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Tatjana Koprivica 
(History Institute of Montenegro)

SACRAL TOPOGRAPHY OF LATE ANTIQUE 
AND EARLY CHRISTIAN DOCLEA (MONTENEGRO): 
THE FIRST MODERN PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION
Doclea, the second-largest town in the province of Roman Dalmatia, was construct-

ed within the lowland stretching between the place where the Zeta River flows into the 
Morača River and that where the Širalija Stream flows into the Zeta River (near the pres-
ent-day Podgorica, Montenegro) 1. 

The status of a municipium was granted to it at the time of Flavian Dynasty (69–96 
C. E.), most probably during the rule of Vespasian2. The first great growth of the town is 
attributed to the reign of Domitian and Trajan. By administrative division of the Roman 
Empire in 297, Doclea was detached from the Province of Dalmatia and became the Prov-
ince of Prevalis and, together with its capital town of Shkodër, its second-largest town by 
significance3. 

Primary sources mentioned Doclea for the first time in the writings of Ptolemy in the 
mid-second century of the Common Era. Pieces of evidence of Doclea’s existence during 
the time ranging between the 3rd and the 7th centuries are scarce. It is considered that 
the East Goths ravaged the town in 489, and it is out of any doubt that it was struck by 
earthquake in 5184. Archeological excavations have shown that Doclea was reconstructed 
in the time of Emperor Justinian. The town was destroyed by Avars and Slavs in 6095. As 
for dating the later existence of the town, while due to rare primary sources, special im-
portance is given to the cruciform church situated in the eastern part of the town. Some 
scientists relate it to the 9th century, based on which a conclusion can be derived that 
Doclea continued its existence for longer than two centuries after the ravage and devasta-
tion in the early 7th century. 

Doclea has been attracting the attention of explorers and travel writers even since the 
mid-nineteenth century. European scientific circles were acquainted with Doclea in 1873, 
upon the discovery of the Podgoritza Cup6. It was excavated by an unknown antiquity 
hunter and sold to the Italian Consul H. E. Perrot, in Shkodër. By further selling, via Paris 
and the collection of the Russian colonel Basilewsky, it reached The State Hermitage in 
Saint Petersburg.

Archeological excavations started in January 1890. Prince Nikola Petrović launched 
the idea, and he decided also the time to commence the excavations7. Montenegro did not 
have an expert in the field, so the Prince entrusted the works to P. A. Rovinsky, a Russian 
Slavicist, ethnographer and editor, who was in Montenegro at that time. However, Rovin-
sky was neither educated nor experienced to cope with the task entrusted to him. 

Engaging a large number of unskilled workers, who were not instructed properly, 
along with using inappropriate tools, resulted in permanently undermined ground stratig-
raphy within the site8. The documents from the State Archive of Montenegro on Doclea 
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explorations that were carried out via three campaigns from 1890 to 1892 contain mainly 
the financial statements, whereas descriptions, drawings or photographs of the excavated 
buildings almost do not exist9. Rovinsky left incomplete and imprecise documentation, 
which is largely useless for the contemporary science. 

Doclea site explorations led by Rovinsky discovered four temples: The First Temple, 
The Second Temple, The Temple of Diana, the Basilica on the Forum, as well as the North-
West Gate, the Triumphal Arch, the residential building and the remains of a temple, ther-
mae with a palestra and a library10. 

Significant steps forward in scientific sense were done upon the arrival of foreign ex-
plorers. Having the benevolence of Prince Nikola, Doclea was explored by the represen-
tatives of three famous schools of that time, i.e. British, Italian and Austrian ones. J. Ar-
thur R. Munro and the group of archeologists from Oxford explored Doclea in 189311. 
The outcomes of Munro’s work are exceptionally important to getting familiar with and 
understanding the topography of Doclea — in the eastern part of the town, they discov-
ered medieval churches, i.e. the Basilica A, Basilica B, and cruciform church12. 

The Italian explorers Roberto Paribeni and Guido Cora, who were in Montenegro 
during 1901, paid their attention to studying the epigraphic inscriptions of Doclea13. 

Piero Sticotti carried out three studies on Doclea: the first one together with Luka 
Jelić in 1892; the second one together with Ćirilo M. Iveković in 1902; the last one in 
190714. The outcomes of his work represent now the most comprehensive monograph on 
Doclea, with systematized deductions about explorations done by then15.

