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Foreword

FOREWORD
This volume is the result of a panel held in Warsaw on 8 and 9 June 2022, during the 
annual conference “Poles in the Near East” organized by the Polish Centre of Mediterra-
nean Archaeology and the Faculty of Archaeology at the University of Warsaw. The pan-
el, entitled “Marble Use, Trade, and Distribution in the Eastern Mediterranean during 
Late Antiquity”, consisted of 16 papers. Ten of them are included in the proceedings 
published herein as a special issue of the journal Polish Archaeology in the Mediterranean. 

The volume focuses on marbles from the early Byzantine period (4th–7th cen-
tury CE), from a wide geographical area covering the ancient territories of Egypt, 
Arabia, Palestine, Phoenicia, Asia Minor, and Greece [Fig. 1]. Studies devoted to the 
use of marble in Antiquity have developed exponentially in recent times and are 
now a major field of research in Classical Archaeology. Notably, however, research 
to date has focused primarily on the Greek and Roman periods. Several import-
ant papers on marbles from later centuries have been written in recent decades for 
multi-authored publications focusing on more general topics, such as the ASMO-
SIA Proceedings. However, collective publications devoted exclusively to marbles of 
the early Byzantine period are still lacking. 

Fig. 1. Map of the Eastern Mediterranean showing the location of major sites mentioned throughout 
the volume (Processing M. Gwiazda)
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Foreword

The volume offers a vivid picture of the use of marble during the early Byzantine 
period relying on a variety of approaches and methodologies. It not only provides 
insights into recent discoveries from important sites, but also presents perspectives 
on the social function and appreciation of this material. Several papers contribute 
to a better understanding of the working processes of the craftsmen and the reasons 
underlying the selection of materials for specific objects or building projects. Others 
provide more detailed images, offering an opportunity to explore the diversity of 
marble objects in the light of various contexts and using different approaches. How-
ever, these contributions certainly do not fill all the research gaps, and much re-
mains to be done in the investigation of early Byzantine marbles. One of the avenues 
to be pursued, for instance, is the study of the provenance of raw materials using 
archaeometric methods, which is well developed for artifacts from earlier periods.

We would, first of all, like to thank all the authors for their scientific contribu-
tions to this volume. All the papers submitted underwent a rigorous peer review 
process, and we would like to express our gratitude to the reviewers, who under-
took this task pro bono, for their invaluable input and kind suggestions that have 
improved the articles. Special thanks go to Dorota Dzierzbicka and Agata Czamara, 
editors of Polish Archaeology in the Mediterranean, for their support at all stages of the 
preparation of this volume. The proofreading of the text was made possible thanks 
to funding from the Excellence Initiative – Research University Programme (IDUB) 
“Improvement of publishing capacities – increasing the international outreach of 
UW journals” (project No. BOB-661-46/2023). We would like to express our appreci-
ation to Prof. Dr. hab. Zygmunt Lalak for the financial support from another IDUB 
project (BOB-661-664/2023), which enabled the graphic editing of the illustrations 
and offset the production costs. Last but not least, work on this volume was con-
ducted as part of a project funded by the National Science Centre, Poland, dedi-
cated to marble use in the secular and sacred space in the southern Levant during 
the early Byzantine period (4th–7th century AD) (grant No. 2020/37/B/HS3/00306).

Mariusz Gwiazda 
Alessandro Poggio 

Dagmara Wielgosz-Rondolino

July 2023
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Abstract: The paper stems from archaeometric provenance 
studies, which proved that some vases from excavations at Kar-
damaina, ancient Halasarna, of Kos had been carved in Prokon-
nesian marble. The items under consideration are four-handled 
bowls whose grips are decorated with incised motifs. The proven 
use of Prokonnesian marble not only for architectural members, 
but also for smaller artifacts indicates that vases were among 
the Prokonnesian marble products imported to Kos from Con-
stantinopolitan workshops. These imports are dated to the 5th 
and 6th centuries AD, a time of intense building activity not only 
in the town of Kos, but also in the island’s seaside settlements 
(Kardamaina, Mastichari, Antimacheia, Kefalos, etc.). It remains, 
however, unclear if these vases were imported finished or semi-
finished from Prokonnesos, together with architectural members, 
aboard stone-carrying ships sailing across the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea.

Keywords: Halasarna of Kos, Prokonnesos, marble, quarries, 
bowls

IntroductIon
Macroscopic observation led to the view that fine-qual-
ity marble quarried in Kos was used for Koan vases 
throughout Antiquity (Poupaki 2011a: 28, note 48), and 
therefore these stone vessels were products of Koan 
marble-carving sculpture workshops. This assumption 
was based on visual observation and on the fact that sev-

Early Byzantine vases 
carved in Prokonnesian 
marble from ancient 
Halasarna (Kos Island, 
Dodecanese, Greece)

https://doi.org/10.37343/uw.2083-537X.pam32.1.01
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eral other Koan rock types were used for 
carving vessels. However, archaeometric 
analysis of marble samples collected from 

vases found in Halasarna (Poupaki 2011a: 
Nos 18–22) has shown that they were in 
fact carved in Prokonnesian marble.

ActIvIty of ProkonnesIAn quArrIes:  
A hIstorIcAl outlIne

The beginnings of marble exploitation on 
Marmara Island (ancient Prokonnesos) 
in the Marmara Sea have generally been 
traced back to the Archaic period. Indeed, 
the earliest sculptures considered to have 
been carved in Prokonnesian marble are 
the torsos of Kore (No. ΜΘ 929) and Kou-
ros (No. ΜΘ 930) from the Rhaidestos 
collection in the Archaeological Museum 
of Thessaloniki, both dated to the Archaic 
period (Chatzinikolaou 2016: 177). Isoto-
pic analysis of marble samples from the 
grave stele of Phanodikos from Sigeion 
(550–540 BC), now in the British Muse-
um (Walker 1985: 58), proved that grave 
monuments in the Thracian Peninsula and 
northern Asia Minor had been carved in 
Prokonnesian marble since Archaic times 
(Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 161–162). 
Additionally, the building material of the 
Archaic temple of Artemis in Ephesos 
has also been attributed to Prokonnesos 
(Walker 1985: 58, note 4).

During the Classical period, Prokon-
nesian marble continued to be used for 
sculpture (Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 
164–165; Chatzinikolaou 2016: 177–178). 
Its use for architectural purposes outside 
the island, formerly considered uncer-
tain, has been confirmed with archaeo-
metric methods at the Maussoleion of 
Halikarnassos (Walker and Matthews 
1997), although it should be reexamined 
further.

In Hellenistic times, the Prokon-
nesian quarries were taken over by the 
rulers of Pergamon, the Attalids, who 
employed the marble widely not only for 
the erection of monuments in Pergamon, 
but also for edifices erected elsewhere 
under their patronage (Hoepfner 1997: 
25–26, notes 20–21; Cramer 1998; Cramer, 
Germann, and Heilmeyer 2002; Cramer 
2004; Poupaki 2011b/A: 204–205).

During the Roman era, the quarries 
of Prokonnesos produced huge quantities 
of marble subsequently distributed across 
the Empire. For more than three centuries 
(from the 1st to the 3rd century AD), the 
Roman imperial marble trade guaranteed 
the supply of the best-quality building ma-
terial, and marble, a symbol of prosperity 
and wealth, was shipped throughout the 
Empire (Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 
167–173). However, the distribution of 
marble in the Roman Empire cannot only 
be seen as “part of a cargo of booty or trib-
ute”, but also as “the transport of imperial-
ly owned products for imperial use”, and as 
the usual “trade in goods that were made 
available to the general public” (Strauss 
2006: 167). That is why the low-priced 
Prokonnesian marble was largely export-
ed to the Italian Peninsula, as indicated 
in Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices 
(Lauffer 1971; Giacchero 1974). Following 
a radical reorganization of the quarries in 
the Flavian period, Prokonnesian products 
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started to rapidly dominate over Carrara 
and Pentelic ones in Asia Minor, and in 
the Imperial period they circulated wide-
ly throughout the empire (Waelkens, De 
Paepe, and Moens 1988: 20; 1990: note 81; 
Attanasio 2003: 21; Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 
2005: 168; Fischer 2007: 254). These items 
were stored in large quantities in special 
deposits on Prokonnesos, as well as in 
stationes marmorum (Hirt 2010: 344–356; 
Russell 2013: 51–52) at the most important 
harbor sites of the Empire, for instance 
Ephesos (Bouras 2011) and Ostia (Rickman 
2002; Pensabene 2007; Keay 2012). They 
were shipped, mainly in unfinished state, 
to the remotest parts of the Empire.

By the end of the 3rd century AD, the 
financial crisis brought about a general 
decline in the marble industry throughout 
the Empire. However, it did not seem to 
affect the marble quarries of Prokonnesos. 
They probably remained under imperial 
management, as in the age of Hadrian, 
to whom the Prokonnesian quarries had 
belonged directly. The establishment of 
Tetrarchic seats in Nikomedia and later 
in Constantinople proved to be a crucial 

stimulator for the activity of the Prokon-
nesian quarries. Indeed, in the 5th and 
6th centuries AD Prokonnesos became 
the principal source of building mate-
rial used in the entire Byzantine Empire, 
as proven mainly by the archaeological 
research of Nuşin Asgari in the Prokon-
nesian quarries, where various products 
have been found in situ (Asgari 1978; 1990; 
1994).1 Moreover, the increased circulation 
of Prokonnesian marble products in the 
Mediterranean during that period was 
related to the interference of Imperial 
authorities, whether secular or ecclesias-
tical, in their distribution. Theodosius and 
Justinian imposed special laws to ensure 
constant supply of quarry products of the 
island to the new capital following the 
Roman organizational model (Asgari and 
Drew-Bear 2002: 17–18). Inscriptions at 
several quarries of the island indicate that 
they belonged directly to monasteries, and 
that some of them provided the neces-
sary material for specific buildings, in-
cluding churches (Asgari and Drew-Bear 
2002: Nos 7, 40). The Prokonnesian quarry 
products, some of which still remain in 
the ancient quarries, would be used for 
the erection of basilicas, whose archi-
tectural decoration was commissioned 
exclusively from these quarries. The fact 
that “this sort of marble was character-
ized by its availability, good quality, and 
low price” (Al-Bashaireh, Abudanah, and 
Driessen 2020: 25) explains why stone-car-
rying ships transporting Prokonnesian 
marble artifacts for Byzantine churches 
have been traced all over the Mediter-
ranean. Numerous prefabricated archi-
tectural members, liturgical furnishings, 

1  For a full discussion, see Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 173–181.

Fig. 1. Semi-carved four-handled bowl at Pan-
ormi, Prokonnesos Island (Photo Eir. Poupaki)
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and sarcophagi can be seen nowadays in 
open-air museums of Prokonnesos (Asgari 
1978; 1995). These products were the main 
cargo of stone-carrying ships crossing the 
Mediterranean2 and the Black Sea (Beykan 
1988; Carlson 2006). A huge variety of 
Prokonnesian semi-finished or complete 
architectural members has been revealed 
during underwater research at investi-
gated shipwrecks discovered on major 
maritime transport routes of the Empire 
(Beykan 1988; Minchev 2012; Barsanti and 
Paribeni 2016; Marano 2016). In the times 

of Theodosius and Justinian, professional 
quarrymen and stonemasons were offi-
cially forbidden to leave Prokonnesos to 
travel elsewhere (Cod. Theod. XI, 28.9; Cod. 
Iust., Corpus Iuris Civilis II, 430 XI.VII). 
However, it should be further examined 
whether they may have traveled after all, 
with official permission, to the final des-
tinations of the marble cargoes, where 
they would have been able to imbue the 
sculptural works with a Constantinopoli-
tan flavor and share their technical skills 
with other stone carvers.

ProkonnesIAn mArble use In the mAnufActure  
of vAses: An overvIew

The use of Prokonnesian marble has 
thus far been attested mainly for archi-
tectural elements and sculptural deco-
ration of secular and religious build-
ings, as well as for funerary monuments: 
tombstones and sarcophagi. There are 
rare mentions of use of Prokonnesian 
marble for minor objects, such as vas-
es (Harrison 1986: 234; Asgari 1990: 
Fig. 10; Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 
188, No. K. 25, Pl. 13β; Carlson 2006: 
Fig. 8), or for liturgical equipment, such 
as mensae (Asgari 1994: 104; Kokkorou-
Alevras et al. 2005: 191, No. K. 61, Pl. 
13β), and other related artifacts. Asgari 
(Asgari 1990: Fig. 10) published a photo 
showing a group of semi-carved mor-
tars, holmoi, used for crushing cereals, 
found on Marmara Island and probably 
dated to the Late Roman or Byzantine 
period. An unfinished four-handled 

bowl was found close to the modern 
marble workshop of Panormi [Fig. 1], 
and marble mortars of various shapes 
[Fig. 2] were also recorded by a team 
from the University of Athens during 
their visit to Marmara Island in 2003 
(Kokkorou-Alevras et al. 2005: 182).

Vases in the shape of bowls were also 
produced in Prokonnesian quarries since 
the Hellenistic period, as attested by the 
discovery of a roughed-out four-handled 
bowl in the Kızılburun shipwreck south 
of Chios, dated to the 1st century BC 
(Carlson 2006: Fig. 8). These items also 
reached the Western provinces of the 
Empire in the Roman period, as corrob-
orated by the discovery of several vases 
of Prokonnesian marble in the form of 
simple basins (used as perirrhanteria or 
louteria3). Other such finds are round ta-
bles of the 1st century AD at the House of 

2  For the Adriatic, see Marano 2016.
3  For the use of these vases, see Poupaki 2002.
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the Vettii in Pompeii (Fant et al. 2002), as 
well as bowls in the Roman oppidum of 
Bibracte in Burgundy, France (Verbrug-
ghe, Jaccottey, and Boyer 2019) and at 
the Şile shipwreck site in the Black Sea, 
dated to AD 100–125 (Beykan 1988: 127). 
Notably, the use of Prokonnesian marble 
for Roman funerary urns (containers for 
ashes of the deceased), like the ones from 
the Sedgwick Museum of Earth Sciences, 
was fairly rare (Watson 1916: 245).

From the early Byzantine period, 
however, known examples of vases 
carved in Prokonnesian marble are 
quite rare, too. An example is a plate 
from a Byzantine church in south Jor-
dan (Al-Bashaireh, Abudanah, and 
Driessen 2020: No. 21), a region where 
Prokonnesian marble was otherwise 
widely used during the Roman and 
Byzantine periods (Al-Naddaf, Al-
Bashaireh, and Al-Waked 2010: 76, 81). 

eArly byzAntIne vAses of ProkonnesIAn mArble  
from hAlAsArnA 

Thus far, identification of the marble 
used for making the vases mentioned 
above has been based only on visual 

observation of the material, and speci-
mens investigated using state-of-the-art 
archaeometric methods were few. Some 

Fig. 2. Semi-carved mortars in the Palatia (Saraylar) open-air museum, Prokonnesos Island (Photo 
G. Kokkorou-Alevras)
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years ago, however, optical examination 
and analytical techniques (Electron Par-
amagnetic Resonance (EPR) and Isotope 
Ratio Mass Spectroscopy (IRMS)) applied 
to samples of marble vases, specifically early 
Byzantine marble bowls from excavations 
at Kardamaina (ancient Halasarna) on Kos 
Island (Dodecanese, Greece –Fig. 3), proved 
that five [Figs 5:a, b, d, e and 6:a] out of 
eight early Byzantine specimens examined 
had been carved in Prokonnesian marble 
(Poupaki 2011a: Nos 18–19, 21–22; Tambako-
poulos and Maniatis 2017: 219–220, 235, Table 
12).4 The obtained provenance results have 
indicated, therefore, that the bowls were 
imports from the famous Constantinopoli-
tan workshop of Prokonnesos. The chemical 
analyses were undertaken at the Laborato-

ries of the National Centre for Scientific 
Research “Demokritos”. The methodology 
adopted, and the data obtained as a result 
of this archaeometric study, were discussed 
in a relevant article of Yannis Maniatis and 
Dimitris Tambakopoulos published by the 
University of Athens in the 6th volume of 
the ALASARNA monograph series (Tam-
bakopoulos and Maniatis 2017).

Excavations of the University of Ath-
ens in Halasarna began in 1985 following 
illicit construction activity at a seaside ho-
tel complex, which had caused irreversible 
damage to the center of the ancient deme of 
Halasarnitae, the location of the site’s most 
important Hellenistic public buildings and 
sanctuaries and the early Byzantine struc-
tures overlying the Hellenistic and Roman 

4 For vases Nos 18 and 21 [Figs 4:a and 5:a], the analyses also indicated Miletos, besides Prokon-
nesos, as a possible place of origin, but due to the lack of adequate documentation, that 
assumption was rejected. 

Fig. 3. Kos Island, Dodecanese, Greece (Basemap: Google Earth; processing W. Dzierzbicki)
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phases of the excavation, which belonged to 
a prosperous seaside settlement that flour-
ished from the Late Roman period until 

the 7th century AD. Its acme was reached 
in the 5th and 6th centuries AD, a time of 
prosperity also for other early Byzantine 

Fig. 4. Aerial view of the excavation at Kardamaina (ancient Halasarna), Kos Island (Photo 
G. Kokkorou-Alevras)
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Fig. 5. Vase fragments of Prokonnesian marble at Kardamaina: a – embedded in a wall of an early 
Byzantine residence, late 4th – late 6th century AD; b – found at the Hellenistic temple (building Γ), 
7th century AD; c – found at an early Byzantine residence, 7th century AD; d, e – found close to the 
Hellenistic temple (building Γ), late 4th – late 6th century AD (Photos N. Antoniadis)
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Fig. 6. a, b – vase fragments of Prokonnesian marble (identification tentative in case of b) found at 
an early Byzantine residence at Kardamaina, late 4th – late 6th century AD (Photos Eir. Poupaki);  
c, d – vase fragments of Koan limestone from Kardamaina, 3rd century AD (Photos N. Antoniadis); 
e – vase fragment of Koan marble from Kardamaina, 3rd century AD (Photo Eir. Poupaki)
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settlements (Kardamaina, Mastichari, Anti-
macheia and Kephalos) and a period of eco-
nomic growth on Kos, which many scholars 
associate with its demographic expansion 
and the spread of the Christian cult. 

The most important structures discov-
ered during the archaeological investigation 
of the site are the ruins of a 3rd century BC 
distyle in antis temple of Apollo Pytheus 
(building Γ), a smaller Roman temple, also 
a distyle in antis (building Δ), probably as-
sociated with the Imperial cult, as well as 
two unidentified late Hellenistic buildings 
(buildings A and B), a part of a propylon 
(building E), and a stoa (building Z)5 [Fig. 4]. 

Fragments of the marble vases in ques-
tion were found, among others, in the 
Hellenistic temple (Poupaki 2011a: No. 19 
[Fig. 5:b]), or just beside it (Poupaki 2011a: 
Nos 21–22 [Fig. 5:d–e]), and either in Byz-
antine residences (Poupaki 2011a: No. 98 
[Fig. 6:a]) or embedded in their masonries 
(Poupaki 2011a: No. 18 [Fig. 5:a]). They are 
fragments of four-handled or three-handled 
spouted bowls. The handles are usually quar-
ter-spherical with the exception of a paral-
lelepiped one, decorated with linear or geo-
metric motifs, which are also rarely found 
on their rims or spouts and are probably 
patterned after the decoration of metal-
work. The most typical decorative pat-
terns are: radiant lines, a perpendicular 
line interposed between a pair or pairs 

of curved lines, and a cross interposed 
between curved lines. These marble vases 
are generally dated between the late 4th 
and the late 6th centuries AD (Poupaki 
2011a: Nos 18, 21–22, see Fig. 5:a, d, e) and 
into the 7th century AD (Poupaki 2011a: 
No. 19, see Fig. 5:b) based on stratigraphic 
context data and published parallels.6 

The studied marble vases are the most 
representative group not only in the an-
cient deme of Halasarna, but also on the 
whole island during the early Byzantine 
period. Nearly all the studied artifacts 
are fragments of a rim with a handle or 
spout; in fact, among them there are only 
two plain wall fragments, one of which is 
carved in Prokonnesian marble (Poupaki 
2011a: No. 21, see Fig. 5:e) and the other in 
Koan limestone (Poupaki 2011a: No. 17, 
see Fig. 6:c). 

Vessels of the described type occur 
rather commonly in the whole Byzantine 
Empire from the 4th until the 10th and 
11th centuries AD. They adopt and mod-
ify the well-known type of Hellenistic/
Roman bowls,7 but the early Byzantine 
vessels have thicker walls and a coarser 
sculpturing (Poupaki 2017b: 73–74). 
The final elaboration of their external 
surfaces is achieved with a tooth-chisel 
(ντισιλίδικο), their grips are less care-
fully worked, bigger and quarter-spher-
ical, while the internal and upper sur-

5 For a short description of the monuments of Halasarna, see Kokkorou-Alevras, Kalopissi-
Verti, and Panayotidi-Kesisoglou 2010. For up-to-date reports, see Kokkorou-Alevras 2020; 
Kalopissi-Verti and Panayotidi-Kesisoglou 2020 (with earlier literature).

6 From Salone (modern-day Solin) in Dalmatia (Croatia) (Brøndsted 1928: 93, 99–101), Lindos 
on Rhodes (Dyggve 1960: 312–313, 523–525, Fig. VII. 43, 46), Corinth (Davidson 1952: 125, 
Nos 827, 829, Pl. 61.827, 829), Samos (Hiesel 1967: 95, No. 128, 96, Pl. 19.128) and Palestine 
(Bliss and Macalister 1902: 202, Pl. 90).

7 Similar vases were carved in neo-Attic workshops in the Hellenistic and early Roman periods: 
Poupaki 2017b: 74–75; 2020b: 340 (with bibliography).
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faces of the lip and the grip are usually 
smoothed with a flat chisel (γλώσσα / 
σμίλη). Their characteristic features are 
engraved decorative patterns, some of 
which are commonly found also on 
their Koan Roman counterparts.8 In 
addition to the described motifs iden-
tified on the Halasarna vases, more 
decorative patterns appear on vase 
handles from other sites of the Byzan-
tine Empire.9 They were also adopted 
as handle decoration in bigger vases of 
the same type, such as phialae and perir-
rhanteria, whose rims additionally bear 
short inscriptions (Niewӧhner 2006: 
452, No. 76; Poupaki 2019b: 226–227, 
No. 23, Figs 4–6).

The aforementioned vases are usu-
ally interpreted as mortars, that is, 
household utensils for grinding spices 
or grains and fruits, as well as bowls for 
processing pigments and cosmetic or 
medicinal substances. However, after 
a thorough investigation of the Halasar-
na material, its archaeological context 
and decoration of the grips, it seems 
fairly probable that the Halasarna mar-
ble bowls were in fact used as chernives, 
ritual water containers. Rinsing hands 
or fingers in water was a ritual act of 
priests during the Christian liturgy. 
As containers for holy water, these 
vases were also used during the Rite of 
Benediction. Bigger vases of the same 
type, known as phialae or perirrhanteria, 
contained holy water, wherein, upon 
entering a Christian church, worship-

pers would dip their hands in a sym-
bolic gesture echoing pagan practice 
(Poupaki 2019a: 158–160). 

The marble of the Halasarna vases 
is white with scarce, fine, gray veins, 
and indeed does not look like typical 
Prokonnesian marble, which has a gray 
tinge or gray veins. On the contrary, 
the Prokonnesian marble used for Koan 
vessels is of higher quality, whiter and 
very coarse. Marble like that had been 
quarried at many sites on the island. 
White, fine-grained and translucent 
marble, suitable for mosaics, was quar-
ried in Badalan of Prokonnesos (Mar-
mara) Island, whereas coarse-grained 
and light blue marble without veins, 
suitable for sculpture, was extracted 
from various sites elsewhere on the is-
land (Asgari 1978: 468). This explains 
why the Prokonnesian marble used for 
the Halasarna vases has a lighter tinge, 
and thus, macroscopically, can easily be 
confused with Koan.

With the above in mind, two more 
fragments of the Halasarna vases may 
be assumed to have been carved in 
Prokonnesian marble: one with a quar-
ter-spherical grip decorated with 
a cross between curved lines (Poupaki 
2011a: No. 20, see Fig. 5:c), and a vase 
with a parallelepiped grip decorated 
with radiant lines (Poupaki 2017b: 
No. 11, see Fig. 6:b). Some other early Byz-
antine vases from the town of Kos were 
carved in similar marble (Poupaki 2019a: 
Nos 18, 10, 22–24, 29). Identifying marble 

8 For Roman-period examples, see Poupaki 2011a: No. 23; 2017b: No. 7; 2019a: No. 3.
9 From Saraçhane at Constantinople (Harrison 1986: 234), Thessaloniki (Tzitzibassi 2000: No. 5), 

Sparta (Poupaki 2019b: 226–227, Nos 23–24), Emborio of Chios (Ballance et al. 1989: 124, Fig. 49), 
Lindos of Rhodes (Dyggve 1960: 312–313, Fig. VII. 43, 46), Sardis (Crawford 1990: Figs 59 and 
333), Ephesos (Quatember 2003: Nos M104, M44, M33, M50, Pls 59–60), etc.
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provenance based solely on visual obser-
vation is indeed a challenge. Macroscopic 
features of Koan marble vary depending 
on the quarry (Poupaki 2017a): the mar-
ble from the Marmara region, close to 
Kardamaina, is grayish with dense blue 
or gray veins, while the stone from Kako-
skali on Dikaios Mountain is white and 
translucent or gray with dark veins. The 
graph showing relative values of carbon 
and oxygen isotopes may be considered 
characteristic for these marbles (Tam-

bakopoulos and Maniatis 2017: 212) 
despite the fact that it differs from the 
isotopic graphs published earlier by Laz-
zarini and Malacrino (2010) from the area 
of Marmara close to Kardamaina.10 The 
affinity of the Koan marble from Mar-
mara to the Prokonnesian marble used 
for the Halasarnian vases is remarkable. 
The latter marble is grayish or whitish, of 
low translucency, with dark parallel veins 
or bands (Tambakopoulos and Maniatis 
2017: 219).

ImPorts of ArchItecturAl members And ArtIfActs  
of ProkonnesIAn mArble to kos

Despite the lack of archaeometric analy-
ses, an early date for imports of Prokon-
nesian marble artifacts to Kos, already 
in the Archaic period, seems plausible 
given the Koan commercial relations 
with the Black Sea region (Sherwin-
White 1978: 137, note 292; 118, note 188; 
243–244). Sea routes connected Kos with 
Prokonnesos for centuries, enabling 
trade in raw material and semi-finished 
artifacts. Kos was a transshipment hub 
for Byzantine merchant ships carrying 
cereals from Egypt to Constantinople 
(Poupaki 2011b/A: 227, notes 1820–1822). 
Imports of architectural elements and 
other artifacts made from Prokonnesian 
marble were fairly common in Kos since 
the Hellenistic age. As mentioned above, 
Prokonnesian quarries were exploited 
under the Attalids, whose policy towards 
Kos led to the rebuilding of the town af-

ter the catastrophic earthquake of 198 BC 
with use of Prokonnesian marble in addi-
tion to Koan marble, travertine, and vol-
canic rocks (Poupaki 2011b/A: 166–167). 
The use of Prokonnesian marble in Kos 
continued in Roman times, too. Gener-
ally, it is assumed that the circulation 
of Prokonnesian marble in the Roman 
Empire began in the Flavian period and 
remained dominant from the mid-Had-
rianic period onward (Sodini 2002: 129), 
except for the Italian Peninsula, where 
the Prokonnesian imports were limited 
in the 1st century AD, while in the 2nd 
century AD they surpassed even the use 
of Luna marble (Bald Romano et al. 2018: 
272). Even for the Severan restorations 
of earlier structures it continued to be 
an excellent choice (Russell 2013: 186). 
Overall, based on the evidence provided 
by the study of imported marbles in Kos, 

10 Lazzarini and Malacrino (2010) only visited the Marmara region close to Kardamaina, where 
the modern quarry lies. However, the most important quarry —probably active from the 
Hellenistic and Roman periods onwards— is found in Kakoskali on Dikaios Mountain. It 
was fully published in Tambakopoulos and Maniatis 2017 and Poupaki 2017a.



22

PAM 32/1 MArble Early Byzantine vases carved in Prokonnesian marble from ancient Halasarna...

during the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD 
Prokonnesian marble remained a prod-
uct of choice for the Koans (Poupaki 
2020a: 225). Prokonnesian marble seems 
to be the most favored imported mate-
rial in Kos even in the late 4th century 
AD. Intensive building activity attested 
in many settlements of the island (Kar-
damaina, Mastichari, Antimacheia, 

Kephalos) in the wake of the massive 
earthquake of AD 469 prompted sub-
stantial imports of products carved in 
the Prokonnesian quarries. Indeed, the 
most important monuments of the island 
dated to the 4th and 5th centuries AD, 
as its renowned basilicas, boast Prokon-
nesian ecclesiastical furnishings (Poupaki 
2011b/A: 166–172). 

PlAce of mAnufActure 
The four-handled or three-handled marble 
spouted bowls are common not only in 
Kos, but also on the Greek mainland and 
on other Aegean islands, from the Hel-
lenistic and Roman periods until the 11th 
century AD, as in the rest of the Byzantine 
Empire. Visual observation has shown that 
while many Koan examples were carved in 
Prokonnesian marble (Poupaki 2019a: Nos 
8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 25), some were also 
executed in local limestone (Poupaki 2019a: 
No. 28 [Fig. 6:c]), Koan marble (Poupaki 
2019a: Nos 5 [Fig. 6:e], 11–12), and traver-
tine (Poupaki 2019a: No. 19). Affinities 
detected between these vases and the ones 
carved in Prokonnesian marble attest to the 
role of the latter in spreading prototypes 
and influencing contemporaneous work-
shops in other areas.11 Oddly, a fragment of 
a vase [see Fig. 6:e] carved in Koan marble 
and dated, according to its archaeological 
context, to the 3rd century AD bears the 
same decorative pattern of radiant lines on 
its grip as its Prokonnesian counterparts. 
In turn, a marble vase of the 4th century 
AD [see Fig. 6:d] bears on its grip a fairly 
rare motif of a double spool, unattested 

on early Byzantine vases of the same type. 
Both Roman vases referred to above are well 
elaborated and their surfaces are carefully 
smoothed. By comparison, the Koan vases 
of early Byzantine date, carved in Prokon-
nesian marble, feature thicker walls and 
larger, decorated handles, whereas the 
spout —when present— lacks artistic 
conception, but is decorated with incised 
patterns. The Koan vases of the 5th and 
6th centuries AD, carved in Koan marble 
(Poupaki 2019a: Nos 11–13) and limestone 
[see Fig. 6:c], do not differ in form and sur-
face elaboration from contemporaneous 
imports from Prokonnesos; for instance, 
the typical marks of the tooth-chisel 
(ντισιλίδικο) and the thickness of the walls 
are also characteristic for the Prokonnesos 
vases. 

Prokonnesian marble products were 
generally transported in rough condition 
by stone-carrying ships sailing the Medi-
terranean and the Black Sea. Incidentally, 
however, they may have been carved in Kos 
during the elaboration of uncarved plinths 
of Prokonnesian marble transferred there, 
as those discovered at the Correnti ship-

11 For instance, Lakonian vases were carved in gray marble of Taygetos Mountain (Poupaki 
2019b: Nos 23–24).
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wreck near Syracuse, dated to AD 280–350 
(Kapitän 1961: 287, Fig. 2, 288; 1971; Bartoli 
2008: 58–65), and the Granitola shipwreck, 
close to the southwestern coast of Sicily, 
dated from the 3rd to the 5th century AD 
(G. Purpura 1977; V. Purpura 2008: 28–30). 
Both shipwrecks contained various un-
worked blocks of Prokonnesian marble, 
probably intended for further elaboration 
in local workshops of the Italian peninsula 
or North Africa. The same practice was 
also attested during the Roman period, 
both in Italy (e.g., the shipwreck of Punta 
Scifo A: Bartoli 2008: 105–107) and in the 
Black Sea region (e.g., blocks carried to 
Odessos: Minchev 2012: 49).

Another aspect requiring further 
investigation is the reuse of spolia of 
Prokonnesian marble (Gwiazda 2014: 530) 
for the carving of vases. This, however, 
cannot be corroborated for the Koan ex-
amples due to a lack of evidence.

The Koan vases discussed here are in 
the final state of workmanship and bear 
a strong resemblance to their Constan-
tinopolitan counterparts. Unfinished 
vases of Prokonnesian marble are lacking 
in Kos. However, several semi-finished 
vases carved in Koan marble have been 
identified (Poupaki 2011b/B: Nos Hμ1, 
Hμ2, Hμ15; 2011b/C: Figs 491–493). Bear-
ing in mind the lack of half-finished vases 
carved in Prokonnesian marble, one may 
assume the studied vases were made in 
the stone-carving workshops of Prokon-
nesos and subsequently transferred to 
Kos in a finished state. This is further 
confirmed by the close similarity of the 
studied vases to their counterparts from 
other sites,12 which indicates the common 

provenance of the material from the same 
workshop rather than their manufacture 
in different workshops following the 
same principles and prototypes.

The shipment and subsequent use 
of semi-finished architectural members 
carved in Prokonnesian marble at the 
monuments of Kos is, however, well docu-
mented (Poupaki 2011b/A: 193–194). Gen-
erally, most of the architectural members 
used for the main basilicas of Kos were 
Prokonnesian. They were imported in an 
unfinished state and sometimes placed 
inside the erected buildings “αἰσθητικώς 
ἀνεπεξέργαστα” (=unworked) (Bouras 
2002) for their special artistic quali-
ties. These semi-finished Prokonnesian 
products were often used alongside Koan 
ones, which were probably elaborated 
together with Prokonnesian artifacts in 
the Koan workshops. That is why numer-
ous, though minor, differences can be de-
tected between architectural elements 
of the same type carved either in Koan 
or in Prokonnesian marble. In fact, the 
imported Prokonnesian capitals gained 
their final shape in Koan workshops, and 
they were transformed into various types 
according to the stone carver’s taste. The 
stonemasons managed to adopt and as-
similate Constantinopolitan influences, 
as is made clear by the close examina-
tion of the architectural elements used 
in Koan basilicas. It may be assumed that 
in case of accidental damage or probable 
deficiency the Prokonnesian imported 
products may have been replaced with 
Koan ones, thus both Prokonnesian and 
Koan architectural elements can appear 
side by side in one monument (Poupaki 

12 See notes 6 and 9.
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2011b/A: 193–194). Certain ecclesiastical 
furnishings carved in Koan marble, e.g., 
innovative decorative patterns of Koan 

ambos, distinguish the Koan sculptors 
from those of neighboring areas, e.g., Kni-
dos (Poupaki 2011b/A: 123–125). 

the koAn mArble workshoP In the 5th And 6th 
centurIes Ad

In Kos, imported decorative elements can 
be traced in architecture and sculpture of 
the 5th and 6th centuries AD. Sculpted 
products from Constantinopolitan work-
shops were used mainly for architectural 
purposes and embellishment of majestic 
basilicas and luxurious residences erected 
not only in the town of Kos, but also in 
other places across the island, on the ruins 
of ancient buildings damaged by the dev-
astating earthquake of AD 460 or 467/468 
(Poupaki 2011b/A: 23, notes 205–206, with 
bibliography). Despite the catastrophe, the 
Koans managed to rebuild their town and 
the seaside settlements, which flourished 
in the age of Justinian. Testimony to their 
splendor is the display of wealth at the 
Koan religious buildings and mansions, 
featuring high-quality mosaics, outstand-
ing frescoes and rich architectural decora-
tion (Poupaki 2011b/A: 23–24).

However, the island’s prosperity 
was seriously affected by the severe 
earthquake of AD 554, which de-
stroyed the whole island. It caused 
a tidal wave, which flooded the sea-
side settlements, taking many lives, 
according to the historian Agathias 
(The Histories 2,16), and led to a general 
economic and demographic decline. 
Subsequently, the tremendous disaster 
resulted in ultimate abandonment of 
the major complexes of the town of 
Kos (Asklepieion, Western Quarter, 
Harbor Quarter, etc.), the general 
decline of the Koan stone workshops 
and, finally, the abandonment of the 
marble quarries. From this point on, 
the demand for stone was met by rec-
lamation of building material from the 
ancient and Late-Antique buildings 
(Poupaki 2011b/A: 223).

conclusIon
To sum up, the marble bowls with four 
handles or with three handles and a spout 
are fairly popular in the early Byzantine 
period. Archaeometric analysis (Elec-
tron Paramagnetic Resonance — EPR 
and Isotope Ratio Mass Spectroscopy 
— IRMS) proved that most of the early 
Byzantine marble vases from Halasarna 
had been carved in Prokonnesian marble. 
The vases originated from Constantino-

politan workshops of Prokonnesos and 
were brought to Kos in a finished state 
of workmanship. This reflects the general 
tendency among the Christian popula-
tion, even in remote areas of the Empire, 
to import precious items intended for 
ritual purposes (Poupaki 2011a: 56–59; 
2019a: 159) and to refrain from producing 
their own artifacts despite their high level 
of craftsmanship and creativity.
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IntroductIon

In Late Antiquity, the emergence of 
imposing sites for construction of both 
civic and religious buildings made the 
stone industry one of the most dynami-
cally developing production sectors, 
supplying materials for masonry work 
and, above all, for furnishings. This pro-
gress led to an increase in the number 
of stone workshops in operation and 
to the reorganization of their manage-
ment and work processes. Beginning in 
the mid-4th century AD, several local, 
quarry-based workshops began to op-
erate in response to a variety of local 
architectural needs, and regional stone-
cutters’ workshops flourished in associa-
tion with them. The activities of these 
local workshops can be easily identified 
by investigating the petrographic char-
acteristics of their products and their 
stylistic features. An example is a mar-
ble workshop in Nicopolis ad Nestum 
in Bulgaria, which was engaged in the 
production of distinctive architectural 
furnishings marketed both locally and in 
the neighboring regions (Vaklinova 1984; 
Petrova 2012: 338–348). In Ćurlina, Ser-
bia, the study of Ionic impost capitals of 
an early Christian basilica has allowed 
the identification of a marble workshop 
that was active on many contemporary 
building sites in the province of Niš 
(Rakocija 2017). In northern Macedo-
nia, a recent archaeometric analysis of 
marble objects from highland archaeo-
logical sites has confirmed the involve-
ment of workshops associated with the 
Sivec quarries, which adopted the style 
and repertoire of the Prokonnesos and 
Dokimeion stone workshops for their 

products and disseminated them outside 
the Constantinopolitan and Anatolian 
marble networks (Niewöhner, Audley-
Miller, and Prochaska 2013). In Lykia, 
in the district of Alacadaǧ, particular 
carving techniques identified on arti-
facts in local limestone from several sa-
cral complexes can be traced to a single 
workshop that followed the stylistic and 
formal repertoire of Justinianic sculp-
ture from Constantinople (Harrison 
1963; Grossmann and Severin 2003: pas-
sim and 141–176). The artisanal vitality 
of the region is also confirmed by the 
architectural sculpture of the so-called 
Sun City Basilica in Ölüdeniz, where the 
presence of numerous unfinished archi-
tectural elements in local stone suggests 
that a dynamic sculpture workshop op-
erating from the neighboring island of 
Lebissos was active in the coastal cities 
(Asano 2010). In Apamea, Syria, several 
residential and ecclesiastical complex-
es, including the “maison aux colonnes 
bilobées”, the “maison des chapiteaux à 
consoles”, the “église à atrium” and the 
“cathédrale de l’Est”, featured artifacts 
in local limestone, sometimes painted 
red, testifying to the creativity of the 
district’s stone workshops, which were 
not only skilled in carving local stone 
but also drew on models from other re-
gions (Vanderheyde 2020). 

