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CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF ANCIENT VIMINACIUM AND  
MODERN KOSTOLAC – CREATION OF A NEW APPROACH TO 
THE PRESERVATION AND PRESENTATION OF ITS   
ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE1

Emilija Nikolić2

Research Assistant, Institute of Archaeology, Knez Mihailova 35/IV, 11000 Belgrade, Serbia, 
e.nikolic@ai.ac.rs

Mirjana Roter-Blagojević
Associate Professor, University of Belgrade - Faculty of Architecture, Bul. Kralja Aleksandra 
73/II, 11000 Belgrade, Serbia, roterm@arh.bg.ac.rs

ABSTRACT 

Viminacium, once an important Roman city and a legionary fortress near the Danube, situ-
ated in the villages of Stari Kostolac and Drmno, in Serbia, near a strip coal mine and a power 
plant, today is the most developed archaeological park in Serbia and is visited by many tour-
ists. However, the future sustainable development of the wider area requires the creation of a 
more comprehensive approach to the presentation of its archaeological and industrial heritage, 
connecting Viminacium and other historical traces into a cultural landscape where industrial 
progress, heritage preservation and modern tourism are linked. 

Keywords: Viminacium, Kostolac, cultural landscape, archaeological heritage, industrial 
heritage.

Introduction 
Viminacium, an archaeological site and a cultural property of exceptional importance for 
the Republic of Serbia, is located on the right bank of the Mlava river, near the Danube, in the 
fields of the Stari Kostolac and Drmno villages, by the thermal power plant “Kostolac B” and the 
strip coal mine “Drmno”, in the vicinity of Požarevac. In 2006, The Viminacium Archaeological 
Park (Golubović, Korać 2013; Anđelković et al. 2013) was established here, and in 2009, the 
entire area of the fortified ancient city and legionary fortress, along with its close surroundings, 
was defined as a site with borders and protection regimes (Decision 2009). From 2015, Vi-
minacium has been a part of the UNESCO Tentative List with other Roman sites along the 
Danube limes from Germany to Romania (UNESCO 2015). Located on cultural routes and the 
most important European corridors, The Viminacium Archaeological Park is the main promoter 
of tourism development in the Požarevac area today, with national, regional and local policies 
recognising its importance.3

1  The article results from the projects: IRS - Viminacium, Roman city and military legion camp – 
research of material and non-material culture of inhabitants by using the modern technologies of remote 
detection, geophysics, GIS, digitalization and 3D visualization (No. 47018) and Modernisation of Western 
Balkans (No. 177009), funded by The Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of 
the Republic of Serbia.
2  Corresponding author
3  The Viminacium archaeological site is included in the Spatial Plan of the Republic of Serbia from 
2010 to 2020 as a priority cultural area and strategic priority in the field of tourism, protection and 
sustainable development of the environment, natural and cultural heritage. The Spatial Plan of the City of 
Požarevac (Spatial Plan 2012) and the Spatial Plan for the Special Purpose Area of Kostolac Coal Basin 
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However, in accordance with the exceptional historical, cultural and architectural values of 
ancient Viminacium, specific natural qualities of the Danube, as well as the great contem-
porary significance of the power plant and mine in Kostolac, the main aim of this paper is to 
point out the need to consider the wider spatial and social context of the area’s development, 
from ancient to modern times, in order to establish a sustainable concept of its preservation, 
presentation and management, which, in accordance with contemporary UNESCO and ICO-
MOS doctrines, imply its protection as a specific cultural landscape (Nikolić et al. 2013). The 
focus will be on the interactions between its natural and cultural elements throughout history, 
especially between its archaeological and industrial heritage.