All until the mid-twentieth century, there was no exploration of Doclea; however, 
devastations took place. During the World War II, i.e. in 1942, upon the order by Pirzio 
Biroll, an Italian Governor of Montenegro, professor Luigi Crema from Rome was en-
gaged and he came to Montenegro16. The job of the expert was brought down to the selec-
tion of exhibits from Doclea for the purposes of Italian museums. 

Only few years thereafter, in peacetime, Doclea suffered the largest-scale devastation 
in the 20th century. During 1947 and 1948, in the postwar revival of Montenegro, some 
500 m long stretch of Doclea was occupied by Podgorica — Nikšić railway route17. 

After the break of more than half a century, archeological surveys started in Doclea in 
1954. They were being carried out in several campaigns and lasted by 196518. The explora-
tions, which were mainly of revision character, discovered small thermae. During the same 
period, two necropolises were being explored outside the town walls, one in the south-east 
of the town, along the River Morača bank, and the other in the north-east of the town, 
along the stretches called Lovišta and Vranjići19. Southeastern necropolis revealed the 
tombs dating back to the period between the 1st and the 4th centuries, while the western 
necropolis revealed the tombs dating back to the time ranging between the 2nd and the 
5th centuries20. 

The new revising explorations were carried out in 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000 and 2005. 
Geophysical surveys carried out by experts from The British School of Rome and The 

Archaeological Prospection Services of Southampton in 2007 launched the identification 
of private houses in Doclea21. Significant outcomes were induced by the 2009 explora-
tions, discovering the remains of so-called „Building No. 9 “considered as most probable 
central temple of Doclea22. 

In 120-year time so far, archeological surveys of Doclea have processed only 10 per-
cent of the entire site area. Based on the explorations concerned, the sacral topography 
of the town distinguishes two wholes, with the western one comprising the First Temple, 



Sacral Topography of Late Antique and Early Christian Doclea (Montenegro) 27

the Second Temple, the Basilica on the Forum and the Building No. 9 and the eastern 
one comprising the Basilica A, the Basilica B and the cruciform church (Fig. 1). 

The First Temple was located east of via triumphalis, at the distance of 20 m from the 
Triumphal Arch. The Temple belongs to the group of temples in antis. It is not known to 
whom it was dedicated. Since the imperial statue and the temple’s tympanum with carved 
medallion showing the figure of the Goddess Roma on it were discovered at that place, 
the temple was named after the Goddess — the Temple of the Goddess Roma. According 
to Sticotti’s opinion, Ara Caesaris, where the Doclea minister served as sacerdos and of 
which inscription has been preserved, was there. Inscribed pedestals (that served most 
probably as stands for emperor statues) are abundant there to praise numerous Roman 
emperors — from Titus to Valerianus23.

On the same side of the via triumphalis, there is the Second Temple. It is a smaller 
quadrangular building structure. The eastern side of this Temple’s courtyard borders the 
palace24.

The Temple of Diana, separated by several buildings from the via triumphalis, was 
entered from the side street since the position of the building is almost west-east. The 
building structure is also a temple in antis. Next to it, a part of tympanum was found, with 
the figure of the Goddess Diana on the carved medallion on it, so the Temple was named 
after that as the Temple of Diana25. 

In the central town area, east of the via triumphalis, there used to be the Forum with 
Basilica covering the whole western side of it. The entrance to the Basilica, in the south-
west of the Forum, i.e. south of the very Basilica, is a separate room with three sections 

Fig. 1. Plan of Late Antique and Early Christian Doclea.
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facing the main street. The Basilica was entered into from the Forum through three en-
trances with the epistyle inscribed with the names of the Flavians, the Frontons and the 
Balbinas. Skirting the lengthwise sides of the main room, in the interior of it, there used 
to be pilasters associated by arches, whereas in the northern and the southern part of the 
room there used to be three transverse arches dividing the three bays of the Basilica26. 

Next to the Forum with the Basilica, there used to be the Building No. 9. It is a rect-
angular building structure comprising the atrium enclosed, to the west and south, by the 
walls of a series of rooms with porch27. It is not known to whom it was dedicated. Regard-
less the archeological explorations have not been completed, it is assumed that this used 
to be the major ancient temple of Doclea. The building structure was developed on the 
earlier archeological layer. As for all the foregoing temples, that are located in the west of 
the town, there is no precise dating. 

In the east of the town, at the distance of some 200 m from the Forum, there are three 
churches: the Basilica A, the Basilica B and the cruciform church. 