In addition to regional quarries, 
some of the major extraction sites, such 
as Thasos (Sodini, Lambraki, and Kozelj 
1980; Kozelj and Wurch-Kozelj 1995; Her-
rmann, Barbin, and Mentzos 1999; Her-
rmann Jr. and Newman 1999; Mentzos, 
Barbin, and Hermann 2002; Kozelj and 
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Wurch-Kozelj 1999; 2005), Dokimeion 
(Waelkens 1982; Kramer 1994; Herrmann 
Jr. and Tykot 2009; Niewöhner 2013; 
2014), and Prokonnesos, which were ac-
tive already in Imperial times, continued 
to be intensively exploited. Worth men-
tioning in the context of stonecutters’ 
workshops is the emblematic case of the 
Marmara quarries, which managed to ex-
tract an enormous amount of stone dur-
ing Late Antiquity and operated under a 
specific management system until at least 
the 7th century (Marsili 2019: 53–78, with 
further references) [Fig. 1]. In fact, due to 
their geographical proximity to the impe-
rial capital, the Marmara quarries were 
exploited on an unprecedented scale from 
the end of the 4th century AD onwards, 

yielding products for the adornment of 
Constantinople as well as provincial cit-
ies. The quarries flourished because of 
their location by the sea and their close 
relationship with the capital. The same 
factors probably motivated the Prokon-
nesian workshops to develop a highly 
efficient operational chain, character-
ized by a progressive rationalization of 
the production technology, as well as an 
acceleration of the manufacturing pro-
cess (Marsili 2023; Marsili and Lamanna 
2023). In line with these changes, in the 
same period, marble furnishings began to 
be increasingly labeled with epigraphic 
marks that provide insights into the large 
workforce and the articulated craftsman-
ship of the marble industry. 

stonecutters’ mArks In lAte AntIquIty: morPhology, 
meAnIng, And multIPle occurrences

Masons’ or, rather, stonecutters’ marks 
can be considered an important means of 
communicating technical information for 
work sites over long distances. They often 
consist of single letters, which, depending 
on the context, can be used as alphabetical 
or numerical indicators. Carved or paint-
ed, these initials, abbreviated names or 
monograms are used to label a wide range 
of architectural and liturgical artifacts 
originating from numerous Mediterranean 
contexts. Different actors involved in the 
construction chain, whether in artisanal or 
administrative tasks, were linked to these 
coded signs. In this system, the marks were 
intended to convey one or more pieces of 
information relevant for building or for 
accounting purposes. Thus, these marks 
are unique sources of information on the 

administrative organization of quarry dis-
tricts and on the technical procedures used 
in carving and assembling stone furnish-
ings. In addition, they shed light on the 
mode of operation of the workshops, their 
movement, and, on a broader scale, the 
functioning and economics of the stone 
industry in early Byzantium. A compara-
tive analysis of the evidence related to the 
Prokonnesos quarries, amounting to some 
3400 marks from several Mediterranean 
regions, has revealed the logic underly-
ing their use. Essentially, it was possible 
to divide the marks into different groups 
based on their presumed purposes (Marsili 
2019: 79–184). Marks carved by workers 
in or near quarry workshops played the 
following roles: indications related to the 
quality control carried out by probatores 
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(quality control officers) before export; 
destination or patrons’ marks indicating 
the terminus or the person responsible for 
receiving the order; assembly or position-
ing marks, used as numerical guides for 
the correct positioning of architectural 
elements on the site. Workshop marks are 
closely linked to the activity and identity 
of artisanal units operating outside the 
quarries, probably in the vicinity of Con-
stantinople, and primarily responsible for 
the initial roughing and dressing of the 
artifacts. Storage marks, which indicate 
the name of the owner of marble stocks, 
usually refer to a temporary deposit of ar-
tifacts awaiting their shipment to a final 
destination. In addition, there are disas-
sembly marks, which can be considered 
as secondary marks, labeling the marble 
elements of dismantled buildings with the 
aim of reassembling them in secondary 
contexts (Marsili 2016: 153–154; Teatini 
2019; Barker 2020: 124–142). 

Alphabetic marks were usually 
carved on stone elements only once and 
had the form of single letters, ligatured 
characters, or monograms. However, it is 
noteworthy that many pieces are double-
marked or, more rarely, several groups of 
marks are engraved on the same object. 
Evaluating them in their proper archaeo-
logical context makes it easier to deter-
mine the function and significance of 
these signs in the supply chain, as well as 
to illuminate the different stages of mar-
ble use that they track. To date, about 
230 architectural elements in Prokon-
nesian marble, labeled with double or 
multiple marks, have been recorded 
from 34 different archaeological sites 
throughout the Mediterranean [Fig. 2]. 
Based on the methodological assump-
tions mentioned above, and taking into 
account the recognized function of each 
sign, these double or multiple marks can 
be divided into three main categories: 1) 

Fig. 1. Marmara Adası, Saraylar harbor, semi-finished architectural elements (After Marsili 2019: 21, 
Fig. 8)



36

PAM 32/1 MArble Multiple stonecutters’ marks on marble in the Late Antique Mediterranean...

double series of alphanumeric marks; 2) 
numerals combined with other types of 
marks (mainly destination or workshop 
marks); 3) double series of workshop 
marks. 

double serIes of AlPhAnumerIc mArks
In contrast to the Classical and Hellenis-
tic periods, when stone carvers often used 
single letters to identify their workshops, 
in Late Antiquity isolated characters on 
stone usually had a numerical meaning. 
Only in rare cases can they be related to 
the identity of artisan groups. By and 
large, they were not used for quantita-
tive purposes, for which stonecutters 
usually resorted to other strategies, such 
as the use of vertical tally marks [Fig. 3]. 
Rather, the individual letters served as 
positioning and assembly marks. This 
system uniquely embodies the customs 
deeply rooted in the laboriously devel-
oped collective technical knowledge of 
stonemasons. In earlier centuries, its pri-
mary purpose was to guide the assem-

bly of adjacent marble segments, such 
as column drums or masonry blocks 
(Klimek 2013; Weber 2013; Kowalewska 
and Eisenberg 2019, all with references). 
In Late Antique architecture, the mark-
ing system was developed and adapted 
to fulfill two main technical purposes: 
when set in a sequence, the numerals were 
usually intended to assist in the proper 
spatial positioning of elements belong-
ing to a series, such as components of 
architectural orders or parts of articu-
lated liturgical furnishings. For example, 
in the episcopal church of Novae in Moe-
sia Inferior, the pulpit is inscribed with 
five alphabetical signs set in a sequence, 
with spaces in between (A, Δ, Ε, Ζ, Η) 
(Biernacki 1997: 72–76). In this context, 
the marks probably served as numerals 
to guide the assembly of the elements. At 
Philippi, the Π-shaped templon base in 
Basilica A, composed of adjoining pieces, 
bears a sequence of letters from E to Ξ 
(only Λ is missing) (Lemerle 1945: 396, Pls 
XXIV, XXXIII). When placed on adjacent 

Fig. 2. Distribution of architectural elements inscribed with multiple marks (Processing G. Marsili) 
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pieces of furnishings to be assembled, 
the numerals were probably intended to 
guide the correct sequence of elements, 
as in the base–column–capital set, both 
in the nave order and in the mullions, or 
in segments of arcades and stylobates (for 
several examples, see Paribeni 2017; Mar-
sili 2019: 100–114; for matching assembly 

instructions on elements of the order in 
the West Basilica in el-Atrun, see below, 
Table 1). In Late Antiquity, numerals are 
attested on more than 500 artifacts in dif-
ferent lithotypes from more than a hun-
dred monuments located in 51 different 
archaeological contexts, and this number 
is likely to increase considerably in the 
future [Fig. 4]. Their distribution pat-
terns attest to the existence of artisanal 
knowledge widely shared across regional 
boundaries. In addition, their technical 
characteristics reflect the existence of 
an organized workflow in quarries and 
worksites, as well as of an established sys-
tem of communication between different 
actors of the construction industry.

Some information can be derived 
from the double series of single letters, 
which are clearly understood as numer-
als on the basis of their paleographic 
and epigraphic features. In this case, 
too, the practice differed from that of 
the Classical period, when double series 
of numerals usually reflected different 

Fig. 3. Burgaz Adası, semi-finished impost 
capital with tally marks (Deutsches Archäolo-
gisches Institut, negative No. D-DAI-IST-R8622) 

Fig. 4. Distribution of assembly/positioning marks (After Marsili 2019: 263, Pl. 2)
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phases of construction and could be 
often interpreted as assembly and re-
assembly marks (Weber 2013: 339–349; 
Lippolis and Vallarino 2018: 179–188). 
In Late Antiquity, however, double nu-
merals were likely intended to convey 
information about one construction 
episode and referred to the assembly 
and positioning of sets of furnishings. 
A column base and an Ionic impost 
capital stored in the “Casa Romana” on 
Kos, labeled with a lunate E on their up-
per and lower surfaces, respectively, are 
cases in point [Fig. 5]. The provenance 
of many of the architectural elements 
collected there is unknown (Militsi-
Kechagia 2017; Baronio 2021). However, 
given the correspondence of the alpha-
numeric characters and the consistent 
sizes of the artifacts, it can be assumed 
that their assembly was guided by the 
letter E. Another letter, Γ, is carved on 
the upper surface of the column base, 

probably to provide additional guid-
ance as to the exact location of the set, 
namely the third place in the colonnade.

In Istanbul, urban cisterns offer the 
second largest corpus of architectural 
elements bearing masons’ marks, after 
the church of Hagia Sophia. Accord-
ing to a recent estimate, 209 covered 
cisterns have survived on the historic 
peninsula, most of them dating from 
the Late Antique period (Crow 2020). 
Their high number reflects the vital im-
portance of this water provision system 
in sustaining the urban population and 
ensuring its survival with a sufficient 
water supply in case of siege or threats 
to the city’s hinterland, where springs 
were located. The architectural fea-
tures of most cisterns include reused 
columns, bases, and a variety of capitals, 
both finished and unfinished, damaged 
and relatively well preserved. Many of 
them probably came from old stocks 

Fig. 5. Kos, “Casa Romana”: a – a column base; and b – an Ionic impost capital inscribed with 
marks E and Γ (Photo G. Marsili)
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and sometimes seem to have been recy-
cled more than once, so only a holistic 
analysis of architectural sculpture, ma-
sonry style, and brick dimensions can 
provide information reliable enough to 
date the structures to which they be-
long (Altuğ 2018). The masons’ marks 
on many of these elements have re-
ceived little attention in the literature, 
with only sporadic mentions (Forch-
heimer and Strzygowski 1893: 247–258; 
Wulzinger 1913b; Mamboury and Wie-
gand 1934; Mamboury 1936; Deichmann 
1976: 216–219; Marsili 2019: 79–173, pas-
sim). Nevertheless, they provide a ready 
means of detecting the different phases 
and strategies of use and reuse of the 
inscribed objects, especially when the 
pieces are marked more than once. A 
case in point is the Acımusluk Sokak 
cistern in the Fatih district, which 
dates from the middle Byzantine pe-
riod, although it was built with reused 
materials (Altuğ 2013: 268–269). Part-
ly explored by Ernst Wulzinger in the 
early 20th century (Wulzinger 1913a: 
377–382), it consists of two rows of six 
columns surmounted by simple imposts 
of Prokonnesian marble. On the south 
side, three imposts are marked with the 
letters A, B, and Γ, probably to indicate 
their correct place in a sequence, given 
their corresponding first, second and 
third places in the row. A second mark, 
IA, carved upside down on the abacus 
of the third capital near the character 
Γ, can also be interpreted as a number 
(11). Its inverted position may suggest 
that it belonged to a different phase of 
the element’s use and may have been 
related to the assembly or positioning 
of the capital when it was first mounted. 

numerAls combIned wIth other tyPes 
of mArks
The alphanumeric signs were frequently 
paired with other characters, such as 
destination or workshop marks. A prime 
example of the first category comes from 
the Kalenderhane Camii in Istanbul 
(Striker and Kuban 1997). The builders of 
this middle Byzantine church dedicated 
to the Panagia Kyriotissa made exten-
sive use of materials salvaged from earlier 
buildings, probably not only from the 
early Christian church identified under 
the later structures, but also from neigh-
boring districts. This is clearly indicated 
by three reused Corinthian capitals in the 
outer wall of the northern aisle, marked 
on their lower surfaces by two sets of 
marks conveying two different pieces 
of information [Fig. 6]. The first group, 
ΤΟΥ ΑΓΙΟΥ ΠΑΥΛΟΥ, was intended to 
indicate the final destination of the mar-
bles, namely a church dedicated to St. 
Paul (for its hypothetical location: Berger 
1997: 15–16). The second group consists 
of the numerals Γ, Δ, Ε, which can be in-
terpreted either as accounting marks or 
as positioning marks. In the latter case, 
they may have indicated the exact posi-
tion of the capitals within the building. 
Overall, the analysis of the combined 
groups of marks provides evidence for a 
single episode of dismantling the marble 
furnishings of a Late Antique religious 
complex and their reuse within a later 
ecclesiastical building, probably after an 
interval in storage. 

A more common pattern is that of nu-
merals combined with workshop marks. 
The latter consist of one or more letters 
—sometimes ligatured— and mono-
grams, resolvable as personal names in 
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the genitive case (Marsili 2019: 120–184, 
with references). These marks appear 
with great frequency on Prokonnesian 
marble objects from the mid-5th century 
AD onwards, testifying to the impres-
sive activity of the Marmara quarries, 
the structural organization of craftwork, 
and the internal management of stone-
cutters’ workshops in Late Antiquity. 
What these marks meant in terms of the 
production and distribution dynamics 
of marble furnishings is still somewhat 
unclear, especially considering the ratio 
between marked and unmarked items. 
Nevertheless, both distribution patterns 
and comparative evidence suggest that 
they referred to the name of the chief 
stonemason, who supervised and vouched 
for the work of his team (Marsili 2019: 
120–170). Thus, when a workshop marked 
a piece of marble, it can be assumed that 
the craftsmen of that workshop were 
involved in its dressing. The purpose of 
this marking system seems to go beyond 
the intention of declaring authorship out 
of concern for preserving the memory 

of individual involvement or for mere 
publicity purposes. Indeed, Late Antique 
stoneworkers achieved these goals in oth-
er ways, for example through extensive 
votive inscriptions (Marsili 2019: 86–87). 
Rather, the epigraphic, typological, and 
distributional characteristics of work-
shop marks allow us to infer more prac-
tical purposes, namely those related to 
record-keeping and production tracking. 
It goes without saying that these require-
ments were deeply interwoven with the 
economic and production background 
described above. In addition, the com-
bined data on the manufacturing pro-
gress, the traces of tools, and the position 
of the marks suggest that these signs were 
usually carved after the rough dressing of 
the blocks. According to Nuşin Asgari’s 
classification, this intermediate stage 
of processing was the first to be carried 
out by workshops located away from the 
quarries (Asgari 1992: Fig. 8II–III; 1995: 
Fig. 12C). 

When unearthed in their original 
context of use, the primary meaning 

Fig. 6. Istanbul, Kalenderhane Camii, Corinthian capitals with destination and positioning marks 
(Photo G. Marsili)
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of alphanumeric signs combined with 
workshop marks is fairly easy to grasp 
and is usually related to placement. This 
is the case with some column bases from 
the upper order of the Western Basilica 
at El-Atrun, which are marked with the 
same workshop monogram on the lower 
band (MAK, in ligature) and the posi-
tioning signs Γ, Δ, Ε, set in sequence, on 
the upper surface (Ward-Perkins and 
Goodchild 2003: 29, 254–255) [Table 1]. 

The same pattern is documented in 
the basilica of St. John in Ephesos, where 
some column bases, located in the north-
ern and southern aisles, are signed with 
the workshop mark ΓΕ/ΠΕ together with 
positioning marks, respectively A, Δ and 
Γ, Δ (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 1762–1765) 
[Fig. 7]. Worth mentioning again is the 
case of the Constantinopolitan cisterns, 
where workshop marks are frequently 
coupled with numerals. In the cistern 
discovered in 1936 by Ernst Mamboury 

in Yeniçeriler Caddesi, Divanı Ali Sokak, 
four rows of six columns each are topped 
with roughed-out impost capitals and 
imposts. In 12 cases they are inscribed 
with the workshop marks KY, ΙΩ, TP 
(Mamboury 1936; Özgümüş 2008: 154; 
Altuğ 2013: 364–365) [Fig. 8]. Relevant is 
the instance of the sign KY, carved in 
ligature, which finds close parallels in the 
basilica of St. Polyeuktos (Mathews 1971: 
Pl. 39; Harrison 1986: Fig. H, n. 14c; Mar-
sili 2019: Cat. No. 1412) and the church 
of SS. Sergius and Bacchus (Deichmann 
1976: 217; Bardill 2017: 75; Marsili 2019: 
Cat. Nos 1413–1421). According to these 
pieces of evidence, the mark can be as-
signed to a stone workshop operating in 
the first three decades of the 6th century 
AD. In the cistern, the signature KY on 
imposts and impost capitals is repeatedly 
combined with one or two alphanumeric 
signs in a matching scheme: the numer-
als on the abacus of the impost capitals 

Table 1. El-Atrun, Western Basilica, marks on architectural elements
Workshop and assembly/positioning marks

Column bases (upper 
order

Column shafts (nave)

Ionic impost capitals 
(nave)

Corinthian capitals, 
type Kautzsch VII 
(nave)
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correspond to those on the imposts above 
them. In this case, then, the signs do not 
simply indicate the positioning of the ob-
ject, but are primarily used for assembly 
purposes: the letters seem to be intended 
as a guide for the correct fitting of archi-
tectural elements inside the cistern, thus 
revealing clear clues as to the original de-
sign of the building, with a planned and 
calibrated arrangement of marble items. 
Furthermore, the uniformity of size and 
type of the marble elements, together 
with the corresponding stonecutters’ 
marks, suggest that new materials were 
used in this cistern, as in a few others 
in the city, such as the Binbirdirek one 
(Wulzinger 1913b). 

In fact, most of the Constantinopo-
litan water reservoirs were clearly built 
with reused marble items, as already 

noted. A good example is the Yerebatan 
cistern, which was built under the court-
yard of the Stoa Basilica around 527, using 
a variety of heterogeneous materials (Altuğ 
2013: 194–195; Marsili 2019: 113, 126–127). In 
this structure, 93 out of 107 Corinthian cap-
itals belong to the Kautzsch VIII–Pralong 
III type, and 62 of them bear stonecutters’ 
marks. In six cases, the workshop mark MA 
is accompanied by alphanumeric charac-
ters (Α: 1, Β: 2, ΛΘ: 39, Μ: 40, ΜΒ: 42, and 
ΜΔ: 44), while the workshop mark ZΩ is 
combined with the numerals ΛS (36) and 
ΛΘ (39) (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 1078–1079, 
1539–1546) [Fig. 9]. The position theoreti-
cally indicated by the marks is not reflected 
in the actual placement of the capitals in-
side the cistern. Moreover, given the high 
numerical value of most of the marks, their 
relation to the primary use of the elements 

Fig. 7. Ephesos, basilica of St. John, column base with assembly/positioning and workshop marks 
(Photo G. Marsili) 
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seems unlikely. However, it is precisely the 
high numerical value that allows the as-
sumption that in this case the numbers 
were actually used for tallying purposes. 
Given that the capitals were likely taken 
from storage areas, it is plausible that the 
marks were used for counting when sort-
ing spolia. This practice, although not very 
popular, finds further archaeological at-
testations throughout the Mediterranean, 
for example in the case of counting marks 
on two Corinthian capitals from Gortyn in 
Crete (Gagliano and Marsili 2017).

double workshoP mArks
This category has numerous attestations 
and can be divided into two different 
classes: duplication of the same workshop 
mark, and two or more engraved indicators 
of different workshops. 

The doubling of the same workshop 
mark on a marble object could be explained 
either as a simple means of confirming the 
involvement of an artisanal unit in the 
workmanship, or as the participation of 
two different artisans from the same work-
shop in the rough-dressing process. In this 
regard, the paleography of the signs, which 
sometimes leave no doubt as to their ex-
ecution by the same craftsman, provides 
clues. The marks on 40 column shafts, 109 
drums and 69 impost capitals from the Bin-
birdirek cistern in Istanbul are emblematic 
examples of such peculiar epigraphic traits 
(Wulzinger 1913b). Evidence is also provided 
by the marks on a Corinthian capital in 
the Nakilbent cistern (Mamboury and 
Wiegand 1934: 48–49, Figs 21–22), a column 
base from the basilica in Lechaion [Fig. 10], 
and a column base from the Tetraconch in 

Fig. 8. Istanbul, cistern in Divanı Ali Sokak, stonecutters’ marks recorded by Ernst Mamboury (After 
Mamboury 1936: 175)
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Athens (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 997, 1080, 
Fig. 90). 

Remarkable insights into the workings 
of the stone industry are provided by mul-
tiple marks of different workshops on the 
same object. Many examples come from ar-
chaeological sites throughout the Mediter-
ranean, such as the Amrit shipwreck (Den-
nert and Westphalen 2004: 194, Cat. No. 35), 
the Marzamemi shipwreck (Kapitän 1980: 
83–84, Figs 6, 8; Marsili 2015), the basilica of 
St. John in Ephesos (Deichmann 1976: 213; 
for inscribed objects collected in the court-
yard of the Isa Bey mosque but originally 
belonging to the basilica of St. John, see 
Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 2233), the basilica of 
St. Leonidas in Lechaion (Deichmann 1976: 
220; Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1964); and the 
basilica of St. Panteleimon in Aphrodisias 
(Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1853). In addition, 

several interesting examples come from 
the imperial capital. Scattered evidence 
has been documented in the basilicas of 
St. Polyeuktos (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 226, 
307, 1960) and St. Irene (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
No. 110), the Hebdomon Palace (Marsili 
2019: Cat. No. 1914), the Forum Tauri (Mar-
sili 2019: Cat. Nos 758, 1400) [Fig. 11], Rou-
meli Hissar (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 1570), 
Taşkasap (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 616), and 
Çapa districts (Marsili 2019: Cat. No. 617), 
as well as on artifacts housed in the Ar-
chaeological Museum (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
Nos 121, 135, 433, 1510). In addition, many 
examples of imposts or Corinthian capitals 
from the Binbirdirek (Marsili 2019: Cat. 
Nos 184–186, 1451–1453, 1537) and Yerebatan 
cisterns (Marsili 2019: Cat. Nos 109, 120, 136, 
156, 192–194, 247, 278, 293, 299, 308, 610, 691, 
693, 812–813, 1079, 1309, 1383, 1436–1438, 

Fig. 9. Istanbul, Yerebatan cistern: left – layout of the cistern (After Marsili 2019: 127, Fig. 66);  
right – Corinthian capital in position D6 with a workshop mark and a numeric sign (Photo G. Marsili)
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1488, 1496, 1545–1547, 1717, 1729, 1738, 1961) 
bear the signatures of different workshops. 
Considering that most of these marbles are 
in rough or semi-finished form, the high 
frequency of multiple workshop marks tes-
tifies to two different phenomena. On the 
one hand, it suggests that the craftsmen 
who inscribed their marks were responsible 
for the preliminary phases of the work. On 
the other hand, they show that the account-
ing, counting or sorting information they 
provided was mainly relevant to the early 

stages of processing and distribution.
The case of the church of Hagia Sophia, 

where multiple workshop marks label 47 
cornices of the nave at both the ground and 
gallery levels, as well as 14 conch capitals, 
is relevant to the study of the dynamics of 
craftsmanship. With regard to the cornic-
es, it was assumed, based on workman-
ship features of the blocks, that they went 
through at least five stages of carving from 
initial rough-hewing to finishing. They were 
largely modeled on the ground, and then 

Fig. 10. Lechaion, basilica of St. Leonidas, column base with the very same workshop mark en-
graved on the plinth and the upper surface (Photo G. Marsili) 

Fig. 11. Istanbul, Forum Tauri, multiple workshop marks on a column base (Photo G. Marsili)
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Fig. 12. Istanbul, Hagia Sophia church, distribution of workshop marks on ground cornices in a 
drawing from R. L. Van Nice’s archive in Dumbarton Oaks (Courtesy of Dumbarton Oaks Institute. 
Robert Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice records and fieldwork papers, ca. 1936–1989, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)

Fig. 13. Istanbul, the church of Hagia Sophia: a – conch capitals in the gallery, southern side 
(Photo G. Marsili); b – detail of a conch capital from the nave with the mark AN (After Pedone 
2022: 225, Fig. 127); c – detail of Van Nice’s drawing with annotation of multiple marks on a capi-
tal of the north aisle (Courtesy of Dumbarton Oaks Institute. Robert Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice 
records and fieldwork papers, ca. 1936–1989, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.)
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the decorative details were finished after 
assembly. Moreover, the attention paid by 
the builders to this group of materials can 
be explained by the fact that these elements 
were placed in a part of the building that 
was crucial for static purposes and there-
fore had to be prepared and placed with 
special care (Butler 1992). The intervention 
of several hands, indicated by different sig-
natures (up to four) on the same artifact, is 
documented for 39 cornice segments. They 
bear the following marks in various com-
binations: AN, ΓΕ, ΕΦΘ, ΖΩ, ΖΚ, ΘΕ, IΩ, 
ΠΑ/ΠΑΡ, ΠΘ, ΠΙ, CΙ, CΤΕ, ΤΡΥ, ΦΘ, ΦΙ, 
and ΦΜ (Butler 1989: 146–166; Marsili 
2019: Cat. Nos 242, 243, 439, 446–458, 973, 
974, 1062–1069, 1073–1076, 1155–1158, 1175, 
1306, 1716, 1736) [Fig. 12]. Sometimes, dif-
ferent abbreviations were variants of the 
same signature, as in the case of ΠΑ/ΠΑΡ 
with the letters free-standing or ligatured. 
In some other cases, one or more marks 
appear upside down, indicating that they 
were carved by different craftsmen, at 
different stages of production, and when 

the block lay in inverted position during 
the carving process. 

On Kesselkapitelle (conch capitals), up 
to four marks from different workshops 
are recorded on each object (Marsili 2019: 
132–136, with references). In this case, the 
marks were carved on different sides of 
the abacus, on the edges [Fig. 13]. They 
are often combined with single letters, 
probably intended as setting, counting or 
control marks. The reason for the involve-
ment of a larger number of workshops is 
probably the fact that this type of fur-
nishings was among the most sophisticat-
ed and challenging to carve. These pieces 
were installed in places that made carving 
difficult. They were intended to be fin-
ished after installation, as evidenced by 
a thorough examination of those left in 
rough form [Fig. 14]. Recent research has 
shown that these capitals went through 
five different stages of carving: 1) engrav-
ing of decorative motifs, 2) lowering of 
the background surface to bring out the 
motifs, 3) trimming of internal details, 4) 
delineation of motifs by drilling, and 5) 
removal of background and completion 
of the drilled details by chiseling (Russo 
2017). By matching the data on the work-
flow with workshop marks, it can be con-
cluded that in most cases these artifacts 
underwent the first or second stages of 
production in workshops located near the 
construction site and arrived on the spot 
in the form of roughly dressed impost 
capitals (Asgari 1995: 278, Fig. 12B). Once 
placed atop columns, they were finely 
chiseled by different highly skilled crafts-
men, most likely working on one item at 
a time (Marsili 2019: 132). 

Moreover, the scrutiny of the marks 
on the conch capitals and cornices in 

Fig. 14. Istanbul, the church of Hagia Sophia, 
unfinished detail of a capital in the southern 
aisle, ground floor (After Russo 2017: Pl. VI, 
Fig. 11) 
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Hagia Sophia shows that they often co-
incide, indicating that at least 18 work-
shops worked simultaneously and in 
close cooperation on the preparation 
of these two types of materials. The high 
degree of specialization of these work-
shops is also evidenced by the fact that 11 
of the 18 marks used in combination on 

these objects recur exclusively on them 
and on no other furnishing element in 
the Great Church. The multiple marks 
may, therefore, be linked to highly quali-
fied groups of craftsmen who were hired 
exclusively for the finishing of these two 
types of artifacts and who had to be ca-
pable of effective collaboration.

conclusIons
The study of double and multiple marks 
on marble furnishings confirms that 
these epigraphic signs always had a pre-
cise meaning in the production and con-
struction sequence. In fact, each stone-
cutter’s mark contained information 
that had to be passed on, either from 
one craftsman to another, or from the 
marble workshops to patrons or entre-
preneurs. Understanding their meaning 
depends to a large extent on the possi-
bility of studying them in close connec-
tion with their original archaeological 
contexts. Complementary data on the 
time of engraving are also provided by 
paleographic features which allow the 
identification of different hands, as in 
the case of the marks from the Binbirdi-
rek cistern, the basilica of St. Leonidas in 
Lechaion and the Tetraconch basilica in 
Athens. The direction of writing is also 
worth noting: the upright or inverted 
position of several marks on the same 
object reflects their relevance to a par-
ticular stage or stages of construction. 
In the case of marks on objects in their 
primary context of use, the detection of 
different hands or the inverted position 
of letters makes it possible to trace the 
involvement of different workers, such 
as stone carvers responsible for dress-

ing artifacts and craftsmen appointed 
to communicate information about the 
positioning and assembly of objects on 
site, as in the case of the cistern at Di-
vanı Ali Sokak in Istanbul. In the case of 
marks on reused objects, the abovemen-
tioned variations can convey information 
encoded at different life stages of the 
objects, as in the case of the Acımusluk 
Sokak and Yerebatan cisterns. Finally, 
the case of multiple workshop marks on 
architectural furnishings is noteworthy, 
with the church of Hagia Sophia as a case 
in point. The construction site of the 
Great Church was exceptional in many 
respects, both for its impressive dimen-
sions, architectural design solutions and 
the lavishness of its decorative elements. 
The analysis of the stonecutters’ marks 
on its marble items reflects the size and 
complexity of the construction project: 
1026 marble elements are inscribed with 
marks related to an estimated minimum 
of 142 working units (Marsili 2019: 131–
132). The 61 cornices and conch capitals 
bearing multiple marks provide insights 
into the innovative and synergistic 
working techniques used in the carving 
of the most sophisticated architectural 
elements. These data further substanti-
ate the idea that the Constantinopolitan 
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stone workshops, as well as the impos-
ing construction sites opened between 
the end of the 5th and the first half of 
the 6th century AD, implemented novel 

measures to rationalize production and 
save on processing times, with significant 
improvements in manufacturing skills 
and organizational procedures.
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Abstract: The Hellespont area, owing to its key geographical 
location, played a dominant role in production, consumption, 
as well as trade contacts between the Black Sea and the 
Mediterranean during the Byzantine period. Despite the 
importance of this region, archaeological data from it is rather 
limited, hindering research on the history of the Hellespont 
in the Byzantine period. Archaeological surveys have been 
conducted in the valleys of the Hellespont catchment area in 
order to determine the location of Byzantine villages and to 
understand regional settlement patterns. An important group of 
objects identified as a result of this fieldwork were architectural 
members. The finds included numerous column capitals and 
fragments of liturgical furnishings. The present study examines 
Corinthian capitals, which constitute the most frequently 
occurring type of column capital, numbering 30 documented 
examples. All specimens were made from white or gray-veined 
white Prokonnesian marble. The general aims of research on 
this material are, firstly, to understand the nature of the now-
lost buildings they came from, and, secondly, to contribute 
information on the location of settlements in the region. The 
specimens under consideration were identified during field 
surveys in Çanakkale, as well as during a query in the Çanakkale 
Archaeology Museum.
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IntroductIon

During the Byzantine period (AD 324–
1453), the Black Sea and the Mediterra-
nean were important areas of econom-
ic activity. The Hellespont, a natural 
maritime channel oriented northeast–
southwest, was of profound importance 
for the producer – consumer relations 
between these areas. The administrative 
borders of the Hellespontus region en-
compassed the European coast (the Gal-
lipoli Peninsula – Thracian Chersonese), 
the Europa region and the Anatolian 
coast (the Biga Peninsula) [Fig. 1].1 The 
strait was of vital importance for the 
production, consumption and trade re-

lations in the Byzantine period thanks 
to the presence of economically relevant 
resources on its European and Asian 
coasts. Despite an abundance of histor-
ical data, the insufficient research on 
Byzantine settlements in the Hellespont 
and the progressing degradation of the 
archaeological record make the region 
difficult to understand. Relationships 
between the Black Sea and the Mediter-
ranean on the one hand, and between 
the Marmara Sea and the Aegean on the 
other, escape thorough comprehension. 
To aid this situation, archaeological 
surveys of Byzantine settlements were 

1 These administrative districts, established by the emperor Diocletian (AD 285–305), retained 
their boundaries under Constantine (AD 306–337). The province of Hellespontus, established 
incorporating parts of ancient Mysia and Phrygia Minor, took its name from the Hellespont. 
A small portion of the strait at the Aegean mouth was within the boundaries of the province 
of Asia. Of the settlements in the studied area, Assos, Gargara and Argiza were episcopal 
centers of the province of Asia. Hellespont settlements established according to the rules of 
Byzantine urban planning were Gallipoli (Kallipolis) and Lampsakos in the upper section of 
the strait; Ilion was located in its lower part; Madytos, Coila (Coele), Abydos and Dardanos 
occupied the middle.

Fig. 1. Map of the Hellespont showing locations of sites mentioned in the paper (Basemap Mapbox, 
processing M. Momot)
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conducted in the valleys along the Hel-
lespont (Türker 2012; 2014; 2015; 2016; 
2018). As part of the survey works, que-
ries were also carried out in the Çanak-
kale Archaeology Museum resulting in 
identification of some 1500 structural 
members in marble and other stones. 
Among these, a total of 154 column cap-
itals belonging to eight different types 
were identified. They were mainly ele-
ments of Byzantine structures, churches 
as well as public buildings, which have 
not survived until the present day. In 
this study, the Corinthian capitals from 
the Hellespontus are examined, seeking 
to determine their place in Byzantine 
art. The general aims of research on this 

material are, firstly, to understand the 
nature of the now-lost buildings they 
came from, and, secondly, to contribute 
information on the location of settle-
ments in the region.

The catalog presents 30 capitals 
identified during the archaeologi-
cal surveys and museum queries. All 
dimensions are given in centimeters; 
abbreviations: L – length, UL – upper 
length, BL – bottom length, T – thick-
ness, UT – upper thickness, BT – bot-
tom thickness, D – diameter, UD – up-
per diameter, BT – bottom diameter, 
H – height, (b) – broken. All photos 
used in the article are from the author’s 
archive.

cAtAlog of the cAPItAls
1. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum   
[Fig. 2:a]
Inv. No. 2692
Gray-veined white marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 47, 
D 58; a part of the abacus and some parts 
of the faces of the capital are broken.
Description: The calathus features two 
rows of acanthus leaves. The lower one 
was cut during reuse and the capital 
was hollowed out, damaging the bot-
tom part of the lower wreath of the 
calathus. The veins of the acanthus 
leaves are deeply carved. Eyelets indi-
cating the use of a drill can be seen 
between the leaves. The helices and 
volutes emerge from the caulis bowl, 
which is chalice-shaped and carries a 
closed bunch of acanthus leaves. The 
bunches are damaged, as are the heli-
ces and volutes formed by plant stems 
emerging from between the leaves. The 

abacus flower stem is present; the part 
that held the abacus flower is broken.

2. Ezine, Gökçebayır village [Fig. 2:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
42(b); UT 44(b); H 35(b); D 36(b); the 
lower section of the capital is embedded 
in concrete affixing it to the ground. The 
base annulet of the calathus and part of 
the lower row of leaves are, therefore, 
obscured. The corners of the abacus are 
broken.
Description: The calathus features two 
rows of acanthus leaves with eight leaves 
in each row. Each caulis emerging from 
the upper wreath carries a closed bunch 
of leaves. Plant stems springing from 
these bunches form helices with in-
curved spirals. Plant stalks also extend 
towards the corners of the abacus, but 
the volutes are broken.



59

Ayşe Çaylak Türker Hellespont

3. Biga, Bekirli village [Fig. 2:c]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
60(b); UT 64(b); H 56; D 42; since the 
lower section of the capital is embedded 
in concrete, the base annulet of the cala-

thus and part of the lower row of leaves 
are obscured. The corners of the abacus 
are broken.
Description: The calathus has two rows 
of acanthus leaves, with eight acanthus 
leaves in each row. The plant stems form-

Fig. 2. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 1, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum; b – Cat. No. 2, 
Ezine, Gökçebayır village; c – Cat. No. 3, Biga, Bekirli village; and d – Cat. No. 4, Çanakkale Archae-
ology Museum (Photos A. Çaylak Türker) 
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ing the helices and volutes spring from 
the caulis bowl. The abacus flower is bro-
ken, but a trace of its stem is visible on 
the calathus. 

4. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 2:d]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
48(b); UT 45(b); H 18(b); the lower part 
of the calathus and the abacus are broken 
and incomplete. Fractures are visible on 
the abacus. An abacus flower may have 
been present, but the surface in this area 
is broken.
Description: The plant stems forming the 
volutes are visible on the caulis. 

5. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 3:a]
Inv. No. 2691
Gray-veined white marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 45; 
D 38; the abacus, helix and volute sections 
are broken.
Description: The calathus has two rows 
of acanthus leaves. Each row contains 
eight leaves. The acanthi tips are point-
ed; however, they do not belong to the 
type of acanthi with thorny or serrated 
leaves. Spaces between the leaves fea-
ture drop-shaped drill marks. The helices 
and volutes spring out from above the 
bunches of unfurling leaves emerging 
from the caulis bowl. The calathus lip 
is visible. 

6. Ezine, Bozköy village [Fig. 3:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
58(b); UT 60(b); H 57(b); D 40(b); the 
base annulet of the calathus, the calathus, 

and the abacus are broken, as are the sec-
tions containing the volutes.
Description: The calathus has two rows of 
acanthus leaves. Each row contains eight 
leaves. Each caulis emerging from within 
the upper wreath carries a closed bunch 
of leaves. Some of these bunches are 
carved in detail, while others are roughly 
shaped and left uncarved. Traces of plant 
stems forming the helices and volutes are 
visible on the caulis bowl. The calathus 
lip has a convex profile.

7. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 3:c]
Inv. No. 5188, a specimen from the Biga-
Çakırlı village
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 47; 
UT 47; H 26; D 34; the lower section of the 
calathus was cut off. The abacus flowers 
are broken.
Description: The calathus has two rows of 
acanthus leaves, eight leaves in each row. 
The bunches of leaves opening in the 
form of chalices emerge from the upper 
wreath; however, the sections containing 
the caulis bowl are broken. The helices 
and plant branches extending towards 
the corners of the capital to form the 
volute are visible, but the volutes are 
broken. The calathus lip is visible under 
the abacus. The abacus flower stem is 
absent. 

8. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 3:d]
Inv. No. 3257
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
30; UT 30; H 25(b); the capital is pre-
served in two broken fragments. A cor-
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ner of the lower section of the calathus 
is missing.
Description: The calathus has two rows 
of wide acanthus leaves. Each row con-
tains eight leaves, sparsely placed and 
splayed on the surface. The stems of 
the volutes do not emerge from the 
caulis bowl but from the areas be-
tween the leaves of the upper wreath. 

Horn-shaped leaves, originating from 
volute stems, were rendered instead 
of helices.

9. Çanakkale, Kumkale village 
[Fig. 4:a]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
39(b); D 39(b); only a fourth part of the 

Fig. 3. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 5, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum; b – Cat. No. 6, 
Ezine, Bozköy village; c – Cat. No. 7, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum; and d – Cat. No. 8, Çanak-
kale Archaeology Museum (Photos A. Çaylak Türker) 
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capital has been preserved. The lower sec-
tion of the calathus is broken and incom-
plete. Volute stems springing from the 
upper wreath are visible, but the sections 
containing the volutes are broken. 
Description: Leaf motifs were used instead 
of helices.

10. Çanakkale, Çıplak village [Fig. 4:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
18(b); D 32; the lower section of the ca-
lathus has been preserved. The surface 
of the calathus is severely worn.
Description: The calathus has two rows 

Fig. 4. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 9, Çanakkale, Kumkale village; b – Cat. No. 10, Çan-
akkale, Çıplak village; c – Cat. No. 11, Biga, Danişment village; and d – Cat. No. 12, Ezine, Mehmet 
Yücel collection (Photos A. Çaylak Türker)
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of acanthus leaves. Only the veins of the 
acanthi are visible, while the leaf sections 
are badly weathered.

