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Preface

The 4th Aguntum Workshop was dedicated to the so-called crisis in the Imperium Romanum during the 
3rd century AD. The aim of the workshop was to bring together archaeological data from different parts 
of the Imperium pertinent to the 3rd century. In some areas, severe changes occurred during the 3rd cen-
tury, which is linked to a loss of influence of the Imperial administrative structures. This is the case in 
the municipium Aguntum, where we were able to discover that a destructive fire raged in the area of the 
town center. This ruination took place during the 3rd century AD and, as a result, the area of the Forum 
of Aguntum currently under investigation fell out of use.1 However, there are no traces of war-like activity 
that could have led to the fire. Although we do not know why the fire broke out, it is a fact that the area 
was not renovated afterwards. This neglect can be seen as an indicator of the town’s decreasing economic 
power. Otherwise such an eyesore in the very center of the town would have been remedied. We therefore 
know that the Roman administration in Aguntum was in crisis in the 3rd century AD.

At the same time, the hilltop settlements around the Roman town begin to flourish again. Especially in 
Lavant, ca. 5 km east of Aguntum, the archaeological evidence shows a clear increase of findings connected 
to the 3rd century compared to those from the 1st and 2nd centuries.2

Although Aguntum was inhabited until at least the 5th century AD3, severe changes took place in the 
area during the 3rd century. These concern the organization of the settlement and administration of the area. 
Contrary to the first two centuries AD, when a strong central settlement controlled the ager Aguntinus, 
from the 3rd century onwards, different smaller centers are established. However, this does not necessarily 
mean that people living in the 3rd century would have recognized these changes as a crisis, but at least from 
a historical point of view it is clear that the administrative power of the Imperium began to crumble.

The abovementioned trends are true for the ager Aguntinus but cannot be applied to the Imperium 
Romanum as a whole. As urged by Karl Strobel, the developments of the 3rd century should not be referred 
to as a “Crisis of the Imperium” but instead have to be considered in the context of regional circumstances. 
Archaeological contexts have to be analyzed in detail before linking them to historical events mentioned 
in the written sources.4 However, considering both archaeological and historical data can be fruitful, as 
seen in the case of Athens (Beal). How new research can change the old picture developed of this decline 
has been shown in the areas of Eastern Gaul (Nüsslein), Northern Italy (Arioli; Bottos / Tasca) or Eastern 
Noricum (Marko). Although towns that emerged during the High Empire seem to lose their importance 
during the 3rd or even already towards the end of the 2nd century (Marko, Pintado, Grüßinger / Willmitzer, 
Mader / Jäger-Wersonig), there is a great variance in the further development of small settlements, as seen 
in the case studies analyzed by Benguerel, Bottos / Tasca, Marko, Schachinger et al. and Somma et al. 
In some cases it is especially the villae that become increasingly wealthy during the 3rd century. This may 
be seen as a development similar to the hilltop settlements, which also become increasingly important 
during the 3rd century, whereas the central administration of municipal territories seems to suffer from 
a lack of “imperial power”. Nevertheless, there is also evidence for a crisis that affected a whole region, 
towns and the countryside alike. This might be especially true for North-Western Noricum, although 
there seems to be no historical explanation for the missing coins (Schachinger et al.). Despite this general 

1  Auer 2018.
2  Kainrath 2011; Auer / Deschler-Erb / Sossau, in print.
3  Auer 2016; Auer / Deschler-Erb / Sossau, in print.
4  For a methodical approach: Hinker 2015.
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development of settlement structures, new developments in the intellectual sphere also emerged in the 3rd 
century (Handy).

Altogether the 4th Aguntum Workshop has shown that the 3rd century was a time of severe 
transformation in different regions of the Roman Empire. However, change does not automatically mean 
crisis and for some settlements and regions the 3rd century was a time of great prosperity. Nevertheless 
other regions show a tendency towards the reduction of towns and decrease of centralized administration 
in favor of a range of smaller centers like rural and hilltop settlements or villae.

Innsbruck and Vienna, August 2020
Martin Auer & Christoph Hinker 
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