The Basilica A is a three-nave basilica with the apse semicircular in the interior and 
polygonal on the exterior. Next to the apse, there are the diaconicon and the prothesis. The 
schola cantorum was in front of the apse. Around the apse, the built-in seats with the space 
for bishop chair were arranged. The narthex was in front of the Basilica. Larger number of 
memorial plates were found in the church and around it. There are remains, most likely, of 
the Bishop Palace. It is considered that the Basilica A represents the Episcopal Church of 
Doclea. It dates back to the 5th century, and it shows certain reconstructions carried out 
during the time of Justinian28. 

Doclea used to be the episcopal see in the Province of Prevalis29. It is not known when 
the Episcopate was established. Some archeologists assume that the first known Doclea 
Bishop Basus was appointed in 325 or 32630. Based on the primary and secondary sources, 
it has been found that the Bishop Constantine of Doclea for sure took part in the Coun-
cil of Ephesus in 431 and that the Bishop Evander of Doclea took part in the Council of 
Chalcedon in 451. The last known Bishop of Doclea was Nemezian, who, at the beginning 
of the 7th century (in 602), replaced the Bishop Pavle. 

The second basilica in eastern part, i.e. the Basilica B is situated below the cruciform 
church dating back to a later period. It was constructed on the site of the former building 
structure, most probably on the desecrated one, which could have been demolished during 
the earthquake in 518. The three-nave basilica has the apse semicircular on both the inte-
rior and exterior. Narthex of the Basilica is flanked by the prothesis and the diaconicon. 
It dates back to the period ranging between the 4th and the 6th centuries. 

The cruciform church has the design of a free cross with somewhat shorter transept31. 
The ancient motifs, which were taken over from the local architecture, have been pre-
served in its porch, whereas the compact composition and designs of the building struc-
ture indicate that it belongs to early medieval architecture32. The church is famous for the 
inscription telling about Deaconess Ausonia33. Its dating refers to the long span, i.e. to the 
period between 4th and the 9th centuries. It is identified with the Church of St. Mary, 
which is mentioned in Chapter 9 of The Chronicle of the Priest of Duklja and which used 
to be the coronation church for Doclea Kings34.

 Since the appearance of Sticotti’s writings on Doclea in 1913, no other comprehen-
sive monography on Doclea has been developed so far. Significant steps forward made by 
science in getting familiar with Doclea have taken place only in certain fields, such as that 
of surveying necropolises. 
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The study of the Late Antiquity and the Early Christianity has advanced significantly 
within the contemporary science. In the light of the all foregoing, an opportunity to rein-
terpret the outcomes of former surveys of Doclea has been opened.

The most comprehensive documentation on Doclea is kept with the Montenegro Cen-
ter for Archeological Surveys, in Podgorica. However, the archeological evidence stored 
there comprises mainly findings from the archeological campaigns that have been carried 
out for the 50 years so far. 

Due to the devastation of the site, studying Doclea gives importance to finding any 
single unpublished photograph, drawing and description that have remained within the 
documentation. That was the reason for carrying out an examination of documents origi-
nating from the writings of scientists who had dealt with Doclea — such as Rovinsky, Mu-
nro, Sticotti and the institutions that carried out studies in Podgorica, Cetinje, Trieste, 
Rome, St. Petersburg and Vienna.

Besides the items that have been recorded and placed in museums and other insti-
tutes in Montenegro, significant part of those movable findings from Doclea — such as 
coins, glass objects and sculptures — were stolen or destructed. In order to judge a more 
complete image of Doclea, it is required to examine all the findings of Doclea provenance 
kept with the European museums and private collections — which is a great difficulty 
since those items have been rarely attributed as originating from Doclea. That would be a 
very complex task with an uncertain outcome, even in case there is available data thereon. 
For example, we found records in Rome concerning bringing some sculptures from Do-
clea during 1942, among which there was a tympanum with the figure of Goddess Diana 
on it; however, the sculptures concerned were not found. As we all know, the Podgorica 
Cup is in Saint Petersburg; however, that is not the only item that arrived there. In 1879, 
Rovinsky sent ten Doclea coins to his friend to forward them to the Slavic Museum or 
Geographical Association to be examined there and to keep them for himself thereafter, as 
well as one gemstone and a fragment of another gemstone and a small jewel from Doclea 
as a gift for his friend’s daughter35.