11. Biga, Danişment village [Fig. 4:c]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
15(b); the capital is broken; four of the 

acanthi are visible on the lower wreath 
of the calathus. 
Description: The wreath probably com-
prised eight acanthi. The surface is bro-
ken in the part containing the upper row 
of leaves and only the stem of one leaf 
is visible. The veins of the leaves were 
deeply carved. 

Fig. 5. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 13, Halileli village cemetery; b – Cat. No. 14, Çanak-
kale, Tevfikiye village; c – Cat. No. 15, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum, originally from Alexandria 
Troas; and d – Cat. No. 16, originally from Bayramiç, Aşağı Şapçılar village (Photos A. Çaylak Türker) 
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12. Ezine, Mehmet Yücel collection 
[Fig. 4:d]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 55; 
D 51; the lower section of the calathus 
and the abacus are broken. Damage to the 
faces renders the calathus details illegible.
Description: The available traces indicate 
that two wreaths were present on the 
calathus.

13. Halileli village cemetery [Fig. 5:a]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 32; 
D 43.5; the abacus section is embedded 
in the ground. The base annulet of the 
calathus is broken.
Description: Two wreaths are visible on the 
calathus. The leaves were carved in high 
relief, with drop-shaped eyelets indicat-
ing the use of a drill present between the 
leaves.

14. Çanakkale, Tevfikiye village [Fig. 5:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
43(b); UT 50; H 38; D 32; the tips of the 
volutes are broken. 
Description: The calathus has three rows 
of acanthus leaves. Each row contains 
eight leaves. The tips of the acanthi are 
pointed, but they do not belong to the 
type of acanthi with thorny or serrated 
leaves. The spaces between the leaves 
bear drop-shaped drill marks. One stem 
springs from above the second row of 
leaves and then curves inward towards 
the middle section, coiling under the 
calathus lip to form a helix; the other 
stem extends outward in a spiral un-
der the corner of the abacus, forming 
a volute.

15. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 5:c]
Inv. No. 9392, a specimen from Alexan-
dria Troas
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 37; 
UT 37; H 20.5; D 27; the tips of the acanthi 
in the second and third wreaths are broken. 
The plant stems forming the corner helices 
and volutes, as well as the corners contain-
ing the volutes are not preserved.
Description: The leaves are thin and long, 
and their veins are carved fairly super-
ficially. The tips of the acanthus leaves 
are pointed. Drop-shaped drill marks are 
visible between the lobes. The calathus lip 
has a convex profile.

16. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 5:d]
Inv. No. 5152, a specimen from Bayramiç, 
Aşağı Şapçılar village
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
24(b); D 29(b); the upper section of the 
calathus is broken.
Description: The calathus has two rows 
of acanthus leaves, with eight leaves in 
each row. Their tips bear drop-shaped 
drill marks.

17. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 6:a]
Inv. No. 377, a specimen from Troy
Gray-veined white marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
34.5; UT 34.5; H 34; D 24.5; the annulet 
of the calathus is broken.
Description: Three faces of the capital 
were carved and one was left rough. 
Contours of the acanthus leaves and 
volute were outlined on the uncarved 
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face and its surface was retouched, but 
the veins of the leaves and other details 
were not rendered. The caulis bowl was 
left without retouching. The calathus 
has two rows of acanthus leaves with 
eight leaves each. There are superficial 
fractures on the lower wreath. Of the 
acanthi on the upper wreath, those at 
the corners extend as far as the area un-
der the volute and their tips are formed 
to merge with it. The leaves were sparse-
ly placed; the wide acanthus leaves are 
splayed on the surface. The stems of the 

volutes do not emerge from the caulis 
bowl but from the spaces between the 
leaves of the upper wreath. Horn-shaped 
leaves springing from volute stems were 
rendered instead of helices. The abacus 
flower stem was not carved; a trace of 
the abacus flower remains, but its sur-
face is damaged. 

18. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 6:b]
Inv. No. 4
Gray-veined white marble

Fig. 6. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 17, originally from Troy; b – Cat. No. 18; c – Cat. No. 
19 (all from Çanakkale Archaeology Museum); and d – Cat. No. 20, Ezine, Alemsah village (Photos 
A. Çaylak Türker)
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Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 44; 
UT 44; H 40; D 40; the base annulet of 
the calathus is broken.
Description: Four large acanthus leaves 
are placed at the corners of the calathus. 
The external helices, located between the 
acanthi, emerge from the base annulet 
of the calathus and extend to form the 
volutes at the corners. Within the area 
bordered by these helices is the abacus 
flower stem. It has the form of a branch 
with leaves. The abacus flower protrudes 
from the surface but was not carved in 
detail.

19. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 6:c]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 45; 
UT 45; H 20(b); the lower section of the 
calathus is broken and incomplete.
Description: The upper parts of four large 
acanthus leaves are visible on the cala-
thus. The leaves extend as far as the aba-
cus. The volutes are missing. The roughly 
carved abacus flower extends towards the 
calathus.

20. Ezine, Alemşah village [Fig. 6:d]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
35(b); UT 34(b); H 25(b); the lower sec-
tion of the calathus is broken.
Description: From the preserved fragment 
it is apparent that four large acanthus 
leaves covered the calathus. The leaves 
were carved in low relief and rather 
simply executed. The upper parts of the 
leaves curve slightly outwards at the cor-
ners of the abacus. The abacus flower is 
present.

21. Yakup Bey Inn, Çardak village 
[Fig. 7:a]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
45(b); UT 45(b); H 20(b); D 42(b); the 
base annulet of the calathus and the aba-
cus section of the capital are broken; the 
item was reused as a column base inside 
the Yakup Bey Inn in Çardak.
Description: From the preserved fragment 
it is apparent that eight large acanthus 
leaves covered the calathus.

22. Çanakkale, Dümrek village [Fig. 7:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
25(b); D 40(b); a fragment of the lower 
section of the calathus is preserved.
Description: Fragments of two large acan-
thus leaves are present on the calathus. 

23. Çanakkale, Dümrek village [Fig. 7:c]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
21(b); D 45(b); a fragment of the calathus 
is preserved.
Description: Fragments of two large acan-
thus leaves are present on the calathus.

24. Çanakkale, Dümrek village [Fig. 7:d]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 22(b); 
a fragment of the calathus is preserved.
Description: Fragments of two large acan-
thus leaves are present on the calathus.

25. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 8:a]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
25(b); UT 23(b); H 37; D 22. The base an-
nulet of the calathus is broken.
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Description: Three faces of the capital were 
carved, while the fourth one was left una-
dorned. The fourth face bears an inscrip-
tion indicating that the capital may be a 
re-carved older fragment. The four large 
acanthus leaves placed at the corners of 
the calathus cover its surface. The leaves 
have pointed tips, and their veins were 
carved superficially. The acanthi extend as 
far as the area below the abacus. There are 
no volutes at the corners, and the tips of 
the acanthi, curving upwards, replace the 
volutes. Despite the absence of volutes, 
bands representing their stems emerge 
from the space between the acanthi. The 

abacus flower stem is inverted and lo-
cated between the helices, which spring 
from between the bands of volute stems 
and curve inwards.

26. Biga, Çeşmealtı village [Fig. 8:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
51(b); UT 50(b); H 26(b); D 44(b); the 
lower section of the calathus is broken 
and missing.
Description: The preserved fragment in-
dicates that four large acanthus leaves 
were present on the calathus. Each leaf 
covered a corner of the calathus and ex-

Fig. 7. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 21, Yakup Bey Inn, Çardak village; b – Cat. No. 22, 
Çanakkale, Dümrek village; c – Cat. No. 23, Çanakkale, Dümrek village; and d – Cat. No. 24, Çanak-
kale, Dümrek village (Photos A. Çaylak Türker)
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tended as far as the abacus. The volutes 
are missing, but the extant volute stems 
emerge from the spaces between the acan-
thi. These spaces are V-shaped and filled 
with a stylized plant motif.

27. Yakup Bey Inn, Çardak village 
[Fig. 8:c]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
46; UT 46; H 50; D 42; the out-curved 
tips of the acanthi, extending as far as 
the area under the abacus, are broken.

Description: The calathus has two rows 
of acanthus leaves. The lower wreath 
contains five acanthi, and the upper 
one has four. The leaves are large and 
have pointed tips. The acanthi in the 
upper row cover the corners of the 
calathus. There are no volutes at the 
corners of the calathus, but the vo-
lute stems are visible emerging from 
the spaces between the acanthi. These 
spaces are V-shaped and decorated with 
a stylized plant motif that merges with 
the abacus flower.

Fig. 8. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 25, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum; b – Cat. 
No. 26, Biga, Çeşmealtı village; c – Cat. No. 27, Yakup Bey Inn, Çardak village; and d – Cat. No. 28, 
Biga, Gümüşçay village (Photos A. Çaylak Türker)
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28. Biga, Gümüşçay village [Fig. 8:d]
Gray-veined white marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: UL 
52(b); UT 54(b); H 47; D 38; the out-
curved tips of acanthi, which extended 
as far as the area under the abacus, are 
broken.
Description: The capital lies in front of the 
Gümüşçay hunting club. The calathus 
has two rows of acanthus leaves, with 
four leaves each. The leaves are large and 
splayed on the surface of the calathus. 
The acanthi in the upper row cover the 
corners of the calathus. There are no vo-
lutes at the corners of the calathus, but 
volute stems emerge from the spaces be-
tween the acanthi. The volute stems are 
“V-shaped” and the space between them 
is decorated with a stylized plant motif 
that merges with the abacus flower.

29. Çanakkale Archaeology Museum 
[Fig. 9:a]
Gray-veined white marble

Dimensions and state of preservation: H 28; D 
26.5; the base annulet of the calathus, the 
volutes and the abacus are broken. 
Description: The calathus has two rows 
of acanthus leaves. The acanthi are 
quite large and sparsely placed. The 
leaves represent the type of acanthi 
with fine serrations. Traces of a helix 
are visible in the preserved part of the 
caulis.

30. Çanakkale, Karacaören village 
[Fig. 9:b]
White marble
Dimensions and state of preservation: H 
28(b); D 40(b); broken abacus and ca-
lathus, including the lower section and 
edge of the calathus. The sections con-
taining the volutes are broken.
Description: The capital probably had two 
rows of acanthus leaves. The sparsely 
placed acanthi covered the volute corners. 
Palmettes were executed in low relief on 
the caulis bowl.

Fig. 9. Corinthian column capitals: a – Cat. No. 29, Çanakkale Archaeology Museum; and b – Cat. 
No. 30, Çanakkale, Karacaören village (Photos A. Çaylak Türker)
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stylIstIc feAtures And dAtIng of the cAPItAls

During the survey work in the Hel-
lespontus, 30 examples of Corinthian 
column capitals were documented. All 
the capitals discussed are made from 
white or gray-veined white Prokon-
nesian marble. Prokonnesos, modern-
day Marmara Adası, is situated in the 
eastern part of the Propontis (Marmara 
Sea). Gray-veined white marble is avail-
able throughout the island. Prokonnesian 
marble was in high demand in Roman 
times, especially for the manufacture of 
high-quality sarcophagi (Asgari 1978). Al-
though the quarrying seems to have come 
to a halt at the end of the Roman period, 
the quarries, and the marble trade itself, 
regained importance after the founda-
tion of Constantinople. From the 4th to 
the 6th century, a large number of mar-
ble capitals were shipped from Prokon-
nesos.2 The export of finished products 
played a vital role in the spread of the 
new Prokonnesian style and sculptural 
repertoire typical for the 5th and 6th 
centuries. The Prokonnesian items were 
distributed throughout the Mediterra-
nean via the Hellespont and around the 
Black Sea region via the Bosporos (Sodini, 
Barsanti, and Guiglia Guidobaldi 1998; 
Barsanti and Paribeni 2018). 

One of the capitals documented in 
the Hellespontus was left unfinished.3 

The specimen is housed in the Çanak-
kale Archaeology Museum and origi-

nates from the ruins of Troy (Cat. No. 
17). Three faces of this capital were carved 
and one was left rough. The contours of 
acanthus leaves and volute were outlined 
on the uncarved face, and its surface was 
retouched, but the veins of the leaves and 
other details were omitted. The caulis 
bowl was left without retouching. 

In specimens with Cat. Nos 1–3, the 
calathus is encircled by two rows of 
acanthus leaves with the acanthi of the 
lower and upper wreaths intertwined. 
The stems of the acanthi in the upper 
row extend into the spaces between the 
leaves of the lower row. The leaf veins 
are deeply carved. The tips of the leaves 
are pointed, with drop-shaped eyelets in 
between. The helices and volutes emerge 
from a chalice-shaped caulis bowl that 
carries a closed bunch of leaves. The heli-
ces extending from within the bunch 
curve inwards. The volutes are broken. 
The sections containing the abacus 
flower are also damaged, but the aba-
cus flower stem is intact. In Cat. No. 
13, where only the lower section of the 
calathus has been preserved, the style of 
the acanthi in the lower wreath is akin 
to that of the above-mentioned exam-
ples. The stylistic features of these speci-
mens find parallels in capitals dated to 
the mid-2nd century (Heilmeyer 1970: 
88, Pl. 26.1; İdil 1976: 15, Pl. 8.2; Başaran 
1997: 7, Fig. 3). 

2  For archaeological evidence in the form of two shipwrecks see Beykan 1988 (Roman shipwreck 
on the Black Sea coast of Turkey near Şile) and Kapitän 1969 (6th-century shipwreck off the 
east coast of Sicily near Maezamemi). In addition, see Pensabene 1986: 287; Asgari 1988.

3  The phases of shaping the Corinthian-type capitals were also documented during research in 
the quarries at Prokonnesos, see Asgari 1978. In addition, for schematically rendered capitals, 
see Herrmann 1973; Pensabene 1986: 288, 290, 324–333, 387–394; Guiglia Guidobaldi 1990.
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On capitals with Cat. Nos 5–7, the 
acanthi are placed more sparsely. The 
leaves of the lower and upper wreaths 
are intertwined. They have deeply carved 
veins and pointed tips with drop-shaped 
eyelets in between. The helices and vo-
lutes sprout above the bunch of unfurling 
leaves emerging from within the caulis 
bowl. The abacus flower stem is not vis-
ible, and the abacus flower is broken. The 
capitals resemble those dated to the sec-
ond half of the 2nd century (Heilmeyer 
1970: 88; İdil 1976: 15; Başaran 1997: 7). 

On the capitals with Cat. Nos 14 
and 15, three rows of acanthus leaves are 
present. The acanthi are wider and the 
lines indicating the leaf veins are more 
superficial. Drop-shaped eyelets are dis-
cernible between the leaves. The helices 
and volutes do not spring from the caulis 
bowl but from the upper row of leaves. 
The abacus flower stem is not visible. 
The capital with Cat. No. 16 preserves 
only the lower section of the calathus, 
but the style of the leaves resembles that 
of capitals with Cat. Nos 14 and 15. The 
stylistic features of these capitals point 
to a 3rd-century date (Pensabene 1986: 
Fig. 3; Başaran 1997), making it highly 
likely that they were pieces from the Ro-
man Imperial period reused in Byzantine 
buildings (Greenhalgh 2009: 11–12).4 The 
reuse of earlier architectural members 
was common in the early Byzantine 
period, as many ancient buildings had 
lost their original functions. Indeed, in 
a number of cities densely filled with an-
cient buildings, reuse was the rule, and 
newly carved elements were rare (Green-

halgh 2009: 5; Niewöhner 2021: 10, 32). The 
ancient buildings, used in turn as sources 
of readily accessible building material 
for new structures, rapidly disappeared 
(Hasluck 1910: 10; Vatin 2000: 314, 334; 
Greenhalgh 2009: 467–468).

In the capital with Cat. No. 17, two 
rows of acanthus leaves adorn the cala-
thus. The sparsely placed acanthi are wide 
and splayed on the surface. The volutes 
do not emerge from the caulis bowl but 
from the spaces between the leaves of the 
upper wreath. Horn-shaped leaves spring-
ing from the volute stems were carved 
instead of helices, and the abacus flower 
stem is lacking. The use of leaves instead 
of helices was first recorded in the late 
2nd century (Başaran 1997: 12–13), and 
the omission of the abacus stem became a 
standard in Corinthian capitals under the 
Severi (AD 193–235) (Başaran 1997: 19). 
The acanthus leaves used on the calathus 
belong to a type occurring under Theodo-
sius (AD 379–395) (Kautzsch 1936: 52–53). 
However, the capital is not as large as the 
Theodosian specimens and should rather 
be placed among the examples from the 
5th century. At that time, the import of 
Corinthian capitals to Rome decreased 
compared to the previous period. Given 
the limited number of examples in Rome, 
the Corinthian capitals from Ravenna 
are worthy of note (Pensabene 1986: 291).

Four large acanthus leaves placed over 
the corners of the calathus of the capital 
with Cat. No. 18 are carved in low relief. 
They differ from the natural-looking, full 
acanthus leaves plastically rendered on 
the capitals described above. The leaves 

4  For the reuse of columns and capitals in Late Antique churches, see Deichmann 1975: 14, 19, 
92–93; Brenk 1996; Peschlow 2004: 115–118; Pensabene 2015.
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in this specimen are splayed flat against 
the surface of the calathus, covering its 
surface. The leaf veins are schematically 
carved. The tips of the leaves are pointed, 
and the spaces between them form wide, 
oval fields. The volute stems extend as 
far as the base annulet of the calathus. 
At the corners, the tips of the acanthus 
leaves merge with the volutes. The abacus 
flower stem springs from between the 
volute stems and is connected with the 
abacus flower. The flower, not carved in 
detail, is large and protrudes outward. 
In this capital, the elements defining the 
Corinthian capital type clearly dissolved 
and the modeling lost its plasticity. Two 
parallels to this piece are found at Basilica 
A of Nea Anchialos in Greece and in Sa-
lona in modern-day Croatia (Kautzsch 
1936: 80). The Greek specimen is dated 
to the second half of the 5th century, and 
capitals of this kind are thought to have 
been executed around AD 500 (Kautzsch 
1936: 79–80, Pl. 17.240). 

The specimen with Cat. No. 25 also 
features four large acanthus leaves placed 
at the corners of the calathus. The leaves 
are wide and splayed on the calathus 
surface. The leaf veins are schematically 
carved. Nevertheless, its characteristic 
features are geometric clefts executed by 
carving deeply from the bottom in places 
where adjacent leaves touch each other. 
Such a way of carving the leaves was par-
ticularly common in Corinthian capitals 
of Constantinople in the first half of the 
5th century, but also throughout the 6th 
century. This leaf type, along with the 
acanthus leaves that were represented ful-
ly and plastically rendered, was replaced 
with leaves that used the shadow-and-
light effect and constituted more sche-

matic ornamental motifs (Betsch 1977: 
185–195, 207). Such a manner of carving 
resulted in strong contrasts between the 
lit surfaces and the background shad-
ows, better suited for the dim lighting 
of church interiors (Niewöhner 2021: 39). 
The leaves extend as far as the area un-
der the abacus. Volutes at the corners are 
absent, replaced by an out-curved tip of 
a leaf. Several bands resembling volute 
stems emerge from between the leaves. 
The abacus flower stem in the form of 
an upside-down palmette (fleur-de-lis) 
is placed between the in-curved helices 
emerging from these bands. 

The capital with Cat. No. 26 is broken 
in its lower part. The four large acanthus 
leaves placed at the corners of the cala-
thus are similar in style to Cat. No. 25. 
There are no volutes at the corners of 
this capital. Instead, the corner acanthus 
leaves extend as far as the area under the 
abacus. Although the volutes are miss-
ing, their stems are visible emerging from 
between the acanthi, which renders this 
specimen similar to Cat. No. 25. However, 
the section from which the volute stems 
emerge is decorated with a palmette 
motif, which does not reach the abacus 
flower. This type is akin to the “lyre-type” 
capitals widely used throughout the 5th 
century (Kautzsch 1936: 19; Betsch 1977: 
208; Barsanti 1989: esp. 125). 

Although no volutes were identified 
on the capital with Cat. No. 27, volute 
stems merging with the upper wreath 
were present. The area at the merge of 
the volute stems was left unadorned. The 
specimen resembles the capital with the 
“V-shaped” or “lyre-shaped” motif found 
in front of the Gümüşçay hunting club 
(Cat. No. 28) (Kautzsch 1936: 17–22). The 
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“lyre-type” capitals, medium in size, were 
produced in large numbers. Made mainly 
from Prokonnesian marble, during the 
5th and 6th centuries they were traded 
into the provinces and used to decorate 
smaller basilicas, like the one at Raven-
na, as well as colonnaded streets, e.g. at 
Miletos in Karia (Kautzsch 1936: 59–61; 
Niewöhner 2021: 40).

The capital with Cat. No. 28 fea-
tures a calathus with two rows of acan-
thus leaves, exhibiting five acanthi 
in the lower wreath and four in the 
upper. The four acanthi of the upper 
wreath cover the corners of the cala-
thus and extend as far as the abacus. 
No volutes are present at the cala-
thus corners, but “V shaped” volute 
stems with a stylized plant motif are 
found in between the acanthi. This 
motif merges with the abacus flower. 
Several different types of the motif 
created by the volute stems were dis-

tinguished by Kautzsch according to 
whether this form curved in a sharper 
or rounder form. Type 5 was described 
as “V-shaped”, while Type 6 was re-
ferred to as “lyre-shaped”. Notably, 
Betsch (1977: 217) and Barsanti (1989: 
125) considered this detail insufficient 
for distinguishing two different types 
and preferred to view these two groups 
as a single type. For the dating of these 
capitals, Kautzsch (1936: 17) indicated 
the period from the late 5th century 
to AD 530. However, Betsch (1977: 218, 
note 397) pointed out that the only re-
liably dated examples of these capitals 
were the specimens from the basilica 
of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Raven-
na and dated them to AD 495–500. 
Parallels are also found in the Turan 
Beler collection (Peschlow, Peschlow-
Bindokat, and Wörrle 2002: 476–477, 
Pl. 17a), and they should be dated to 
the 5th–6th centuries.

ProvenAnce
Ten of the Corinthian column capitals 
documented and discussed here come 
from the collection of the Çanakkale 
Archaeological Museum. One of them 
was found in Troy (Cat. No. 17). Eight 
were recorded in settlements of central 
Çanakkale. Seven of these were found 
in the villages of Kumkale (Cat. No. 9), 
Çıplak (Cat. No. 10), Halileli (Cat. No. 
13), Tevfikiye (Cat. No. 14) and Dümrek 
(Cat. Nos 22–24). These capitals may have 
been used in buildings located within the 
boundaries of the Ilion bishopric [see 
Fig. 1]. Ilion/Troy, located in the north-
western corner of the ridge to the south 
of the Dümrek tributary, was identified 

as Hisarcık by Gouffier and Spratt, but as 
Hisarlık by Hammer and Turner. In ad-
dition, its name was mentioned as Kala-
fat or Kalafatlı in the late 18th century. 
However, some travelers who arrived in 
the region around 1800 identified Troy 
with a settlement close to the Çıplak 
village. Today, the village closest to the 
site is Tevfikiye, located about 300 m to 
the northeast of Troy. Ilion, an episcopal 
center from the mid-4th century onward, 
is localized at Hisarlık. Excavations on 
the site revealed a church from the early 
Byzantine period and Roman houses in 
the lower polis that were apparently re-
stored and used in the Byzantine period 
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(Rose 2001: 280–281). The majority of 
the uncovered Byzantine-period coins 
are dated to AD 395, followed by groups 
of coins dated to the first half of the 5th 
century and to AD 457–518. Notably, the 
catalogue by Bellinger (1961) shows that 
the unearthed coins of Justinian consti-
tuted a much smaller group.

The eighth capital from central Çan-
akkale was documented in the village of 
Karacaören (Cat. No. 30), founded on 
the ancient settlement site of Abydos 
[see Fig. 1]. From the 5th century onward, 
Abydos was one of the bishoprics affili-
ated to Kyzikos, as indicated by the pres-
ence of Archbishop Hermias of Aby-
dos at the Council of Kyzikos. Isidoros, 
a bishop of Abydos, was mentioned at 
the 6th ecumenical council that met in 
Constantinople in AD 680/81, whereas 
the names of Ioannes and Melissenos 
of the bishopric of Abydos are found 
in records dated to AD 691/92 (Angold 
1995: 146; Lilie et al. 2000: 209). A seal 
belonging to Theodosios, a bishop and 
priest of Abydos, confirms that the set-
tlement was a bishopric (Nesbitt and 
Oikonomides 1996: 87, Cat. No. 40.38). 
Abydos became a metropolis in AD 1084 
(Darrouzès 1981: 123), as indicated by 
finds from the city, including seals of 
Michael and John Proedros, its metro-
politans (Zacos 1984: No. 587; Nesbitt 
and Oikonomides 1991: 87, Cat. No. 
40.37). The names of metropolitans of 
Abydos are mentioned in written docu-
ments until the 12th century (Oikono-
mides 1991). The piece from Karacaören, 
as well as at least a few of the capitals 
documented in the Çanakkale Archae-
ological Museum probably came from 
buildings of the episcopal see of Abydos.

Four capitals (Cat. Nos 2, 6, 12, and 20) 
were recorded in the villages of the Ezine 
district. Importantly, this area was once 
the location of the bishopric of Skaman-
dros. Researchers focusing on Classical 
Greek cultures identified ancient Skaman-
dros with the site of Adatepe in Akköy on 
the middle Scamander (Robert 1966: 102; 
Cook 1973: 355; Frisch 1975: 150; Schulz 
2000: 26). Akköy is a village settlement af-
filiated to the town of Ezine in Çanakkale, 
located approximately 5 km from Ezine 
and around 3.5–4 km to the southeast of 
the Çanakkale – İzmir highway bridge 
over the Scamander. It lies on a low ridge 
on the southern side of a narrow valley 
along the Subaşı brook, which feeds into 
the Scamander.

Numerous examples of Byzantine ar-
chitectural sculpture have been recorded 
at the village square and in the cemetery 
area in Akköy (Türker 2009). According 
to the majority of the oral testimonies 
collected in the village, the pieces origi-
nated from Adatepe, and Byzantine-pe-
riod finds identified in Adatepe support 
these statements.

John M. Cook (1973: 277) also suggested 
that the items found in Akköy had been 
brought from Adatepe, located to the 
north of the village. Relying on pottery 
of the Late Roman period observed in 
Adatepe during his visit to the region in 
1959 and 1968, he concluded that the site 
had been an important Byzantine settle-
ment. From the people he had spoken to, 
he learned that stone for construction pro-
jects in Ezine had been supplied from this 
region. Having assumed that an inscrip-
tion, found in Ezine and read by Bean, 
may have also been brought from this 
region, Cook related St. Tryphon, men-
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tioned in the text, to a possible church in 
Adatepe (Türker 2018: 28). Based on this 
data, he localized the bishopric of Ska-
mandros at Adatepe. Cook’s suggestion 
was accepted by many scholars (Robert 
1966: 102; Frisch 1975: 150; Schulz 2000: 26). 
However, Akarca (1978: 26) and Mannucci 
(1997: 283–284), who conducted research 
in the region, suggested that Skamandros 
was located between Akçaalan and Akköy 
instead of at Adatepe. 

An inscription containing the word 
“Skamandros” was identified on a mar-
ble block found in the field, about 750 m 
to the southwest of the Akköy–Kaleyeri 
locality (Türker 2016: Fig. 7). This inscrip-
tion, together with other archaeological 
data obtained, indicates that the bishopric 
of Skamandros might have been located 
on the slopes extending for about 2.5 km 
southwest from Adatepe, as far as the 
bank of the Scamander, in an area that 
also encompassed the Kaleyeri locality.

Five of the capitals (Cat. Nos 3, 7, 11, 
26, and 28) were found in settlements 
in Biga, the ancient city of Parion [see 
Fig. 1]. Located in the modern-day village 
of Kemer within the borders of the Biga 
district, Parion was founded as a Greek 
colony at the end of the 8th century BC 
and boasted the status of a colonia dur-
ing the Roman period. During the Byz-
antine period, not only did it keep its 
importance, but it also gained the rank 
of an episcopal see. The city subsequently 
became an archbishopric in AD 640 and 
maintained this status until the end of 
the 13th century AD (Oyarçin 2020: 619).

In conclusion, the capitals that are the 
subject of this study have stylistic char-
acteristics similar to those produced in 
the Prokonnesos workshops. According 
to preliminary studies, they were used in 
buildings in Ilion, Skamandros, Abydos 
and Parion, the episcopal centers of the 
Hellespontus region.
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Abstract: The City Basilica of Patara, which dates back to the 
second half of the 5th century AD, offers valuable evidence 
regarding the interior design of buildings of this type and the 
liturgical traffic-flow within them. Excavations conducted at the 
basilica have revealed diverse liturgical furnishings, including the 
templon, the altar, column bases associated with the ciborium, 
the sacred water well, the synthronon, and a section of the opus 
sectile flooring in the bema.
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found at the City Basilica of Patara, encompassing templon sty-
lobates, bases, slabs, columns, and column capitals. Its primary 
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The remains of the templon in the City Basilica at Patara are 
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IntroductIon

The liturgical furnishings in the City Ba-
silica of Patara, dating back to the second 
half of the 5th century AD, are important 
for reconstructing the interior design of the 
structure and understanding the liturgical 
traffic-flow in the basilica. In this study, 
the liturgical furnishings found during 
excavations at the City Basilica have been 
identified and placed in the context of finds 
from other Byzantine archaeological sites. 
Reconstructions of the templon and other 
liturgical artifacts from the bema, such as 
the altar and the ciborium, are proposed.

Multiple architectural elements have 
been found in the basilica, including 
the templon stylobates, the altar, col-
umn bases belonging to the ciborium, 
a sacred water well located to the south-
west of the altar, a synthronon with 
four steps, and a part of the opus sectile 
flooring in the bema. In this study, the 
remains of the templon: stylobates (in 
situ), bases, a slab fragment, columns, 
and column capitals are classified and 
evaluated, and possible parallels are 
indicated.

the cIty bAsIlIcA of PAtArA And Its temPlon 
ArrAngement

The City Basilica has a reduced transept 
plan with a nave, two aisles, a semi-circular 
apse, and aisles surrounding the transept 
[Fig. 1]. The arms of the transept extend 
past the line of the walls by roughly half 
the width of the nave on both sides, and 
the aisles surround the transept and extend 
eastwards. Thus, the plan of the church be-
longs to the type designated as the “reduced 
cross transept” church (Krautheimer 1965: 
85). It is the only basilica of this kind in 
the ancient city of Patara. The complex 
was identified by the first excavators as 
an episkopeion boasting a central atrium, a 
monumental western entrance, and rich 
decorations (Effenberger and Kunze 1995: 
257; Ceylan and Erdoğan 2016). With di-
mensions of 61 m x 32 m, the City Basilica 
of Patara is one of the largest churches in 
the region of Lykia. Architectural elements 
and liturgical furnishings indicate that the 
first architectural phase of the basilica 

dates back to the second half of the 5th 
century AD (Ceylan and Erdoğan 2016; 
Demirton 2018: 134; Ceylan 2019).

temPlon stylobAtes
The stylobates were found in situ on the 
edges of the bema (Cat. No. 1). A total of 
16 stylobate blocks carved from limestone 
formed a Π-shape with lines on the north, 
south and west. Such an arrangement is 
commonly encountered in churches of 
the early Christian period. Each stylobate 
was embellished with outward-facing 
concave and convex profiles. Although 
some of the stylobate blocks are worn and 
broken on the surfaces, they still provide 
clear information regarding the arrange-
ment of the templon. 

The stylobates feature shallow depres-
sions for housing quadrangular templon 
posts measuring 22 cm x 22 cm and 21 cm 
x 21 cm, as well as grooves for mount-
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ing vertical slabs. Each depression has a 
circular dowel hole with a diameter of 
3 cm in the center and a lead conduit 

measuring 1.5 cm in width [Figs 2, 3]. The 
upper surface of the stylobates is about 
15 cm above the level of the original floor.

Fig. 1. The City Basilica of Patara and its location (Patara Excavation Archive) 
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temPlon Posts
The templon posts, made of marble, have 
been recovered from different places in 
the basilica (Cat. Nos 2 [Figs 4, 5] and 3 
[Fig. 6]). Two posts, which measure 108–
110 cm in height, have been found in the 
corner room to the north of the apse [see 
Fig. 4]. Both posts are ornamented with 
soffits on the lateral faces, have plain 
rear sides and grooved fronts. There are 
two pieces of metal embedded in the or-
namented lateral faces of the posts [see 
Fig. 5]. The posts, with their square sec-
tions of 22 cm x 22 cm, correspond in size 
with the quadrangular depressions found 
on the templon stylobates [see Figs 2, 3]. 
They were fixed to the north and south 
stylobates of the bema by mounting them 
in the depressions cut into the stylobate 
blocks [Fig. 7].

Similar examples of square-shaped 
posts and soffit decorations are frequently 
attested in the early Byzantine period. Urs 
Peschlow, in his work about the templons 
of Istanbul, identified templon posts 
made of marble, with soffit ornamenta-
tion, in many structures, including Yedi-
kule, Burgaz Ada, Hagia Ireni, Kalender-
hane Camii, Kasım Ağa Camii, and Mesih 
Paşa Sokak. All such posts are dated to the 
5th and 6th centuries AD (Peschlow 1991: 
1465, 1475). Soffit ornamentation akin to 
the one on the templon posts, discovered 
in Constantinople, can also be observed 
in different regions across Anatolia: the 
templon of the church of St. Nicholas in 
Myra (Peschlow 1990: 219, No. 29, Pl. 41), 
the basilicas in Priene (Westphalen 1998: 
321, No. 89, Pl. 41), Miletos (Niewöhner 
2016: 157–250), Aizanoi (Niewöhner 2007: 

Fig. 2. Templon stylobates, slab and post grooves on the northern side of the bema, a view from the 
east, Cat. No. 1 (Photos C. Demirton) 
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Fig. 3. Templon stylobates on the southern side of the bema, a view from the east, Cat. No. 1 (Pho-
tos C. Demirton)

Fig. 4. Templon posts in the southern annex room of the basilica (Patara Excavation Archive) 
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256–259, Pl. 27), in the Çorum Museum 
(Keskin 2010: Figs 131–134), and in the 
church of Hagia Sophia in Iznik (Pe-
schlow 1991: 1467). Similar soffit ornamen-
tation has been found outside of Anatolia, 
for instance in the basilicas in Photeine, 
Greece (Talbot and Kazhdan 1994), and 
in Suvodol, Macedonia (Hoddinott 1963: 
Fig. 129), as well as in the basilica of Cher-
sonesos in the Crimea (Biernacki 2009: 76, 
Pl. 206). The examples of concentrically 
striped templon posts with soffit motifs 
are dated to the 5th–6th centuries AD. 
The templon posts in the City Basilica 
at Patara exhibit a comparable arrange-
ment of ornamentation, allowing to date 
these posts to the second half of the 5th 
century AD.

temPlon slAb
During the excavations, two fragments 
of a templon slab were discovered in the 
basilica (Cat. No. 4). These slab pieces are 
of the same marble as the templon bases 
and have a thickness of 4 cm, matching 
both the width of the slab grooves found 
on the templon stylobates and a groove 
in a marble base located on the northern 
stylobate. Both sides of the slab are deco-
rated with a Latin cross and framed with 
a simple, unornamented border [Figs 8, 9].

The Latin cross can be seen in various 
structures of the early Christian period, 
for example on the external walls of the 
Hagia Sophia basilica (Guiglia Guidobaldi 
2004: 100–106, 114, 118, 122–124, 142–144, 
148–198, FN.O3–FN.06, FN.10, FN.12, 

Fig. 5. Templon posts with soffit decoration on the templon stylobate, Cat. No. 2 (Photo C. Demirton)
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FS.01, FS.02, FS.11, FS.12, FO.01–FO.26), 
the slab gallery of Hagia Irene (Peschlow 
1977: 21, Figs 3, 18; Tezcan 1989: 150, Fig. 
175), the church of St. Euphemia (Nau-
mann and Belting 1966: 58, Pl. 21), the Ar-
chaeological Museum of Istanbul (Fıratlı 
1990: 154–155, Pl. 94, Nos 306d, 307c), the 
Limyra episcopal church (Peschlow 1984: 
419, Fig. 8), the Olympos episcopal church 
(Sertel 2017: 107, Cat. No. 3), and many 
other churches outside of Anatolia, es-
pecially in Greece (Paros church, Basilica 
D at Nikopoli), the church of St. Peter in 
Holz, the basilica of Chersonesos in the 
Crimea (Biernacki 2009: 66, Pls 162, 163, 
165, 168–171, 176, 180, 181), and the Berlin 
Museum (Effenberger and Severin 1992: 
112, 125, Cat. Nos 40, 42, Fig. 64). 

The slab discovered at the City Basili-
ca in Patara shares certain traits with the 
abovementioned examples. These similari-
ties include the motif, technique, and mate-
rial, indicating a possible dating of the slab 
to the second half of the 5th century AD.

temPlon colonnettes And cAPItAls
Excavations in the basilica have yielded 
marble capitals belonging to the tem-
plon (Cat. Nos 5, 6, 7 [Fig. 10]). All of 
the column capitals that were part of the 
templon arrangement were carved in the 
Corinthian style. These capitals feature 
compositions consisting of four acanthus 
leaves with deeply carved veins and outer 
helices at the corners of the abacus. The 
capitals and shafts were carved together 
as monolithic pieces. The diameters of 
both the column capitals and upper parts 
of templon posts equal 16 cm.

Similar examples of capitals have been 
found in the Kalendarhane mosque in Is-
tanbul (Peschlow 1991: 1470, Pl. 27), the Is-
tanbul Archaeological Museum, the Berga-
ma Museum (Dennert 1997: Pl. 40, Cat. No. 
221), and the Silifke Museum (Durugönül et 
al. 2013: Cat. Nos 245, 246, 248, 249, 274–277, 
281, 282), as well as Sudovol, Macedonia 
(Hoddinott 1963: 183, Fig. 129), and the ba-
silica of Chersonesos in the Crimea (Bier-
nacki 2009: 38, Pls 68, 69). The decorative 
motifs found on the capitals indicate that 
they were carved during the 5th–6th cen-
turies AD. The specific decorative design 
observed in the templon arrangement of 
the City Basilica at Patara is also distinctive 
for capitals from the 5th–6th centuries AD. 
Considering the similarities in style, motifs 
and typology, the templon capitals of the 
basilica can be placed in the second half of 
the 5th century AD.Fig. 6. Templon post with a soffit, Cat. No. 3 

(Photo C. Demirton)
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Fig. 7. City Basilica of Patara, bema and templon posts (Photo C. Demirton)

Fig. 8. Front and back sides of the templon slab, Cat. No. 4 (Photos C. Demirton)
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Fig. 9. Reconstruction of the templon slab (Processing C. Demirton)

Fig. 10. Column capitals of the templon: a – Cat. No. 5; b – Cat. No. 6; and c – Cat. No. 7 (Photos 
C. Demirton)
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lIturgIcAl ArrAngements In the 
bemA: AltAr, cIborIum And sAcred 
well

Altar 
Fragments of the altar base, which are situ-
ated in the central part of the bema in the 
City Basilica at Patara, have a rectangular 
shape and measure 2.98 m x 1.51 m [Fig. 11]. 
The base of the altar, constructed from 
skillfully carved limestone, is positioned 
in a cut, directly overlying the ground 
layer beneath the opus sectile flooring of 
the bema. The altar was assembled from 
small limestone blocks arranged in a grid-
like pattern. No other material, apart from 
soil, has been observed as a binding agent 
between the limestone blocks. The out-
line of the base structure is clearly defined 
and emphasized by the presence of a stone 

cladding that forms a frame on the south-
ern, northern and eastern sides.

