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The archaeological site “Late Roman Tomb in 
Brestovik” is officially classified as a “monu-
ment of high cultural heritage significance”.1 
The main reason for such a classification lies in 
the specific character of the monument, that 
even today, some 120 years after its discovery, 
still challenges scholars and researchers. Still, 
some critical questions about the monument re-
main unanswered. The Brestovik tomb has been 
a part of the heritage package commonly offered 
in local tourism for decades. This paper briefly 
discusses the various scholarly interpretations 
of the site and their impact on the popular her-
itage discourse about the monument.

Present form of the monument 
The monument features the well-preserved re-
mains of a late Roman period funerary archi-
tectural structure with accompanying fresco 
decoration and related finds of sculpture.2 Re-
cent research has dated the tomb to the transi-
tional period between the AD third and fourth 
centuries.3 The architectural structure and the 
fresco display some unique features without 
analogies on the territory of present-day Serbia.4 
The tomb belongs to the ensemble of the archae-
ological remains of an ancient Roman rural vil-
las5 located near the route (Via Militaris) run-
ning along the Danube River  on the outskirts of 
present-day Belgrade.6

The first scientific examination of the tomb 
was conducted by the then-famous Serbian ar-
chaeologist and historian, Mihailo Valtrović, a 
few months after the accidental discovery of the 
site in 1895.7 According to the original excavation 
report by Valtrović, the tomb had already been 
partly ruined and looted by that time and the 

painted surfaces had been damaged. Valtrović 
also listed several interesting pieces of sculpture 
found at the site, but he did not mention any skel-
etons or funerary items from the three sarcoph-
agi found in the tomb, constructed of brick. Due 
to the turbulent historical events in the Balkans 
in the twentieth century and the inconsistent safe-
guarding and archival practices around heritage 
in the period, only the sculpture attributed to the 
founder of the tomb has been preserved to date 
from among the finds.8

Some essential conservation interventions 
have been conducted at the site since it was dis-
covered. The tomb is situated on private proper-
ty, but it is open to the public during the day. Un-
fortunately, the site is not equipped with 
information panels,9 and there are no visitors’ 
guides working there permanently. With the ex-
ception of a few valuable and interesting internet 
presentations and promotions of the tomb,10 all 
other internet, mass-media, public, and touristic 
presentations of the monument are marginal, 
confusing, and sometimes even contradictory and 
sensationalistic. Thus, the number of visitors at 
the site is relatively modest.11 In contrast, a dozen 
serious academic papers have been published 
about the tomb.

The Ambiguity of Heritage Interpretation:  
A Late Roman Tomb in Brestovik, Serbia

A l e k s A n d A r  P A n t i ć *

* Artist, alumnus of the Cultural Heritage Studies MA 
Program at Central European University, Budapest, and 
the Belgrade University of Arts

► Fig. 1. The ground plan of the tomb. Source: Zoran Simić, 
Kasnorimska grobnica u Brestoviku [Late Roman tomb in 
Brestovik] (Belgrade: Zavod za zaštitu spomenika kulture 
grada Beograda, 2009), available online at http://
beogradskonasledje.rs/publikacije/katalozi/katalozi-2009.



T H E  A M B I G U I T Y  O F  H E R I T A G E  I N T E R P R E T A T I O N 331

Interpreting the monument
Scholarly interpretations offered about the 
Brestovik monument can be classified into three 
groups. The main differences lie in the religious 
interpretation of the tomb and its historical 
classification.

1. Late Antique Syncretism
Most recently the tomb was researched by Gor-
dana Milosević,12 Dragana Rogić, Emilija Nikolić 
and Jelena Anđelković Grašnar,13 who offered a 
thorough and comprehensive overview of the 
monument. They point out the unique architec-
tural plan of the tomb, taking into consideration 
its dating to the AD third to fourth century.14 
These four scholars agree that the Brestovik 
tomb is an important example of funerary ar-
chitecture from the transitional period between 
the Classical/imperial and early Christian (ear-
ly Byzantine) styles. The fresco decoration in 
Brestovik is the only one known from pres-
ent-day Serbia that displays a painted structure 
of horizontal wooden beams (Fig.4). Rogić, Niko-
lić and Anđelković Grašnar interpreted these 
painted architectural elements as a decorative 
pattern, illusionistic carriers of the vault, and a 
symbolic representation of the Garden of Eden.15 
They also pointed out the significance of the site 
in the history (and heritage) of archaeology as a 
science as one of those first targeted by system-
atic and scientific archeological research in Ser-
bia.

Still, even this most recent research on the 
Roman period tomb in Brestovik has left a num-
ber of questions unanswered. Who erected the 
tomb is unknown, also the patron’s religious af-
filiation, and when the tomb was looted. There is 
no information on the original painted decoration 

in the western niche of tomb nor on that in the 
western vault of the burial chamber. The fact that 
the three sarcophagi differ in size also requires 
explanation, as well as why the head of the sup-
posed portrait sculpture of the patron is missing 
and why the rest of the marble sculptures were 
found damaged and shattered. Why no skeletons 
or other burial remains were found in the sar-
cophagi is also an open question. Due to these 
unanswered questions, the official standpoint of 
the Institute for the Protection of Cultural Monu-
ments of the City of Belgrade is to present the 
factual knowledge about the tomb and to refrain 
from providing any definite historical narrative 
about the monument in the hope of further re-
search.