For a comprehensive understanding of Doclea, it is required to develop the corpus 
of the architectural fragments that would encompass both those ones that are in situ and 
those ones kept in museums, as well as the ones built-in and used in the neighborhood of 
and in the very town of Podgorica. Doclea explorers and numerous travel writers who had 
visited Doclea left the pieces of evidence thereon and on a variety of devastation forms, 
such as: taking away architectural fragments from the site for the construction of the near-
by church, as well as for the construction of the stairways for the local school or houses 
around Doclea or memorial plates and alike36. The architectural fragments were taken 
away from Doclea site for reconstructing the St. George Church in Podgorica, as well as 
for constructing the bridge across the River Zeta. One piece of evidence has induced a sus-
picion that, upon the order given by Prince Nikola, the stone from Doclea was taken away 
for the construction of his Palace on the Kruševa Hill Head in Podgorica37. 

Due to very few primary and secondary sources concerning Doclea, it is important to 
bring epigraphic materials from Doclea together and assign them their respective precise 
dates. 

All the foregoing archival material gathering, recognizing the items from Doclea site 
but captured in the European museums and collections, as well as filed activities in the 
very Town and its neighborhood, represent only a preliminary stage of the overall recon-
struction of Doclea. 
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Any further activity is required to approach to the interpretation of architecture 
of the Late Antique and Early Medieval Doclea. There should be an attempt to give 
a more precise interpretation of the ruins of Doclea complex and to assign them their 
respective chronological dates, as well as to elucidate them from the point of view of 
their respective functions. The architecture of the Late Antique and the Early Me-
dieval Doclea should be observed in a broader sense and in parallel with the similar 
urban cores. For getting a more complete image of Doclea, it is required to open a 
discussion on the cults cherished in Doclea, starting from their emergence and origin 
through their spread. Particular issue in a further research should be that of funeral 
ceremony related issues, as well as issues of piety of women. It is also required to 
consider the relationship between the tradition and the innovation — continuity of 
traditions and the life in the Town after the shift to the new organization upon receiv-
ing the Christianity. To solve certain of the foregoing issues, of a huge importance is to 
consider the fresco paintings, mosaic decorations and movable findings (such as coins, 
fragments of ceramic, glass and alike). 

The completed explorations have shown that Doclea is one of the most important urban 
cores of the Late Antique, i.e. of the Early Christian period within the Balkan Peninsula. 

Studying the urban, i.e. the sacral topography of the Town of Doclea and the approach 
to the urban cores of the Central Balkan (primarily Caričin grad) and other cores of the 
early Byzantine Empire that are conceptually opposite to it, such as Thessalonica, Jeru-
salem and the towns located on the west coast of Anatolia (Asia Minor), will definitely 
contribute to a clear overview of the methods of dispersing and receiving Christianity 
within a broader area, as well as the modes of its visual expression. 

Татьяна Копривица 
(Институт истории, Черногория)

САКРАЛЬНАЯ ТОПОГРАФИЯ ПОЗДНЕАНТИЧНОЙ 
И РАННЕХРИСТИАНСКОЙ ДУКЛИИ (ЧЕРНОГОРИЯ): 
ПЕРВОЕ СОВРЕМЕННОЕ ПРЕДВАРИТЕЛЬНОЕ 
ИССЛЕДОВАНИЕ
Предметом данного исследования является архитектура позднеантичной и ран-

несредневековой Дуклии. Дуклия, второй по величине город в римской провинции 
Далмация, был построен на равнине, простирающейся от впадения Зеты в Морачу 
до впадения Ширали в Зету (близ современной Подгорицы в Черногории).

Цель работы — установить новые факты посредством пересмотра и переосмысле-
ния материалов исследований прошлых лет и археологических раскопок 1954–1964, 
1999 и 2005 гг., в сравнении с данными последних исследований аналогичной тема-
тики, для того, чтобы составить адекватное и детальное представление о сакральной 
топографии города. 

Наши задачи — представить части городского ансамбля Дуклии, уточнить их со-
относительную хронологию и попытаться выяснить их функциональное назначение. 
Архитектура позднеантичной Дуклии рассматривается в более широком контексте, 
в сопоставлении с аналогичными городскими поселениями. Мы попытаемся выявить 
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методы перенесения таких архитектурных схем. Еще одна из задач исследования — 
выявление деталей архитектурного декора и других небольших архитектурных 
элементов, происходящих из Дуклии, перемещенных и использованных в качестве 
строительного материала в более позднее время. Поскольку комплекс подвергся раз-
рушению и сейчас находится в худшем состоянии, чем на рубеже XIX и XX вв., когда 
его посещали путешественники и специалисты, другой нашей задачей является по-
иск неопубликованных записей, материалов и фотодокументации более ранних ис-
следований Дуклии в архивах Триеста, Вены и Рима.
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