During the excavations, two frag-
ments of the altar table were unearthed 
(Cat. No. 8) [Fig. 12]. Both are similar in 
measurements, profile, and material. The 
fragments are made of marble and have 
concave inner profiles. Similar examples 
of such altar fragments are common-
ly found in early Christian churches, 
particularly ones dating back to the 
5th and 6th centuries AD, such as the 
basilica of San Giovanni in Ravenna 
(Braun 1924: 261), the church of St. Isi-
doros in Chios, Greece (Orlandos 1952: 
449), the Kalenderhane mosque (Striker 
and Kuban 1997: Pl. 24), the church in 
Laodicea (Şimşek 2015: 42, Fig. 49), and 
the church in the Arykanda necropolis 
(Tekinalp 2006: 793).

Fig. 11. Bema: altar, ciborium, templon stylobates and posts, sacred well and opus sectile (Photo 
C. Demirton)
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Fig. 12. The altar table: a, b – fragments of the edges, Cat. No. 8 (Photos C. Demirton);  
and c – reconstruction (Processing C. Demirton)
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In addition, three colonnettes used 
as altar table supports have been exca-
vated (Cat. Nos 9, 10) [Fig. 13]. All of 
them have the same dimensions: a base 
width of 13 cm, an abacus height of 3.5 
cm, and a calathus height of 10.5 cm. The 
calathus section of the colonnettes is 
adorned with a single row of acanthus 
leaves forming a garland.

These colonnettes are specimens 
typical for the early Christian period. 
Similar altar colonnettes from the 5th 
and 6th centuries AD can be found in 
various locations, such as the Arykanda 
necropolis church (Tekinalp 2006: 793, 
Figs 9, 13), in Antioch of Pisidia (Rug-
gieri and Turillo 2011: 117, Figs 69–71), 
the Silifke Museum (Durugönül et al. 
2013: 306, Cat. No. 292), the church of 
St. Pantaleon in Aphrodisias (Budde 
1987: 39), and the episcopal church in 
Kourion, Cyprus (Loverance 1990: 237, 

Fig. 29). Based on the motifs, style, and 
profile, and considering the chronology 
of the original construction phase of the 
Patara City Basilica, the altar table and 
the colonnettes can be dated to the sec-
ond half of the 5th century AD.

Ciborium
During the excavations at the Patara City 
Basilica, stone artifacts related to the al-
tar ciborium have been discovered. Such 
artifacts are attested in the bema areas of 
churches dating from the early Christian 
period onwards.

The column bases, located approxi-
mately 11 cm southeast and northwest of 
the altar base, must have been part of the 
ciborium structure. They were spolia from 
the late Roman period. The southwest 
column base has a diameter of 46 cm and 
exhibits a rectangular joint hole measur-
ing 3 cm in width. The other column base, 

Fig. 13. Altar table colonnettes: a, b – Cat. No. 9; and c – Cat. No. 10 (Photos C. Demirton)
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situated northwest of the altar base, has 
suffered damage to its upper part, leav-
ing only the horizontally grooved torus 
section with a diameter of 56 cm. This 
base preserves a partially visible trace of 
a joint hole with a width of 8 cm [Fig. 14].

Based on reconstruction studies, it 
has been determined that the Patara City 
Basilica featured a ciborium structure lo-
cated in the center of the bema, around 
the altar. The two supports that formed 
part of the baldachin are similar to ele-
ments of the altar ciborium found in the 
church of St. Nicholas in Myra (Doğan 
2016: 241, Fig. 3). The column bases are 
directly positioned on the opus sectile 
floor of the bema, the plinth section of 
the column bases being situated below 
ground level. As a result, the opus sectile 
pavement of the bema floor, apparently 
executed as part of the groundwork, was 

directly connected with the plinth sec-
tions of the column bases.

There are very few examples of ciboria 
from the early Christian period. The dis-
covery of an altar ciborium in situ in the 
church of Panagia Katapoliani in Paros, 
built in AD 550, is a vital source of de-
tailed information about these structures. 
This altar ciborium, located in front of 
the apse, stands to a height of over five 
meters and is covered with a dome. It 
measures 2.5 m x 2.5 m (Jewell and Has-
luck 1920: 51–52). Other notable parallels 
include the ambo and altar ciborium of 
the church in Kalabaka, Greece (Bog-
danović 2008: 59), as well as depictions 
of the altar ciborium in the basilica of 
Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, which 
exhibited an eight-sided pyramidal roof 
structure according to ancient sources 
(Mango 1993: 1–13).

Fig. 14. Ciborium column bases and the well in the vicinity of the altar (Photo C. Demirton)
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In Lykia, archaeological studies have 
provided evidence for ciborium columns 
in the Eastern Basilica in Xanthos, which 
dates back to the 5th century AD (Parrish 
2002). The church in Alacahisar, dating 
from the late 5th century to the early 6th 
century AD, featured ciborium arches 
(Doğan 2003: 194, Figs. 2–9). Additionally, 
a spiral-fluted column found in Antalya–
Kaleiçi represents an example of a cibo-
rium column type of the early Christian 
period (Alpaslan 2000: 113, Fig. 3).

The dimensions of the altar base and 
the surrounding column bases of the ci-
borium in the Patara City Basilica in-
dicate that the ciborium structure had 
a square shape and measured 3.00 m x 
3.00 m. Drawing upon examples of ci-
boria from the early Christian period, it 
can be inferred that the roof of the altar 
ciborium in the Patara City Basilica was 
either conical or dome-shaped, and it was 
likely constructed using wood or stone 
materials.

Architectural arrangements such 
as the bema and the altar ciborium in 
the Patara City Basilica emphasize the 
building’s significance as a sacred space 
and as one of the largest basilicas in the 

Lykian region. The ciborium structure in 
the basilica, along with other liturgical 
elements, was likely built concurrently 
with the construction of the basilica it-
self. Considering similar examples and 
the chronology of the initial construc-
tion phase of the basilica, the ciborium 
arrangement can be dated to the second 
half of the 5th century AD.

Sacred well
In the bema of the Patara City Basilica, 
there is a water well situated between the 
altar and the synthronon, to the south-
east of the ciborium base. The mouth 
of the well has the shape of a circle in-
scribed into an external square. It was 
constructed by stacking two stone rings 
with a diameter of 52 cm to create the 
opening. The stone rings, each made of 
a monolithic piece of limestone, are care-
fully carved but lack decorative elements 
[Fig. 15].

The well in the Patara City Basilica 
was constructed using a stonemasonry 
technique that employs rubble stones at 
the bottom of the well, gradually built 
up as they transition to a narrower, cy-
lindrical form. Presently, the well is filled 
with soil, and its depth amounts to 1.5 m. 
There are no visible traces of ropes on 
the sides of the stone rings. This observa-
tion raises the possibility that water may 
have been drawn from the well with use 
of a pulley system possibly placed on top, 
on a wooden support, which would leave 
no traces on the sides.

The deliberate alignment of the top 
surface of the upper ring of the well with 
the opus sectile floor level of the bema 
(+3.10 m a.s.l.) is a significant detail. The 
construction of the well on the same lev-

Fig. 15. Sacred well between the altar and 
synthronon to the southeast of the bema  
(Photo C. Demirton)
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el as the bema floor, achieved by placing 
a double ring on top of the rubble stone 
masonry, suggests that both structures 
were planned and built concurrently, with 
careful consideration of their ground plan. 
This indicates a meticulous design and 
implementation process from very early 
stages of the construction of the basilica.

The position of the well is relevant 
for investigating the liturgical activity 
in the bema. Although water wells were 
attested in various locations and served 
different functions in churches during the 
early Christian period,1 their presence in 
the bema adds a distinct dimension of li-
turgical significance to this sacred space.2

dIscussIon And conclusIons
The architectural and archaeological evi-
dence shows that the templon arrange-
ment of the City Basilica at Patara con-
sisted of 12 templon posts, as indicated by 
their traces on the stylobate, as well as by 
fragments of capitals, columns, slabs, and 
templon posts themselves discovered dur-
ing the excavations [Fig. 16]. Furthermore, 
the reconstruction study of the templon 
supports the notion that it was a “high-
type templon” arrangement.

Examination of the archaeological 
data, including the templon stylobate, 
bases, slabs, columns, and capitals, has al-
lowed to assess the height of the templon, 
excluding the architrave, at 3.07 m [Fig. 17].3

The presence of several elements: a 
dowel hole on the northern stylobate, a 
metal piece extending from the first step 
of the synthronon, and iron pieces inter-
preted as hinges on the lateral faces of the 
templon pillars, suggests the existence of 
two parallel wooden doors. This indicates 

the presence of northern and southern 
openings that provided direct access to 
the bema from the transept arms. Conse-
quently, there were three entrances to the 
bema: one in the north, one in the south, 
and one in the west, the latter serving as 
the solea entrance [Fig. 18].

The remains of the templon in the 
City Basilica at Patara have been care-
fully examined and compared to similar 
structures. The analysis considered the 
characteristics of the decoration, dimen-
sions, style, and materials used in the high 
templon arrangement. Based on this as-
sessment, the templon in the basilica has 
been dated to the second half of the 5th 
century AD, which corresponds to the 
first phase of the building.4 Additionally, 
some repairs of the bema floor can be ob-
served; they were carried out during the 
second phase, dated to the 6th century 
AD (Ceylan and Erdoğan 2016; Demirton 
2018: 8–19, 88; Ceylan 2019).

1 The Herakleia Perinthos basilica (Marmara Ereğlisi) in Kalekapı, constructed in the 5th 
century AD, features a circular water well and an ornamental fountain in the atrium (West-
phalen 2016: 7).

2 For a comprehensive analysis of the well located in the bema of the Patara City Basilica, see 
Demirton 2023.

3 The templon architraves were probably made of timber; however, no wooden architrave 
remains belonging to the templon have been found during the excavations.

4 For plans of the construction phases I–V of the City Basilica in Patara, see Ceylan and Dug-
gan 2022.
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Reconstructions of various churches 
from the early Christian period, including 
those in Constantinople, have produced 
similar height estimates for templon ar-

rangements. For example, in the recon-
struction of the templon in the church 
of St. Euphemia (Naumann and Belting 
1966: 99, Fig. 31), the height was estimated 

Fig. 16. Reconstruction plan of the bema: templon, altar, ciborium (Processing C. Demirton)

Fig. 17. Reconstruction of the templon, a view from the east (Processing C. Demirton)
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Fig. 18. Metal pieces (hinges) in the synthronon and templon posts (Photos C. Demirton)
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to 3.90 m including the architrave. In the 
case of the Katapoliani church in Paros, 
Greece (Mitsani 2006: 90, Fig. 25), the 
height without the architrave was 3.21 m. 
These examples demonstrate the range of 
heights observed in high templon arrange-
ments during the early Christian period.

For the Lykian region, only two re-
constructions of templon arrangements 
from the early Christian period have 
been attempted thus far: the church of 
St. Nicholas in Myra and the episcopal 
church of Olympos. The reconstruction 
of the templon in the church of St. Nich-
olas, dating from the late Byzantine pe-
riod, offered a height of 2.80 m including 
the architrave (Peschlow 1990: 225, Fig. 
3). In the episcopal church of Olympos, 
in turn, the reconstruction provided a 
templon height of 3.88 m including the 
architrave (Sertel 2017: 120). These rare 
reconstruction examples indicate that 
there was no fixed height of templons 
in the Lykian region. It suggests that 
the height of templons depended on the 
original arrangement and size of each 
specific church.

The reconstruction study provides 
valuable insights into the changes, li-

turgical activity, and movement within 
the basilica. The presence of two parallel 
doors, one to the north and one to the 
south of the bema, suggests a connection 
between the bema and the transept. A 
groove for a slab between the synthronon 
and stylobates indicates that the south-
ern door of the bema was closed with a 
slab during the second phase of use of 
the basilica, possibly as a result of reno-
vations following a major earthquake 
that struck Lykia in the 6th century AD 
(Duggan 2005: 358; Ceylan 2019). The 
presence of a sacred well in front of the 
south entrance may have been the reason 
for closing this door. These renovations 
likely led to changes in the liturgical 
movement within the bema.

The use of marble in the City Ba-
silica of Patara, particularly in spaces of 
liturgical significance such as the bema, 
highlights the importance of these areas. 
Marble was used in the opus sectile pave-
ment of the bema, the cladding of the 
synthronon in the apse, the altar, and 
the entire templon arrangement. This 
deliberate use of marble suggests an in-
tention to emphasize the importance of 
these crucial spaces within the basilica.

cAtAlog of lIturgIcAl furnIshIngs
1. Templon stylobate blocks  
[see Figs 2, 3]
Findspot: in situ, bema
Dimensions: Blocks of the west stylobate: 
width: 54 cm; thickness: 34–38 cm; height: 
23 cm;
Blocks of the north stylobate: width: 48 
cm; thickness: 34 cm; height: 25 cm; 
Blocks of the south stylobate: width: 54 
cm; thickness: 34 cm; height: 32 cm

Measurements were taken of the 
best-preserved blocks.
Material: limestone
Description: The stylobates that define 
the borders of the bema are arranged 
in a reversed Π shape. The western 
side is incomplete and damaged, con-
sisting of four blocks in total. In the 
western stylobate, the first and second 
blocks from the north featured slab 
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grooves, while the third and fourth 
blocks were left plain. The widths of 
these slab grooves vary between 6 cm 
and 8.5 cm. On the western stylobate, 
quadrangular depressions for templon 
posts measuring 22 cm x 20 cm and 22 
cm x 22 cm have been observed. Ad-
ditionally, there are round dowel holes 
and lead channels carved within the 
depressions. The dowel holes measure 
4.5 cm x 4.5 cm, while the lead channels 
are 1.5 cm wide.

On the northern side, there is a total 
of five stylobate blocks that form a con-
tinuous line along the bema. The first 
and second blocks from the east and west 
sides do not have slab grooves, but there 
are marks indicating where the slabs 
would have been placed on the western 
stylobate. The widths of the slab grooves 
on the northern stylobate range from 
4 cm to 7 cm. There are four dowel holes 
on the stylobates. The average distance 
between the depressions for templon 
posts, of which one pair measures 22 cm 
x 22 cm, and the other 23 cm x 23 cm, is 
approximately 1.40 m.

On the southern side of the bema, 
there is a total of five contiguous stylo-
bate blocks. The average width of the slab 
grooves on these blocks ranges from 4.5 
cm to 8.5 cm. Depressions for templon 
posts measuring 23 cm x 23 cm and 22 cm 
x 22 cm are preserved on the stylobates. 
The average distance between them is ap-
proximately 140 cm.
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

2. Templon posts [see Figs 4, 5]
Findspot: room north of the apse
Dimensions: (a): width: 23 cm; thickness: 
23 cm; height: 110.5 cm; diameter: 16.5 cm;

(b): width: 22 cm; thickness: 22 cm; 
height: 108.5 cm; diameter: 17.5 cm
Material: marble
Description: The templon posts found 
in the basilica are monolithic and in-
tricately carved with relief soffit deco-
ration on their front and back faces. 
One side of the posts has a groove to 
accommodate a slab, while the other 
side is plain and devoid of decoration. 
The grooves on the posts measure 4 cm 
in width and have a rectangular section 
with a depth of 3 cm. Additionally, each 
post has a circular dowel hole 3 cm wide 
on the underside.
Parallels: Hoddinott 1963: 183, Fig. 129; 
Tezcan 1989: 45, 65, Figs 23, 30, 48, 50; 
Peschlow 1990: 219, No. 29, Fig. 41; 1991: 
1465, Figs 16–26; Russo 1991: Figs 103, 
124, 129, 131, 133, 134, Cat. Nos 77, 78, 97–
99, 102, 104–106, 112; Westphalen 1998: 
321, No. 89; Ousterhout and Akyürek 
2001: 11, Fig. 16; Parman 2002: 126, Pls 50, 
53; Doğan 2006: 223, Fig. 14; Niewöhner 
2007: 256–259, Fig. 27; Biernacki 2009: 
76, Pl. 206; Asano 2010: Pls 5–6; Kes-
kin 2010: Figs 131–134; Niewöhner 2016: 
157–250
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

3. Templon post [see Fig. 6]
Findspot: northern transept
Dimensions: width: 21 cm; thickness (bro-
ken): 14.2 cm; height (broken): 40 cm
Materials: marble
Description: The post is adorned with 
soffit decoration on two faces, while 
the sides feature slab grooves. The slab 
grooves on the two sides of the post 
measure 5 cm in width and 3 cm in 
depth.
Date: second half of the 5th century AD
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4. Templon slab [see Figs 8, 9]
Findspot: southern annex room
Inv. No.: PTR-Mİ.2620
Dimensions: width (broken): 53 cm; thick-
ness: 4 cm; height (broken): 46.5 cm
Materials: marble
Description: The marble slab discovered 
in the southern annex of the basilica is 
fragmented. One side of the slab features 
a plain border without any decoration. In 
the center of the slab, there is an arm of 
a Latin cross. 
Parallels: Nussbaum 1965: Pl. 31, Fig. 1; 
Naumann and Belting 1966: 58, Pl. 21; 
Peschlow 1984: 419, Pl. 8; Tezcan 1989: 
150, Fig. 175; Fıratlı 1990: 154, 155, Pl. 94, 
Cat. Nos 306d, 307c; Guidobaldi, Bar-
santi, and Guiglia Guidobaldi 1992: Figs 
77, 82, 84, 88, 95, 97, 99, 109, 111, 115, 125; 
Effenberger and Severin 1992: 112, 125, 
Cat. Nos 40, 42, Pl. 64; Pülz and Rug-
gendorfer 2004: 70, Pl. 16; Niewöhner 
2007: 249, 250, Cat. Nos 292, 293, Pls 98, 
99; Biernacki 2009: 66, Pls 162, 163, 165, 
168–171, 176, 180, 181; Hakan 2009: 62, 
65, 66, Cat. Nos 42, 45, 46; Serin 2014: 
78, Fig. 13; Çavdar 2014: 89, 90, Cat. Nos 
D1, D2
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

5. Templon colonnette and capital  
[see Fig. 10:a]
Findspot: southern transept
Inv. No.: PTR-Mİ.2559
Dimensions: height (broken): 41.6 cm; di-
ameter: 16 cm
Material: marble
Description: The Corinthian column capi-
tal uncovered in the southern transept 
of the basilica is damaged. The capital, 
measuring 20 cm in width, features a sin-
gle row of four acanthus leaves in the ca-

lathus section. The column shaft is broken 
at the base, but the surface of the capital 
is intricately carved and smooth.
Parallels: Hoddinott 1963: 183, Fig. 129; 
Peschlow 1991: 1470, Pls 27, 28, 31, 32; 
Dennert 1997: 121, Cat. No. 262; Niewöh-
ner 2008: 312, Pl. 6; Biernacki 2009: 38, 
Pls 68, 69; Durugönül et al. 2013: 245, 
246, Cat. Nos 274–277
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

6. Templon colonnette and capital  
[see Fig. 10:b]
Findspot: southern transept
Inv. No.: PTR-Mİ.2564
Dimensions: height (broken): 29.5 cm; di-
ameter: 16 cm
Material: marble
Description: The column shaft crowned 
with a Corinthian column capital is frac-
tured, and the damaged capital measures 
19.2 cm in width. It is similar to Cat. Nos 
5 and 7 but, unlike them, its acanthus 
leaves have deeply carved veins and sharp 
tips.
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

7. Templon colonnette and capital  
[see Fig. 10:c]
Findspot: southern transept
Inv. No.: PTR-Mİ.2560
Dimensions: width (broken): 23.4 cm; di-
ameter: 18 cm
Material: marble
Description: The Corinthian column capi-
tal uncovered in the southern transept 
section of the basilica was part of the 
templon arrangement. The bottom sur-
face of the capital is damaged. Its calathus 
features a single row of four acanthus 
leaves and outer volutes.
Date: second half of the 5th century AD
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8. Altar table (mensa) fragments  
[see Figs 11, 12]
Findspot: triconch chapel
Dimensions: (a): width (broken): 26.2 cm; 
height (broken): 24.3 cm; lower thickness: 
6 cm; upper thickness: 12.6 cm;
(b): width (broken): 31 cm; height (bro-
ken): 24.3 cm; lower thickness: 6 cm; up-
per thickness: 13.1 cm
Material: marble
Description: The pieces are central parts 
of edges of an altar table, which had a 
thickness of 12.6 cm at the outermost 
part. In the inner, concave section, the 
thickness decreased to 6 cm. The outer 
edges of the pieces form a smooth, con-
vex border without any decorative ele-
ments. The back surfaces are plain and 
lack adornment.
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

9. Colonnette supporting the altar  
[see Fig. 13:a, b]
Findspot: northern transept
Dimensions: (a): width: 13 cm; height (bro-
ken): 15.5 cm; diameter: 10 cm;
(b): width: 13 cm, height (broken): 17.5 cm; 
diameter: 10 cm
Material: marble
Description: (a): The colonnette is carved 
as a single monolithic piece. The abacus 

has a width of 13 cm and a height of 3.5 
cm, and the calathus—10.5 cm. The cala-
thus of the colonnette, which was part 
of the base of the altar table, features a 
single row of acanthus leaves.
(b): The colonnette is carved as a single 
monolithic piece. It has a width of 13 cm, 
the abacus measures 5 cm in height, and 
the total height is 17.5 cm. The calathus 
section of the capital is adorned with a 
single row of acanthus leaves, which ex-
tend along the entire calathus, and on the 
bottom with a ring 2 cm thick. 
Date: second half of the 5th century AD

10. Colonnette supporting the altar  
[see Fig. 13:c]
Findspot: southern annex room 
Inv. No.: PTR-Mİ. 2586
Dimensions: width: 14 cm; height (broken): 
38.5 cm; diameter: 10–11 cm
Material: marble
Description: The shaft of the colonnette, 
which was part of an altar table support, 
is smoothly carved. It features an Attic-
style base comprising a plinth, a lower 
torus, a trochilus, and upper torus sec-
tions. The diameter of the colonnette is 
11 cm. No decoration is present.
Parallels: Loverance 1990: 237, Fig. 29
Date: second half of the 5th century AD.
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Abstract: This paper offers a survey of the uses of Iasian 
marbles and their relationships with other stones. In the 6th 
century, these marbles were used for wall cladding and flooring, 
with an aim to alternate with or frame lighter marbles, as was the 
case in Iasos, in the Agora Basilica. Similar combinations were 
attested in the cladding of synthronoi of the basilicas A and C 
of Nea Anchialos. In the latter, the sides of the presbytery were 
framed with red cipollino slabs of different lengths and widths. 
In the prostoon, verde antico was added to red and white veined 
marbles.
Other examples seem to demonstrate the use of the red cipollino 
to mark thresholds and passageways, as was the case of the 
solea of Hagia Sophia and the presbytery of the basilica of St. 
John in Ephesos. There, the templon stylobate and bases made 
of Iasian marble supported columns of verde antico and gray 
marbles; some slabs would have been of the openwork type; 
thus, the variety of marbles, their textures and workmanship 
must have contributed to the deep impact of the arrangement.
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IntroductIon

Marmor Iassense, blood-red in color, 
originated from the inland areas of Ia-
sos, a Karian city located slightly north of 
the Halikarnassos Peninsula [Fig. 1]. Not 
far from the city, marble outcrops with 
traces of quarrying are still recognizable 
in gorges and on plateaus (Andreoli et al. 
2002: 13–14). Around them, a number of 
recognized features, such as a sledge road 
and several buildings, testify to different 
stages of marble processing (Andreoli et 
al. 2002: 14; Berti and Peirano 2016: 180). 
Three main quarry areas are known to 
have provided the following marble types: 
monochrome, brecciato —both sometimes 
used in sculpture—, and cipollino (Attana-
sio et al. 2021: 25) [Fig. 2]. 

Initially used to manufacture small ar-
tifacts and architectural detail in the city 
and its chora (Berti and Peirano 2014: 45–
55; Peirano 2018: 99–102), Iasian marble 
was also exported in the form of columns 
from the 2nd century AD onward (Bal-
doni 2005: 107), and as floor tiles starting 
from the 4th century (Lazzarini 2009: 24). 
It was in the 6th century, however, that it 
reached the peak of its popularity. 

The last three decades have brought 
reports on a number of import destina-
tions and places of primary use of Iasian 
marble, as well as information on its sec-
ondary use as reworked material (Laz-
zarini 2004: 110). In recent years, efforts 
have also been made to investigate Iasian 

Fig. 1. Map of Karia showing the location of Iasos on the coast (Basemap: Mapbox, processing: 
M. Momot)
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marble use in context, as well as its relation-
ship with other materials, mainly in the 
6th century (Berti and Peirano 2023: 7–9). 

The aim of this paper is to collect evi-
dence on the placement of Iasian marble in 

6th-century church interiors, mainly in 
presbyteries, and to determine to what 
extent the aesthetic qualities of this stone 
influenced its use and combinations with 
other marbles.

eArly uses of IAsIAn mArble
In the 6th century, the first evidence of use 
of Iasian marble comes from the churches 
of SS. Leontius, Sergius and Bacchus in 
Bosra, dated to before 512–513 (Masturzo 
1995: 378), and of Hagios Polyeuktos in 
Constantinople, built between 524 and 
527. In both structures, the monochrome 
as well as the veined types were used. In 
the first example, the small size of the 
fragments seems to indicate their use on 
walls as frames; the marble seems to have 
been used with the same intent in Hagios 
Polyeuktos, where Harrison recorded 
150 “bars”. They were in all likelihood fil-
lets, as most measured between 5 and 5.5 
cm in width and 13 of them had mitered 
ends (Harrison 1986: 179). In this church, 
Iasian marble was also used in sectilia, 
where six tiles (square and triangular in 
equal numbers) have been found (Harrison 

1986: 179). They were, however, scattered 
around the building’s foundations, making 
their original position hard to determine. 
The interior was furnished predominantly 
with Prokonnesian marble, which com-
prised three-quarters of the decorative 
stone material used.1 The Iasian marble 
amounted to 6.5% of the share comprising 
all other, non-Prokonnesian marble types 
and slightly more than 1.5% of the total 
volume of marble used in the structure. It 
may have been used to create thin frames 
around panels made from other marbles. 
In such compositions, Iasian marble may 
have been combined with stone from 
Dokimeion (amounting to 24% of the non-
Prokonnesian marbles), giallo antico (17%), 
green porphyry (15%), Thessalian marble 
(14.5%), and red porphyry (4.8%). In this 
church, Iasian marble also appears in the 

1 This and the following percentages are based on Harrison 1986: 179–180.

Fig. 2. Three types of Iasian marble (Photos D. Peirano)
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flooring of the crypt: Harrison (1986: 168) 
recorded that it was paved “with a pat-

terned marble floor of Proconnesian and 
Iasos slabs”.

mArble ProductIon And use In IAsos
In the times of Justinian, red marble started 
to be used for cladding some of the most 
prestigious religious buildings in the Medi-
terranean. 108 blocks waiting to be trans-
formed into slabs have been found during 
excavations inside a monumental tomb 
referred to as Balık Pazarı in Iasos. The 
tomb, built in the 2nd century next to the 
city’s aqueduct (Bruno 2012; Berti, Molinari, 
and Peirano 2022: 247–250), was, in the 6th 
century, converted into a workshop where 
marble blocks were sawn into slabs with use 
of a water-powered sawmill [Fig. 3].

A closer inspection of a block pre-
served in front of the marble work-
shop has indicated that not all blocks 
were cut using a water-powered saw. 
The pieces varied considerably in size 
and only the larger ones preserved saw 
marks, which averaged 0.9–1 cm in 
depth and were placed at a distance 
of 2.5 cm from one another. The re-
duced thickness can be explained by 
the need to follow the veins, which was 
a convenient way of obtaining pairs of 
almost identical slabs for use in book-

Fig. 3. Water-powered sawmill in the Balık Pazarı tomb: a – arcades of the aqueduct along the tomb 
(Photo D. Peirano); b – rooftop view of the tomb (photo M. Molinari); c – plan of the complex (Draw-
ing F. Tomasello); d – several blocks found during excavations, the one in the foreground bearing 
saw marks (Italian School of Archaeology at Athens) 
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matched arrangements or groups of 
four for open-vein compositions. On 
the other hand, the pavement slabs 
were considerably thicker than those 
used as wall revetments and lacked 

saw marks: some of them had probably 
been broken away using wedges,2 shaped 
with the usual carvers’ tools, and finally 
polished; their undersides were merely 
roughened.

Fig. 4. Marble floors of the Agora Basilica in Iasos: a – monochrome marble tiles in the northern aisle 
(Photo D. Peirano); b – flooring of the north room accessed from the narthex (Photo M. Molinari) 

Fig. 5. Cipollino slab marking the entrance from the narthex to the nave of the Agora Basilica in 
Iasos (Photo D. Peirano)

2 A slab 4.2 cm thick and only roughened on the underside is preserved ex situ in the Acropolis 
Basilica. See also the item referred to in note 3. 
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The Balık Pazarı marble workshop 
may have contributed to the increased 
availability of Iasian cipollino in the 6th 
century. However, it is conceivable that 
greater profits were obtained from the ex-
port of this stone than from its local use, 
as in Iasos itself there is scant evidence 
for use of the local marble. It was present 
only in the Agora Basilica, dated to the 
Justinianic era (Serin 2004: 101), where a 
small column made of Iasian brecciato was 
integrated into a wall of a middle Byzan-
tine church erected within the nave. Some 
red cipollino was also present in the form 

of slabs of wall cladding 2.2 cm thick. In 
addition, monochrome tiles alternated 
with white marble were present in the 
nave and in the north room entered from 
the narthex [Fig. 4]. The use of red marble 
was probably a sign of importance of this 
annex, which linked the narthex to an 
open area to the north of the church. A 
large slab of red cipollino also marked the 
entrance leading from the narthex to the 
nave3 [Fig. 5]. The narthex was, in contrast, 
mainly paved with reused marble slabs, 
and the space opposite to the north 
room had no flooring at all. 

IAsIAn mArble In bAsIlIcA floors In constAntInoPle 
And beyond

In the 6th century, red marble seems to 
have been used to mark entrances and 
delineate spaces or paths. This was prob-
ably the case in the Gortyn cathedral, 
where Iasian marble was used to mark 
a passageway orthogonal to a path made 
of white marble linking the central en-
trance, ambo and presbytery (Farioli 
Campanati and Borboudakis 2005: 167). 
The passageway in Iasian marble seems to 
be related to a side entrance giving access 
to the baptistery.4

In the Justinianic era, red cipollino be-
came widespread in the eastern Mediter-
ranean (Peirano 2018: 102–104). Its diffu-
sion map shows two roughly concentric 
circles with the Aegean Sea at their cent-
er [Fig. 6]. On the edge of the larger circle 

lies Poreč with its Cathedral of Euphra-
sius. In the apse this church, small tiles 
of red cipollino —square, rectangular and 
triangular— were used in parallel bands 
flanking the altar (seven to the south and 
five to the north) [Fig. 7]. Together with 
other dark stones, namely green and red 
porphyry, the cipollino was used to com-
pose geometric patterns against a back-
ground of light-colored Prokonnesian 
marble (Terry 1986: 155–156). This may 
be recognized as a somewhat tentative 
attempt to use stark contrasts between 
light and dark stones around the altar 
within the presbytery. It cannot be ex-
cluded that these bands constituted place 
markers indicating the position of clerics 
during the liturgy. Given that the posi-

3 Preserved in front of the Agora Basilica in Iasos is a block of cipollino measuring 57 cm x 114 
cm, with a height of 10.9 cm.

4 Confirmation is expected to appear in a forthcoming publication of the Gortyn cathedral 
excavations.
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tion of the clergy within the synthronon 
was fixed (as was the seat), it may have 
likewise been set for clerics standing 
in front of the altar, with their places 
marked by marble strips. The use of mar-
ble fascias to mark the places of various 
actors of the liturgy during ceremonies 
has been an object of discussion in the 
last decades, especially in the context of 
Hagia Sophia (Majeska 1978; Barry 2007: 
627–629, notes 8–9; Stichel 2010: 29–41). 

In recent years, a number of studies 
have also inquired into the aesthetics of 
marble in Constantinople and beyond (see, 
among others: Pentcheva 2011; Kiilerich 
2012; Schibille 2014: see mainly 99–106). It 
was in Justinianic times that Iasian marble 
began to appear in book-matched cornices 
and open-vein panels in the innovative ec-

clesiastical buildings of the Empire, such as 
Hagia Sophia and San Vitale; in flooring, 
single and book-matched panels made of 
red cipollino began to appear and, concur-
rently, strips and tiles of the same material 
were used to frame other marble panels. 

In Hagia Sophia, red cipollino was used 
both on walls and in floor revetments. 
In addition to the book-matched fascias 
in the galleries and on the ground floor 
[Fig. 8:a], there were cipollino tiles in the 
gallery windows [Fig. 8:b] and panels of 
this stone in the endonarthex [Fig. 8:c]. 
Veined marmor Iassense is visible in the 
platform connecting the qibla and the 
minbar. The platform conceals traces of 
the original presbytery, as demonstrat-
ed by its flooring slabs that are —with 
the exception of the borders— aligned 

Fig. 6. Map showing the diffusion of red cipollino (After Andreoli et al. 2002: 18, Fig. 16, processing 
D. Peirano)
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with those of the nave. Among them, 
a book-matched slab made of red cipol-
lino, aligned with other marble panels, 
was originally placed in front of the altar, 
while strips of Iasian red cipollino framed 
on three sides two book-matched slabs of 
Prokonnesian marble, placed on the axis 
of the apse. The cipollino strips were cut 
by the oblique Turkish-era platform and 
thus, in all likelihood, had been part of 
the original setting of the presbytery, sub-
sequently transformed by the Turks. A re-
construction of the presbytery barriers, 
solea and ambo proposed by Xydis (1947: 
23–24, Fig. 32) some decades ago, as well 
as a more recent suggestion by Stichel 
(2010: 30, Fig. 3; 31, Fig. 4), assigned these 
elements to the solea that linked the pres-
bytery and the ambo [Fig. 9]. 

Paul the Silentiary, in his description 
of the ambo of Hagia Sophia, provided 
information about the arrangement of 
marbles used in its furnishings. The 
screens enclosing the solea were made of 
verde antico, and the posts, cymatium, and 
stylobate of pavonazzetto.5 His praise of the 
furnishings refers both to the entire com-
position, compared to a marble meadow 
(Mango 1972: 96, line 256), and to its de-
tails. The images invoked are vivid: coils in 
red and white, with an intermediate color 
in between, are compared to snakes twin-
ing and winding over a pale marble back-
ground (Mango 1972: 96, lines 267–269); a 
few verses further on, Paul admires “the 
natural markings of the stone that resem-
ble in their changeful lines the moon and 
the stars” (Mango 1972: 96, lines 273–274).

A similar intent to mark and delineate 
sacred spaces and paths is recognizable in 
the stylobate of the templon in the basilica 
of St. John in Ephesos [Fig. 10]. The templon 
was built over the saint’s tomb, bathed in 
light from many windows around the base 
of the central dome above it (Thiel 2005: 
42–48, 110). Owing to its location at the 
intersection of the arms of the cruciform 
church, the templon was indisputably the 
focal point of the church layout. Here the 
wavy, horizontal veins of red cipollino were 
used not only to frame the sacred enclosure, 
but also to bolster its dramatic effect. 

Fig. 7. Floor of the presbytery in the Cathedral 
of Euphrasius in Poreč (After Terry 1986: Fig. 2)

5 A post which Guiglia Guidobaldi has associated with the solea fence was reused in masonry 
that raised the entire area of the bema, transforming it into the Ottoman mihrab (Sodini, 
Barsanti, and Guiglia Guidobaldi 1998: 352, Fig. 40; Flaminio 2004: 620–621 contra Mathews 
1971: 97).
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Although a full reconstruction of 
the original elevation of the templon is 
impossible,6 it is clear that the stylobate 
and bases, made of red cipollino with hori-
zontal veins, were contemporary to the 
Justinianic church. They were designed to 
bear full-height columns and they match 

the lower diameters of the columns of 
verde antico and gray marbles preserved 
in the modern reconstruction. At least 
some screens between the columns were 
likely of the openwork type (Sōtēriou 
1922: 174, Fig. 47). Their textures would 
have contributed to the profoundly dra-

Fig. 8. Iasian marbles in Hagia Sophia: a – wall cladding in the galleries with the upper fascia made 
of red cipollino; b – tiles in window archivolts of the galleries; c – book-matched panels in the 
endonarthex (Photos D. Peirano)

6 In fact, the templon blocks used in the contemporary reconstruction are dated to the 11th 
century; the column capitals too are evidently a late work.
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matic visual impact of the templon ar-
rangement. 

In addition, the solea at the basilica of 
St. John was mainly made from pavonaz-
zetto blocks [Fig. 11]. Research has shown 
that in some cases pavonazzetto was used 
as an alternative to red cipollino, par-
ticularly when the purplish cement in 
the pavonazzetto predominated over the 

white/cream clasts it enclosed (Berti and 
Peirano 2023: 9). Owing to the use of this 
material, the solea visually extended the 
red cipollino stylobate of the presbytery.

On the Greek mainland, some evidence 
of the presence of Iasian marble was found 
in Nea Anchialos, around or within the 
presbyteries of basilicas A (Berti and Pei-
rano 2023: 9) and C.7 Thanks to a collab-

Fig. 9. Hagia Sophia: a – remains of the solea in the later east platform (Photo D. Peirano);  
b – reconstruction of the original placement of red cipollino in the presbytery (After Mainstone 1988: 
232–233, Fig. 252 (detail), processing D. Peirano)

Fig. 10. Presbytery of the basilica of St. John in Ephesos with the stylobate and bases made of red 
cipollino (Photo D. Peirano)

7 References to the basilicas are found in Karagiorgou 2001: 187–191 and related bibliography.
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oration with the Archaiologiki Etaireia 
and the Ephorie of Magnesia, it was pos-
sible to study the Iasian marble slabs that 
decorated the presbytery of the basilica 
C [Fig. 12]. The presbytery, dating back to 
Justinian’s time, was coeval with the sec-
ond enlargement of the church (Lazaridēs 
1988: 93). Located at the end of the large, 
three-aisle basilica, which was in all prob-
ability the city’s cathedral, the presbytery 
was pi-shaped and preceded by a short solea 
(prostoon). Its short sides were paved with 
bands of white, veined marble framing me-
dium-large slabs of red cipollino. The latter 
varied in length and width. However, as 
the preserved opus sectile panels featured 
intricate motifs, and those lost were likely 
similar in appearance, the differences in 
dimensions must have been almost imper-
ceptible. The red marble (monochrome, 
cipollino) also appears in these panels as 
hexagons constituting central elements 
of radial motifs. The ciborium and high 
barriers probably also hindered perception 

of the size differences between the slabs 
within and outside the presbytery. The syn-
thronon seems to have been covered with 
tiles of red cipollino alternated with white 
veined marble. At least some of the slabs 
were of Prokonnesian origin (Barbin et al. 
2018: 313–314).8 In the short solea preced-
ing the presbytery, verde antico was add-
ed to the red and white veined marbles 
[Fig. 13]. The slabs, cut with a saw blade, 
were remarkably thin (2.7 cm). However, 
a comparison with the blocks preserved 
next to the workshop in which they prob-
ably had been sawn using a multi-blade 
water-powered saw (Berti, Molinari, and 
Peirano 2022: 248–250; see also above) has 
revealed that floor slabs made there were 
thicker (4–10 cm) and, rather than with a 
saw, were worked with a traditional carv-
er’s tool, leaving the underside rough. Thus, 
it seems that the Nea Anchialos slabs were 
originally conceived as wall revetments not 
necessarily intended for a paired arrange-
ment. This may also explain their varied di-

Fig. 11. Pavonazzetto block in the solea of the basilica of St. John in Ephesos (Photo D. Peirano)

8 Prokonnesian marble was also used to make two fold-type impost capitals with à jour work 
found in the naos; they stood on Prokonnesian bases (Sōtēriou 1933: 50–51, Fig. 3; Karagiorgou 
2013: 159, note 19).
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mensions and the fact that the easternmost 
slabs on both sides each consisted of two 
pieces of marble. The slabs were ultimately 

used in flooring, but soon their reduced 
thickness and resulting fragility fostered 
the need for repairs [Fig. 14]. 