2. Late Roman Imperial Culture
Some archaeologists and specialists of Classical 
Antiquity consider the Late Roman tomb in 
Brestovik no more than a somewhat provincial 
and low-budget product of Late Roman imperial 
culture.16 This was also the initial interpretation 
of the monument offered by Mihailo Valtrovic17 
and it is mainly based on two arguments. One 
concerns the style and symbolism of the sculp-
tural finds from the tomb as well as the fresco 
decoration, which displays some features char-
acteristic of the late Roman imperial period, 
such as the genii of death, the lying figures of 
lions, full-size portrait representations, and 
painted opus sectile decoration on the walls. The 
other argument stresses to the lack of any ex-
plicit Paleo-Christian or early Christian sym-
bols. Both arguments have been challenged, 
however, by pointing out the highly syncretistic 

► Fig. 2. Longitudinal section drawing (Source: Simić, Kas-
norimska grobnica u Brestoviku)

► Fig. 3. Present state of the monument (Source: Simić, 
Kasnorimska grobnica u Brestoviku)
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character of late Roman culture, especially in 
the provinces and along the Limes. In addition, 
the architectural plan of the monument is not 
typical for the Late Roman imperial style, and 
since the critical parts of the fresco decoration 
have been damaged it is not possible to deter-
mine what was depicted as an explicit expres-
sion of the religious affiliation of the patrons.18 

3. Early Christian culture
An interpretation introduced by several histo-
rians and archaeologists affiliated with the Fac-
ulty of Theology in Belgrade proposes that the 
tomb was the burial place of the first Christian 
martyrs of Belgrade: Saint Hermylus and Saint 
Stratonicus.19 They argue that according to the 
hagiographic records, the dating of the tomb 
corresponds to the time of the martyrdom of the 
two saints and their burial place mentioned in 
the documents can be located more or less where 
the tomb is situated.20 Since the burial chamber 
in the tomb was constructed with the eastern 
wall as the façade with two windows flanking 
the door, it allows for interpretation as an early 
Christian martyrium.

Several factors contradict this interpretation, 
however. First of all, the tomb contained three 
sarcophagi and not two. Second, the geographical 
distance between the tomb and remains of Roman 
Singidunum, where the two saints were martyred, 

is 32 km, that is, more than 18 Roman stadia.21 
Third, the decoration as it is known today does 
not display any specific Christian symbols. Fourth, 
no relics were found in the tomb that would con-
firm such an interpretation nor do the sculptural 
finds suggest any obvious relation to the two mar-
tyrs. The fifth argument concerns the source val-
ue of hagiographic records, since they cannot be 
considered fully reliable historical sources.22

The interpretation of the Late 
Roman tomb in Brestovik in 
Serbian popular and mass media

The total number of results of a Google search on 
the phrase “Roman Tomb in Brestovik” is surpris-
ingly low, only 37, and a search on the Serbian 
equivalent of the term is not much more produc-
tive, with only 72 results. None of the web sites 
of the official tourist information service of Ser-
bia, Belgrade, or any of the foreign tourist infor-
mation services offer any information on the 
site.23 Aside from this, about one third of the re-
sults were published by official heritage services 
or they are scholarly articles that deal with the 
tomb, or mention it in a side comment or refer-
ence.24 A second group are wiki-type articles and 
information about the monument.25 The main 
source for these, are the official presentation of 

► Fig. 4. The western wall of the burial chamber (Source: 
Simić, Kasnorimska grobnica u Brestoviku)

► Fig. 5. Wall paintings on the ceiling of the burial cham-
ber (Source: Simić, Kasnorimska grobnica u Brestoviku)
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the monument published by the Belgrade Monu-
ment Protection Institute,26 with some informa-
tion added from other academic papers. The last 
third of the Google search results are various 
internet articles referring to the cultural heritage 
of Belgrade or its history in the Roman period, 
created outside the academic or official heri-
tage-related sphere. Most of these articles are 
based on the Early Christian interpretation of the 
tomb. This situation may have influenced a 
strange social incident. Several years ago a group 
of Orthodox Christian radicals made an attempt 
to appropriate the monument to meet the litur-
gical service needs of the local Serbian Orthodox 
Church parish of Brestovik.27 Recalling the inter-
pretation of the monument as the Saint Hermy-
lus and Saint Stratonicus martyrium, they held a 
religious procession and a liturgical service at the 
monument itself. The local authorities and the 
Belgrade Monument Protection Service respond-
ed almost instantly. They suspended this kind of 
practice as something that is counter to laws re-
lated to heritage protection, which also endan-
gers the interests and principals of monument 
protection. The epilogue of this whole story was 
that soon after the incident the local municipal 
authorities passed a decree to assign a a state-
owned parcel in Brestovik village for a new local 
Orthodox parish chapel to be built.28

Conclusion
The case of the Brestovik tomb and its findings 
reveal a common phenomenon of cultural heri-
tage interpretation. Our knowledge, representa-
tion, and understanding of the past and its cultur-
al heritage are not absolute and fixed. The less we 
know about a monument, the greater are the 
chances for diverse heritage interpretations to 
surface. The interpretation of heritage is also af-
fected by different ideological or political posi-
tions, and/or the actual cultural needs and inter-
ests of the community or group(s) who use it. 
Therefore, the cultural heritage value of a monu-
ment does not necessarily correspond strictly to 
the historical or scientific importance of a site, but 
is formed in the context of the particular monu-
ment and its value for a community or culture at 
a given time, under specific circumstances.
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