. 10. e course of the defence lines

e most appropriate name for the linear defence system is Claustra Alpium
luliarum, as used by Ammianus Marcellinus when writing about the hostilities

2IFor more detailed information on the Tabula Peutingeriana, see R.J.A. Talbert, Romes
World. e Peutinger Map Reconsidered, Cambridge 2010.
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