Fig. 12. Plan of the presbytery of basilica C in Nea Anchialos with photos of Iasian marble frag-
ments overlaid (Drawing P. Lazaridis, photos D. Peirano) 
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conclusIons

In the Justinianic era, Iasian marble 
began to be used more frequently; in 
ecclesiastical complexes commissioned 
by eminent patrons, this stone was used 
not only in wall cladding, but also in 
flooring, sometimes as geometric tiles, 
in other instances as fillets or large slabs. 
The latter were used together with mar-

ble listelli to frame presbyteries and to 
delineate paths and boundaries. In the 
solea of Hagia Sophia, fillets made of 
cipollino were used together with bar-
rier slabs to enclose a corridor typically 
reserved for readers, singers and pres-
byters. In two examples, basilica C in 
Nea Anchialos and St. John’s basilica in 
Ephesos, large, red marble elements were 
used alongside high barriers to delimit 
areas reserved for presbyters. Generally, 
it seems that the vivid colors and wavy 
veins of Iasian marbles rendered these 
stones suitable for marking and delim-
iting space. Their use in compositions 
with other stones, especially colorful 
or clearly veined ones, as well as with 
openwork slabs, contributed to the dra-
matic effect achieved in the decoration 
of sacred precincts in churches.Fig. 13. Prostoon preceding the presbytery of 

basilica C in Nea Anchialos (Photo D. Peirano) 

Fig. 14. Slab from basilica C in Nea Anchialos presbytery showing ancient repairs (Photo D. Peirano)
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Abstract: Late Antique Caesarea was a city of marble. Marble 
cargoes continued to arrive at the port after the 4th century 
AD as plain blocks, half-finished or finished products; these 
constituted a significant addition to the available Roman marble 
products, which were used as-is or recycled in streets, as well 
as private, public, and semi-public constructions. Large-scale 
sawing, cutting and carving took place in Late Antique Caesarea. 
Craftsmen were employed in producing opus sectile panels, in 
paving, veneering, and carving architectural members, champlevé 
reliefs and lattice screen panels, and in mounting all marble 
products comprising the exterior and interior decoration of each 
complex. In all structures marble was used for similar purposes, 
although each was unique in terms of quantity, quality, and 
diversity of the material. The examples discussed show that at 
every stage of the city’s existence the Caesareans were familiar 
with the most up-to-date fashions and were no less innovative 
than their counterparts in the region and beyond. The aesthetic 
principle of varietas, which became fashionable in Late Antiquity 
and was adopted by the Caesareans, found its way from the 
public to the private and semi-public spheres, and is manifested 
in most, if not all, of the complexes discussed in this paper.
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IntroductIon

Excavations conducted at Caesarea Mar-
itima since the mid-20th century have 
yielded a huge amount of whitish, grayish, 
and colored marble stones, the majority of 
which were found in Late Antique contexts 
(5th–7th centuries AD). Extensive use of 
marble at Caesarea Maritima, a city built by 
Herod between 22 and 10 BC, started only 
around the middle of the 2nd century AD, 
after the city became the capital of the Syria 
Palaestina province; since then, until the 
7th century AD, the use of diverse marble 
stones steadily increased. 

As the amount of the material is enor-
mous and surpasses the scope of one paper, 

we had to settle for a selection of finds —all 
from the excavations of the Israel Antiq-
uities Authority (IAA)— with the aim to 
provide the most comprehensive overview 
attainable concerning the quantities and 
varieties of the stones and their usage in 
Late Antique Caesarea. We had to decide 
on which examples to focus and which to 
put aside. Ultimately, it was decided to 
exclude free-standing sculpture, tabletops 
and table supports, sarcophagi, and funer-
ary inscriptions, and focus on architectural 
elements from public, private, and semi-
public constructions. The structures chosen 
to demonstrate the public use of marble in 
Caesarea of the 5th–7th centuries are colon-
naded streets, the Octagonal Church Com-
plex [Fig. 1:a], and the portico of a partly 
excavated complex, probably a bathhouse 
[Fig. 1:b]. The use of marble in the private 
sphere is demonstrated by finds uncovered 
in two mansions: a seaside mansion in In-
sula W2S4 [Fig. 1:c], and one that occupied 
Insula E1S6, next to the theater [Fig. 1:d]. 
The Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3 
[Fig. 1:e], located between the Late Antique 
praetorium and Insula W2S4, closes the 
discussion.

PublIc sPhere
Discussing the public sphere requires 
a distinction between streets and their 
sideway porticoes, and public buildings 
that served Caesarea’s communities. 

colonnAded streets
To date, it has been possible to identi-
fy only four colonnaded streets where 
marble was in use in Late Antiquity. In 

Fig. 1. Map of Late Antique Caesarea:  
a – Octagonal Church Complex; b – late 5th 
century AD portico; c – mansion in Insula W2S4; 
d – mansion in Insula E1S6; e – Semi-public 
Complex in Insula W2S3 (Processing R. Gersht 
and P. Gendelman)
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the early 5th century AD, the calcareous 
sandstone (kurkar) column bases, drums 
and capitals of the Roman colonnade of 

Decumanus S3 were replaced with mar-
ble ones [Fig. 2:a–b], at least in the area 
excavated during the 1990s, between 

Fig. 2. Decumanus S3: a, b – IAA 1990s excavations, in situ marble column and base (a: photo 
P. Gendelman; b: IAA | photo T. Sagiv); c – 2023 excavation (Photo P. Gendelman)
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Insulae W2S3–W2S4 and W1S3–W1S4.1 
Two months after the submission of this 
article, another 14-meter-long section 
of Decumanus S3 between Insulae E1S3 
and E1S4 was exposed by one of the au-
thors (P.G.) [Fig. 2:c]. The corpus of finds 
from this recent excavation includes two 
complete and four fragmentary column 
shafts, six column bases in situ and one 
out of place, along with eight Corinthi-
an capitals, all made of marble: white, 
dark gray, grayish with dark gray veins, 
and cipollino verde (marmor Carystium). In 
terms of style, the capitals belong to three 
different groups: two groups of two capi-
tals each, and one group of four capitals, 
one of which is unfinished and heavily 
damaged. Next to the latter, a fragmen-
tary column shaft, also crudely worked, 
was found. Since the Roman phase of this 
section of the street was not excavated, it 
is impossible to know whether the Ro-
man colonnade, if it indeed existed, was 
made of calcareous sandstone (kurkar), as 
was the case in the previously excavated 
western parts of this decumanus. 

Unlike Decumanus S3, both the Ro-
man Decumanus Maximus, which served 
as a main east–west oriented street until 
the Crusader period (12th–13th century 
AD), and the Roman Cardo Maximus 
(Cardo 0; Levine and Netzer 1986: 182–
183, Fig. 157; Mesqui 2014: 278), which 
ceased to function as the main north–
south oriented street in the late 4th or 
early 5th century AD, had been adorned 
with marble architectural members al-

ready in the Roman period. However, as 
only small sections of these streets have 
been excavated, the number of original 
Roman elements that remained in use 
in Late Antiquity is impossible to de-
termine.

Reliable evidence for paving streets in 
marble was found by Peter Gendelman in 
2008. The excavation of a 14-meter-long 
section of the Cardo Maximus (E3) —dat-
ed to the 5th century AD— next to its in-
tersection with the Decumanus Maximus, 
yielded dozens of recycled architectural 
members formerly belonging to one or 
more demolished Roman constructions. 
The sculpted pieces were mainly laid face-
down (Gersht and Gendelman 2019: 55); 
many were notched with parallel lines, 
perpendicular to the direction of traffic, 
to prevent their surfaces from becoming 
slippery [Fig. 3]. 

The marble architectural members 
of the colonnaded streets have yet to 
be studied. However, a significant find 
worth mentioning is an unfinished, partly 
broken Corinthian capital (Gersht and 
Gendelman 2019: 55–56; Gendelman and 
Gersht 2010: 29–31, Fig. 4). The capital, re-
covered during the abovementioned 2008 
excavation, was found lying on its upper 
face, next to the northern portico of the 
Decumanus Maximus. The outlines of its 
ornamentation were marked with rather 
deep incisions on all four sides, but the 
sculpting was not executed. Whatever the 
reason for leaving the capital unfinished, 
be it the stone’s assumed fragility, insuf-

1 The preliminary observations made by Porath (1996: 114) during the “Caesarea after Two 
Millennia” symposium in January 1995, and referred to by Bejor (1999: 67), and Burns (2017: 
132 and note 87), were offered a few years before the completion of the excavations in 1998; 
the conclusions, as presented in this study, are refined in the final report (Gendelman and 
Porath forthcoming).
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ficient funds, or lack of skilled craftsmen, 
the piece clearly manifests the practice of 
importing capitals in their quarry state, 
with the intention to complete the carv-
ing on the spot. It is impossible to know 
whether the capital was used at all, nor 
is it certain that other unfinished capi-
tals were mounted on the street’s column 
shafts, as the excavation exposed only a 
small section of the northern portico of 
the Decumanus Maximus. 

octAgonAl church comPlex
Evidence of using marble in Caesarea’s 
public buildings is much more compre-
hensive than in its streets. The Octagonal 
Church Complex, for example, which was 
built on top of the demolished Temple 
of Augustus and Dea Roma in the last 
decade of the 5th century AD, yielded an 
impressive quantity and variety of marble 
stones used for opus sectile paving, wall 

facing, screen panels, screen posts, col-
umns, colonnettes, capitals, and bases. 
A fine corpus of finds uncovered by the 
Combined Caesarea Expedition (CCE) 
in the 1989–2003 excavations, conduct-
ed by the University of Maryland and 
the Haifa University, was recently pub-
lished by Edna Dalali-Amos (2020). Yet 
the seven-year excavations of the IAA 
(2015–2021) conducted at the complex by 
Peter Gendelman, Uzi ‘Ad and Muhamad 
Hater produced a much larger assemblage 
of marble objects, the majority of which 
was found within the collapsed vaults at 
the western façade of the Temple Plat-
form [Fig. 4].

A preliminary study of this huge 
assemblage of marble finds has shown 
that the greatest variety of stones was 
employed for making opus sectile pieces 
[see below, Table 1; Figs 34, 35], while the 
slabs mounted on the walls were mainly 

Fig. 3. Cardo Maximus (E3): recycled marble architectural members as pavement (Photo P. Gendel-
man) 
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Fig. 4. Octagonal Church Complex: a – ground plan (Drawing A. Iamim and P. Gendelman); b – aerial 
view of the western façade vaults (IAA | photo A. Peretz)
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of whitish and grayish marbles. Many of 
these slabs preserved dowel holes, some 
with traces of bronze clasps. Other finds 
included dozens of molded slabs used as 
fillet-spacers,2 a number of fragmentary 
molded cornices, and champlevé reliefs 
(see Gersht 2022: 199–202, 205, Figs 7:6, 
8, 10:3, 12:2, 13:1–2). 

Champlevé reliefs
One of the champlevé reliefs [Fig. 5:a] is 
particularly remarkable, as it shows peltae 
arranged in pairs that alternately face to-
wards and away from each other, forming 
intermediate spaces in the shape of bifid 

calyces. These are, likewise, arranged in 
pairs that alternately face and turn away 
from one another (Gersht 2022: 205, Fig. 
13:1a–b). No other champlevé relief of the 
kind is known to us, although the pattern 
itself is attested by many tessellated Ro-
man mosaics (e.g. Levi 1971: Pls 37a, 42a). 
The rounded upper rim of the relief pre-
cludes its use as wall veneer, and since the 
2.8 cm thickness is not enough for a screen 
panel, it has been suggested by Gersht 
that the fragment belonged to the ambo, 
a preacher’s pulpit, whose base was found 
in the Octagonal Church by the CCE team 
in 1998 (Stabler and Holum 2008: 30, Fig. 
31; Dalali-Amos 2020: 260, Cat. No. 72).

Another fragmentary champlevé re-
lief [Fig. 5:b] is part of a pilaster capital 
featuring a “mirrored trumpet”, a motif 
also found on champlevé pilaster capi-
tals from Antioch (Stillwell 1941: Pl. 26, 
Nos 461–462, 473, 477; for other examples 
from Caesarea, see Gersht 2022: 195–197, 
Fig. 3:4–7). Only the upper right corner 
of the Caesarea capital, ornamented with 
the trumpet motif and acanthus leaves 
in its lower part, has been preserved. Pi-
laster shafts and bases found within the 
collapsed vaults suggest that there were 
more pilaster capitals of this kind, as well 
as other ones in bas relief.

Pilaster shafts and bases
Of the fragmentary pilaster bases [Fig. 6], 
one [Fig. 6:a], although missing the plinth 
and upper torus, was unquestionably of 
the Attic type, akin to the specimen found 
in Insula W2S3 (see below). Another base 

Fig. 5. Octagonal Church Complex, champlevé 
reliefs: a – peltae relief and its proposed recon-
struction (Photo and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman; drawing T. Meltsen); b – pilaster 
capital (Photo and processing R. Gersht and P. 
Gendelman)

2 Revetment fillet-spacers (termed “projecting billets” by House and Megaw [2007: 217]) were 
placed both horizontally and vertically to separate and support the fields of wall revetments, 
always protruding about 1 to 2 cm from the revetment surface (cf. Gwiazda 2015: 129, Fig. 3; 
Marasović and Marinković 2018: 845–846, Figs 11–12).
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[Fig. 6:b] preserved part of its plinth with 
a triangle-shaped left foot (cf. House and 
Megaw 2007: 206–207, Cat. Nos J35, J41 
for similar plinths from the Episcopal Pre-
cinct, Kourion). The lower torus is flat, 
and it is unclear if it was followed by a 
scotia, or if the molding was composed of a 
series of bands separated by deep channels. 

The pilaster shafts were either fluted 
or plain, as demonstrated by a fluted frag-
ment of Phrygian pavonazzetto (marmor 
Phrygium) [Fig. 6:c] and by a plain pilaster 
carved as one piece together with its At-
tic-like type base [Fig. 6:d]. A fragment of 
a large Corinthian pilaster capital [Fig. 7], 
with dimensions that probably matched 

Fig. 6. Octagonal Church Complex, pilaster shafts and bases (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman)
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the size of the base with the plinth with 
triangle-shaped feet [see Fig. 6:b], was 
found in a destruction layer above a 
6th–7th-century floor at the entrance 
to vault ζ. The capital had the shape of 
a calathus whose upper part flared to 
the sides, and it was ornamented with a 
whole acanthus leaf between two halves. 
The ridged stem crowned with the inflo-
rescence bud of the acanthus occupies the 
area between the volutes, while the bud 
itself is placed at the center of the dou-
ble-band abacus. Unfortunately, neither 
the aforementioned fragments nor the 
other architectural and decorative items 
excavated by the IAA were recovered in 
situ; the majority were found dumped 
into the collapsed vaults of the western 
façade of the Temple Platform.

Marble leftovers
Dozens of leftovers of sawed marble 
stones with parallel slits were also found 
within the collapsed vaults [Fig. 8:a–d] 
(Gersht and Gendelman 2019: 58–59). 

These leftovers showing variation in the 
width of the slabs indicate that at least a 
part of the marble slabs for flooring and 
wall facing were sawed on the spot. The 
device used for this purpose was a wa-
ter-powered multi-blade sawing machine, 
perhaps like the one depicted in the Hi-
erapolis relief, or the original structures 
fragmentarily preserved in Ephesos and 
Gerasa (Ritti, Grewe, and Kessener 2007; 
Kessener 2010: 284–290; 2012). The water 
needed for operating the machine(s) must 
have come from one of Caesarea’s four 
aqueducts, either directly or indirectly, 
via a major water consumer such as a 
nymphaeum or a public bathhouse (both 
were available on the spot). The location 
of the device(s) has yet to be determined.

Not only raw material, but also col-
umn shafts were sawed into slabs using 
the water-powered machine. The slabs 
obtained were employed in wall revet-
ments and pavements, as well as for 
manually shaped opus sectile pieces. We 
are convinced that fillet-spacers and cor-
nices, just like the opus sectile pieces, were 
shaped on the spot. Pumice and sand-
stone abraders found in the area support 
this hypothesis [Fig. 8:e–f] (cf. Rockwell 
1993: 48–49; Wootton, Russell, and Rock-
well 2013: 9, Fig. 25). 

Screen panels and posts
About 160 fragments of screen panels 
and six screen posts came from the IAA 
excavation of the Octagonal Church 
Complex. The largest group of fragments 
represents openwork panels [Fig. 9:a–d]. 
The lattice strips are sometimes bifid on 
one or both faces, and sometimes plain; 
they either intersect or merely touch 
each other. Based on the diversity of the 

Fig. 7. Octagonal Church Complex, pilaster 
capital (Photo and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman)
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screens in terms of width and design, it 
seems that some, if not all, were made 
locally. Among the solid fragments, more 
than half are double-faced [Fig. 9:e–g]. The 
difference in quantity between openwork 

and solid fragments can be explained by 
their potential for reuse. The solid pan-
els could easily be reused for flooring, 
while the lattice ones were only suitable 
for lime kilns. 

Fig. 8. Octagonal Church Complex, marble leftovers and abrasive stones (Photos and processing R. 
Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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In contrast to the large number of 
screen panels, the Octagonal Church 
Complex yielded very few screen posts. 

They differed in dimensions and marble 
colors: whitish green/cipollino verde, whit-
ish gray, and gray [Fig. 10]. The small num-

Fig. 9. Octagonal Church Complex, marble screen panels (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. 
Gendelman) 
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ber of screen posts can be explained, to a 
certain extent, by the deep slots cut into 
some column bases to receive the screen 
panels [Fig. 11] (for similar bases uncov-
ered by the CCE, see Dalali-Amos 2020: 
267, Cat. Nos 13–14). The other posts were 
likely sawed and reused; at least two posts 

—one of cipollino, and the other of grayish 
white marble with dark gray veins, perhaps 
of Prokonnesian origin— were found next 
to an Umayyad-period lime kiln, within 
vault D. Another fragmentary screen post 
uncovered by the CCE is interesting, as it 
has four grooves, one on each of its faces. 

Fig. 10. Octagonal Church Complex, marble screen posts: a – cipollino verde; b – whitish-gray mar-
ble; c – gray marble (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman) 
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Edna Dalali-Amos (2020: 286, Cat. No. 77), 
who studied the piece, suggested that the 
post had two phases of use. In the second 
phase, two grooves were added, one in its 
molded face and the other in the back. How 
and where the post was used is unclear.

Capitals
Of the capitals uncovered by the IAA 
team within the Octagonal Church Com-
plex, two groups are of special interest. 
One comprises medium-size Corinthian 
capitals bearing a cross either on the ca-
lathus in place of helices, or on the boss 
of the abacus. Neither the capitals, nor 
their crosses are identical to each other. 
The most impressive is the crux gemmata 
preserved on a capital boasting beautifully 
carved lower foliage with eyelets, made 
of whitish marble with wide, gray veins 
[Fig. 12:a]. In another capital, made of the 
same marble as the former, the cross is 
deeply carved into a medallion/shield oc-
cupying a large area of the calathus below 
the boss of the abacus [Fig. 12:b]. A cross 

on a medallion/shield, though carved in 
high relief, appears on other Corinthian 
capitals from the Temple Platform area: 
one was found by Negev, and the other 
by the CCE (Dalali-Amos 2020: 280–281, 
Cat. Nos 58–59). These capitals, as well as 
others from Caesarea with a plain medal-
lion/shield (Fischer 2011: 71, Fig. 26:4–5), 
belong to a group of Corinthian capitals 
of the so-called “medallion” type. The type 
and the motifs adorning the medallion/
shield are discussed by Barsanti (2014; 
2017). The group of medium-size Corin-
thian capitals uncovered by the IAA team 
includes yet another capital, which, un-
like the aforementioned ones, bears a cross 
deeply carved into the boss of the abacus 
[Fig. 12:c]. Assuming that the capitals com-
prising the group crowned columns encir-
cling the naos of the Octagonal Church, 
it is plausible that the assortment was an 
expression of the aesthetic principle of 
varietas, which became fashionable at the 
time (cf. Niewöhner 2010: 413, 438–441, 
447–456, 458–459; 2018). 

Fig. 11. Octagonal Church Complex, column bases slotted for screen panels (Photos and process-
ing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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Another interesting group of capitals 
uncovered by the IAA team comprises 
large basket-type capitals in a quarry 

state, incised with crosses [Fig.  12:d]. 
Apart from the sketchy crosses, the 
capitals are devoid of ornamentation. 

Fig. 12. Octagonal Church Complex, Corinthian and basket capitals (IAA | photos A. Peretz; process-
ing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman) 
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One would expect that in a complex as 
impressive as the Octagonal Church, 
the capitals, of which the shorter ones 
were probably used as imposts of an 
arched gallery, would have been richly 
ornamented, or at least polished or well 
smoothed.3 As a matter of fact, Caesar-
ea yielded several basket-type capitals 
that were skillfully ornamented with 
acanthus leaves. One was published by 
Fischer (2011: 71, Fig. 27), and another, 
only partly preserved, is on display in 
the Sdot-Yam Museum. Two more or-
namented basket-type capitals were 
uncovered by the IAA team, one in the 
front of vault 1, and the other above 
the Late Antique pavement of Cardo 0, 
about 30–35 m north of its intersection 
with Decumanus Maximus and about 
40–50 m east of the Octagonal Church 
Complex [Fig. 12:e]. The ornamentation 
of all four capitals is identical; thus, they 
undoubtedly formed a set that likely 
originated from the Octagonal Church 
Complex. 

lAte 5th-century PortIco
While the abovementioned architectur-
al members from the Octagonal Church 
Complex are all contemporary to the con-
structions they were part of, those uncov-
ered in the partly excavated portico of a 
public complex from the late 5th century 
AD are all spolia [Fig. 13:a]. The portico, 
located northeast of the Sebastos port, 
next to the Northern Gate Tower of the 

Crusader city, was excavated in 2017–2018 
by Uzi ‘Ad and Peter Gendelman (‘Ad, 
Gendelman, and Hai 2020). It yielded 
four Corinthian capitals, eight column 
shafts and seven Attic-type column bases, 
all taken from one or more earlier struc-
tures. The capitals are all made of white 
marble with wide grayish veins, but they 
differ in ornamentation and relate to dif-
ferent groups or subgroups in Fischer’s 
classification (Fischer 1990). The upper 
faces of two of the capitals are engraved 
with Greek letters, one with Θ and the 
other with ΙΘ. 

Two of the capitals bore noticeable 
remains of red pigment. Some of it was 
extracted using a scalpel and subjected 
to SEM-EDS analysis in order to deter-
mine if the capitals were gilded.4 The 
results showed no trace of gold, but 
identified the samples as iron oxide, 
one of the pigments used as a prepara-
tion or ground layer prior to gilding, 
as well as a component of red paint (cf. 
Zink and Piening 2009: 113; Grupče et 
al. 2010: 566–568, 571; Siotto 2019: 187, 
194). In this case, it seems more likely 
that the iron oxide had been used as 
ground for the gilding, which disap-
peared over time. Analysis of addition-
al samples will hopefully confirm this 
hypothesis.

Of the monolithic column shafts 
recovered, six are of grayish or gray-
ish-white marble with dark gray veins, 
perhaps of Prokonnesian origin. Of the 

3 For examples of ornamented capitals of this kind in Istanbul and on other sites, see Kautzsch 
1936: Pls 37:586–588, 38:617–618, 630, 632, 39:651, 653, 41:675, 677; Firatli 1990: 118–119, 
121–123, Cat. Nos 223–224, 227–231; Barsanti and Paribeni 2018: Figs 36, 37, 51.

4 The samples were collected by Ahuva Beeri and analyzed by Tomer Reuveni using a Quanta 
200 FEG environmental scanning electron microscope at The Wolfson Applied Materials 
Research Centre, Tel-Aviv University.
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other two, one is of Phrygian pavonaz-
zetto marble, and the second is of red 
Aswan granite. Although in Caesarea 
these two stones are less common than 
Prokonnesian marble, they are attested 
in other architectural members, sculpture 
and opus sectile pieces recovered from the 

city ruins. Three of the column shafts that 
stood on the western side of the portico 
each bear two Greek letters on their un-
dersides: ΚΓ, ΚΔ, ΚΕ. 

The Attic-type bases are carved of 
grayish-white marble with dark gray 
veins. Two of the bases located on the 

Fig. 13. Late 5th century AD portico: a – general view (IAA | photo A. Peretz); b – Attic-type base 
with a depression (Photo P. Gendelman)



140

PAM 32/1 MArble Between private and public: The use of marble in Late Antique Caesarea Maritima

western side of the portico each bear a 
pair of Greek letters, ΙΔ and ΚΗ, incised 
into their upper faces. On three of them, 
pairs of peculiar, shallow, elliptical de-
pressions were cut into the lower tori 
[Fig. 13:b]. The purpose of these marks 
remains unexplained. Equally baffling 
are the rectangular holes cut into the 
scotia on one of these objects. Other-
wise, the Attic-type bases are rather 
similar in profile and execution.

The assemblage of Roman architec-
tural members associated with the col-
onnade of the portico dated to the 5th 
century AD is another illustration of the 

abovementioned aesthetic principle of 
varietas. The four pairs of letters —ΚΓ, 
ΚΔ, ΚΕ, and ΚΗ— on three column shafts 
and one column base suggest that the four 
members belonged to one set, while the 
Θ and ΙΘ on the Corinthian capitals and 
the ΙΔ on the column base belonged to 
one or two additional sets. The surviving 
non-consecutive marks and the absence 
of marks on the other twelve members 
uncovered in the excavation likely re-
sulted from the reuse of marked Roman 
architectural members, and perhaps also 
from the fact that only a small part of the 
portico was excavated.

PrIvAte sPhere
The large and spacious mansions of the 
elite, each boasting at least one triclin-
ium, a peristyle court, a garden, and a 
private bath, were decorated with mar-
ble no less abundantly than the public 
constructions. In all mansions, floors 
were paved and walls were faced with 
opus sectile and marble panels, and the 
porticoes of the peristyle courts were 
supported by marble columns. All man-
sions yielded screen panels, but unlike 
those from the Octagonal Church Com-
plex, the ones from private buildings 
were mainly solid, with one or both 
faces decorated, often with crosses and 
other emblems from the typical rep-
ertoire of Late Antique screen panels. 
They varied in dimensions and func-
tion; some were used to separate one 
space from another, to reduce the size 
of large openings, to hide potentially 
dangerous facilities, to line the edges 
of galleries, and to define areas within 
gardens and courtyards.

The tesserae and sectile pieces for floor- 
and wall mosaics of each mansion were cut 
and assembled on the premises. Evidence 
for this practice is a temporary opus sectile 
workshop that functioned in the first half 
of the 7th century AD in one of the rooms 
of the mansion occupying Insula W2S4 
(Gersht and Gendelman 2019: 57, Fig. 5a; 
Gendelman and Porath 2022: 181, 190). The 
room was allocated for use as a workshop 
as part of the owner’s preparations for 
a major renovation project planned for 
his property. However, the work stopped 
abruptly and the temporary workshop 
was sealed shortly before the house was 
abandoned. The abandonment may have 
been caused by one of the major events 
that affected Caesarea, the AD 614–628 
Sassanian conquest of the province, or the 
conquest of Caesarea by the Muslims in 
AD 640/641; more likely the latter.

When the IAA team excavated the 
room, a large number of broken opus 
sectile panels, originally prepared for the 
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mansion’s walls, were found lying on the 
floor along with stone and iron tools, a 
substantial quantity of tesserae, stone and 
glass raw materials, and spolia (mainly of 
marble) collected to produce sectile pieces 
and tesserae (Dray 2011; Gersht and Gen-
delman 2019: 57; 2021: 134).

mAnsIon occuPyIng InsulA w2s4
The three-level mansion in Insula W2S4 
(Porath 2008: 1660–1661; Gendelman 
and Porath 2022) was in use from the 
late 4th or early 5th century AD un-
til the first, or more likely the second, 
quarter of the 7th century AD. It occu-
pied most of the Insula (about 7200 m2) 
and yielded a huge amount of marbles 
in spite of continual stone looting ac-
tivity and damage caused by later in-
trusions [Fig. 14]. Piles of marble items, 
intended either for lime kilns [Fig. 15:a], 
which the looters constructed within 
the triconch triclinium [Fig. 14:3], or 
for reuse in Caesarea or elsewhere, were 
found during the excavation of several 
spaces inside the mansion [Fig. 15:b]. 
Luckily, for obscure reasons, the rob-
bers failed to carry out their intentions.

In both phases of the mansion’s ex-
istence, all parts of the residential unit 
were paved with tessellated mosaics, in 
which the gray tesserae were of marble, 
and with opus sectile mosaics made using 
white marble and a large variety of gray 
and whitish marble pieces with gray 
veins [Fig. 16]. The northern entrance 
[Fig. 14:1], the pool [Fig. 14:2], the foun-
tain of the peristyle court [Fig. 14:4], 
the “marble court” [Fig. 14:5], and the 
northern sidewalk of the pergola in the 
mansion’s lower-level garden [Fig. 14:8] 
were all paved with marble slabs.

That the aesthetic principle of va-
rietas found its way from the public to 
the private sphere is manifested by the 
architectural members of the peristyle 
court, where Prokonnesian and cipol-
lino column shafts were mounted on 
Attic-type bases and crowned with Co-
rinthian capitals. Some of the column 
shafts bear traces of ancient repair; a 
few are marked with Greek letters, but 
their small number allows no logical 
interpretation of their meaning.

Some walls of the mansion were dec-
orated with plain revetment plaques, 
whose remains are still preserved in 
the triconch triclinium [Fig. 14:3], the 
lower-level garden pergola [Fig. 14:7], 
the peristyle court, and the “marble 
court” [see Figs 14:4–5]. However, more 
striking were the colored champlevé 
reliefs, which ornamented the walls of 
the mansion in both its phases. A large 
marble fragment, measuring about 0.60 
m x 0.84 m when intact [Fig. 17:a], was 
found covering a gutter in the north 
part of the mansion (Gersht and Gen-
delman 2019: 62–63, Fig. 8b; Gersht 
2022: 203, Fig. 11:2); it was likely one 
of the panels decorating the mansion 
in the early phase of its existence. The 
workmanship of this piece is rather 
good, but the overall design is impre-
cise. The pattern consists of two rhom-
buses, one within the other. The inner 
one is decorated with a flower that has 
four petals, two of which are elongated. 
The larger rhombus and the triangu-
lar spandrels, each housing a double-
headed axe, are bordered with rows of 
spindles arranged in uneven zigzags. 

Another large marble fragment was 
found lying on the floor of the western 
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apse of the triconch triclinium (Gersht 
2022: 198–199, Fig. 7:2). Its decoration 
consisted of squares or rectangles bor-

dered by a swastika-meander adorned 
with four-petaled flowers and a wide, 
plain outer band. The same pattern 

Fig. 14. Insula W2S4 mansion, ground plan (Drawing R. Mishaev and P. Gendelman)
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appears on six additional champlevé 
fragments [Fig. 17:b], of which two were 
found in the peristyle court next to the 

triconch triclinium, and the other four 
in the vicinity of the northern entrance 
[see Fig. 14:1] and the pool [see Fig. 14:2]. 

Fig. 15. Insula W2S4 mansion, piles of looted marble items (a: IAA | photo T. Sagiv; b: IAA | photo A. 
Peri) 
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This pattern seems to be a simpler ver-
sion of the double latchkey meander 
separating figural rectangles on a num-
ber of champlevé panels from Seleu-

cia Pieria, Antioch (Stillwell 1941: Pls 
20–21, Nos 395, 397, 401, and 404). 

Fragments of several Corinthian pi-
laster capitals decorated in the cham-

Fig. 16. Insula W2S4 mansion, opus sectile pavements (Photos P. Gendelman)



145

Rivka Gersht, Peter Gendelman Palaestina

Fig. 17. Insula W2S4 mansion, champlevé reliefs (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendel-
man)
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Fig. 18. Insula W2S4 mansion: a–d – champlevé pilaster capitals; e – sunken relief depicting a 
krater with an emerging plant (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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Fig. 19. Insula W2S4 mansion, screen panels from the fountain in the peristyle court (a, b: photos 
and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman; c: IAA | photo T. Sagiv)
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Fig. 20. Insula W2S4 mansion: a–c – screen panels from the “marble court” and exedra; d – ground 
plan and proposed reconstruction for the screens’ display; e – Attic-type base; f – balustrade screen 
(a–d, f: photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman; e: IAA | photo A. Peri) 
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plevé technique [Fig. 18:a–d] indicate 
that at a certain point at least one space 
in the mansion was adorned with pi-

laster columns, bases, and capitals. In 
three of the fragments [Fig.  18:a–c], 
like in the champlevé pilaster capital 

Fig. 21. Insula W2S4 mansion, screen panels and posts (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. 
Gendelman) 
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from the Octagonal Church Complex 
[see Fig. 5:b], the abacus was ornamented 
with the “mirrored trumpet” motif. One 
of these pieces [see Fig. 18:a] retained one 
of the two crosses, which had originally 
occupied the areas between the volutes 
and the helices (Gersht 2022: 196, Fig. 3:4).

An interesting piece is a sunken re-
lief depicting a krater with an emerging 
plant, of which only a part of the stem 
survived [Fig. 18:e]. The slanted position 
of the vase and of the bands bordering 
it suggests that it was part of a frieze 
framing an arch, and that a mirror im-
age of the vase with the plant occupied 
its right side.

More than 20 ornamented and 
several plain screen fragments, some 
molded frames, a few pieces of open-
work (lattice) screen panels, and a small 
number of screen posts came from this 
mansion. The corridor and the peri-
style court in front of the triconch 
triclinium yielded a number of small 
fragments, of which two are carved on 
both faces. Large fragments of a pair of 
screens were found in the pool at the 
eastern end of the peristyle court [see 
Fig. 14:4]. One features a Maltese cross 
with fleurs-de-lys within a laurel wreath 
adorned with unfurled ribbons ending 
in ivy leaves [Fig. 19:a] (cf. the chan-
cel screen from the monastery at Beth 
Shean in Russo 1987: Fig. 66). Of the 
other fragment, less than half survived, 
showing a part of a palm- or fishbone-
like wreath and a ribbon terminating 
with an ivy leaf [Fig. 19:b]. Assumedly, 
the pair lined the north and south 
sides of the pool, which may explain 
why their inner faces lack decoration 
[Fig. 19:c]. 

The court west of the peristyle court 
yielded fragments of three screens with 
crosses. Assuming that the screens in-
deed belonged in this court, and given 
that two of the screens were about 2.5 
times shorter than the third one, the 
most reasonable place for their original 
display would have been the entrance to 
the exedra, which measured 6.20 m in 
width [Fig. 20:a–d]. Such a wide opening 
required the support of two columns. 
It is thus possible that the wider screen 
was placed between the columns, while 
the narrow ones were attached to the 
lateral walls. This arrangement left 
enough room for entering and leaving 
the exedra on either side of the pair of 
columns.

The western portico [Fig.  14:6], 
which overlooked the garden, had 
pedestals attached to its outer wall. 
These pedestals carried marble col-
umn shafts placed on Attic-type bases 
with vertical channels in their sides to 
hold balustrade screens — either sol-
id, plain ones or open ones with col-
onnettes [Fig. 20:e–f]. The latter type, 
of which only one fragment survived, 
could have also been used as a banis-
ter of the upper landing of stairs lead-
ing from the garden to the house [see 
Fig. 15:b]. The garden housed a pergola 
more than 26 m long [Fig. 14:7]. Rect-
angular ashlar pillars supporting its 
roof had cavities on their eastern and 
western faces, meant to hold wooden 
partitions for closing the pergola on 
its northern and southern sides. The 
stylobate of the sidewalk adjoining the 
pergola to the north, on the other hand, 
had a row of rectangular cavities cut 
every two meters to hold screen posts. 
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Four complete marble screen posts and 
at least two fragments of ornament-
ed marble screens were found in the 
garden [Fig. 21]. One fragment [Fig. 21:b] 
is carved with a scallop shell motif on 
one face and with a knot composed of 
three interlaced eight-shapes on the 
other; each design is inscribed within 
a clypeus/shield. A fragment of anoth-
er screen panel shows a small section 
of the lower part of a laurel wreath 
[Fig. 21:c].

The most challenging finds from 
the mansion in Insula W2S4 are two 
fragmentary marble items [Fig. 22:a–b] 
uncovered in the northern part of 
the complex, where the looters piled 
marble items taken from the southern 
and western parts of the mansion [see 
Fig. 15:a]. When intact, both had the 
shape of rectangles with four rounded 
corners, and each had a shallow chan-
nel on the long axis, which widened to 
a circular depression close to the edge. 

Fig. 22. Enigmatic items in the shape of a rectangle with four rounded corners: a, b – Insula W2S4 
mansion; c – Octagonal Church Complex (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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The item, the upper right side of which 
survived, had a deeply carved branch on 
each side of the channel [see Fig. 22:a]. 
The other item, of which the lower half 
was preserved, was ornamented with 
two crosses [see Fig. 22:b]. These two frag-
ments are among six of the kind uncov-
ered at Caesarea. Of the remaining four, 
one was found in the Semi-public Com-
plex in Insula W2S3 [see below, Fig. 32:a], 
the second came from the Octagonal 
Church Complex [see Fig. 22:c], the third 
was recovered during Yeivin’s 1951–1957 
excavations at the so-called Byzantine 
Esplanade (unpublished), and the last 
one, whose findspot is unknown, came 
from Negev’s 1959–1961 excavations (un-
published). An additional, fragmentary 
object of this type, decorated with a bird 
to the left of what looks like a tripod 
pedestal, was found in Jerusalem (Mazar 
and Peleg 1999: 71–72; Mazar 2003: 241, 
Photo III.47, Fig. III.13a–b). Attempts 
were made to determine the function 
and meaning of these enigmatic objects, 
but since none of them were found in 
situ and all efforts to find additional 
parallels have failed, the riddle seems 
impossible to decipher.

mAnsIon occuPyIng InsulA e1s6 
The two seasons of excavations (No-
vember 2013 and April–May 2015) con-
ducted by Peter Gendelman and Uzi 
‘Ad did not permit to expose the whole 
complex within Insula E1S6 (Gendel-
man and ‘Ad 2020). Still, the finds col-
lected from the three excavated areas 
are enough to serve as convincing tes-
timony to the impressive mosaic floors, 
wall decoration and immobile furniture 
the residence once had. 

The excavations yielded fragments 
of five screen panels, but not a single 
fragment of a screen post. Three of the 
screen panels bore similar decoration, 
but the fragments of only one of them 
permit to appreciate its uniqueness. 
It is a large openwork panel bordered 
by dentils and ornamented with an 
elaborate design, to which no paral-
lels have yet been found [Fig. 23:a]. Its 
23 fragments, although comprising less 
than half of the original panel, turned 
out to be sufficient for reconstructing 
the whole design and for estimating 
the original dimensions of the panel 
[Fig.  23:b]. When intact, the screen 
panel featured two medallions, each 
consisting of two intersecting concave 
poised squares forming an inner con-
cave octagon inscribed with a kind of 
barbed quatrefoil flower. Sixteen lotus 
flowers occupied the peripheral spaces 
formed by the intersection of the con-
cave poised squares and by the inner 
margin of spindles. Smaller spindles 
separated from each other by hollow 
circles adorned the outer margin of 
each medallion and the whole area be-
tween the medallions. 

The exact context of display of this 
extraordinary panel with the dentilled 
border, and of its two counterparts, 
is unknown. The findspot of the frag-
ments, east of the frigidarium court of 
the bath unit, allows the assumption 
that the three screen panels belonged 
with the furnishings of the court dating 
from the late 5th/early 6th century AD. 
The court was paved with a colorful 
opus sectile mosaic, and its walls were 
faced with marble plaques, whose rem-
nants were found piled in the south-
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east corner of the court and next to its 
western wall. It thus seems reasonable 
to conclude that such a luxurious space 
would have been equipped with these 
elegant screen panels. 

