
ROMAN SETTLEMENTS IN THE MIDDLE 
EAST: THE ROMAN CENTURIA AND ITS 

LAND DIVISION 

On the territorial science - the muratorian school 

Territorial studies as a science were introduced 
into Italy in the fifties by Saverio Muratori , who 
compiled a "dictionary" for their description. 
These studies used a method of synthesis 
which gave an idea of the various levels or 
stages in the formation of a territorial reality. 
They were later taken up by Giancarlo 
Caniggia, Alessandro Giannini and Giancarlo 
Cataldi (of the "Muratori School ") and differen
tly applied to Italian case studies. 
This method is based on a progressive reading, 
in which history is a determining factor: the pre
sence of man-made works 'historicises' a given 
territory, thereby turning it into a landscape. 
Thus history is inseparable from landscape, not 
because of a problem of dating and describing, 
but because it allows a diachronic reading of the 
processes of land transformation. 

Landscape or territory 

I would like to use the two terms "territory" and 
"landscape" synonymously, when by "landsca
pe" I refer to an environment which man has 
changed or modified in some way. 

Broadly speaking, we may identify four stages 
in the structuring and development of a territo
ry: ridge phase, hill phase, valley phase, and 
flatland one. 
A specific historical period corresponds to each 
of these stages. Territorial development has 
been defined as cyclical, that is, as comprising 
historical "courses" and "recourses", which 
manifest themselves formally in road networks, 
settlements and so on. 
Within this cycle, one may notice how the 
human structuring of a territory moves from high 
to low, passing from an unconditioned ridge 
world to a more domesticated one, to the 
moment of assault on and total domination of 
the environment, which corresponds to the pas
sage from hill to valley and on to plain , after 
which the reverse process takes place. 
Each stage is characterised by founding princi
ples, the resulting forms of which are often con
tinuously superimposed. Thus we may verify a 
pre-existing order in the territorial structure, in 
which the constants are legible in terms of form 
and dimension, both in the agrarian structures 
(the Roman centurial model) and in the settle
ment types. 
At the end of this process the territorial organi
sm presents itself as an extended fa bric struc-

THEORETICAL MODEL TAKEN FROM THE STUDY OF THE TERRITORIAL ORGANISM OF BEVER I NO- ROUTES AND POLES 
FROM R. GHELFI , A. GIANNINI , STUD/ DI AMBIENTE LIGURE, VOL I , CENTRO STUD/ UNIONCAMERE L/GURI 

110 



~ .... 

_l.~ 

I ® 

AGRARIAN TISSUE OF FLORENCE'S TERRITORY 

FROM G. CANIGGIA G.L. MAFFEI , LETTURA DELL'EDIL/ZIA DI BASE, VENEZIA 1979 

AGRARIAN TISSUE OF LIERNA'S TERRITORY AGRARIAN TISSUE OF COMO'S TERRITORY 

wt • • ~ • * * * * 
~ ... ~METRI 

~----_;r~ PIEDt ' 

111 



tured by routes , networks, orientations and 
layouts. Reading their continuity and systems of 
measurement means recognising the most 
important moments in the structuring of a given 
territory. Extracting the forms from this reality, 
as one does in an architectural drawing, repre
sents a moment of synthesis. 
As in several Italian case studies, one may 
hypothesise that a territory was rationally divi
ded in order to create a substantially isotropic 
development, but that due to natural obstacles 
this development reveals eliminations and 
deviations in the orthogonals of its principal 
orientations. 
The matrix of even the most complex urban 
plans (starting with 4th century BC Roman plan
ning) may be found in this type of system ofter
ritorial organisation and in examples of head
land and hillside settlements. Physically, these 
were characterised by natural fortifications on 
three sides and by an artificial , or man-made, 
fortification on the fourth. This typology, taken 
from spontaneous examples, is applied and 
rationalised in the Roman castrum, which in 
many Mediterranean cities represents the sub
stratum of the city. 
We may see this if, on a larger scale, we take 
into account the process of human structuring 
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of a territory and, on an even larger scale , the 
territorial networks which justify the presence of 
settlements, routes and orientations. 

