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Damjan Donev, The Busy Periphery: Urban 
Systems of the Balkan and Danube Provinces (2nd – 
3rd c. AD), Archaeopress, Roman Archaeology Series 
61, Oxford, 2019, ISBN-10: 1789693497, 380. p.

The monograph of Damjan Donev is the result of a five-year long 
research project carried on in the framework of the ERC Advanced Project 
entitled “An Empire of 2000 cities: urban networks and economic integration 
in the Roman Empire” coordinated by prof. Luuk de Ligt at the University 
of Leiden. This project between 2013 and 2018 represents one of the many, 
important scientific endeavours of the recent scholarship focusing on the 
long-term and in-depth analysis of urbanisation and urbanity in the political, 
economic, demographic, and religious history of the Roman Empire1. 
This project created a unique chance for researchers to unite the often-
contradictory debates on urbanity and the impact of Roman urbanisation 
in all the Roman Empire, including the often-neglected Danubian provinces 
and the Balkan2. This area was granted to Damjan Donev who was working 
at the project of Ligt as a postdoctoral researcher. Previously to this book, 
Donev’s research was focusing on particular rural and urban settlements 
and typologies of urbanisation and settlement-analysis in the Balkan and 
Danubian provinces (the author included regio X from Italia, Macedonia, 
Dalmatia, Pannoniae, Moesiae, Thracia and Dacia)3.

In the introduction (1-13.p.) the author presents shortly the place of the 
study in current scholarship of ancient urbanism, focusing only on the major 
currents of historiography, arguing that in older literature the focus was on 
the particularities and monographic studies of individual settlements, while 
his methodology is opening a new tendency of a large-scale and a geographic 
network-study of the cities. In his short paragraph arguing on why he choose 
the Balkan and Danubian provinces as a unit of the Roman Empire, the author 
shortly mentioned, that it was more a pragmatic choice (accessibility of the 
literature and languages) and claimed, that this region “never became closely 
integrated enough to form a compact territorial block within the Roman 
Empire” (4.p.). Donev’s most intriguing – and probably, most problematic – 
statement comes already in the short sub-chapter which aims to define the 
data-set of his book. The author argued, that “using population size thresholds 
as criteria for the attribution of urban status is likely to lead to an incomplete 
settlement map […], following the juridical status of the settlements will 
provide only a slightly more accurate picture” (6.p.). This claim certainly 
goes against the traditional view of classical archaeology, literary sources 
and Roman studies, which unanimously argued, that the urban nature of 
the Roman settlements can be defined by their legal status (municipia and 
coloniae). Donev questions this definition and categorisation, however in 
the short introduction didn’t present a detailed answer and methodological 
alternative for a new, more elaborate terminology of urbanity. In his short 
argument – based on the project’s definition on urban and the settlement 

1   LIGT et alii 2014; ROBINSON 2016; HANSON 2016; RAJA-SINDBÆK 2018; WOOLF 2020; 
RÜPKE 2020; PELLEGRINO 2020; HOUTEN 2021.
2   About the notion see: ALFÖLDY 2004 and SZABÓ 2020.
3   DONEV 2016; DONEV 2020.
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system – Donev used a very flexible terminology of urbanity, 
based on agglomerations of 5 ha, stone structures, local 
institutions and centrality of the settlement. Donev usually 
avoid the notions of “town” or “cities”, instead he uses the 
more flexible and complex notion of “urban systems” . Town 
and urban centre is used by Donev only for self-governing 
and central settlements of urban systems, while the other 
types are labelled after their economic functions (ports, 
road stations, mining colonies, garrison settlements etc.) 
or named as town-like or non-agrarian agglomerations. The 
author presents his struggling effort faced by many of us 
working on the Danubian provinces when it comes to the 
monumental amount of the bibliography produced by 12 
countries and local archaeological traditions. Donev presents 
shortly also the study outline, giving short abstracts of each 
of his major chapters. He concludes that his aim is to shift 
the focus on urbanity towards the distribution of size-
categories, as well as the micro-locational and functional 
variations or the changing density of the settlement 
networks, however his methodology needs a more careful, 
detailed presentation as it was shortly summarised in his 
introduction. Based on the contemporary debates on the 
problematic aspects of the limits of urbanity, the differences 
between Roman towns and cities and the dichotomy 
between urban and rural, a more elaborated discussion on 
terminology and the levels or qualities of urbanity would be 
necessary for the contemporary readers – space theorists, 
Roman archaeologists or others focusing on urbanity in the 
Roman world.

The second chapter presents the genesis of the Roman 
settlement networks in the Balkan and Danubian provinces, 
focusing especially on the settlement chronology. Donev 
shortly mentions here the problematic notion of settlement- 
continuity and discontinuity from the pre-Roman times to 
the Roman period, arguing, that this can be only attested in 
urban context in the Greek cities of the Adriatic and Black 
Sea region, but also on the territory of Illyria and Macedonia.