The sectile pieces uncovered in the 
frigidarium court and its immediate 

proximity were cut from a variety of 
stones. The ones found in destruction 
layers indicate that other rooms were 
also paved in the opus sectile technique. 
Walls not only retained fragments of 
grayish marble plaques, but also holes 
drilled to receive bronze clasps that 

Fig. 23. Insula E1S6 mansion: a – large openwork panel (Photo and processing R. Gersht and P. 
Gendelman); b – reconstruction (Drawing T. Meltsen)
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served to lock the plaques into posi-
tion. Some of the large revetment 
fragments found in destruction layers 
have remains of such clasps on their 
edges. The protuberant molded borders 
[Fig. 24:a] were likely utilized as cornice 
and/or bottom margin segments, and 
the fillet-spacers with rounded fronts 

[Fig. 24:b] separated and supported the 
rows of marble plaques attached to the 
walls all the way from the bottom mar-
gin to the upper cornice. Fragments of a 
Corinthian pilaster capital and a cham-
plevé relief indicate that not only plain 
marble plaques, but also reliefs were used 
for facing the mansion’s walls. 

Fig. 24. Insula E1S6 mansion: molded borders, fillet-spacers and pilaster capital (Photos and pro-
cessing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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Although only the upper left corner 
remains of the pilaster capital [Fig. 24:c], 
it is obvious that the plaque was rectan-
gular, whereas the capital, as evidenced 
by the slanted carving on the left, had the 
shape of an upturned isosceles trapezoid. 
Carvings of trapezoid pilaster capitals 
on rectangular plaques are attested al-
ready for the Roman period. An example 
from Aquileia is dated by Scrinari (1952: 
28–29, Cat. No. 17) to the first decades of 
the 1st century AD. Another specimen of 
early Roman date is a limestone pilaster 
capital found in the ruins of the west-
ern cavea of Herod’s circus at Caesarea, 
next to the sphendone (Gendelman and 
Gersht 2010: 29, Fig. 3a). Another Roman 

example is a pilaster capital from Via 
dei Molini at Ostia, dating to the mid-
2nd century AD (Freyberger 1990: 93–94, 
Cat. No. 222, Pl. 33a). A later example, a 
5th–6th century AD kurkar (calcareous 
sandstone) pilaster capital, was found 
at the entrance to the horreum located 
in Insula W2S4, Caesarea (Gendelman 
and Gersht 2010: 29, Fig. 3b). The find-
spot of the Insula E1S6 capital on top of 
the Late Antique mosaic pavement of 
room L1544, indicates that it was in use 
until the abandonment of the mansion 
in AD 640/641; it cannot be excluded 
that the capital belonged to an earlier 
setting before being reused in the room 
of its discovery.

Fig. 25. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, ground plan (Drawing R. Mishaev and P. Gendelman)
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semI-PublIc sPhere

The Semi-public Complex in Insula 
W2S3,5 which probably served a collegium 
of the Christian community from the 5th 
to the 7th century AD [Fig. 25] (Gersht 
and Gendelman 2021), is the best illus-
tration of the meaning behind the title of 
this paper, “Between private and public”, 
in terms of marble use at Caesarea. In 
contrast to the other complexes discussed 
above, the Semi-public Complex was ful-
ly excavated. An enormous amount of 
marble was uncovered in this complex, 
and quite a lot was found in situ, mainly 
as part of floors and on the lower parts of 
walls. Still, this seems to be only a frac-
tion of the quantities that the complex 
had originally contained before the stone 
robbery started. All architectural mem-
bers: door posts, columns (bases, shafts, 
and capitals), pilaster capitals and bases, 
and most of the immovable furnishings 
—screen panels, screen posts, and foun-
tain spouts— were made of white or gray 
marbles. The only exceptions are the do-
lomite pedestals of the peristyle court in 
front of the basilica. 

The study of the massive amount of 
marble found in this complex led to ob-
servations akin to those for the Octagonal 
Church Complex: the largest variety of 
stones was used for producing opus sectile 
pieces, while the slabs of wall cladding 
were of whitish and grayish marble, with 
the exception of wall veneer in the main 
hall of the basilica, which was of cipol-
lino verde (Gersht and Gendelman 2021: 
105, 139, Figs 4, 32). Many of the slabs 

preserved dowel holes, some with traces 
of bronze clasps. Molded slabs used as 
pilaster bases, fillet-spacers, and cornices 
were also found, along with a number of 
plaques carved in the champlevé tech-
nique (e.g. Gersht and Gendelman 2021: 
Figs 5c–d, 6c, 9, 28b; Gersht 2022: 195, 
198–199, 202, Figs 2, 6, 10:1). 

PIlAster cAPItAls
A large number of pilaster capitals came 
from different parts of the complex. They 
represent several types varying in size, 
style and technique. A few fragmentary 
specimens [Fig. 26:a–c], essentially be-
longing to one type of rectangular capi-
tals, were found in various parts of the 
complex. Each was adorned with a single 
row of lobed acanthus leaves —a whole 
leaf amid halves— above a narrow, re-
cessed band. The tips of the lower lobes, 
V-shaped in section, by touching the tips 
of the adjacent lobes create two vertical 
rows of alternating lozenges and concave 
rectangles between the leaves, all deeply 
cut into the background. None of the rec-
tangular capitals preserved its volutes, 
helices, or abacus. Due to the fragmentary 
state of preservation and scattering of 
the pieces, no reliable suggestions can be 
offered regarding the original location of 
the capitals. 

A subtype of the rectangular pilaster 
capitals with a single row of acanthus 
leaves is represented by a pair of capitals 
that originally flanked the inner side of 
the main entrance to the hall of a large 

5 The study of the Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3 was made possible by generous research 
funding (Grant No. 31/10) granted to the authors by the Israel Science Foundation (ISF).
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basilica [Fig. 26:d–e]. The basilica was de-
molished in Antiquity, but a substantial 
amount of its ornamentation was dis-
carded into its ground floor, where it was 
found buried beneath late-7th century 
AD agricultural lots [see Fig. 25]. This 
subtype presents a bifid-band abacus, 
fleshy lobes with V-shaped sections, and 
a stylized bud filling the area between 
each volute and helix. The two capitals 
are similar in size but differ in details; 
the most prominent differences lie in 
the design of the volutes and probably 
also the helices, and in the deep, drilled 
holes accentuating the buds, which are 
present in the fragmentary capital, but 
absent in the almost intact specimen. The 
better-preserved capital retained red pig-
ment and a few gold specks. 

Bud-like elements are also present on 
two other pilaster capitals [Fig. 26:f–g], 
which belong to another type: larger, with 
wavy lateral faces, and with two rows of 
leaves. The original location of this pair 
of capitals was likely on both sides of the 
entrance to the apse in the main hall of 
the aforementioned basilica [see Fig. 25]; 
they are similar to one another in size and 
decoration, but the marble (so it seems) 
and the workmanship are different. The 
abacus of the better-preserved capital 
[see Fig. 26:f] is decorated with the beads-
and-reels motif and a centrally placed 
Maltese cross within a medallion; a four-
petal flower occupies the area between 
the helices and the acanthus leaves of the 
second row. Traces of gold are visible be-

low the flower. The abacus of the second 
capital [see Fig. 26:g] is composed of two 
plain bands —one flat, and the other 
pointed— and likely also had a cross at 
its center, as well as a four-petal flower 
below. Traces of gold within and around 
the left volute indicate that this capital 
was likewise gilded. 

Of eight pilaster capitals that orig-
inally ornamented the north and south 
walls of the basilica, only four are pre-
served [Fig. 27]. These specimens were 
also gilded, as indicated by laboratory 
analyses. Powder samples of red pigment, 
gold, and stone were collected from one 
of these capitals using a scalpel and sub-
jected to SEM-EDS analyses.6 The results 
showed that the capital was painted red 
(minium = lead oxide, or red lead, Pb3O4 
= Pb2+2Pb4+O4) and then coated with gold 
leaf (Au).7

The techniques of gilding objects 
sculpted in marble, whether free-stand-
ing statues or reliefs, were alike. Gold 
leaf could be laid directly on the marble 
or on top of one or even two preparation 
layers. In the case of two preparation 
layers, the first was a white ground, and 
the second consisted of yellow or red 
pigments. The latter imparted visual 
warmth to the gold, which otherwise 
would have had a greenish tinge (Abbe 
2015: 179). Notably, in the capital from 
Insula W2S3, lead was detected where 
red pigment did not survive, therefore 
it may be assumed that in this case lead 
white (2PbCO3

.Pb(OH)2) was employed 

6 The samples were collected by Ahuva Beeri and analyzed by Dr. Zhava Barkay at The Wolfson 
Applied Materials Research Centre, Tel-Aviv University, using a Quanta 200 FEG environ-
mental scanning electron microscope.

7 On the use of minium as a base layer for gilding, see Abbe 2013: 109; Fink-Jensen 2013: 52.
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Fig. 26. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, pilaster capitals (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman; drawing M. Shuiskaya) 
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Fig. 27. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, pilaster capitals (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman; drawing M. Shuiskaya)
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Fig. 28. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, pilaster bases (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman)
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as an additional preparation layer un-
der the red pigment.8 However, more 
samples must be analyzed to verify this 
assumption.

Caesarea was not the only place 
where Late Antique Christian settings 
featured gilded architectural members. 
Over a dozen fragments of gilded pilas-
ter capitals, which originally were part 
of the architectural decoration of a Byz-
antine church, were found at Athribis 
(now Benha), Egypt (Górecki 2017: 242). 
In addition, tiny fragments of gold leaf 
over a red ground layer were observed 
on two pilaster capitals uncovered in the 
Episcopal Precinct, Kourion (House and 
Megaw 2007: 204–205, Cat. Nos J26, J28). 

In spite of the variety in pattern de-
tails, style and technique, all four surviv-
ing pilaster capitals that ornamented the 
north and south walls of the W2S3 ba-
silica belonged to one type. In shape they 
resemble a calathus whose lower part is 
almost rectangular and the upper flares 
to the sides. Decoration survived in full 
on two capitals [Fig. 27:a–b]: on one it 
consists of two halves of leaves flanking 
a lattice-like flower, whose four petals 
are shaped like acanthus leaves; on the 
other, the halves of leaves flank two rows 
of lattice-like, toothed acanthus leaves. 
Of the other two pilaster capitals, only 
the left sides survived. In one [Fig. 27:d], 
a half of an acanthus leaf consists of three 
fleshy lobes with leaves V-shaped in sec-
tion; in the other [Fig. 27:c], the trimmed 
tips of the lower lobe of a half of a ser-
rated leaf touch those of the central 
acanthus leaf, thus forming three hol-

lowed circles at the meeting points. In 
both capitals the central floral element 
was drilled to resemble latticework (cf. 
Kramer 1994: Cat. Nos 1, 24, Pls 1, 4). As 
no two capitals look exactly alike, they 
may definitely be interpreted as an ad-
ditional case of varietas (cf. Niewöhner 
2018: 240–241).

The search for parallels has shown 
that the four Caesarea plaques are part of 
a large group of pilaster capitals (Kramer 
1994: Cat. Nos 1, 3–22, 24–25, 50–53, Pls 
1–4, 9; Niewöhner 2010: Cat. Nos 10, 11, 
18–20, 22–23; 2013a: 228–231; 2013b: 44–
45, Figs 9–12; 2014: 253–255), which were 
produced in many variations in work-
shops or at destinations by craftsmen 
connected with the Dokimeion quarries 
(Herrmann and Tykot 2009: 63–64, Figs 
7–8). The marble of the Caesarea pilaster 
capitals has not been analyzed, so their 
Dokimeian origin remains hypothetical.

PIlAster bAses
Four of the six pilaster bases selected 
for discussion [Fig. 28:a–d] came from 
the demolished basilica; the other two 
[Fig. 28:e–f] were found in the south-
eastern service area of the large bath, 
not far from a lime kiln; the place of 
their original display within the com-
plex is unknown. Although only three 
of the six pilaster bases preserved their 
full or nearly full height, it is apparent 
that all fragments belonged to the Attic 
type, featuring a plinth surmounted by 
a lower and upper torus with a scotia in 
between. A whitish-gray marble base, 
preserved in two joining fragments that 

8 For the use of lead white as a preparation layer in gilding sculpture, see Karydas et al. 2009: 
821, 823; Abbe 2013: 109.
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comprise three quarters of the complete 
plaque, retained all of these features [see 
Fig. 28:d]. In another base, made of the 
same marble and represented by three 
joining fragments, the plinth is missing 
and the sides of the scotia were supple-
mented with hemispherical ornaments, 
of which only one partly survived [see 
Fig. 28:a]. Unlike in the abovementioned 
base, in which the upper torus is thin-
ner than the lower one [see Fig. 28:d], in 
this base both tori are alike in thickness. 
In contrast to the high molding of the 
fragmentary bases from the demolished 
basilica, the molding of the fragments 
from the southeastern part of the large 
bath is flat [see Fig. 28:e–f], although in 
one example [see Fig. 28:f] the drilled 
channels are deeper. 

PIlAster shAfts
The lack of pilaster shafts that might com-
plement the capitals and bases adorning the 
walls of the demolished basilica is worthy 
of a comment. A plausible reason for their 
absence is that they had plain faces, and 
their width was the same throughout their 
height; such features hinder their identifi-
cation (Gersht and Gendelman 2021: 103).

A fragment of an ornamented pilas-

ter shaft [Fig. 29] carved of gray marble 
with dark gray veins was found close to 
the southern entrance of the complex, 
which led via a portico to the ground-
floor apodyterium. The entrance itself 
had been washed away by the sea, but a 
large part of the tessellated mosaic floor 
of the portico survived. The findspot and 
the width of the shaft (30.9 cm) permit 
to assume that the pilaster originally 
adorned the entrance. A three-band 
molding at the lower end of the frag-
ment suggests that the pilaster shaft was 
placed on a base or, more likely, a ped-
estal. Both the base/pedestal and the 
capital that had crowned the shaft are 
missing. The only surviving trace of the 
shaft’s ornamentation is a depiction of 
a lower part of a vase. It features a foot, 
composed of a globular element on top 
of a downturned, cup-like base, and a 
tiny section of the body. The depiction 
is somewhat distorted, possibly due to 
the craftsman’s unskillfulness.

screen PAnels
Apart from the screen panels discussed 
in an overview of the decorative pro-
gram of the complex (Gersht and Gen-
delman 2021), the excavation yielded 
a number of fragments, mainly small 
ones, whose findspots provided no clues 
as to their original location within the 
Late Antique complex. One fragment 
shows a head of a dolphin, which likely 
occupied the whole length of the screen 
[Fig. 30:a]. Dolphins are rarely depicted 
on screen panels; an example of a dol-
phin depicted as the sole motif is found 
on one face of a screen panel reported 
from a church at Sussita (Russo 1987: 
214–215, Fig. 75). Dolphins also appear 

Fig. 29. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, 
ornamented pilaster shaft (Photo and process-
ing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)  
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Fig. 30. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, screen panels (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman)
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Fig. 31. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3, screen panels (Photos and processing R. Gersht and 
P. Gendelman) 
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at the corners of a screen panel from 
the double basilica at Aliki, Thasos (e.g. 
Sodini and Kolokotsas 1984: 82, Fig. 85). 

Another fragment of interest shows 
two stylized clusters of a laurel wreath 
and part of a third one, each emerging 
from the other [Fig. 30:b]. The hollow 
space within the wreath featured an 
openwork design, probably a double 
cross, as indicated by the smoothed 
spaces between the preserved parts of 
the motif. Examples of openwork in the 
centers of otherwise solid screen panels 
are known from other sites as well. In 
a chancel screen from Katalymata ton 
Plakoton in Cyprus, for example, the 

lattice design is of a double cross (Nico-
laou 2013: 164, Fig. 5), and in a fragmen-
tary chancel screen from the church of 
Bishop Johannes at Horbat Barqa, Gan 
Yavne, Israel, it likely depicted a Mal-
tese cross with fleurs-de-lys between its 
arms (Habas 2016: 130*–131*, Figs 11–15).

A laurel wreath enclosing a Mal-
tese cross with fleurs-de-lys between its 
arms appears on a solid panel screen 
uncovered in the western portico of the 
peristyle court facing the basilica in the 
Semi-public Complex (Gersht and Gen-
delman 2021: Fig. 15b). Like in the panel 
from Insula W2S4, each of the wreath’s 
ribbons ends with an ivy leaf [Fig. 30:c]. 

Fig. 32. Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3: a – enigmatic item in the shape of a rectangle with 
four rounded corners; b – waterspout with dolphins (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendel-
man)



166

PAM 32/1 MArble Between private and public: The use of marble in Late Antique Caesarea Maritima

A Maltese cross is depicted on the other 
face of the panel. Both the cross and the 
scallop shell, another Christian emblem, 
are recurring motifs on screen panels 
from the Semi-public Complex. On four 
panels, the cross is carved on top of a cly-
peus/shield; one screen has its other face 
decorated with a scallop shell encircled 
by a palm/fish-bone wreath [Fig. 31:a]. 
On another panel, the cross on top of 
the Golgotha hill is flanked by a pair of 
fallow deer with their heads lowered as 
if to drink water from invisible streams 
[Fig. 31:b].9

mIscellAneA
The assemblage of marble fragments of 
unclear function and meaning found 
in the Semi-public Complex includes 
one specimen belonging to the afore-
mentioned group of rectangular ob-
jects with four rounded corners [see 
Fig. 22]. About three-quarters of this 
item survived [Fig. 32:a]. In addition to 
the partially preserved shallow channel 
expanding into a circular depression, 
the fragment has a comma-shaped con-
cavity in its lower part. A much larger 
depression occupied the upper part. A 
similar depression as well as a comma-
shaped concavity must have been carved 
on the missing left side. Unlike the other 
fragments belonging to this group, this 

object has a crude underside with prom-
inent tool marks.

All fountains and bathtubs in the Semi-
public Complex had marble waterspouts, 
but only a few were found. These finds have 
the shape of a lion’s head or of a furrowed, 
slanting shelf flanked by two leaping dol-
phins [Fig. 32:b]. Dolphin-shaped water-
spouts were attested, but less common are 
the furrowed slanting shelf spouts flanked 
by diving dolphins. The Caesarea spout 
adorned with dolphins has two known 
parallels: one, found in ‘En Yaʻal, was re-
used in an early Islamic farmhouse built on 
top of the remains of a Byzantine building 
(Edelstein 1993: 116, figure on page 119). The 
second, a fragment made of limestone, was 
found in a bath south of the praetorium in 
Gortyn, Crete. It is unclear to which phase 
of the bath this spout belonged: the first 
phase dating to the second half of the 4th 
century AD, or the second phase dating to 
the second half of the 6th century AD (Be-
jor et al. 2016: 89–90, Fig. 35a–b). A 5th–6th 
century AD variant with two dolphins is 
known from Istanbul (Firatli 1990: 175–176, 
Cat. No. 357, Pl. 106); another example of 
a waterspout with a single depiction of a 
surfing dolphin on top of a cubic block of 
marble ornamented on three sides with 
fish carved in relief was found in Imperial-
period Corinth (44 BC – early 3rd century 
AD; Robinson 2013: 377, Fig. 19).

conclusIons
Even today, no matter where one enters 
the archaeological site of Caesarea, the 
immediate impression is that it was a city 
of marble [Fig. 33]. Needless to say, what 

is observable there nowadays is only a 
fraction of what was found and even less 
of what had existed in Caesarea in Late 
Antiquity.

9 Cf. the panel with two gazelle bucks in Elbern 1979: 638.
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We can safely conclude that after the 
4th century AD marble cargoes contin-
ued to arrive in Caesarea as either plain 
blocks or as half-finished or finished 
products, although from fewer quarries 
than before. A sunken cargo of dozens 
of marble slabs from the Byzantine pe-
riod found south of Kibbutz Sdot-Yam 
corroborates this conclusion. The reuse, 

recycling and reshaping of the marble ob-
tained from Roman contexts broadened 
the choice of colored stones, enhancing 
the appearance of Late Antique public, 
private and semi-public constructions.

Sawing, cutting and carving of mar-
ble stones took place in Late Antique 
Caesarea on a large scale. All sorts of 
craftsmen worked simultaneously to 

Fig. 33. Assortment of architectural members seen on the site (Photos P. Gendelman)
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produce opus sectile panels, to pave, ve-
neer and carve architectural members, 
champlevé reliefs, and lattice screen 
panels, and, finally, to assemble all mar-
ble components of the exterior and in-
terior decoration of each complex. In all 
structures —public, private, and semi-
public— marble was used for similar 
purposes, yet each structure was unique 
with regard to the quantity, quality and 
diversity of material. 

The examples discussed show that at 
every stage of the Late Antique city’s exist-
ence the Caesareans were familiar with the 
most up-to-date fashions, and were no less 
innovative than their contemporaries in 
the region and beyond. The aesthetic prin-
ciple of varietas, which became fashionable 
in Late Antiquity, was also adopted by the 
Caesareans. The principle found its way 
from the public to the private and semi-
public spheres, and manifested itself in 
most, if not all, of the complexes discussed 
above. The champlevé reliefs reveal a cer-
tain affinity with some of the reliefs found 
at Antioch, but the assortment of motifs is 
different and richer at Caesarea (for more 
examples, see Gersht 2022), suggesting that 
most, if not all, were carved on the spot.

An interesting feature is the large num-
ber of screen panels uncovered in private 
and semi-public complexes, contrary to 
other sites in the Land of Israel, where 
screen panels are mostly found in eccle-
siastical contexts. Even more interesting 
is the disparity in the repertory of motifs, 
which are richer and more elaborate in the 
private and semi-public spheres compared 
to what was found in the Octagonal Church 
Complex. Symbols and compositions, such 

as the cross within a wreath, and the Golgo-
tha hill flanked by a pair of animals, known 
from screens found in religious contexts at 
other sites, are found in private and semi-
public constructions at Caesarea; those un-
covered in the Octagonal Church Complex 
are mainly openwork panels. 

The Attic-type column base, whether 
sculpted in the round or in relief, is the 
dominant type at Caesarea, as are Corin-
thian capitals. Among the latter, it was 
possible to identify imported fully carved 
items, contemporary with the complex 
of their display, spolia, and locally carved 
pieces.

As for the wall and floor decoration, 
there is a consistency in the kinds of stones 
used for different purposes. Slabs used as 
wall cladding, including the champlevé 
reliefs and pilaster columns, were mainly 
of whitish and grayish crystalline marbles, 
often with gray veins, but cipollino slabs 
were also used, as in the main hall of the 
demolished basilica in Insula W2S3. The 
greatest variety of stones was recorded 
among the opus sectile pieces. In addition 
to the white and gray marbles, the com-
plexes discussed in this study yielded a 
rich assortment of colored stones. As the 
stones have not been analyzed, the identi-
fication of the examples [Table 1] is based 
on published identifications by Borghini, 
Corsi, Lazzarini, and others.10 

The table presents 30 colored stones se-
lected from a much larger number that had 
originally decorated various rooms of three 
complexes: the Octagonal Church Com-
plex, the mansion in Insula E1S6, and the 
Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3. The 
mansion occupying Insula W2S4 yielded 

10 We are extremely grateful to Lorenzo Lazzarini and Dagmara Wielgosz-Rondolino for their 
enlightening and useful comments.
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Table 1. Selected colored stones from the Octagonal Church Complex (OCC), the mansions in 
Insulae W2S4 and E1S6, and the Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3
No. Stone OCC W2S4 E1S6 W2S3 References

1 Africano / marmor 
luculleum

✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 133–135, No. 1; 

Corsi 2012: No. 110; Beltrame and 
Lazzarini 2020: Figs 7, 18

2 Alabaster of unknown 
provenance ✔ ✔ ✔ Cf. Corsi 2012: No. 316

3

Alabaster of 
unknown provenance, 
somewhat resembling 
alabastro Palombara

✔ Cf. Borghini 1992: 148, No. 8; Corsi 
2012: No. 311

4
Alabastro cotognino / 
lapis alabastrites, lapis 
onyx

✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 140–141, No. 4; Corsi 
2012: Nos 297–299

5
Brecciated limestone 
of unknown 
provenance

✔ ✔ Cf. Lazzarini 2007: 108, Fig. 7; 2019: 
385, stone 33; Corsi 2012: No. 132

6 Bigio antico / marmor 
Lesbium 

✔ ✔ ✔ Corsi 2012: Nos 147–148

7 Fior di pesco / marmor 
Chalcidicum

✔ Lazzarini 2007: chapter 13

8 Breccia nuvolata rosa ✔ Borghini 1992: 176, No. 30; Lazzarini 
2002: 58–60

9

Cipollino rosso, 
marmor Iassense, 
marmor Carium 
brecciated

✔ Borghini 1992: 289, No. 127; Corsi 
2012: No. 389

10 Breccia di Settebasi ✔ ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 192–193, Nos 46a, 

46c; Lazzarini 2007: chapter 11; 
Corsi 2012: Nos 405, 406

11 Breccia corallina ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 166, No. 22a; 

Lazzarini 2002: 60–63; Corsi 2012: 
No. 404

12 Breccia di Settebasi ✔ Borghini 1992: 192–193, No. 46.b; 
Lazzarini 2007: chapter 11

13 Broccatellone ✔ Corsi 2012: No. 448; Younes and 
Lazzarini 2023: 308, Fig. 10d

14
Cipollino rosso, 
marmor Iassense / 
marmor Carium

✔ ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 207, No. 59a; Corsi 

2012: Nos 95, 97; Younes and 
Lazzarini 2023: 310, Fig. 10g

15
Cipollino verde / 
marmor Carystium, 
marmor Styrium

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 202–203, No. 56c; 
Lazzarini 2007: chapter 12; Corsi 

2012: No. 90

16 Africano / marmor 
luculleum

✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 133, No. 1b; Beltrame 
and Lazzarini 2020: Fig. 7
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No. Stone OCC W2S4 E1S6 W2S3 References

17 Giallo antico / marmor 
Numidicum

✔ ✔ ✔ Corsi 2012: No. 25

18 Giallo antico / marmor 
Numidicum brecciated

✔ ✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 214–215, No. 65a; 
Corsi 2012: Nos 23, 32

19 Granito del Foro / 
marmor Claudianum

✔
Borghini 1992: 222–223, No. 72; 

Antonelli, Lazzarini, and Cancelliere 
2010; Corsi 2012: Nos 847, 848

20
Granito rosso antico, 
sienite / lapis 
pyrrhopoecilus, lapis 
Thebaicus

✔ Borghini 1992: 225–226, Nos 74a, 
74c; Corsi 2012: Nos 839, 840

21 Granito verde a erbetta 
or serpentinite

✔
Klemm and Klemm 1993: 376–378, 

color Fig. 13.2 (for serpentinite); 
Borghini 1992: 228, No. 76; Corsi 
2012: No. 828 (for granito verde)

22 Greco scritto ✔ ✔ ✔ Attanasio et al. 2012: Fig. 3

23 Possibly greco scritto 
(Cap de Garde)

✔ ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 237, No. 83; Antonelli 

et al. 2009: Figs 1, 3; Corsi 2012: 
No. 100

24
Lumachella antica, 
occhio di pavone bigio 
/ marmor Triponticum

✔ ✔ Lazzarini 2002; Corsi 2012: 221

25
Lumachella antica / 
occhio di pavone rosso 
/ marmor Triponticum

✔ Borghini 1992: 260–262, No. 107a; 
Lazzarini 2002; Corsi 2012: No. 220

26 Pavonazzetto (Afyon 
violet)

✔ ✔ ✔
Borghini 1992: 264–265, No. 109c; 
Corsi 2012: No. 123; Çelik and Sert 

2020: Fig. 3c

27 Porfido rosso antico / 
lapis Porphyrites

✔ ✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 274, No. 116; Corsi 
2012: No. 783

28

Porfido verde 
antico, serpentino 
antico / marmor 
Lacedaemonium, 
lapis Lacedaemonius, 
Krokeatis lithos

✔ ✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 279–280, No. 121a; 
Corsi 2012: No. 797

29 Possibly Portasanta / 
marmor Chium

✔ Borghini 1992: 285–287, No. 125b; 
Corsi 2012: No. 81

30
Verde antico / marmor 
Thessalicum, lapis 
Atracius

✔ ✔ Borghini 1992: 292–293, No. 130; 
Corsi 2012: No. 566

Table 1. Continued
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Fig. 34. Selected colored stones (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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Fig. 35. Selected colored stones (continued) (Photos and processing R. Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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diverse white and gray marble stones but 
no evidence of opus sectile wall facing. None-
theless, given that the sectile panels found 
in the W2S4 temporary workshop were in-
tended for the decoration of the mansion, 
we decided to include in the table also the 
colored stones that we managed to identify 
among the workshop’s broken panels.

Although these 30 examples do not 
provide a full picture of the inventory of 
colored stones in Late Antique Caesarea, 
they still allow some insights regarding 
the origin of the stones and their mani-
festations in the four complexes. Provid-
ed that the identifications of the marbles 
are correct, the table shows that most of 
the colored stones arrived at Caesarea 
from quarries in Asia Minor [Figs 34–35:1, 
8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 16, 22, 24, 25, 26], mainland 
Greece and Aegean islands [Figs 34–35:6, 
7, 10, 12, 15, 28, 29, 30], and Egypt [Figs 34–
35:4, 19, 20, 21, 27]. A few arrived from 
the provinces of Africa and Numidia 
(modern Tunisia and Algeria) [Fig. 35:17, 
18, 23]. The origin of Nos 2, 3 [Fig. 34:2, 
3] and 5 [Fig. 35:5] in [Table 1] is unclear, 
and the origin of at least some of them 
might be confirmed by future archaeo-
metric analyses. The pie chart [Fig. 36] 

shows the relative shares of the colored 
stones according to the aforementioned 
geographical regions.

Table 1 also shows that the greatest va-
riety of stones came from the public and 
semi-public complexes. The limited diver-
sity of materials in the W2S4 workshop is 
due to the fact that most of the sectile shapes 
found there were cut out of white and gray-
ish marbles, multilayered limestone, red 
silicified sandstone (probably from the 
quarries of Gebel Ahmar), and slate. All of 
these were also found among the opus sectile 
tiles uncovered in the Octagonal Church 
Complex, the mansion in Insula E1S6, and 
the Semi-public Complex in Insula W2S3. 
A fact worth mentioning in the context of 
the limited variety of colored stones from 
Insula E1S6 is that the mansion was only 
partly excavated, hence the colored stones 
in Table 1 reflect only a fraction of what 
would have been found, had the mansion 
been excavated completely. It is also worthy 
of note that some of the colored marble 
stones listed above were also used for pro-
ducing architectural members, mainly col-
umn shafts and screen posts, some of which 
are discussed in this study. The same, how-
ever, applies to tabletops, table supports, 
statues and reliefs, which, as explained in 
the introduction, were excluded from the 
discussion. Colored stones were, of course, 
already available in Roman Caesarea; they 
were imported as raw material, half-fin-
ished or finished products, many of which 
were used or reworked in Late Antiquity.

Fig. 36. Relative shares of colored stones ac-
cording to geographical regions (Processing R. 
Gersht and P. Gendelman)
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Abstract: Archaeological excavations in the Levant have 
provided a significant number of marble finds dated to the early 
Byzantine period (4th – mid-7th century CE). Information on 
these objects is, however, scattered over numerous publications, 
hindering synthetic studies of marble imports that reached this 
part of the Mediterranean world. A way to address this problem 
was to create a database facilitating access to the dataset of 
marble finds from the southern Levant. This paper presents the 
Marmora Bizantina database, describes its content and interface, 
and discusses the geographic and chronological scope of the 
dataset. Some uses of the database are discussed, remarking 
on the limitations that need to be taken into account. The paper 
also provides information on the analytical tools available on the 
database website.
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IntroductIon 
The Eastern Mediterranean is a region devoid of mar-
ble outcrops. From the Achaemenid period onward, 
marble was, however, brought to this area and pro-
cessed locally to produce finished products. Exponential 

Marmora Bizantina: 
A digital corpus of 
marble finds from the 
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growth in marble import began with the 
Roman conquest of the Near East and 
continued, on a large scale, throughout 
the early Byzantine period. Thus, finds 
from this part of the ancient world offer 
excellent research perspectives for ana-
lyzing large-scale marble consumption 
in a region that did not participate in 
its extraction. This aspect distinguished 
Arabia, Palestine, Phoenicia, and Syria 
from many other parts of the Mediter-
ranean world, where the marble trade 
was dominated by locally or regionally 
quarried materials. 

In the Levant, the study of marble 
objects has always been influenced by 
the art-historical approach, which has 
yielded important conclusions regarding 
artistic trends (e.g. Koçak and Kreiken-
bom 2023). The economic approach 
has also been popular, as exemplified 
by Moshe Fischer’s (1998) pioneering 
analysis of the distribution of different 
categories of marble objects at Roman 
sites across Palestine. This research laid 
the groundwork for one of the best re-
gional case studies in the recent in-depth 
analysis of the marble trade in the Ro-
man Empire (Russell 2013). 

Thus far, no similar research en-
deavor has been undertaken for the 
decorative stones imported into the 
southern Levant in the early Byzan-
tine period (4th – mid-7th century 
CE). However, before such a synthesis 
can be attempted, it is necessary to in-
ventory the marble objects scattered 
throughout the region. The rationale 
behind compiling such an inventory 
lies, among other things, in the fact 
that marble appeared on many more 
sites in the early Byzantine period than 

in the Roman period. This indicates an 
important change in trade patterns — 
a change that has yet to be explained.

To address this issue, a project was 
launched with an aim to compile a corpus 
of marble finds from the southern Levant 
[Fig. 1]. In addition to a simple online da-
tabase in tabular form (Gwiazda 2022b), 
the collected data is also available for 
inquiry using various search modes and 
analytical tools. This online resource is 
intended to help achieve a better under-
standing of the cultural, social, and eco-
nomic aspects of marble use in the early 
Byzantine period. Therefore, the dataset 
is not meant to be a mere catalog of finds, 
but is supposed to serve as a tool helping 
to provide answers to specific inquiries 
on the supply of marble to different types 
of sites. The need for such datasets is be-
yond doubt, given their increasing popu-
larity in archaeological research. Over the 
past few years, several similar projects 
have been carried out to aid in the study 
of cultural (Gwiazda 2020; Patrich et al. 
2020) and economic (Bes 2015; Bes et al. 
2019) diversity and change in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. 

This paper presents the rationale be-
hind creating the Marmora Bizantina da-
tabase, a research tool for the study of 
marble finds from the southern Levant. 
The geographic and chronological scope of 
the project, data collection principles, and 
the structure of the dataset are discussed 
below. Subsequently, the web-based appli-
cation designed for analyzing the collected 
data and visualizing the results of various 
types of searches is introduced. The final 
section focuses on the identification of 
potential research avenues in which the 
dataset could be of use. 
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Fig. 1. A provisional map showing the southern Levantine sites that have yielded marble finds  
(Image M. Krawczyk and M. Gwiazda)
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geogrAPhIcAl And chronologIcAl scoPe  
of the dAtAset 

The dataset comprises finds from the 
southern Levant, where the state of ar-
chaeological research is much more ad-
vanced than in the northern part. The 
region encompasses the early Byzantine 
provinces of Arabia, Palaestina Prima, 
Palaestina Secunda, Palaestina Tertia, 
and Phoenicia Prima. This area coincides 
with the territories of the modern states 
of Israel, the Palestinian Authority, Jordan, 
and Lebanon. 

As mentioned in the introduction, no 
marble deposits potentially important 
for supplying the local market have yet 
been identified in these areas. Thus, all the 
marble finds can be considered as imports 
from other parts of the Mediterranean. 
The main sources of marble for the Levant 
were the quarries located in Greece and 
western Asia Minor. Another key region 
for the extraction and export of decora-
tive stones was Egypt, which mainly sup-

plied varieties of granite. Therefore, the 
case of the southern Levant enables one 
to consider the stone trade solely from 
the perspective of trans-regional imports. 

Although the primary objective of 
the project is to collect information on 
marble finds from sites dated to the early 
Byzantine period, the corpus also includes 
objects from both the Roman (1st century 
BCE – 3rd century CE) and the Islamic 
periods (up to the 10th century CE). Ex-
tending the chronological scope of the 
dataset enables application of a diachronic 
approach in analyses, providing an oppor-
tunity to identify any significant changes 
in the patterns of marble import between 
these periods. Additionally, finds of early 
Islamic date may be helpful, among other 
things, in reconstructing dynamics of de-
cline in the use of marble after the Arabs 
took control of the Near East. 

methods 
stePs In dAtA collectIon  
And ProcessIng 
Information on the marble finds in-
cluded in the dataset has originated 
primarily from published excavation 
reports. The sources include available 
online databases, such as The Archaeo-
logical Survey of Israel (https://www.
antiquities.org.il/survey/new/default_
en.aspx), which provides information 
on numerous finds from surface sur-
veys. However, only the objects datable 
to one of the three chronological peri-
ods key to the project (Roman, early 

Byzantine, and early Islamic) have been 
taken into consideration. The dating of 
individual objects is based mainly on 
their stratigraphic context. However, 
there is a large group of finds whose 
chronology relies on other factors. For 
example, sculptures and architectural 
details are most often dated on the ba-
sis of analogies and stylistic criteria. 
For some items of small size (e.g. table 
tops, mortars), parallels from other 
well-dated sites have been particularly 
helpful. Some objects bear inscriptions 
indicating the year of their creation, 

https://www.antiquities.org.il/survey/new/default_en.aspx
https://www.antiquities.org.il/survey/new/default_en.aspx
https://www.antiquities.org.il/survey/new/default_en.aspx
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while in other cases only paleographic 
criteria allow for an approximate dat-
ing. Lastly, the chronology of some of 
the marbles has been based on their 
function or the presence of decorative 
motifs. Examples of this group include 
church altars or chancel screens with 
depictions of the cross. 

The inventory of marbles relies on 
all the publications known to the au-
thor. The only criteria used in their 
selection are those related to geogra-
phy and chronology. For example, even 
well-dated marbles with inscriptions 
have been excluded from the dataset if 
information about their site of origin 
was lacking. For some publications pre-
dating the first half of the 20th century 
CE, the chronology of the archaeologi-
cal contexts requires revision. For this 
purpose, indications deriving from 
research on oil lamps and ceramic ves-
sels are taken into account. In recent 
decades, these two categories of arti-
facts have been the subject of numerous 
typo-chronological studies that enable 
establishing a more precise dating of 
the associated archaeological deposits. 

Information derived from the pub-
lished descriptions, as well as from ac-
companying drawings and photographs, 
is used to fill forms in FileMaker Pro 
Advanced 10, ensuring that each object 
is recorded in a standardized format. 
This has been achieved by introducing 
a limited set of descriptors focusing 
on the origin, function, and form of 
the individual finds. Some aspects of 
the marbles have been described using 
binary fields, where “0” corresponds 
to the absence, and “1” to the presence 
of a certain feature. In most cases, the 

precision of information about the geo-
graphic origin of the objects does not 
go beyond the level of the archaeologi-
cal site. Therefore, such data cannot be 
used to analyze distribution in areas 
smaller than two square kilometers. 

The collected data is subsequently 
exported to a table in .xls format. Fol-
lowing some updates, the dataset has 
been published on Zenodo, a reposi-
tory developed as part of the European 
OpenAIRE program, which guarantees 
unrestricted access under the Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 Internation-
al license. Each subsequent version of 
the uploaded data receives a new Digi-
tal Object Identifier (DOI) (Gwiazda 
2022a). In parallel, the new version is 
uploaded to the Marmora Bizantina web-
site, where the entire dataset is availa-
ble for browsing and analysis (Gwiazda 
2022b). 

lImItAtIons of the dAtAset
A major issue to consider when analyz-
ing the dataset is the highly variable 
state of research in different parts of 
the southern Levant. The differences 
become apparent upon comparison 
of historical regions. For example, the 
Galilee, located within the State of Is-
rael, is much more thoroughly studied 
archaeologically than the neighboring 
Samaria, which is under control of 
the Palestinian Authority. The same 
problem applies to historical regions 
bisected by modern state borders. The 
southern part of Phoenicia, controlled 
by the State of Israel, is a case in point. 
It was excavated and surveyed much 
more extensively than the part of this 
region on the other side of the border. 
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A vexing problem is also the acces-
sibility of the chronologically relevant 
material. For instance, the ancient city 
of Ptolemais (modern ʻAkkā), one of the 
most important sites in the region, pro-
vides little information of relevance to 
the database. This is due to the fact that 
most of the remains of urban architecture 
dated to the Roman and early Byzantine 
periods are located beneath structures 
erected in the Middle Ages and later. The 
same is true for Berytos (modern Beirut), 
which has been inhabited without any 
apparent interruption from the Bronze 
Age to the present day. In this case, how-
ever, large-scale urban excavations have 
uncovered numerous marbles, mainly as-
sociated with the Roman and, to a lesser 
extent, the early Byzantine phases of set-
tlement. Nonetheless, the publication of 
this group of finds remains preliminary. 