Archaeological heritage and contemporary industry in the area of Viminacium
The Kostolac region has been densely populated since the 4th millennium BC. A culture from 
the Copper Age received its name “Baden - Kostolac” from the first sites in which it was record-
ed. The oldest Celtic necropolis in the northern Balkans, dated to the 4th and 3rd century BC, 
was found in this area. Viminacium was founded here in the 1st century AD as one of the 
most important Roman legionary fortresses on the middle Danube. Soon after, a large urban 
settlement was developed, becoming the capital of the province of Moesia Superior (Spa-
sić-Đurić 2015). On the plateau of the Sopotska Greda hill, above the village of Stari Kostolac, 
there are remains of the medieval town of Braničevo, while at the foot of the plateau there are 
the mining colony and industrial settlement built by Đorđe Vajfert in the 19th century, with an 
entrance to the old underground coal mine. Natural beauty is presented here with the Danube, 
which formed the natural border of many historical empires. On its bank the nearby village of 
Ram is situated, with the remains of the ancient Lederata fort and Turkish fortress from the 
15th century (Roter-Blagojević et al. 2013).
Especially important for life in this area are the surface coal exploitation and electricity pro-
duction in Kostolac, which have been developing here for more than seven decades, that is to 
say, since The Second World War, when the Germans opened the first surface coal mine in the 
area of the present town of Kostolac (Marković 1971). Until the opening of the “Drmno” mine 
and the thermal power plant “Kostolac B” in 1987-1988 (Anđelković 2010), agriculture was very 
developed in the Stig plain, even in ancient times, when it was the most fertile land in Moesia 
Superior (Medović 2014). However, due to the coal exploitation, a sixth of the total number 
of households in Drmno village remain completely without land, while 70% of them have less 
than 2 ha of arable land, almost half of which is planned to be expropriated (Miljković et al. 
2009). According to the estimation of deposits, the exploitation will last until 2059. The plan is 
to reclaim degraded areas as lakes, forests and meadows (Spatial Plan 2013) and to construct 
wind turbines and solar power plants (Decision 2016).
(Spatial Plan 2013) emphasize the connection between the Danube, Požarevac and Viminacium through 
tourism. With the support of the Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Telecommunications of RS, the creation 
of the touristic port in Kostolac was begun in 2015 (MTT 2016). Viminacium is included in the Spatial 
Plan for the Special Purpose Area of International Waterway E80 – Danube – Pan-European Corridor VII 
(Spatial Plan 2015a), while the planning and regulation solution for it is determined by the Spatial Plan 
for the Special Purpose Area of Archaeological Site Viminacium (Spatial Plan 2015b). According to the 
Master Plan for Sustainable Development of Rural Tourism of Serbia (UNWTO 2011) it is the greatest cul-
tural attractor after the Guča Festival, while in the Master Plan Stig-Kučajske Planine-Beljanica, it is the 
most prominent tourist potential (INC Ekonomski fakultet Beograd 2012). In the Strategy of Sustainable 
Development of the City of Pozarevac from 2017 to 2022, Viminacium is the most important tourist attrac-
tion with Ljubičevo (Strategy 2017). It is a part of the European cultural route “The Roman Emperors and 
Danube Wine Route” (European Institute for Cultural Routes 2015) modelled on the route “Itinerarium 
Romanum Serbiae (IRS)” established by Dr Miomir Korać and The Archaeological Institute, but also one 
of the points on the bicycle Euro Velo route no.6 and E4 European long distance path (Nikolić, Emilija, 
Roter-Blagojević, Mirjana. 2017)
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Figure 1: Mining colony in Stari Kostolac, a view to Viminacium from the power plant “Kosto-
lac B” (photos: E. Nikolić); Kostolac town (SkyscraperCity.2007); coal mine “Drmno” (archive 
of the Institute of Archaeology). 

Modernisation and industrial development in the 19th and 20th centuries have negatively affect-
ed nature throughout the world with environmental pollution reaching a level which potentially 
threatens life on Earth. Along with this, cultural heritage has also been influenced. The opening 
of the underground mines in Stari Kostolac, in (1873), and in the village of Klenovnik (1885), 
industrial works during the German occupation in the Second World War, as well as the open-
ing of the mine in the village of Ćirikovac in 1956, have led to the destruction of numerous 
archaeological sites (Spasić-Đurić 2012). At a location where more than ten thousand graves 
were discovered, dated to the period from the 4th century BC to the 16th century (Zotović 1986), 
the “Kostolac B” thermal power plant was built, while exploitation in the “Drmno” mine has 
destroyed sites related to many historic periods. The decision on determining the Vimi-
nacium site in the village of Stari Kostolac for the archaeological site (Decision 
2009) is one of the bases for resolving the conflicting interests that exist between the protection 
of cultural heritage and industrial development in this area (Maksin et al. 2011). However, it 
only prohibits the exploitation of coal in the area of   the fortified city and the legionary fortress 
of Viminacium, while the remainder of its wider urban territory and other cultural properties 
from the area have remained unprotected. The only solution for their preservation is relocation, 
which several buildings of Viminacium have undergone to this day, with the support of Elec-
tric Power Industry of Serbia (EPS). 