Italian Case Studies 

In order to explain the rationale behind territori
al structuring in the Mediterranean area of the 
Middle East, I would like to begin with some 
Italian case studies. 
Planned settlements, together with centurial 
allotments for agriculture, are found scattered 
throughout many parts of Italy. 
Often these are not very extensive in plan, yet 
they are nevertheless legible in the persistence 
of their orientations and forms and in the consi
stency of their dimension and typology. In other 
words , small settlements with centurial areas of 
equally limited dimensions; once the first. colo
nies had settled, after the arrival of the first 
castra, attention was paid to the areas in
between , which were rendered productive 
through large estate type structures. 
One case study is that of the area lariana in Italy 
(as we see in Gianfranco Caniggia, Strutture 
de/lo spazio antropico) , where is not know if the 
agricultural divisions, based on the heredium 
and iugerum measure, are indications of small-
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holdings defined by crop rotation , by special 
crops planted on terraces or more simply by 
labour distribution over large properties. From a 
formal point of view, these properties constitute 
a division into centuries with consistent meas
urements, but with changing layouts in the final 
pattern. Moreover, one may read fan-like arran
gements in the passage from one century to 
another, which attest to a unified plan along 
extensive lines. On the superimposed layers, by 
enlarging each uni-directional centurial grid with 
a magnifying lenses, one may see the subse
quent local adaptations. 
The persistence of Roman structures in agra
rian plans and fabrics presupposes a continuity 
in civil life and a recuperation , with adaptations 
and modifications, of forms produced in an ear
lier historical period. 
The presence of Roman culture in these settle
ments may be concretely deduced from the 
general territorial pattern , consisting in road 
networks and agricultural divisions, and is legi
ble in the property boundaries and the position 
and orientation of roads and hydraulic works. 
The continuity of plan and systems of measure
ment allows us to identify a typology which is 
recognisable as one stage in the territorial 
structuring. 
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A Middle-Eastern Case Study 

I shall try to extend these considerations to an 
area like Syria, a region on the edge of the 
Roman world, which is present as a generating 
substratum and is today legible in the system of 
territorial settlements and in the remains of [ter
ritorial] divisions. 
"Roman Koine" , like described by Caniggia in 
Lettura del/'edilizia di base, was founded on 
undertaking of Mediterranean basin like a "cen
tralizing axis" of the civil culture of the Empire. 
In the IX century A.O. the situation changed and 
this axis began a "dividing axis" in which medi
terranean sea was a boundary. 
The political and civil consequences were in the 
definition of these boundaries: the axes of sepa
ration between Africa and Asia and the 
European one began a centralized nodal axes. 
The confirmation of two opposite cultures , 
Islamic and European, was the result of the 
subdividing of the ancient Empire into two diffe
rent unities. 
Planning on a territorial level varies according to 
the varying oreographic conditions: on the plain 
it is comprised of a single campaign , which gives 
rise to a single orthogonal system. In the hills, 
instead, the planning is not unified and depends 
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on overcoming natural obstacles (such as 
mountains and water) . The Roman trace is legi
ble in the route networks and agricultural divi
sions. The unit of measurement is the century (a 
system based on multiples of ten) and its subdi
visions: the heredium, iugerum and actus. 
The century is made up of 100 heredia (corre
sponding approximately to 71 Om x 71 Om) , while 
the other measurements represent the division 
of holdings by the heredium (approximately 
71.04m x 71 .04m), iugerum (71.04m x 35.52m) 
and actus (35.52m x 35.52m), the smallest 
measurement of land cultivation . The division 
into centuries, therefore, represents in Syria, 
too, a land and water-works distribution as well 
as a rational system of territorial structuring. 
Taking the Roman division into centuries as a 
starting point means understanding the before 
and after of an important moment in territorial 
structuring.The moments following the planning 
are spontaneous adaptations, which reflect 
local exigencies. 
The territorial structure, therefore , may be read 
as a twofold dialectic: between the Roman plan 
and successive changes, and between the dif
ferent typologies on the hills and in the plains. 
In Syria we find two different approaches based 
on the degree of fertility of the land and on alti
tude; we can see two case studies: Massif 
Calcaire and Antioch 's territories. 
In the north (the Massif Calcaire) , for example, 
the reference type is that of the 5th to 7th cen
tury before abandonment, and it is a territorial 
model that probably did not change after the 7th 
century, but gradually deteriorated, thereby 
creating a formal discontinuity, which consisted 
in a slowing down of processes due to uphea
vals, such as changing political and economic 
interests, fluctuat ing social poles and the 
advent of Islam. 
These drawings represents an analysis of the 
structuring of a piece of territory using the 
method now illustrated. Even if in Italy we can 
find four phases of territorial development, here 
the steps are three. After the tracing of hydro
graphy, we can look for the principle ridge rou
tes and settlements;] the second step consist of 
the study of hillside route and settlements; the 
third consist of the definition of the valley. 
From high to low areas we can understand the 
structure of the landscape and the reason of a 
particular design that proceeds from physical 
conditions and from the permanence of culture. 
After Roman era, the Massif Calcaire slowly 
was left and today it is a bare landscape. 
The Region of the north wasn 't made up of pri
vate field like in all of the Empire but of private 
and ecclesiastical fields planted with cereal and 
ol ive-trees . 
In the area near and around Antioch , on the bor
der between Turkey and Syria, even though 
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there was a slowing down of processes in the 
same historical period, a formal continuity and 
its successive adaptations are more clearly 
discernible, just as the territory itself has a clea
rer systems structure. This is probably due to 
the fact that Antioch and its territories were an 
important Roman province for a longer time the 
fourth one after Rome, Alexandria and Bisanzio 
till VII century. Antioch wielded its administrative 
authority in the internal region limited by: 
Amanos montains to the north, the table-land of 
Kurd Dagh in the north-east , the Massif 
Calcaire composed by Jebel Sim'an , Jebel 
Barisa and Mount Kasios. 
In the roman period these two systems, I'm 
speaking about, Antioch and the Massif 
Calcaire were tightly bound. 
In these drawing I've tried to extend the roman 
design to the big scale of landscape and we 
can see here the formal manifestation of orien
tations, networks and misures. 