Another limitation to consider is 
the broad dating of some of the finds, 
sometimes exceeding a time span of two 
hundred years. This primarily applies to 
objects recovered from secondary depos-
its. However, even when dealing with 
churches with a secure founding date, 
one must be cautious about dating the 
marble liturgical furnishings found in 
them (e.g. chancel screens), as buildings 
of this kind tended to undergo modifica-
tions over the centuries of their use. In 
such cases, the evidence permitting to 
conclusively assign the finds to specific 
phases of use is often insufficient. 

One must also keep in mind that 
marble was often reused. Evidence of this 
includes lime kilns with objects partly 
burned or prepared for burning, some-
times found in the vicinity (e.g. Tchekh-
anovets 2018: 224). Modifications impact-

ing the functionality of the objects were 
also recorded. Examples of this practice 
include capitals reworked into mortars. 
However, as in the case of ceramic ves-
sels, the durability of marble has greatly 
contributed to the preservation of these 
objects to our time, making them much 
more suitable for quantitative analysis 
than organic finds. 

Lastly, a problem to consider is publi-
cation bias. It is common to find detailed 
descriptions of well-preserved objects 
that have artistic value (e.g. sculptures 
and reliefs) or carry inscriptions. This 
has led to an overrepresentation of some 
types, for example small marble tiles of-
ten used to record epitaphs in Late An-
tiquity (e.g. Ameling et al. 2014: 39–133, 
Nos 2174–2252). Descriptions of such 
objects are always accompanied by very 
detailed metric data. Items of the same 
type but without inscriptions were much 
more commonly used to decorate floors 
and walls of various buildings, yet pub-
lications merely record the fact of their 
discovery without providing metric and 
quantitative details. This is all the more 
surprising that at the same sites counting 
all fragments of pottery vessels is a stand-
ard procedure instrumental for recon-
structing various aspects of local trade. 
Unique in this regard is the publication 
of marbles from churches in Humayma, 
which includes a catalog of all recovered 
fragments with detailed measurements 
(Schick et al. 2013). The observed biases 
necessitate a critical approach to the pub-
lished data in order to benefit from its 
potential. However, with new discover-
ies, the quality of the published data will 
certainly improve, laying groundwork for 
more reliable hypotheses.
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dAtAbAse content And InterfAce 

The database uses a form with mutu-
ally independent object descriptors and 
metadata. By default, each object receives 
a separate description. The entries are 
devoted to marbles in the broader sense 
of the word, corresponding to the ancient 
understanding of this raw material, i.e. 
both genuine marbles (i.e. metamorphic 
rock composed of recrystallized carbon-
ate minerals) and granites. None of the 
fields are relational, therefore the data-
base structure itself is not discussed. The 
interface of the database is presented in 
detail below, defining the used terms and 
categories: 

Catalogue no. records the unique 
inventory number assigned to each find 
(e.g. 0102, 3171, etc.). A single number 
is assigned to several marble fragments 
provided that they were certainly part 
of a single functional type. For instance, 
an altar partition broken into multiple 
fragments receives one inventory number. 
However, if the association of such frag-
ments with a single object is uncertain, 
each is given a unique number. Separate 
numbers are also assigned to each of the 
columns, bases and capitals, which jointly 
formed, for example, a portico. This ap-
proach is due primarily to the fact that, in 
the early Byzantine period, the secondary 
use of columns that had originally been 
associated with various Roman-period 
buildings was fairly common. For the sake 
of consistency, this approach remains val-
id for opus sectile floors: each tile receives 
a separate inventory number enabling 
comparison of the number of tiles of vari-
ous shapes and materials used in different 
pavements. The same rule applies to the 

floor tiles found in secondary deposits 
(e.g. trash dumps). However, publications 
rarely provide such detailed information. 
Therefore, in most cases considered thus 
far, it has only been possible to assign 
separate inventory numbers to groups 
of tiles characterized by the same shape, 
size, and material. 

Country contains the name of the 
state that controls the territory in which 
the discovery was made. 

Province refers to the early Byzan-
tine unit of administrative division of 
the southern Levant (Arabia, Palaestina 
Prima, Palaestina Secunda, Palaestina 
Tertia, and Phoenicia Prima). However, 
it does not take into account the shifts 
in provincial borders during the Roman 
or Umayyad periods. Therefore, com-
parisons of assemblages from different 
periods should follow their geographic 
location rather than their historical ad-
ministrative attribution. 

Site name contains the modern 
and ancient names of the site, e.g. Beth 
She’an / Beisan / Skythopolis; Ascalon / 
Ashkelon. 

Site type assigns the site to a type: 
village, town, monastery, and military 
settlement. 

Port town is a binary field indicating 
whether the site is located directly on 
the Mediterranean coast. The privileged 
geographic position of such sites gave 
them easier access to imported marble. 
Therefore, they may be expected to have a 
marked overrepresentation of such finds 
compared to inland sites. 

Pilgrimage site is a binary field indi-
cating whether a given site was associ-
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ated with places of religious significance 
for Christians, where pilgrimage traffic 
clearly contributed to economic develop-
ment. Such places sometimes benefitted 
from funding by members of the imperial 
house. Therefore, the ability to exclude 
or include them when analyzing stone 
distribution permits to explore different 
aspects of marble use in imperial founda-
tions. Both this field and the “Port town” 
field, described above, can be marked to 
distinguish sites that were simultaneously 
ports and pilgrimage sites.

Context allows to assign the place 
of discovery to a specific functional 
category: amphitheater, bathhouse, 
civic basilica, ordinary church, grave/
cemetery, hippodrome, house, latrine, 
lime kiln, military camp, monastery, 
monastery church, nymphaeum, pal-
ace, pilgrimage church, press, public 
building, secondary deposit (e.g. trash 
dump), synagogue, theater, temple, and 
workshop. Surface finds and objects 
discovered during surveys fall into 
separate categories. In addition, it is 
possible to select the “no data” option 
from the list if publications do not pro-
vide information on where the object 
was found. 

Context description provides space 
for a more detailed description of the 
object’s findspot. For example, in the case 
of bathhouse complexes, it is possible to 
indicate the exact place in the complex 
where the marbles were discovered. 

Color allows to select a single color 
that best characterizes the described ob-
ject (e.g. black, white, gray-white, pink, 
etc.). The aim is to keep the list as concise 
as possible, so only primary colors and 
their combinations are included. 

Provenance allows selection of one 
or more possible stone identifications 
(e.g. Africano, Aphrodisias, cipollino 
verde, Prokonnesos, etc.). The origin of 
a large number of colored stones is iden-
tifiable based on macroscopic observa-
tions. In the case of white marbles, on 
the other hand, archaeometric analyses 
are needed to determine their source. 
Therefore, white marbles are additionally 
distinguished from one another based on 
grain size, using a two-point scale (coarse 
and fine). It is also possible to classify 
the stones as unidentified marbles and 
granites.

Analysis is a binary data field used for 
indicating whether the object has been 
subjected to archaeometric analysis in 
order to establish the origin of the stone 
raw material.

Analysis results contains information 
about the type of archaeometric analysis 
carried out to identify the rock, and the 
results thereof.

Object type serves to assign the object 
to functional and/or formal categories. 
The possible choices are: altar, ambo, ar-
chitectural element (e.g. lintel, seat, pier, 
archivolt, threshold, and doorjamb), ar-
chitrave, baptismal font, capital, small 
capital, champlevé relief, chancel screen, 
chancel post, column, small column (i.e. 
altar support), column base, small col-
umn base, cornice, frieze, intarsio, me-
norah, mortar, opus sectile, pavement 
slab, pedestal, pestle, pilaster, plaque, 
reliquary, sarcophagus, sculpture, screen 
stela, table top, tesserae, tombstone, tym-
panum, wall revetment, weight, varia (e.g. 
mezuzah, medallion, door, stopper, etc.), 
and vessel. In the case of partly preserved 
objects, it is also possible to select the 
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“unidentified” descriptor. The list, though 
seemingly exhaustive, can be expanded 
further by adding new categories.

Reused is a binary data field for 
specifying whether the object was re-
claimed for secondary use. Reuse may 
have involved a change of function by 
modification of the form, but a lack of 
change in the object’s function or form 
was also possible, e.g. Roman sculptures 
decorating an early Byzantine building or 
an entire column reused in the construc-
tion of a wall.

Dimensions, recorded in centimeters, 
enable to calculate the approximate vol-
ume of the object (e.g. w. 110 x 100, h. 
125 cm).

Volume (cubic meters) specifies the 
calculated volume of the object in cubic 
meters (e.g. 1.5125 or 0.004237) based on 
published data. In the calculations, the 
largest surface area of the object is mul-
tiplied by its height. The resulting value 
indicates the minimum volume of raw 
material used to create the object.

Inscription is a binary data field in-
dicating the presence or absence of an 
inscription.

Object description is a text field in 
which, in the case of more complex ob-
jects, additional descriptions and indi-
cations of function may be added (e.g. 
round basin with plain rim).

Reference contains information on 
bibliographical data or internet re-
sources used to create the description 
of the object.

Dating contains a time interval in 
which the object was created.

TPQ and TAQ, two separate fields, 
contain the terminus post quem and the 
terminus ante quem of the object’s crea-
tion recorded in numerical form.

Centuries offers a choice of 11 bi-
nary data fields allowing to indicate 
the specific centuries to which the ob-
ject has been dated. The earliest time 
interval is 100–1 BCE and the latest is 
901–1000 CE.

Precise date, a binary data field, al-
lows searching for objects with a pre-
cise dating, i.e. , a narrow date range 
not exceeding 200 years.

WGS84 N and WGS84 E are two 
separate fields intended for recording 
the geographical coordinates of the 
object’s find place. The spatial coordi-
nates of sites are recorded in the World 
Geodetic System 1984 (WGS84) and 
expressed in decimal degrees.

Creation date contains the date 
when the record was created.

Modification date contains the date 
when the record was modified.

Record author contains the first and 
last name of the record author.

Internet InterfAce
The dataset created using the defined 
criteria is presented on a dedicated 
website (Gwiazda 2022b), where indi-
vidual entries, complete with illustra-
tions of the objects and maps marking 
their sites of origin, can be browsed 

[Fig. 2]. The website comes with a num-
ber of additional features, including 
query and quantitative analysis tools. 

Queries can be conducted using key-
words or chronological criteria [Fig. 3]. 
It is also possible to search for specific 
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sites on a map with the aid of various 
filters. For example, this form of data 
visualization can show the distribution 
of sites with marble finds belonging to 
a particular category, in a specific type 
of building, over a specific time peri-
od. Once all the parameters have been 
specified, the map with the marked 
sites can be exported to .png format. 
This functionality is intended to be a 
kind of an open-access Geographical 

Information System for marble finds. 
Another tool allows generation of 

bar graphs in .png format and presen-
tation of the associated numerical data 
in tabular form (.xlsx format). Apply-
ing a single filter allows to produce 
a graphic representation of the num-
ber of occurrences of marble objects in 
various types of contexts. A two-filter 
query permits to add another crite-
rion to the search [Fig 4]. It allows, for 

Fig. 2. An example of a record in the web application (Image M. Krawczyk and M. Gwiazda)
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Fig. 4. An example of a graph obtained using the quantification tool available in the web application 
(Image M. Krawczyk and M. Gwiazda)

Fig. 3. Examples of search modes available in the web application (Image M. Krawczyk and M. 
Gwiazda)
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instance, to determine the number of 
columns associated with different types 
of buildings. The last two types of queries 
generate graphs showing the temporal dis-
tribution of the marble objects discovered, 
for example in different provinces, pre-
senting the data separately or in combined 
form. These tools have a built-in statistical 
weighted date algorithm. The method has 
been applied successfully in quantitative 
analyses of large assemblages characterized 
by a varying precision of dating (Fentress 

and Perkins 1988; Fentress et al. 2004; Van 
Beek and Depauw 2013). This means that 
when an object is dated, for example, to 
the 3rd and 4th centuries CE, the value of 
0.5 is assigned to each date, while in the 
case of only one date (e.g. the 3rd century), 
it receives the value of 1. This method of 
calculation gives more weight to finds 
with a narrow dating, e.g. an inscription 
that carries an annual date, and reduces 
the importance of objects with a less ac-
curate dating.

PotentIAl uses of the dAtAset
The presented dataset is intended as 
a principal source of knowledge about 
marbles discovered in the southern Le-
vant. It currently contains more than 
4000 records, mostly concerning finds 
from Palestine, and it is growing stead-
ily. It may be useful for comparative 
studies of similar finds from other parts 
of the Mediterranean and can also be 
linked to other large datasets collect-
ing information on different groups of 
archaeological finds. Nevertheless, its 
primary purpose is to aid in research 
on the diversity of marble objects in 
the Levant. The studies may focus on 
the distribution of different categories 
of marble objects, considering factors 
like topography and distance from 
the Mediterranean ports in which the 
marble objects first arrived. The pos-
sibility to distinguish between various 
categories of finds, such as utensils 
(e.g. table tops), and elements of deco-
rative (wall revetments and pavement 
tiles), structural (columns), and litur-
gical use (altars and chancel screens) 
may help to determine the prevalent 

categories of marble imports at differ-
ent types of sites. Hypothetically, one 
may assume that marbles were more 
abundant in cities and on pilgrimage 
sites, but this assumption has not been 
proved so far. In addition, the dataset 
may help to investigate the diversity of 
marble assemblages dated to the early 
Byzantine period and discovered in 
cities and villages located far inland. 
Another potential field of research in-
volves a variety of comparative analyses 
focusing on marble distribution and 
variation between the Roman and early 
Byzantine periods, leading to a better 
understanding of factors influencing 
exchange patterns in Late Antiquity. 
This should be possible after the quan-
tification of various marble products, 
although no ready answers of histori-
cal significance are to be expected. The 
quantitative research may be treated 
as a point of departure for discussing 
problems related to the social dimen-
sion of the economy, considering the 
chronological and geographic context 
of the finds.
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Abstract: The Franco-Lebanese mission in Tyre identified a 
stone dump comprising more than a thousand fragments of 
architectural members and liturgical furnishings, located in an 
ancient cistern. These fragments, mainly of marble, but also of 
limestone, basalt and marine sandstone, had been collected 
during excavation works carried out on the site in the 1960s and 
1970s. After their discovery, all the blocks were removed from 
the cistern, inventoried, documented and studied in order to 
identify their various functions and origins. A large part of these 
fragments seem to have belonged to various Byzantine religious 
monuments. The article presents the main types to which 
these fragments have been assigned, following a comparative 
approach. 

Keywords: Tyre, Byzantine, marbles, church, chancel, decoration

IntroductIon
In 2017, the Franco-Lebanese archaeological mission 
working on the archaeological “City site” of Tyre [Fig. 1] 
discovered hundreds of fragments, mostly carved in 
marble, buried in one of the site’s ancient cisterns 
[Fig. 2]. The cistern, located in the residential area of 
Tyre’s “Maritime site” (Sector 7), about 40 m southwest 
of the monumental latrines, appears to have served as a 
dumping ground for a large number of fragments col-

Byzantine marble 
fragments rediscov-
ered in a Tyre cistern

https://doi.org/10.37343/uw.2083-537X.pam32.1.08
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lected from various locations around the 
site. A total of approximately a thousand 
fragments was re-excavated. Their place-
ment in the current location seems to 
date back to the time of major excava-
tions on the site, i.e. the late 1960s and 
early 1970s (the results of which were 
never published). The director of the ex-
cavations at the time, Maurice Chéhab, 
seems to have decided to collect most of 
the carved fragments found on the site 
and to store them in the cistern. All the 
fragments were given double numbers 
referring to the square of the site grid 
and to the level from which they were 
excavated. This numbering, rarely erased 
or rendered illegible, made it possible 
to virtually redistribute all the blocks 

throughout the site, restoring them to 
their original contexts.

Most of the blocks recovered are 
carved in marble, with only a few in black 
basalt (fragments of mills and fulleries) 
and limestone (in particular catapult pro-
jectiles and fragments of small columns). 
Although rare, elements made of marine 
sandstone (e.g. a merlon) and chalk (a 
few fragments of basins) are also part of 
the assemblage. The marble fragments 
constitute about 85% of the assemblage. 

The redistribution of the fragments ac-
cording to their square numbers allowed 
the identification of two main groups: the 
IC/JE/KF group (41% of the total of frag-
ments), and the D/E/H/I/J group, repre-
senting about 46% of the fragments. The 

Fig. 1. Aerial view of Tyre with its main archaeological landmarks (Photo J. Yasmine; processing H. 
Kahwagi-Janho) 
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grid squares of the first group correspond 
to the so-called “large soundings” area, lo-
cated to the west of the Frankish cathe-

dral. Excavations carried out in this area 
revealed the presence of a basilica church 
preceded by a courtyard, the remains of 

Fig. 2. Excavation of the cistern in 2017 (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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which, consisting mainly of mosaic and 
marble pavements, were dismantled in or-
der to carry out more in-depth soundings. 
The second group corresponds to the area 
southwest of the Stepped Monument. In 
its immediate vicinity, three small Byzan-
tine chapels were discovered, including 
one in square H [see Fig. 1].

In October 2017 and 2018, all of these 
fragments were removed from the cis-

tern, cleaned, drawn and documented. 
The assemblage was then supplemented 
with a number of finds from other sec-
tors of the site, in particular from the 
area of the Martyrium (Sector 4). A 
classification of the blocks according 
to zones and types was then carried out, 
allowing their detailed study. A small 
selection of the most typical elements 
is presented below. 

byzAntIne mArble frAgments
The marble fragments found are dated to 
the Byzantine period and belong to two 
types: 1) fragments that usually consti-
tuted interior architectural décor (chan-
cels, small columns, veneer, etc.), and 2) 
fragments of liturgical and utilitarian 
furnishings (mortars, tables, etc.). The 
present article examines a representa-
tive selection of these objects, divided 
into types. 

ArchItecturAl décor 
Elements of architectural décor —chan-
cels with screens and posts, small col-
umns, shafts of columns and capitals, 
as well as veneer— were part of interior 
furnishings. Most of these elements were 
found in a fragmentary state, which, 
however, did not prevent the recogni-
tion of their main characteristics and 
their detailed study. 

Capitals 
About 50 Byzantine capitals, mainly of 
the Corinthian type, were found in the 
cistern. Most of them were products of 
mediocre workmanship and their state 
of preservation was fragmentary. Their 
dimensions do not exceed 50–60 cm 

in length at the level of their abacuses, 
which may indicate that they were part 
of interior decoration sets (canopies, 
niches, etc.) rather than architectural 
elements of their respective monuments. 
Some of them were later reused for util-
itarian or even liturgical purposes, as 
evidenced by their being hollowed out 
to make basins and mortars. Unlike the 
Byzantine types with elaborate deco-
rative patterns, their compositions are 
simplified versions of conventional Co-
rinthian models. Because of their small 
size, they usually have a single row of 
acanthus leaves, more rarely two, de-
pending on their height. The leaflets of 
these leaves have no relief and adhere 
almost completely to the calathus. The 
extremities of their digits, which are two 
or three in number, touch each other, 
forming simple geometric patterns.

Capitals with two pairs of volutes/
helices, resembling the standard form 
of the canonical Corinthian capital, are 
relatively rare [Fig. 3:1]. The stems of the 
volutes and helices emerge directly from 
the acanthus leaves rather than from the 
calices and caulicoli, as the latter are 
generally absent from these capitals. This 
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type of decoration is found not only on 
capitals of the Roman period in Leba-
non (Kahwagi-Janho 2020: 162–164), but 

also on Byzantine capitals from other 
parts of the Eastern Mediterranean (Pra-
long 1993: 139, Fig. 10).

Fig. 3. Examples of Byzantine capitals (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Capitals without volutes and heli-
ces constitute the majority of those 
found in the cistern [Fig. 3:2–6]. They 
are also the most numerous on the 
entire site of Tyre. They combine two 
main characteristics: the presence of 
a single row of acanthus leaves and 
the absence of caulicoli, volutes, and 
helices. The majority of these capitals 
are completely fragmented. However, 
in most cases their preserved upper 
registers permit to identify their 
main characteristics. More complete 
examples of this type are preserved 
near the El-Bass area (Kahwagi-
Janho 2012: 145, Fig. 146). In general, 
the leaves of these capitals have five 
leaflets (four lateral ones arranged 
in pairs on either side of the axis, 
and one on the apex), stem from the 
corners and unfold in such a way that 
each half covers one half of the face 
of the capital. Similar capitals have 
been recorded at Resāfa – Sergiopolis 
in the décor of the bema of the Ba-
silica of the Holy Cross (Tchalenko 
1979: 338, Fig. 533) and in Apamea 
(Vanderheyde 2020). In addition, a 
number of similar capitals from Al-
exandria and other Egyptian sites 
have been published by Pensabene 
(1993: 416–432, Pls 56–62).

The dating of the capitals ranges 
from the end of the Roman period (i.e. 
late 3rd – early 4th century) to the 6th 
century. Most of these objects, espe-
cially the small capitals without volutes 
or helices, are of poor quality. On the 
other hand, the variety of their forms 
contrasts sharply with the uniformity of 
the material in which most of them are 
carved, i.e. grayish Prokonnesian marble.

Bases 
The material recovered from the cistern 
included about 15 bases, mostly in a frag-
mentary state, and some hollowed out 
to form mortars [Figs 4:5; 5:1–2]. They are 
relatively small: the largest one measures 
65 cm at the base and 42 cm at the bed-
ding, while the smallest ones have a di-
ameter of up to 14 cm at the bedding and 
a height varying between 11 cm and 18 
cm. The form of some of these bases fol-
lows the canonical Attic model, which 
consisted of a plinth surmounted by 
two tori with a scotia inserted between 
them and surrounded by two listels, the 
whole topped by a double upper torus. 
However, this scheme is simplified to 
varying degrees on other blocks, e.g. the 
scotia is missing on some bases, while on 
others the plinth is surmounted only by 
a chamfered torus and a band. Some of 
these bases also have unfinished splayed 
surfaces with clearly visible traces of cut-
ting tools. Such bases with a simplified 
component sequence are typical of the 
Byzantine period. They are characterized 
by proportions that deviate from the 
canonical Roman model, as well as by 
the mediocre quality of the work, which 
is hasty and lacks precision.

Chancels
The chancel fragments found in the 
cistern comprise two main elements: 
posts and screens. The posts have been 
found in varying states of preservation, 
with occasional complete specimens; the 
screens, on the other hand, have mostly 
been found in a very fragmentary state, 
which makes their reconstruction rather 
hypothetical. However, the recovered 
fragments of chancel screens show a 
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Fig. 4. Examples of bases (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Fig. 5. Selected fragments of bases (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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wide variety of forms, unlike the frag-
ments of posts, which represent fairly 
uniform types.

Posts
About 15 fragments of chancel posts were 
recovered from the cistern. They add to 

Fig. 6. Examples of chancel posts (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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the large collection of posts found in sev-
eral parts of the site, particularly in the 
area of the Martyrium. It is noteworthy 
that three posts are almost complete. 

The width of the posts varies between 
15 cm and 21 cm. Most of them are rec-
tangular in section, while a few have an 
L-shaped section indicating their corner 
position [Fig. 7:3]. The faces of the ma-
jority of these posts are decorated with 
concentric rectangular geometric motifs, 
generally incised superficially. In rare cas-
es they are carved to greater depths and 
represent work of higher quality. One 
of these blocks has one of its main faces 
decorated with a motif of a branch with 
foliage [Fig. 6:5]. The side faces of the vast 
majority of these posts have notches for 
affixing chancel screens. These notches, 
which range in width from 3.5 cm to 5 
cm, are mostly longitudinal and carved 

to match the full height of the respective 
screens. 

Contrary to the great uniformity of 
their decoration, the fragments of posts 
vary in size, hindering a precise typo-
logical classification. Among the posts 
with preserved tops, one can distinguish 
some with ends in the shape of a pom-
mel [Figs 6:3; 7:4] (for similar examples, 
see Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 2003: 
241, Fig. 180), while a few others show the 
lower parts of small columns (for par-
allels, Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 
2003: 259, Fig. 201; 276, Fig. 221; 277, 
Fig. 222). The remaining blocks, how-
ever, can only be classified according 
to their size. Based on the width of 
their main faces, two groups can be 
distinguished: posts with a width of 
19 cm to 21 cm, and those with a width 
of 15 cm to 17 cm.

Fig. 7. Selected fragments of chancel posts (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Screens 
The screens are fairly varied in shape, ap-
pearance, and decoration. Three groups 

can be distinguished: solid screens, open-
work screens, and double screens. They 
are mostly carved from Prokonnesian 

Fig. 8. Examples of chancel screen fragments (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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marble, while rare fragments from the 
Martyrium area (Sector 7) are made of a 
reddish marble.

a. Solid screens 
Solid chancel screens are most common-
ly found as small fragments [Figs 8:1–4; 
9:2–3]. The largest do not exceed 30 cm 
in size. Their thickness generally varies 
between 3 cm and 5 cm, while a few mod-
els have thicker profiles reaching 7 cm. 
Most are monofacial, rarely bifacial. The 
most common decorative motifs are par-
allel linear bands with either flat surfaces 
separated by notches or inclined surfaces 
articulated by fine incisions. As indicated 
by some corner fragments, these bands 
ran along the perimeter of their respec-
tive screens, forming a kind of rectangu-
lar frame. The panels within these frames 
were sometimes decorated with plant 
motifs, rectangles, or crosses. In the case 

of the bifacial screens, the patterns on the 
two sides were sometimes identical, but 
could also differ, particularly in the width 
and spacing of the peripheral bands.

b. Openwork screens 
Openwork screens have only been re-
corded in two very fragmentary forms: 
as screen frames, which preserve at-
tachments of the ribs that framed the 
openings, and as fragments of the ribs 
themselves [Figs 8:5–8; 9:1]. The frames 
usually range in height from 13 cm to 17 
cm and in thickness from 5 cm to 9 cm. 
They often taper gradually, in two to 
three steps marked on both sides, to reach 
their minimum thickness at the point 
of attachment of the ribs. The preserved 
length of most fragments of this type does 
not exceed 50 cm.

Fragments of openwork screens are 
relatively rare, with about 20 found on 

Fig. 9. Selected fragments of chancel screens (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Fig. 10. Examples of small columns (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Fig. 11. Examples of decorated slabs (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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the entire site. The largest pieces do not 
exceed 15 cm in size. Most of the frag-
ments are circular in shape, with internal 
diameters corresponding to the voids of 
the openwork, measuring 8–9 cm on av-
erage. The ribs vary in thickness from 2.2 
cm to 2.8 cm and their surfaces are mostly 
smooth. A minority of the fragments are 
rectilinear. The patterns they originally 
formed would have been composed of 
orthogonal and obtuse angles. Some frag-
ments of this type have polygonal sections 
and their surfaces preserve concave linear 
reliefs and imbricated scales.

This type of decoration was rare in 
the churches of northern Syria, as dem-
onstrated by Tchalenko (1979; 1990), who 
listed no openwork plaques. However, 
unlike the urban and Mediterranean 
assemblage at Tyre, Tchalenko’s corpus 
was composed of fragments from village 
churches in the hinterland, where the 
decoration was mainly carved in local 
stones. On the other hand, several ex-
amples of openwork screens have been 

identified in Palestine, both in syna-
gogues and in churches (Foerster 1989: 
1812–1814). Similar examples have also 
been found in the Balkans and in North 
Africa (Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 
2003: 152, Fig. 110).

c. Double screens
Among the screen fragments preserved 
in the cistern and in various sectors of 
the site of Tyre, some double screens 
have also been recorded. A fragment of 
an openwork screen found on the Mar-
tyrium site, measuring 86 cm, is unusu-
ally long compared to the other preserved 
blocks of this type [Fig. 9:4]. The central 
area of that fragment shows the begin-
ning of a vertical partition that clearly 
divides it into two panels. Another frag-
ment found in the cistern, but of un-
known provenance, also seems to have 
been part of a double screen, as indicated 
by the duplication of its linear decoration 
on both sides of a wide band that forms 
the division between the two screen ar-

Fig. 12. Selected fragments of decorated slabs (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho) 
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eas. This type of double-paneled screen is 
fairly common in Byzantine architecture 
in northern Syria (Tchalenko 1990: 106, 
Fig. 182), as well as in parts of North Af-
rica (Widrig 1978: Pl. 17).

Small columns 
About 60 small columns were found in 
the cistern [Fig. 10]. They represent a wide 
variety of materials, shapes and sizes. 
However, they never reach a height of 

Fig. 13. Examples of small cornices (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)



214

PAM 32/1 MArble Byzantine marble fragments rediscovered in a Tyre cistern

more than 40 cm, with diameters ranging 
from 6 cm to 14 cm. The sections of these 
columns are typically circular, smooth 
and twisted, but several fragments have 
ovoid or even polygonal, smooth or fluted 
sections. Some of these fragments pre-
serve their upper parts, including the cap-
itals. The latter are simple, with incised 
decorations on smooth surfaces or, more 
rarely, light superimposed moldings. The 
materials of these columns are also varied 
(white, grayish, black, and greenish mar-
ble). The great diversity of these small 
columns in terms of size, shape and ma-
terial attests to their provenance from 
several different installations within their 
respective monuments. While most of 
the elements were carved in the round, 
some seem to have been placed against 
walls, and others can be interpreted as 
elements that either supported the doz-
ens of tables found in a fragmentary state 
in the same cistern (see Nicolaou 2013: 
169), or surmounted the chancel posts 
(see Młynarczyk and Burdajewicz 2013: 
207, 210). 

Wall decorations
Wall decorations are among of the most 

important elements of interior decora-
tion in the Byzantine churches and chap-
els of Tyre. They generally take the form 
of wall veneer panels, as well as architec-
tural detail (pilasters, capitals, cornices, 
etc.). A number of these elements were 
found among the blocks recovered from 
the cistern. They include a set of pilaster 
capitals and fragments of small cornices.

Decorated slabs 
The cistern contained 11 slabs from 4 cm 
to 10 cm thick, decorated with various geo-
metric, vegetal and architectural motifs. 
They were carved with geometric patterns, 
most commonly meanders, hearts and 
darts, organized in superimposed regis-
ters reminiscent of entablatures [Figs 11:6; 
12:1]. Vegetal motifs, on the other hand, 
typically adorned plaques forming pilaster 
capitals [Figs 11:1–5; 12:2–4]. The latter were 
inspired by decorations on Corinthian 
capitals and usually featured two pairs of 
volutes and helices surmounting acanthus 
leaves. These types of moldings were com-
mon elements of interior decoration in 
Byzantine churches, where they capped 
thin pilasters with an average width of 
40 cm. Similar examples have been found 

Fig. 14. Selected fragments of small cornices (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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in Cyrenaica, Libya (Ward-Perkins and 
Goodchild 2003: 122, Fig. 80 f), Syria (Van-
derheyde 2003: 70–71, 80–82, Figs 18–22), 

as well as in Salamis, Cyprus (Roux 1998: 
226, Fig. 266, and 227, Fig. 271), and in 
Egypt (Pensabene 1993: Pl. 63).

Fig.15. Examples of mortars (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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Cornices 
Dozens of fragments of small cornices 
were recovered from the cistern [Figs 13–
14]. These are small elements ranging in 
height from 6 cm to 17 cm. One of the long 
sides is molded, usually forming a cavetto 
surmounted by a quarter round with an 
intervening band. The opposite side is 
usually smooth, allowing it to be pressed 
against a wall. Some of these pieces are 
pierced on their upper surface with small 
holes used to anchor the fixing cramps.

lIturgIcAl And utIlItArIAn furnIsh-
Ings
The liturgical and utilitarian furnishings, 
all found in a fragmentary state of pres-
ervation, consist mainly of mortars and 
tables. Each of these two groups comprises 
around 150 fragments in a wide variety of 
forms and materials.

mortArs 
Around 150 mortar fragments were 
found in the cistern [Figs 15–16], in ad-

dition to nearly 50 other fragments scat-
tered throughout the site. Apart from 
the mortars carved from reused blocks 
(capitals, bases, etc.), the objects origi-
nally carved as mortars show a certain 
uniformity in their overall shape, with 
the body walls varying between 2 and 
3 cm in thickness. Several shapes have 
been distinguished, the most common 
of which is a semi-ovoid shape with a 
flat or curvilinear base. Mortars of this 
type have a diameter that varies between 
11 cm and 36 cm and a depth ranging 
from 5 cm to 18 cm. Most of the pre-
served fragments are handles with at-
tached fragments of body walls. In rare 
cases, the mortar fragments preserve 
two orthogonally positioned handles, 
thus testifying to the presence of four 
handles on the entire perimeter. These 
handles usually bore incised decoration 
composed of lines in groups of three, 
following various directions, and were 
sometimes ear-shaped. Some of the han-
dles were transformed into spouts by 

Fig. 16. Selected fragments of mortars (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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carving a thin channel that allowed wa-
ter to flow out of the mortar. This type 
of mortar is very common on Byzantine 

sites in the region. Locally, similar exam-
ples have been found in Jiyeh (Gwiazda 
2014: 528–531), Byblos (Dunand 1939: 39, 

Fig. 17. Examples of tables (Photos H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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no. 1197, Fig. 22; 1950–1958: 1048, Fig. 
1157) and Beirut (Waliszewski 1997: 67–
68). Regionally, several types have been 
found on many Palestinian, Syrian, and 
Greek sites (for an extensive list of these 
sites, see Gwiazda 2014: 528, for similar 
Syrian mortars from Apamea, Syria, see 
Vanderheyde 2003: 69–70, 76–78, Figs 
9–12). The dating of similar mortars 
from sites in the region ranges from the 
4th to the 7th century. 

Apart from the ellipsoidal type, 
which was by far the most common, 
few specific types have been identified. 
Of note is a truncated pyramidal ba-
sin with faces decorated with stylized 
palms. A similar basin was found in the 
area of the Martyrium (Sector 4). 

tAbles
More than 140 fragments of tables were 
found in the cistern [Figs 17–19]. They 

Fig. 18. Selected fragments of polylobed and enclosed tables (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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come in a wide variety of shapes and sizes 
and are made of three main materials: 
white marble, grayish-white marble and 
gray marble. They represent five main 
types: polylobed tables, enclosed (clôturée) 
tables with triangular rims, and tables 
with either molded, S-shaped or beak-
shaped rims.

Polylobed tables 
A dozen fragments of polylobed tables 
have been preserved in the cistern [Figs 
17:1–2; 18:1–2]. They are largely carved in 
white marble. The pieces mostly comprise 
the walls of the lobes, whose thickness 
varies between 2 and 2.5 cm, more rarely 
the lobes themselves. These fragments 
are predominantly curvilinear, reflect-
ing the circular or sigmoid shape of the 
tables. Other fragments correspond to 
the rectilinear, angular parts of this type 
of furnishings. Due to the fragmentary 
state of these objects, it is virtually im-
possible to determine the exact diameter 
and, therefore, the number of lobes per 
table. Several examples of this table type 

have been found in Greece, Bulgaria, and 
Cyprus (Roux 1973a: 134, Fig. 60; 169–
174; 1973b: 141; Roux and Marcadé 1977: 
455–457; Tenekedjiev 2014). They have 
between 7 and 14 lobes, 12 and 13 being 
the most common. According to Roux, 
this type of table is not earlier than the 
end of the 5th century (Roux 1973a: 173).

Enclosed tables with triangular rims 
Several fragments of flat-rimmed en-
closed tables were identified among the 
finds from the cistern [Fig. 17:3–4]. This 
type of table usually has a sigmoid shape. 
The fragments found are mostly flat and 
should therefore be assigned to the hori-
zontal surfaces of their respective tables. 
The fragments, some up to 35 cm long, 
are divided into three zones: the bottom, 
with a total thickness varying between 1 
cm and 2 cm, the peripheral band slightly 
raised above the bottom surface (0.5–1 
cm) with an average width of 13 cm, and, 
finally, the rim with a triangular section 
8 cm high and a sloping inner surface. 
This type of furnishing is usually cut in 

Fig. 19. Selected fragments of beak-shaped and S-shaped table rims (Drawings H. Kahwagi-Janho)
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grayish or veined grayish-white marble. 
Looking to the specimens studied by G. 
Roux for comparison, it seems that this 
type of table generally had an almost 
square shape and its dimensions varied 
between 70 cm and 140 cm. The surfaces 
of all these tables are generally smooth 
and bear no traces of ornamentation. In 
contrast to the well-polished top surfaces 
of these fragments, their reverse sides are 
not always smooth, and they have been 
kept in a roughly polished state on some 
blocks.

Tables of this type have been exca-
vated at several Greek, Cypriot, and 
Syrian sites (Roux 1973a: 159–169; 1973b: 
138, 142). Similar specimens have also 
been found in Egypt (Pensabene 1993: 
539–540, Pl. 110, Figs 1031–1033). They 
typically resemble those of Tyre on both 
formal and aesthetic levels. Roux esti-
mates that this type of table was in use 
from the second half of the 4th century 
(Roux 1973a: 176).

Plates with molded rims 
The first type of plate identified by the 
fragments of its rim is the type with a 
molded rim [Figs 17:5–6; 18:3–6]. These 
plates generally have slightly raised 
edges composed of two or three mold-
ings, most often a band and a torus, 
separated by a miter groove. Fragments 
of this type, often rectilinear, are made 
of various types of marble. However, as 
with the previous type, plates carved 
in white marble are rare. The rims of 
these plates range from 2.5 cm to 8 cm in 
width. Examples of this type have been 
found in Delphi, Greece (Roux and Mar-
cadé 1977: 460–462) and Salamis, Cyprus 
(Roux 1973a: 173, Fig. 92).

Plates with S-shaped rims 
The second type of plate [Fig. 19:1–3] is 
related to the first, although its form is 
simplified: its rim is flat and horizontal, 
lacking the moldings usually found on 
specimens of the first type, and its pro-
file is in the shape of an S. A fragment of 
a plate with a similar S-shaped rim was 
found in Jiyeh (Gwiazda 2014: 534). Sev-
eral others have been found in Palestine, 
e.g. in Jerusalem (Mazar 2003: Pl. 1.13.3) 
and Avdat (Negev 1997: 143, Fig. 221). 
Most finds of this type are dated to the 
early Byzantine period. 