Preservation of historical places of exploitation and technology 
The archaeological and industrial heritage of the area of   ancient Viminacium and modern 
Kostolac can be presented as the result of a continuous process of the exploitation of natural 
resources and their further technological processing. 
The fact that loess with a high content of clay covers most of the territory has helped the devel-
opment of brick production in the area throughout history. Production in ancient Viminacium 
was done for the purpose of its building industry, but also for the building of other settlements 
on the limes (Nikolić 2013). In the area of Požarevac, the brick industry was highly developed 
in the 19th and 20th centuries (Milenković, Protić 1936). In 1885, a brick factory was built in the 
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area of the Vajfert mine. Soon after, it was closed because it could not compete with small rural 
manufacturers (Marković 1971). Today, brick factories in the Požarevac area are abandoned 
and only one rural workshop makes products for further distribution, exporting products to 
many European countries (Cotto Rustico 2015). This traditional skill is an important immaterial 
heritage of the area and every attempt should be made to try and preserve it. Recording the 
old closed workshops in the area and buildings that were built with this product, along with 
education of young people in villages by old masters and their encouragement in business 
development, can be part of this process. 

              

      

Figure 2: Ram stone quarry, crvenka quarry, brick kilns from Viminacium, brick kiln in a 
present day village near Viminacium, Viminacium wall made of crvenka, modern blocks 
made with crvenka (photos: E. Nikolić)

Quarries in the area of the present day village of Ram were exploited for centuries as a source 
of building stone for Viminacium, the Ram fortress, monasteries and rural houses. The quar-
ry near the Danube endangered the remains of the ancient Lederata, and exploitation is for-
bidden today. However, along the river a plateau remained, giving a possibility of presenting the 
quarry as a piece of archaeological, as well as industrial heritage. Such projects are common 
in Europe, including ecological interventions (soil and ecosystem recovery) aesthetic interven-
tions (improvement of visual features), as well as functional interventions (creation of sculpture 
parks and open-air theatres) (Gašparović et al. 2009). In the area of   the Ram quarry, nature is 
slowly recovering, the area’s visual features are exceptional, so functional interventions can be 
considered even today.
Đorđe Vajfert received the concession for the opening of the Kostolac mine in 1873 (Anđelković 
2010) and in 1881 became its owner. By 1889 it was the main Serbian coal producer and the 
only coal exporter (Marković 1971). Coal exploitation in this territory prior to the 19th century is 
not mentioned in any historical sources. However, coal can be linked to ancient history because 
of crvenka – a natural material whose deposit is located in Stari Kostolac around the mine. 
It represents a layer of sedimentary rock that passed through a metamorphism due to lower 
coal layers burning after contact with oxygen and sunlight. As a natural brick it was used 
in Roman Viminacium in the early period of the still undeveloped brick industry, but also in 
the later crisis periods as a cheap and easily accessible material (Nikolić 2013). It was also 
used by the Romans for the construction of roads, while in modern times, industrial roads 
and building blocks were made of this material. Its exploitation is prohibited today due to soil 
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instability, but it left a plateau at the foot of Sopotska greda, which could be presented as an 
example of archaeological and industrial heritage. Since it is related to a particular soil type in 
combination with the existence of coal and, thus, is not often encountered, it is also a valuable 
piece of geo-heritage.

Preservation of industrial heritage and development of contemporary culture
The Vajfert colony was founded as a workers’ settlement near Kostolac village. However, the 
colony and the village soon became one unity (Marković 1971), the present-day Stari Kostolac. 
Buildings of the colony are listed as cultural properties under prior protection, but today they 
are in a poor condition and illegally occupied by members of the Roma community. They are 
owned by EPS, which has no economic interest in their renewal. However, the integration of 
the story into its corporate social responsibility policy, as well as the application of sustainability 
principles that promote the preservation of the embodied energy of buildings through adaptive 
reuse (Roter-Blagojević, Tufegdžić 2016), could lead to their rehabilitation. As a part of the proj-
ect for the permanent closure of the “Klenovnik” mine, EPS and the Belgrade Mining Institute 
initiated plans for the reclamation of the area near the old mining colony in 2011. The plans also 
included the creation of an art colony and sports complex, as well as the Mining Museum in 
the existing administrative mine building, with the presentation of equipment and underground 
mining in the open space, along with the construction of a tourist railway, connecting the Dan-
ube, Kostolac, the Museum and Viminacium (Radosavljević et al. 2014). All these plans have, 
to date, remained unrealised.