Conclusions 

This paper, based on a work in progress, allows 
us to deduce general concepts, which today still 
represent problems for those who study land
scape, particularly in the Mediterranean area of 
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the Middle East. The problems of a general 
nature are as follows: 
The problem of "Reading and Interpretation". A 
critical reading of the changing ways of structu
ring a given territory, using criteria tested in 
other contexts (in Italy, for example), helps us to 
understand, through an analysis of the real, 
how landscape forms may be updated, espe
cially in the Mediterranean area of the Middle 
East. 
In the last century encroachment along the 
coast and in the valleys (urban structures) has 
reached high levels and has been accompanied 
by a depopulation of the other extra-urban 
regions. In this case, studying the settlements 
means studying a territorial type which must be 
considered as an agglomeration of structures 
that exploits the landscape in successive phas
es from the ridge to the valley and vice versa. A 
reversal in use, after man has reached the bot
tom of the valley, leads to a change in the main 
focal points, while the larger settlements, the 
cities, remain intersections of a more technolo
gically advanced valley activity. The settlement, 
as an aggregation scattered throughout a terri
tory, especially in the Middle East, is therefore 
the logical antecedent to a planned city, in 
which the building layout corresponds to a 
homogeneous fabric of productive areas that, in 
turn, define a "formal homogeneous area". 
Thus, we may speak of an ager divisus also in 
the Mediterranean area of the Middle East, 
which allows a prior ordering of, and establishes 
a re lation between, the agricultural sphere and 
the extra-urban building type. 
"The problem of Scale". Building and territory 
belong to two different scales and present diffe
rent kinds of problems (more or less complex, 
according to the scale) . Yet the scales are inter
dependent, thereby creating a single reference, 
wh ich is that of Landscape Arch itecture. 
"The problem of Architecture". If Landscape is 
Architecture - and I have used terms like "pro
cess of transformation" , "continuity", "disconti
nuity" and "organism" - then it is time to revive 
this discipline. It has been left too long to merely 
technical know-how, especially in an area like 
the one in question, in which the contrast 
between traditional extra-urban culture and 
urban culture is increasingly manifest. 

Palma Librato 
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