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From Constantinople to Rome

Divided land, divided sea
The Mediterranean that we are describing in the Medways 
research is divided in two parts by an ancient line. This line 
dates back to the time of Diocletian who introduced the 
tetrarchy dividing the Roman Empire into separate adminis-
trative domains, one in the East and one in the West. Per-
haps this line has shifted today from its original position, but 
it is still there, and the ongoing war in Ukraine seems to be 
a consequence of that very same line. In order to reconnect 
these two divided parts of the Mediterranean, and of the sur-
rounding landscapes, we would like to build a narrative relat-
ed to the road that connected the two capitals of the Eastern 
and Western Roman Empire. We will poetically move, as in 
an imitation game, from Constantinople to Rome along the 
so-called via militaris. This route was actually a network of 
roads that connected the two capitals of the empire through 
the Balkans. The via militaris gradually replaced by impor-
tance the older via Egnatia, which connected Constantinople 
to Durrës, then across the Adriatic Sea to Brindisi, and finally 
to Rome along the Via Appia. After the tetrarchy, when the 
Empire moved its gravity centre towards the Balkan area, the 
via militaris became the main infrastructure of an itinerant 
principality. It is no coincidence that Constantine the Great 
was born in a city along this path, Naissus (Nis).

Imitation modes
Instead of writing a scientific paper about this road, we decid-
ed to tell a story, that of an imaginary honorary consul who 
after having served in the eastern provinces of the Empire, 
decided to return home to Rome. He left Constantinople rid-
ing on a horse, and travelled for over a month along this route, 
crossing the provinces of Thracia, Moesia, Dacia, Pannonia 
and Dalmatia all the way to the entry into Italy through the 
Julian Alps. From there he continued to Aquileia, Ravenna 
and then, after crossing the Apennines near Balneum (Bagno 

Fig. 1 | The via Militaries, the 
via Ignacia, both connecting 

Constantinople to Rome, and the line 
dividing the Roman Empire of East 

from the West.

Fig. 2 | Image from the movie 
Gladiator (2000), directed by Ridley 

Scott. In the scene Russell Crowe 
who impersonates Maximus 

Decimus Meridius, has the vision of 
returning home.

Fig. 3 | Present roads and ancient 
Roman roads in the Balkans (Holzner, 

2014: 12).

Fig. 4 | Map of the northern Balkans 
in the 6th century AD, with the Roman 

provinces, major settlements and 
roads (Plakidas, 2010).
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di Romagna), he reached Rome riding along the Tiber valley. 
Aristotle in the Poetics recognized the imitation modes, as 
the distinctive character of all narrative styles, epic poetry, 
tragedy and comedy. I believe that the imitation modes may 
be taken as a descriptor of all arts, including therefore archi-
tecture. After examining alternative possibilities for the nar-
rative form, i.e. epic poem (hexametric), historia, epistula and 
the itinerarium, I selected the epistula, hence it establishes 
a synchronic relationship between the narrator (the consul) 
and the narrated (the journey). The author of at the time of 
writing the letter has not completed his journey yet, but he is 
able to refer synchronically to the different parts of the trip, 
the present, the past and the future, providing in half a page 
of text, the complete image of the entire journey in its tempo-
ral disclosure.

Epistula, Decius ad Liciniam suam
Decius salutes his dear Licinia, if you are well I am well.
I could finally buy a good horse at the Forum Honorianum in 
Sycas. It was a white horse, with long hair, and the price was 
good. The following day, I packed my few belongings and left 
the City heading north. I could cover almost seventy miles 
per day, stopping for the night in the Imperial stationes to get 
some food and wine, to wash myself and allow the horse, 
whom I named Bucephalus, like Alexander the great’s horse, 
to rest. I must say that the quality of the wine in these plac-
es is not so good, whereas the food is generally acceptable, 
and at times good. Along the road I could visit numerous cit-
ies, each one is crossed by the road on the inside, and within 
the walls beautiful monuments. Not counting the numerous 
smaller cities, I would like to mention Hadrianopolis, Serdi-
ca, Naissus, Viminacium and finally Singidunum, where I was 
able to buy a small gift for my beloved Licinia. Along the road 
I could meet some refugees, called Goths, they had to escape 

Fig. 5 | The Roman network of roads of 
the Balkan area in the imperial period, 
I-IV cent. AD (Evangelidis, Tsompanas, 
Sirakoulis, Adamatzky, 2015: 2). 

Fig. 6 | Trajan’s Gate, a fortified 
gate along the via militaris, at the 
mountain pass near Ihtiman, Bulgaria. 
(Popkonstantinov, 2017).

Fig. 7 | The via militaris near Castra 
rubra, close to today’s village 
Charmanli, Bulgaria (Garten, 2011).
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from their lands which were recently invaded by the Huns, 
terrible barbarians coming from the east, who seem to have 
no law, no god and no piety. Some of these Goths are now 
heading to Rome with me, and I became friends with Thed-
eric, who salutes you. I crossed the Julian Alps without en-
countering any snow, which was indeed the result of Miner-
va’s protection. One part of the path after Aquileia was done 
on a ship sailing along the Fossa Augusta, where there were 
too many mosquitoes, you could almost not see the sun. I 
am now writing to you, after a one moon trip, from Balneum, 
where I stopped to bathe in the warm waters. The city is close 
to Rome, I should therefore be arriving in one week, so this 
letter might precede me only for a few days. Hoping to reach 
the rustic villa near Trebula Suffenas soon, and to have a ban-
quet with you and all the friends, with good wine, not like the 
awful one they served me in Ancialis.

Vale
Decius Maximus Animus

Tables 
Table I | The last stretch of the via militaris, with the indication of the 
stationes as reported on the Tabula Peutingeriana, distance in miles and 
kilometres, and the corresponding modern place names.

Placename Distance/miles Distance/ km Modern city/Country
Ancialis 	  XVIII 		  26.64	  Pomorie	 Bulgaria
Apollonia XI 		  16.28	  Sozopol	 Bulgaria
Thera 	  X 		  14.80	  Primorsko Bulgaria
Buatico 	  XII 		  17.76	  Tsarevo	 Bulgaria
Scyllam 	  XII 		  17.76	  Athopol	 Bulgaria
Philias 	  XX		  29.60	  Begendik Turkey
Thymea	  XII 		  17.76	  Belgrad, Bahceköy	 Turkey
Sycas				     Karaköy	 Turkey

Fig. 8 | Tabula Peutingeriana, Codex 
Vindobonensis 324, Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek, Wien, original III-IV 
century, XII century copy.

Fig. 9 | Tabula Peutingeriana, Codex 
Vindobonensis 324, Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek, Wien, original III-IV 
century, XII century copy.

From Constantinople to Rome
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Table II | Main Roman urban settlements along the via militaris, and corre-
sponding modern cities between Serbia and Turkey.

Roman city	 Modern city	 Country
Singidunum	 Belgrade		  Serbia
Gratiana		  Dobra		  Serbia
Viminacium	 Kostolac		  Serbia
Naissus		  Niš		  Serbia
Remesiana	 Bela Palanka	 Serbia
Serdica		  Sofia		  Bulgaria
Philippopolis	 Plovdiv		  Bulgaria
Hadrianopolis	 Edirne		  Turkey
Arcadiopolis	 Lüleburgaz	 Turkey
Constantinopolis	 Istanbul		  Turkey

Fig. 10 | Growth phases of 
Constantinople along the Via Egnatia, 
and of the XIII region along the via 
militaris (Author’s elaboration).

Camiz
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