Donev presents each region following a similar 
methodology and structure: in Upper Macedonia and 
Epirus 70% of the towns and settlements (again, a recurrent 
terminological confusion in contrast with the methodological 
introduction) were founded in pre-Roman times, during the 
Hellenistic period (32 in Hellenistic times, 21 in Roman times 
attested archaeologically). In the northern Adriatic Donev 
identified 12 pre-Roman urban systems and only 4 Romans 
which shows a similar pattern as in Illyria and Macedonia, 
urbanised much intensively before the Roman conquest. 
In Dalmatia we will see the same pattern, with more than 
35 pre-Roman settlements and only 18 from the Roman 
period. A different model was attested in the two Pannoniae 
where Donev identified only 7 urban systems from pre-
Roman period. The problematic identification of these 
settlements represents one of the challenges of his criteria 
presented in the introduction, especially in middle sized 
urban systems, where the archaeological material is often 
partially and fragmentarily documented, and the criteria 
set by the author in his methodology are hard to test. Each 
province are presented by the list of settlements (ancient 
and modern name, pre-Roman phase, status), a statistics 
on the chronological profile of the major agglomerations 

and at least one map. In some cases, the legend is hardly 
visible unfortunately for the reader, the settlements are 
presented in small dots without differentiating their status 
or chronological aspects, while in other maps, where these 
chronological features are presented, the name of the 
settlements are not featured. In the conclusion of the first 
chapter, the author presents the chronological categories 
of all the studied provinces: from this we can find out, that 
almost 200 urban-like settlements (urban systems) were 
founded by Romans and around 100 had an archaeologically 
attested, pre-Roman existence.

In the next chapter, Donev presents the genesis of the 
Roman urban network and the newly founded settlements 
in the discussed historical region. Some of the diagrams in 
the book – such as the one presenting the number of large 
construction projects in the old towns of Illyria and Epirus – 
are hardly visible unfortunately (56.p.). The structure of this 
chapter follows the previous one, each region is presented 
shortly, but with a rich and comprehensive bibliography, 
focusing on the newly established urban systems. In each 
case, Donev highlighted some of the specificities of the 
regions, such as the high number of vici in Dobrudja and 
the highly militarised aspects of the settlements in Dacia, 
resuming a century long research in the subchapters 
dedicated to this complex topic. 

The fourth chapter deals with the settlement size 
distribution, a topic which produced also heavy debates in 
historiography and represents one of the most provocative 
subjects in ancient demographics. The author established 
a list of 40 garrison settlements with the ratios of built-
up to walled areas. Based on this list, the largest territory 
of an urban settlement from the Danubian provinces we 
can find in Aquincum, Carnuntum, Apulum, Singidunum, 
Viminacium, Brigetio, the major legionary fotresses and 
conurbations. Donev argued, that the modell of the twin-
towns – which persisted in the historiography for a long 
time – can be attested only in Pannonia and Dacia and it is 
completely missing in the two Moesiae. The author concludes 
the chapter with a complex, but hardly visible table on the 
distribution of settlements across size-categories (fig.IV. 19., 
114 .p.). From this we can read, that most of the settlements 
(70%) were small, less than 15 ha, however Donev mentions, 
that in many of the cases it was hard to estimate the size 
of the settlements and their territory. The most suggestive 
map of the book is the map IV.1. which shows the size of 
the cities (a similar map was reproduced ingeniously on the 
cover of the book): it shows clearly, that the largest urban 
systems and settlement concentrations were formed along 
the Danube, which represents the main communication 
road in this region of the Roman Empire. Vindobona, 
Carnuntum, Aquincum, Brigetio, Sirmium, Singidunum, 
Viminacium, Novae – and somehow, as exceptions – 
Poetovio, Sarmizegetusa and Apulum represents the major 
urban settlements. This reflects also the inseparable nature 
of urbanisation and militarisation, the formative role of the 
Roman army in the settlement-history of this region, a well-
known and well documented fact in the old literature too. 

The next chapter of the book presents the agricultural 
territories of the provinces. Donev here argues, that the land 
to population ratio was not always sensitive to the economic 
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profile of the settlements. He claims, that the good pedologic 
and climatic conditions allowed a great deal of flexibility 
in the settlement siting. In many cases however, his 
estimates are purely hypothetical and as in Dacia and some 
other provinces too, there are few studies focusing on the 
paleobotanical realities and the study of historical geography 
and historical flora.

An important contribution of the book is the 6th 
chapter, which presents the administrative territories of 
the urban systems. Donev here presents with vivid and well 
readable maps the epigraphic distributions around the cities, 
suggesting that the territorium of an urban settlement 
can be estimated based on the epigraphic material and 
the mobility of the urban staff. On his map focusing on 
the distribution of urban and non-urban sectors, Donev 
represented the large territories of urban areas, however in 
some parts (especially in the north of Porolissum and the 
Barbaricum between Pannonia and Dacia – the world of 
the Sarmatians) it is unsure, why large territories without 
any urban settlements identified are represented as “urban 
territoria” (map VI.82., 272. p.). 

The volume of Damjan Donev ends with an 
exhaustive bibliography, which is certainly gives the 
most comprehensive bibliographic collection on urbanity, 
urbanism and settlement-history in the Danubian and 
Balkan provinces of the Roman Empire. He end his book 
with an appendix, serving with a comprehensive catalogue 
of towns and settlements, built-up area, agricultural and 
administrative territory.

The monograph of Damjan Donev is a product of 
an innovative, new methodological approach on Roman 
urbanity, which aimed to question the traditional approach 
on the settlement distribution, territorial analysis of urban 
systems in the last few years. His book deals with a territory, 
which is extremely heterogenous, fragmented not only in 
ancient times, but especially in contemporary historical 
and disciplinary context. Thus, his work is a provocative, 
but ungrateful task due to the complexity of the region 
and its historiography. Based on the rich material used in 
his sophisticated methodological approach, this book will 
remain an important contribution in the problematic and 
booming field of urban and spatial studies as well.
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