      

Figure 3: IBA project - Landmark Lusatian lake land (IBA-SEE 2010); Latz + Partner- Duis-
burg Nord Landscape Park (Latz+Partner 2016); Latz + Partner - Duisburg Nord Landscape 
Park (Latz+Partner 2016) 

Considering the planned reclamation of the destroyed fields, which is important for the recon-
struction of the natural landscape, we should mention that these areas could reach an even 
higher aesthetic value compared to their state before degradation (Spasić et al. 2009). During 
the revitalisation of coal mines in Germany, artificial lakes and recreation areas were created, 
hotels and theatres were built, while the former thermal power plant was converted into a cultur-
al space (IBA-SEE 2010). “Emscher Park” in the Ruhr region has been a model for restoration 
of devastated exploitation fields in Europe since 1988 (Gašparović et al. 2009). Its designers 
used elements that we accept, but also those that disturb us, both harmonic and interrupting 
ones (Latz+Partner 2016), embedding green, water and walking surfaces into abandoned con-
crete structures, which then act as sculptures in space.
In the world, monuments of industrial heritage have been recognised as ambiences for cul-
tural activities and creative economies for many decades. Moreover, the main contribution to 
the preservation of this heritage does not come from state actions, but from the initiatives of 
volunteers and representatives of the creative sector. The activation of abandoned buildings 
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brings economic income from tourism, but also helps non affirmed professionals, contributing 
to employment (Čizler 2014). The aforementioned failed realisation of plans for the revival of 
the area of the “Klenovnik” mine shows that maybe some successful examples of building 
reuse from Europe and the role of the creative sector should be followed from the start. Even a 
partially renewed Vajfert colony would be able to accommodate some creative activities which 
could bring social development. These would be precious experiences which could help in the 
future reuse of the industrial complexes.
An important fact that gives character to the Viminacium landscape is that the local communi-
ties were closely related to mining for 150 years. Many miners from the former SFR Yugoslavia 
and Europe settled here in the 19th and 20th centuries (Аnđelković 2010) and with the local pop-
ulation that changed its agricultural occupation during industrialisation, saw the disappearance 
of an “ethnically and culturally homogeneous environment” (Romelić 2000). Thus, the Kostolac 
mines are the witnesses of the beginning of modern industry in Serbia, but also of the social 
development of SFR Yugoslavia in the post-war period. The establishment of a small museum 
by a former miner in Kostolac confirms this,4 following the world trend of nostalgia for reminders 
of the past embodied in small niche museums, where visitors can find a more personal connec-
tion with the heritage (Robinson 2008).

Conclusions
The synergy of nature with tangible and intangible cultural heritage is the basic feature of a 
cultural landscape. The Danube, agricultural fields, the Viminacium archaeological site and 
the mining industry equally participate in the creation of this landscape. A pastoral historical 
landscape with ancient remains in an interaction with industry has become a modern tech-
nological landscape which will disappear once the natural resources have been exhausted. 
A new landscape will then emerge and it should be preserved as a unique testimony to the 
interactions between man and nature.
The value of cultural landscapes is not only in their physical elements, they are places where 
the process of building the identity of a region is initiated (Röhring 2011). This is particularly 
important in the case of local communities that are endangered by industrial development, such 
as those around the “Drmno” mine, which lost a huge percentage of land. Within a few decades 
the exploitation of coal will stop here and new opportunities for development of the area will 
be needed. The cultural tourism industry is one of the most promising potential opportunities. 
However, it should not be based only on the Viminacium Archaeological Park, as is the case 
today. Remains of other historic sites, traditional and modern industry and technologies based 
on the exploitation of natural resources, as well as the rural heritage and nature, should also 
be included. Only a balanced relationship between these elements can offer a satisfying result 
in the preservation of the landscape, giving sustainable economic development and prosperity 
to society.
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