Plates with beak-shaped rims 
More than 50 fragments of beak-shaped 
rims were found in the cistern [Figs 17:7–
8; 19:4–6]. They are made exclusively of 
white marble. None of these fragments 
is more than 10 cm in length, and in 
one case two joining fragments together 
measure 19 cm. Their height varies be-
tween 4 cm and 5 cm, their thickness 
between 0.6 cm and 1 cm. The profiles 
of these fragments are of two types: 
some have a curved outer profile that 
directly joins the flat bottom of the 
plate, while others slightly recoil in 
their lower part prior to reaching the 
flat surface. The rim surfaces are gener-
ally well polished, with rare exceptions 
in the areas between the rim and the 
flat bottom. All the fragments found 
are curved, attesting to the circular 
shape of these plates. The diameter, 
calculated in particular for the two 
joining fragments mentioned, reaches 
105 cm. Like the types described above, 
several examples of this type have been 
found in Jiyeh (Gwiazda 2014: 531–533). 
On a regional level, many plate frag-
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ments attributed to this type have been 
found in Syria (Gschwind and Hasan 
2011: 224, Fig. 6), Palestine (Bagatti 
1969: 203, Fig. 7.1–2), Cyprus (Roux 
1973a: 179, Fig. 91), and Greece (Roux 
and Marcadé 1977: 457–459). Vessels of 
this type generally date from the early 

Byzantine period and are mostly found 
in religious buildings. The function of 
objects belonging to this group is still 
debated. Some hypotheses suggest that 
their main role was as side tables in 
auxiliary rooms and naves (Duval 1994: 
199–200; Gwiazda 2014: 533).

conclusIons
In conclusion, the architectural decoration 
of the Byzantine religious monuments of 
Tyre has proved to be remarkably diverse 
and rich on both artistic and technical lev-
els. The blocks are made of a wide variety of 
marbles. Barring the exceptional case of the 
tables with the beak-shaped rim, a particular 
type of furnishing was rarely carved in only 
one kind of marble. The cutting and pol-
ishing techniques are also diverse and vary 
from fragment to fragment, implying a vari-
ety of teams and craftsmen working on the 
site or even in the original workshops. For 
example, it is difficult to find two or more 
fragments of small columns that are similar 
or belong to the same series. The same is 
true for capitals, whether of free-standing 
columns or pilasters. On the other hand, we 
find greater uniformity in certain types of 
furnishings, such as small cornices or basins, 
at least as far as their shape and overall pro-
portions are concerned. Despite this abun-

dance and variety, the quality and richness 
of these objects remains far removed from 
the decorative types of Constantinople, 
especially during the Theodosian period. 
However, most of the Tyrian examples are 
similar to the most typical specimens from 
Cypriot, Greek, Syrian, Palestinian and 
North African religious sites. 

The present study of the marbles 
found in the cistern and throughout 
the site of Tyre has focused on their 
artistic, decorative, and archaeometric 
aspects. It is hoped that it will lead to 
a better understanding of issues rela-
ted to the production, importation and 
operation of manufacturing workshops. 
In the future, the geolocation of all the 
fragments will make it possible to re-
construct the architectural decoration 
of the various chapels and churches that 
existed in the districts of the Byzantine 
city.
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Abstract: This paper combines archaeology and written 
sources to examine the ways in which marble was used in the 
churches of the southern Levant in Late Antiquity. In particular, 
by analyzing the displays of these offerings within the church, 
and the types of texts engraved on them, it focuses on how, 
and to what extent, marble donations reflected social position, 
patronage, and identity. Most of the objects considered here 
bear inscriptions expressing devotion to saints, martyrs, and 
prophets, as well as a few quotations from Scripture, but overall, 
most reflect prayers and invocations by community members. 
The study therefore attempts to identify the genre of these texts 
and the objects they adorn to establish the relationship between 
donation and donor and to provide an analysis of the distribution 
of these objects within the church proper in the broader regional 
context of the Late Antique Levant.

Keywords: marble, votive inscriptions, Byzantine churches, 
southern Levant, patronage, donation

IntroductIon
In Late Antiquity, and especially in the second half of the 
6th century, inhabitants of the provinces of the south-
ern Levant invested heavily in church construction pro-
jects (Ashkenazi and Aviam 2014: 172–175; Aviam and 
Ashkenazi 2014; Ashkenazi 2018; Aviam and Ashkenazi 
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2018). Over time, churches became the 
most important features of the Christian 
landscape, eclipsing pagan temples and 
secular public buildings in status and be-
coming spaces for community building, as 
well as displays of rank, wealth, and piety 
(Ashkenazi 2018: 726–727; Hamarneh 2021: 
464). In addition to financial participa-
tion in construction projects, the contri-
butions of lay donors in urban and rural 
communities in the Levant are most vis-
ible in inscriptions that register forms of 
veneration, devotion, and self-celebration 
in various media (especially mosaics and 
stone) (Hamarneh 1996; 1998; Jacobs 2020: 
35). From a chronological point of view, 
the 6th century alone provides the most 
significant data, since more construction 
projects documented by inscriptions can 
be dated to this century than to any oth-
er. However, this number is not evenly 
distributed across the decades, and some 
fluctuations can be observed: significant 
building activity, mostly in cities, is re-
corded in the first half of the 6th century, 
followed by a suspension of building pro-
jects between AD 541 and AD 550;1 there-
after, a resumption of activities related to 
church building is documented for the last 

two decades of the 6th and the beginning 
of the 7th century.2 Most of the buildings 
belonging to the latter group were built in 
the countryside, testifying to the spread of 
interest in church building across a wide 
stratum of eastern Byzantine rural society 
(Di Segni 1999a: 162; 2017b: 293; Hamarneh 
2022b: 88).

Church buildings and their decora-
tion were likely modeled on or inspired 
by the lavish imperial foundations that 
had largely transformed the landscape 
and the topography of the Holy Land by 
the 5th and 6th centuries, significantly 
influencing the aesthetic tastes of the 
local provincial elites (both lay and ec-
clesiastic).3 This shift, in turn, triggered 
an increasing demand for and importa-
tion of sophisticated decorative materi-
als.4 Among these, marble certainly stood 
out. Marble had a significant material 
and symbolic value in the architectural 
decoration and embellishment of build-
ings from a very early stage; its surface 
luster, smooth texture, and pleasing soft 
tones found great appreciation and visual 
appeal among various social groups.

The choice of a particular marble as 
a raw material depended on its intended 

1 This notion has been rejected by Mordechai et al. (2019: 25548–25549). However, in the southern 
Levantine provinces, the fluctuation is evident from the dedicatory inscriptions of churches. 
See Hamarneh 2022b: 88.

2 Several factors had an impact on the fluctuation of settlements, such as periodic plague 
outbreaks, earthquakes, and climatic downturns which alternately contributed to recession 
or floruit, causing a gradual transformation of the social and economic fabric of the Levant 
(Hamarneh 2022b).

3 Church inscriptions document a large involvement of clerics of various ranks in the process 
of building and endowment of churches. Among the lay donors attested in inscriptions are 
merchants, estate administrators, soldiers and provincial officials (Hamarneh 2003: 230–238; 
Jacobs 2020: 43; Hamarneh 2022a: 613–616).

4 Especially consistent was the early contribution of senior female members of the imperial 
household and of members of the aristocracy (Whiting 2014: 73–75; Hamarneh 2021: 560–562).
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use, since fine-grained and dolomitic mar-
bles were preferred for sculpture, while 
coarser-grained marbles were used for 
architectural decorations and wall and 
floor revetments.5 In addition, the degree 
of elaboration, design and style were de-
termined by the intended placement and 
the level of proficiency of the workshop 
that was expected to finish the product. 
In terms of provenance, it is worth noting 
that several marble quarries, such as the 
renowned Prokonnesos, were effectively 
in imperial possession from the 1st century 
AD onwards; as such, the imperial authori-
ties fostered and monopolized the marble 
trade, perhaps even nurturing the high 
demand for large quantities of marble all 
around the Mediterranean basin (Habas 
2009: 104; Karagianni 2011–2012: 17–18). This 
centralized control ensured the availability 
of unfinished and semi-finished products of 
standard sizes for ecclesiastical projects, a 
large labor force, and advanced transporta-
tion methods. It cannot be ruled out that 
ecclesiastical authorities were encouraged 
by imperial middlemen to purchase mar-
ble, and that some later became person-
ally involved in what proved to be a highly 
profitable business.

In fact, the marble found in excavated 
contexts in the Levant, at least that of the 
6th century, seldom displays signs of reuse, 
which suggests that these pieces were not 
spolia but were deliberately purchased as 
new items. Other observations support 
the theory that marble elements were im-
ported, since the types fall into categories 

with standard dimensions that are easy to 
obtain, given the “production line” prin-
ciple practiced in the few workshops as-
sociated with marble quarries (Habas 2009: 
104). Such pieces include: chancel screens, 
bema lateral slabs, altar and offering tables, 
small columns, chancel screen posts, reli-
quaries, small basins, as well as floor slabs, 
and components for opus sectile. However, 
field surveys on the island of Prokonnesos 
and the findings of roughly worked mar-
ble elements in shipwrecks (for example, at 
Marzamemi) strongly support the idea that 
these elements were most likely imported, 
sometimes finished and sometimes requir-
ing refinement in loco.6 

Such a working procedure is corrobo-
rated by the evidence provided by an in-
scription found in the northern corner of 
the eastern nave of the Hebron mosque. The 
reused inscription probably came from the 
earlier Byzantine church that had stood on 
the same spot. The text, engraved within a 
tabula ansata, was originally preceded by a 
cross, which was erased after the inscrip-
tion was incorporated into the mosque. It 
invokes St. Abraham to “help his servant Ni-
lus, the foreman of the marble workers, and 
Agathemerus and Hygia, and Omabis(?) and 
Thomasia, and Abdala and Anastasia” ([☩] 
Ἅγιε Ἀβραάμα, βωήθι τὸν δοῦλόν σου Νῖλον 
τὸν ˹(πρωτο)˺μαρμαράρην καὶ Ἀγαθήμερον 
καὶ Ὑγίαν καὶ ΩΜΑΒΙΣ καὶ Θωμασίαν καὶ 
Ἀβ˹δ˺αλα καὶ Ἀναστασίαν (Newbold 1846: 
336–337; Vincent, Mackay, and Abel 1923: 
160–161, Fig. 68). An inscription on a large 
limestone reliquary of unknown provenance, 

5 Especially wall and floor opus sectile (Hamarneh 2018: 83–84). 

6 Artisans may have also traveled on the vessels transporting marble across the Mediterranean. 
See Gargallo 1962: 196–197, Figs on p. 198; Kapitän 1969: 125–133, Figs on pp. 123, 127–131; 
McCormick 2001: 404–410; Habas 2009: 104; Karagianni 2011–2012: 21; Leidwagner, Greene, 
and Donnelly 2021: 297–299.
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now kept at the Museum of Biblical Lands, 
mentions an offering to St. Sergius by Peter 
the marble worker: 

† Θήκη τοῦ ἁγίου Σεργί[ου]· ὑπὲρ 
σωτηρίας Ἀνύσωνος τοῦ φιλοχρίστου τοῦ 
ποι⟨ή⟩σαντος

[? Μνήσθητι Κ(ύρι)ε Μαρί]ας κ(αὶ) 
Δανιὴλ  [κ(αὶ) – κ(αὶ) Ἀθα]νασίας κ(αὶ) 
Σεργίου κ(αὶ) Πέτρου τοῦ μαρμαραρίου 
κ̣(αὶ) Ἀναί[α] (or Ἀνάν̣[ου])7 

(Di Segni 2007: 132–133, no. 75; SEG 
57 – 1860).

The existence of specific organized 
workshops is mentioned in the Life of St. 
John the Almsgiver, written by Leontios 

of Neapolis and dated around 610: 
When an emperor is crowned, first of all 

the members of the guild of tomb builders have 
access to the royal presence while the whole Sen-
ate and the army are in attendance; directly 
after the crowning the builders of the imperial 
tomb come in and bring with them four or five 
small pieces of marbles of different colors and 
say to him: “Of which mineral does Your Majesty 
desire his tomb to be made?” thus suggesting 
to him that, as a corruptible mortal who soon 
passes away, he should take thought for his own 
soul, and govern his kingdom righteously. (Life 
of John the Almsgiver 19 [Dawes and Baynes 
1977: 228–229]; Barry 2020: 149).

ArchAeologIcAl context
A multidisciplinary study of some collec-
tions of ecclesiastical marble, especially 
in the northern part of the province of 
Arabia and in Palaestina Tertia, allows to 
limit the provenance of such elements to 
Asia Minor, and in particular to Prokon-
nesos (Marmara, Turkey) as one of the 
major sources of marble8 at least until 
the end of the 8th century (Al-Bashaireh 
2021: 4). In particular, Prokonnesos-1 
(Saraylar) marble was the most com-
monly used marble for church furnishings 
and the primary choice of stonemasons 
during the Byzantine period (Karagianni 
2011–2012: 18–19), in contrast to the more 
limited use of Prokonnesos-2 (Çamlik) 
marble (Al-Bashaireh and Al-Housan 
2015; Al-Bashaireh and Lazzarini 2016; 
Al-Bashaireh, Abudanah, and Driessen 
2020: 26; Al-Bashaireh 2021: 4).

In terms of its placement, most of the 
marble was used for the interior deco-
ration of churches, and especially for 
emphasizing the area of the bema or the 
presbyterium, where the enactment of the 
miracle of the Eucharist was performed. 
The bema was usually enclosed by a chan-
cel screen that symbolically delimited the 
sacred space within the church and was 
usually made of marble panels, although 
less precious local materials (such as oil 
shale) were also employed. To ensure its 
visibility, the bema was raised by a few 
steps above the level of the nave; the up-
permost step has generally preserved trac-
es of the chancel screen structure, such as 
square sockets and grooves to secure the 
posts and panels of the screen (Michel 
2001: 51–54) [Fig. 1]. In some cases, the 
walls of the apse and the columns of the 

7 The reliquary is dated to the 6th or the 7th century.

8 Provenance from other regions, such as Paros, Miletos and Naxos, is also attested but in small 
quantities.
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eastern colonnade of the nave were simi-
larly grooved to hold the screen panels 
(Habas 2009). A closer look at the marble 
panels, and especially at their prominent 
position in the church, reveals that work-
shops began to produce entire series of li-
turgical furnishing elements, up to several 
dozen thematically related iconographic 
patterns, apparently to satisfy the demand 
of many private donors, both lay and ec-
clesiastical.

A considerable number of marble ob-
jects in churches received carved inscrip-
tions reflecting personal agency; these 
fall roughly into two main categories: 
donations and votive offerings consist-
ing of petitions and expressions of prayer 
and devotion to saints and martyrs. These 
texts share a number of features, such as 
placement in prominent locations within 
the church, even ad sanctus, in order to 
attract attention and ensure visibility. 

Fig. 1. Presbyterium of the Church of Wa’il of Umm er-Rasas (SBF Jerusalem | photo M. Piccirillo) 
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Such texts were engraved on either the 
upper or the lower surface of the outer 
band of the moldings of chancel screens, 
offering tables, and ambos, and thus fac-
ing the nave (Michel 2001: 61–66, 70–72). 
In some cases, a cross would be placed 
at the beginning and end of the text for 
clearly apotropaic purposes. 

The epigraphic formulas allowed for 
the acknowledgment of a donation, the 
identification of the donors, the self-
promotion of the sponsor within the 
community, and the establishment of a 
close interaction between the readers of 
the text, the visitors to the church, and 
the Sacrum.

The texts often followed a standard-
ized, concise formulation such as Κύριε 
μνήσθητι (“Lord, remember”), Κύριε 
βοήθει (“Lord, help”), or Κύριε ἐλέησον 
(“Lord, have mercy on”) (Di Segni 2017a: 
63). The wording as such cemented a dual 
function: on the one hand, it signaled the 
benefactor’s involvement in the donation 
or construction of the sacred space and its 
decoration (as may be the case with some 
similarly worded inscriptions installed in 
public spaces); and, on the other hand, it 
served a mnemonic function, fixing the 
person’s name in the sacred space to en-
sure his or her perpetual remembrance, 
similar to the apotropaic function of 
pilgrims’ graffiti. Given the importance 
of this large category, it should be noted 
that the origin of such invocations seems 
to be rooted in the pagan or Jewish Sep-
tuagint tradition; according to Di Segni 
(2017a: 63–64), both μνησθῇ and βοήθει 
formulations were merely adopted by 
Christians.

An additional category of inscriptions 
includes prayers that mention a votive 

offering, such as προσφορά or καρποφορία, 
or the phrase “Lord, Saint, Martyr, ac-
cept the offering of”, followed by a pe-
tition formula that explains its purpose: 
for salvation, succor, the remittance of 
sins, repose, remembrance, etc. (Di Segni 
2017a: 65–66). 

Various donor inscriptions were often 
introduced and concluded with a cross, 
the most appropriate apotropaic symbol 
meant to “seal” the intention and ensure 
its value within the sacred space of the 
church. The proximity of an inscription 
to the bema (or sanctuary) gave assur-
ance that the plea would be accepted, 
a measure that Di Segni effectively called 
a “prayer-cum-contract” (Di Segni 2017a: 
66; Leatherbury 2019: 245). As a result, the 
internal space of the church was shaped 
by a variety of offerings from members 
of the community. 

ePIgrAPhIc elements
In this regard, one of the two 6th-century 
inscriptions, recently uncovered during 
the excavations of Horvat Beth Shemesh, 
dated to 543, is a unicum of its genre. It 
states that Malchos, priest and abbot, in 
“giving thanks to God and to the Glori-
ous Martyr” for his own salvation and 
memory, made “the mosaic pavement and 
the buildings and all the marble work 
[καὶ πᾶσαν μαρμάρωσ(ι)ν] in the most holy 
martyrium and the bronze gates of the 
crypt” (Di Segni in Storchan 2021: 36). As 
far as marble is concerned, the donation 
effort of this presbyter and hegumenos 
was consistent: it comprised wall revet-
ments, chancel screens, and probably the 
marble reliquary. Indeed, during the ex-
cavation, Benyamin Storchan identified 
dotted bands of small holes in the walls, 
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vaults, and staircase of the main hall, as 
well as marble wedges and iron rods that 
were used to secure the revetment slabs 
on the walls (Storchan 2021: 33–34). This 
qualitatively and quantitatively signifi-
cant investment was certainly befitting 
to celebrate the glory of the anonymous 
martyr to whom the church was dedicat-
ed and, in a broader sense, to ensure the 
fama et memoria of its main benefactor. 

A comparable pattern of donation is 
described in a Greek inscription of the 
church at Bargylia (Karia, western Asia 
Minor) commemorating the fulfilment of 
a vow to the Apostle Peter by Auxibios, 
probably a prominent member of the city 
council. The vow was fulfilled by the ben-
efactor also on behalf of his children and 
consisted in the paving of an aisle and 
the construction of a chancel screen [τοὺς 
κανκέλλους], although the inscription it-
self was written on a local stone rather 
than on marble (Traina 1990: no. 2, SEG 
40 – 953; Feissel 2006: 95, no. 305).

The excavation of the monumental 
triconch church at Beer Sheva, dated to 
552/553, revealed several dedicatory in-
scriptions in marble, both on liturgical 
furniture and on pavement slabs. The 
marble material is not homogeneous, 
suggesting different production phases 
or even the use of inscriptions from other 
buildings. However, according to Fabian 
and Ustinova, at least three incised mar-
ble slabs belonging to the pavement of 
the church are coeval in form and style 
and can be dated to the last decades of 
the 6th century, when the mosaic pave-
ment was substituted with a marble floor. 
The texts, enclosed within oval medal-
lions, were written in fine and evenly 
spaced characters. The first, arranged in 

six horizontal lines, refers to the works 
undertaken by Stephanos the oikonomos 
(Fabian and Ustinova 2020: 235); the 
second refers to other works during the 
time of Eulalios the priest (Fabian and 
Ustinova 2020: 236); and the third men-
tions a collective donation preceded by 
the words “Lord, remember all those who 
offered”. Similar wording appears incised 
on a partially preserved large rectangular 
marble slab set in the pavement, referring 
to “those who donated and those who 
intended to donate”. The text concluded 
with an olive branch and a cross (Fabian 
and Ustinova 2020: 239).

Additional evidence reflecting spe-
cific liturgical meaning is found in the 
quotations from Psalms found on an 
engraved marble slab that has been 
tentatively reconstructed as a part of a 
chancel screen. The incomplete marble 
slab contains, in large and well-designed 
letters carved along the edge of its upper 
frame, the first part of Psalm 25 (26:8), “O 
Lord, I have loved”, originally followed 
by the words: “the beauty of thy house 
/ and the place of the tabernacle of thy 
glory” (Fabian and Ustinova 2020: 237). 
However, one has the impression that 
this pluteum was intended to be reworked, 
since the fields of the molding are only 
incised. The wording from the psalm may 
allude to the liturgy performed during 
the consecration of churches and may 
have been prepared for such an occasion 
(Feissel 1983: 176; Felle 2006: 264). A good 
parallel is found in the 5th–6th century 
marble slab reused in the monastery of 
Iviron on Mount Athos, which features 
the same psalm, the name of the bishop 
and some ornamental work (Fabian and 
Ustinova 2020: 237). 
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Inscribed plutea from the triconch 
church also carry written petitions, such 
as the one set on the inside of the up-
per molding of an openwork chancel 
screen, its text in a square script and 
skilfully rendered letters. The inscrip-
tion, flanked on both sides by crosses, is 
offered for the repose of Serapion. An-
other inscribed fragment of a chancel 
screen features a partially preserved in-
scription engraved on the upper frame, 
defining it as a gift for the salvation of 
a donor whose name is lost (Fabian and 
Ustinova 2020: 240). Offerings for salva-
tion and repose are quite common as 
they largely reflect the expectations of 
the community. Such words are engraved 
on the lower edge of a slab found in the 
Horvat Karkur church in the northern 
Negev desert [Fig. 2]. One of the frag-
ments includes the usual formula “for 
the salvation of”, while at least two refer 
to an offering by a priest from ancient 
Malatha in Idumea, and are possibly 
dated around 554/555 (Figueras 2004b: 
125–126, no. 2); other texts written 
on the chancel screen, including one 
mentioning a bishop, are incomplete 
(Figueras 2004b: 128–130, no. 6). 

Smaller offerings of parts of liturgical 
furnishings reflect the consistent partici-
pation of the community at large in bear-
ing the financial burden of the interior 
decoration of church buildings. Such offer-
ings may include altar tables, marble legs, 
chancel posts, and columns.9  The dona-
tions were duly designated as such in the 

inscriptions. However, since the space for 
text was limited due to the small surface 
area of these objects, they only bore the 
proper name of the donor or the person to 
be commemorated. The papyri of Nessana 
mention a column donated to the church 
of St. George by George the hegumenos and 
his wife (P. Nessana III: 7).10 

This modus operandi is confirmed by 
several other examples, such as a small 
table leg found in the northern church 
of Oboda with two names, John and 
Elijah, carved on its sides (Negev 1978: 
117–118, no. 37, Pl. 17.33; 1981: 40, no. 37, 
Pl. 14.33); a chancel post found in situ in 
the southern church of St. Theodore of 
Oboda with the name of Ennios (Negev 
1978: 105, no. 15, Pl. 12.17; 1981: 28–29, no. 
15, Pl. 7.17); an altar table donated for the 
salvation of Kasiseos and Viktor, son of 
Stephanos (Negev 1978: 116–117, no. 32, 
Pl. 16.32; 1981: 39, no. 32, Pl. 13.32); and 
a chancel screen with invocations to St. 
Theodore, to whom the church was ded-
icated (Negev 1978: 116, no. 31, Pl. 16.31; 
1981: 38, no. 31, Pl. 13.31). Further evidence 
has been uncovered at the Monastery of 
Severianus at Khirbet el-Deir: an inscrip-
tion carved on the long edge of a marble 
offering table, dated to the second half 
of the 6th century, attests the donation 
of the altar table by Alephaeos the dea-
con and Aianos the monk (Di Segni and 
Hirschfeld 1987: 373–377, 386, no. 2; Di 
Segni 1999b: 99, no. 2). At the Horvat 
Susiya synagogue, an Aramaic inscription 
carved on two adjacent sides of a chancel 

9 Piecemeal donations are an additional confirmation of the high price of marble; mosaics were 
the more popular decorative and inscription medium, as they were less costly. According to 
Baumann, a small surface of donated mosaic would have cost between 0.25 and three solidi 
(Baumann 1999: 303–307; Jacobs 2020: 41). 

10 This donation may also reflect an ex voto to the saint bearing the same name as the donor.
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screen post shows a similar attitude to-
wards minor donations. The text reads: 
“and Lazar | donation of | [the] sons of” 
(Yeivin 1974: 207). 

A rectangular marble slab from the 
central church of Nessana was used as 
a platform on which a four-legged altar 
stood, as evidenced by the small unpol-

ished squares near the two surviving cor-
ners. A small hole in the center of each 
square would have held an iron pin that 
secured the base of the colonnette to the 
platform. The platform is inscribed on 
two opposite sides. The inscription on 
the upper edge reads “[Lord, remember?] 
those who have donated, and Gadimos”. 

Fig. 2. Horvat Karkur, general view of the inscriptions (After Figueras 2004a: 124, Fig. 23)
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According to Figueras, Gadimos can be 
identified as the stonecutter. The text 
on the lower edge, preceded by a cross, 
mentions that it was made “During the 
time of the most holy bishop Victor and 
Pau[lus? .. . ]” (Figueras 2004a: 232–235, 
no. 6, Fig. 6; Feissel and Gatier 2006: 737, 
no. 480). At Khirbet Beit Sila, a similar 
marble altar base with an inscription 
was gifted “For the memory and repose 
of our Christ-loving brothers [and sisters] 
Peter, John, Mary, Anastasia, Mary, and 
Andrew”, possibly in commemoration 
of members of the village community or 
as a family donation (Batz 2012: 383–385; 
Di Segni 2012: 412–416; Ashkenazi 2018: 
721). The altar table itself was offered 
“for a vow of Chrysippus”, ☩ Ὑπὲρ εὐχῆς 
Χρυ[σίππου? --] (Batz 2012: 383–385; Di 
Segni 2012: 413–414).

 The practice described above was ex-
tremely common, as evidenced by coeval 
examples in Arabia, such as a panel from 

el-Deir at Ma‘in bearing the incised dedi-
catory inscription: “+ Lord, remember in 
your mercy John, your servant, the sinner. 
+” (Piccirillo 1989: 246). The excavation of 
a synthronon in the Monastery Church of 
Moses on Mount Nebo yielded more mar-
ble fragments with inscriptions in Greek 
capital letters, allowing the inscription, 
first identified in the 1930 excavations, 
to be completed. The text, preceded by 
a cross, mentions an “offering by ... priest 
and by Maximus” (Saller 1941: 268–269; 
Gatier 1986: 96, no. 85; Acconci 1998: 
525–527, no. 150; Di Segni 1998: 435, no. 
17; Bianchi 2021: 85, no. 84).

Votive invocations to saints are also 
attested on chancel screens, although the 
texts are seldom preserved completely. 
Examples include invocations to: St. The-
odore in the southern church of Oboda 
(Negev 1978: 116, no. 31; 1981: 38, no. 31); 
St. Sergius in the church of al-Tuweiri 
on the northern plain of Akko (Acre) 
(Smithline 2007: Fig. 6); and at the mon-
astery of Aaron on Jabal Harun (Lehtinen 
2008: 201–202, Fig. 5a) [Fig. 3].

This pattern is common in synagogues 
of the same date, for example at Hor-
vat Susiya. The chancel screen, made of 
Prokonnesian marble, bears a dedicatory 
inscription in Aramaic, incised on the up-
per part of its inner border, below a deco-
ration consisting of a two-strand guilloche: 
“Remembered be for good Lazar and Isai 
sons of Simeon, son of Lazar”. Most of the 
remaining parts of the slab show clear 
signs of efforts to deface the decorated 
relief. Only remnants of the intact relief 
at the upper right allow the scene to be re-
constructed as that of Moses receiving the 
Law (Yeivin 1974: 207; Gutman and Yeivin 
1981). Several other fragments of marble 

Fig. 3. Marble fragments from Jabal Harun: 
a – table slab with an invocation to St. George; 
b – upper edge of a chancel screen with an 
invocation to St. Aaron (Courtesy of Z.T. Fiema)
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chancel screens found at Horvat Susiya 
mention collective and private donations 
by the community (Yeivin 1974: 204). 

The last category I wish to consider 
is ambo platforms, such as the one made 
of Prokonnesos marble, possibly from 
the Negev, preserved in the Terra Sancta 
Museum in Jerusalem. The hexagonal base 
bears a Greek inscription, preceded by a 
cross, running along four sides, most prob-
ably the sides visible from the nave. The 
text reveals its purpose: “For the salvation 

and the offering of Stephen, (son) of Va-
lens, and the repose of the most blessed 
Arrobebos, (daughter) of Zenobios” (Pierri 
2021: 367–371). Another hexagonal ambo 
base, formerly installed at the northwest 
corner of a chancel screen in the church 
of St. Theodore at Khirbet Beit Sila, now 
in the Good Samaritan Museum of Ma‘ale 
Adumim, contains an inscription asking 
the Lord to “accept the offering of thy 
servant Peter the Priest” (Batz 2012: 383–
385, Fig. 15; Di Segni 2012: 413–414, no. 4).

conclusIon
Economic prosperity and the rise of the 
provincial aristocracy, especially in the sec-
ond half of the 6th century, led to intensive 
investment in church buildings, which is 
reflected in the use of imported marbles of 
various types and qualities. Inscribed litur-
gical furniture in marble had an important 
function, not only because churches were 
the main places where epigraphic practice 
found its new primary domain in Late An-
tiquity, but also as a reflection of personal 
agency. Lay donors were seldom recorded 
by title or profession (Ashkenazi 2018), 
which was certainly not necessary given 
the placement of the offering and its display 
in strategic locations of the bema and nave. 

Further consideration should be given to 
the organizational dynamics and the distri-
bution of inscribed marble liturgical furnish-
ings in the regional context of the Levant, es-
pecially the methods of procuring the stone 
from various quarries, in particular from the 
island of Prokonnesos, which accounted for 
the majority of imports. The raw marble was 
undoubtedly collected in storage facilities, 
which must have been located near a port, a 
statio marmorum like the Roman Marmorata; 

although their existence is conceivable, no 
archaeological evidence has yet been found. 
The fact that most of the inscribed fragments 
have been discovered in Palaestina Tertia 
and the Negev area may suggest that the 
port of Gaza was one such statio. However, 
marble originating from the same quarries, 
sometimes with mason’s marks but without 
inscriptions, has been identified on other 
sites in Arabia, especially at Mount Nebo, 
Hayyan al-Mushrif, Rihab, Gerasa, Umm 
el-Rasas, Humayma, etc., suggesting a re-
gional circulation from the coast inland via 
the cursus publicus or secondary routes. Once 
the material reached its destination, it was 
probably refined and then fitted within a 
church space. 

In conclusion, the use of marble in 
ecclesiastical settings cannot be viewed 
in isolation from its broader social and 
votive function. In this regard, the de-
gree of involvement of ecclesiastical and 
imperial authorities in promoting the 
use of marble, given the great economic 
benefits they derived from it, cannot be 
overlooked and should be an important 
topic of discussion in the future. 
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IntroductIon

Excavations carried out year after year 
at ancient sites in the Mediterranean 
yield a significant number of marble 
objects, yet the exact quantity of these 
finds remains unknown. Meanwhile, 
collecting such quantitative data would 
enable comparison of the levels of sup-
ply of this material to different sites 
and to entire regions, enriching our 
knowledge of the changing economic 
patterns, the scale of the trade, and 
the factors that affected it. Therefore, 
marble finds are presently not exploit-
ed to their full research potential. By 
comparison, the fraction of amphoras, 
fine wares, and coins found at various 
sites is also small compared to their 
total numbers in circulation, yet their 
analyses consistently reveal patterns 
permitting to draw broad conclusions 

about trade in Antiquity. Nothing 
prevents marble finds from playing a 
similar role. 

This paper discusses methods of 
quantifying marble finds and comparing 
assemblages of objects made of material 
procured from different quarries with 
datasets comprising detailed informa-
tion on finds from three early Byzan-
tine sites, which are used here as case 
studies. All three sites are medium-sized 
settlements, which makes them ideal for 
comparison. Of key importance are also 
their geographic location and function, 
assumed to have an impact on the diver-
sity of the marble assemblages discov-
ered during excavations. None of these 
settlements had direct access to marble 
deposits and thus needed to import this 
material from distant regions.

Fig. 1. Location of the sites of Porphyreon, Hawara and Philoxenite in the southeastern Mediterra-
nean (Drawing M. Gwiazda)

0 100 km
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The three sites under consideration 
are Hawara in Transjordan, Porphyreon 
on the Phoenician coast, and Philoxenite 
in the Mareotis region near Alexandria 
[Fig. 1]. Philoxenite stands out because it 
was established in the 6th century as a 
stop for pilgrims traveling to the Chris-
tian shrine of St. Menas. The other two 
settlements have a much longer history 
of permanent settlement stretching over 
a millennium.

The case studies presented in this 
paper are used to test the following hy-
potheses:
-  Hawara had limited access to goods im-

ported by sea due to its inland location. 
This should translate to a small number 
of functional classes of marble objects 
found at this site, the use of this mate-
rial in few buildings, and a low level of 
diversity of its origins and colors.

-  Porphyreon’s location directly on the 
Mediterranean coast and near major 
port cities (Sidon and Berytos) is ex-

pected to have given its residents the 
opportunity to purchase larger quanti-
ties of marble due to low transporta-
tion costs. This privileged geographic 
location should have enabled access to 
marble products that are more diverse 
in terms of their form and origin.

-  Philoxenite, although not located on 
the sea coast, was supplied with a large 
number of diverse marble products, 
most likely owing to the special socio-
religious status of this settlement, which 
was frequented by Christian pilgrims.

Validation of these hypotheses will 
serve as confirmation of the usefulness 
of the methods of quantification and 
qualitative evaluation of marbles in ana-
lyzing their distribution. This, in turn, 
should lead to an increase in popularity 
of standardized quantitative studies on 
Mediterranean sites from the Roman 
and early Byzantine periods, thus ena-
bling comparison of different assem-
blages.

methods
Three quantitative methods were ap-
plied in the analysis of the marble ob-
jects from Hawara, Porphyreon, and 
Philoxenite: fragment count, weight as-
sessment, and volume assessment. The 
results obtained provide figures use-
ful for presentations that focus on the 
qualitative diversity of the assemblages. 
The three quantification methods are 
simple enough to enable their wide-
spread use. Some of them have been 
used in the past for marbles and other 
categories of archaeological objects 
(pottery, ceramic building materials, 
and bones). 

frAgment count
A simple way to compare quantities of 
marbles from different sites is to count 
their fragments. The main problem with 
this method is the varying degree of frag-
mentation of marble objects at different 
sites and in individual archaeological de-
posits. For example, a column can break 
into hundreds of fragments or survive 
intact. Thus, depending on specific pre-
depositional factors, the fragment count 
can lead to over- or underrepresentation 
of finds in a given assemblage. For ex-
ample, a significant overrepresentation 
of broken objects can be expected at 
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multi-phase sites. One should also keep 
in mind that in Antiquity it was common 
practice to burn marble to produce lime 
for the construction of new buildings. 
This process involved crushing large ob-
jects into smaller pieces. The number of 
counted fragments also depends on the 
form of the marble finds: thin objects, 
such as wall revetment tiles, are likely to 
break into more pieces than thick ones 
like pavement slabs.

The fragment count is commonly used 
to quantify pottery sherds during archae-
ological surveys (see different chapters 
in Alcock and Cherry 2004). It primar-
ily serves as a basis for identifying traces 
of settlements associated with different 
periods. Marble objects do not offer such 
a possibility due to the fact that they are 
rarely found on the surface and, in most 
cases, they do not constitute reliable 
chronological indicators. The fragment 
count has been used, alongside other 
methods, for quantifying different vari-
eties of tiles from Piazza Armerina and 
Ravenna (Pensabene, González de An-
drés, and Atienza Fuente 2015; Tůmová 
et al. 2016). 

In addition to quantitative data, the 
fragment count can also provide inter-
esting information on the degree of frag-
mentation of the identified marble ob-
jects. In order to calculate it, each object 
is divided by the number of fragments 
it broke into. In such cases, however, 
the resulting data can only be compared 
between objects of the same form and 
size. What is more, such a calculation is 
rarely possible in the field, where recon-
structions are carried out primarily for 
selected objects of significant artistic val-
ue (e.g. sculptures) or special historical 

significance (e.g. inscriptions). Nonethe-
less, the example of reconstructed wall 
revetments from houses in Ephesos shows 
that such assessments can be attempted 
for other categories of marble objects as 
well (İlhan 2014). A prerequisite for suc-
cess in such cases is the discovery of all 
fragments that had formed part of the 
object, while it is much more common 
to find incomplete assemblages that had 
been looted in the past. 

weIght Assessment
Another method of quantifying archae-
ological objects is weighing them. This 
approach, used primarily in the studies 
of pottery and ceramic building materi-
als (Tomber 1993: 149–150), is effective 
because it reflects the real state of the 
material and provides comparable values. 
There is, however, a technical limitation 
to its use: while weighing smaller objects 
should not pose problems during docu-
mentation work, determining the weight 
of large architectural elements, especially 
when they are an integral part of build-
ings (e.g. floors and columns) may be 
challenging or impossible. In such cases, 
the specific gravity of the stone variety in 
question can be used. Multiplying it by 
the volume of the object allows to calcu-
late its weight. Still, one has to bear in 
mind that the result of this calculation is 
merely an approximation. Another limi-
tation of this method is a lack of tables 
listing specific gravities of all varieties of 
marble used in Antiquity. 

volume Assessment
The volume of an object can be deter-
mined on the basis of its metric meas-
urements. Volume, as a measure of 
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three-dimensional space, was used in 
Antiquity for calculating the quantity 
of material used in marble columns and 
ashlars (Didymus, Mensurae marmorum 
2–3; Gerstinger, Öllacher, and Vogel 1932: 
17, 23, 27). Notably, however, wall revet-
ments were quantified by way of meas-
uring their surface areas (Corcoran and 
DeLaine 1994). 

Calculating quantities of marble us-
ing volume should take into account one 
important issue. Finds uncovered during 
excavations are usually finished objects 
rather than unprocessed materials or 
semi-finished products worked by stone-
cutters. At least some of the objects were 
delivered from the quarries already in 
finished form.1 An example of this prac-
tice is the cargo of one of the early Byzan-
tine shipwrecks discovered off the Syrian 
coast (Dennert and Westphalen 2004). 
To the recipient, the original amount of 
stone processed was of secondary impor-
tance, so inquiries on the subject are of 
limited significance. In any case, more 
reliable figures for extracted marble are 
obtained by conducting measurements in 
the quarries (e.g. Wielgosz-Rondolino et 
al. 2020: appendix A). Leaving this debat-
able issue aside, an important practical 
premise is that only finished objects are 
measured in order to keep the figures 
comparable. This strategy was employed, 
for instance, when calculating the volume 
of different varieties of marbles in the Pi-
azza Armerina (Pensabene, González de 
Andrés, and Atienza Fuente 2015). Given 
the issues associated with counting frag-
ments and weight assessment, volume can 

be considered the best choice for quanti-
fication purposes.

reconstructed quAntIty
The minimum number of complete ob-
jects —ceramic vessels, ceramic building 
materials or marble specimens— can be 
reconstructed on the basis of their frag-
ments. This method involves counting 
rims, handles, and bases in the case of 
ceramic vessels, and corners of roof tiles 
or bricks when reconstructing the num-
ber of ceramic building materials. For 
example, 57 handles indicate the original 
presence of at least 28.5 amphoras, while a 
corner of a roof tile or brick is considered 
equal to a fourth part of the entire object 
(Orton 1989; Mills 2013: 18–19). The num-
ber of vessels can also be estimated by cal-
culating the percentages of the preserved 
rims (Gadot and Adler 2016). Basic speci-
men counts used in zooarchaeology can 
also be helpful. The number of identified 
specimens and the minimum number of 
individuals (Lyman 2008: 21–82) may be 
successfully used for quantifying distinc-
tive forms of marble objects. For example, 
mortars usually have three lugs and one 
spout. Therefore, from the quantitative 
perspective, a single lug represents a third 
part of a mortar, while the spout alone 
is enough to reconstruct an entire mor-
tar. A similar solution can be applied for 
rectangular altars and chancel screens. 
One surviving corner can be counted as 
a fourth part of the entire object. In the 
case of columns, their top and bottom 
ends can each count as half of the whole 
column. This method, helpful as it may 

1  It is estimated that when marble was quarried, only 20% to 30% of the stone was used in fur-
ther processing, while the rest was waste. See Röder 1971: 269; Attanasio, Bruno, and Yavuz 
2009: 326.



249

Mariusz Gwiazda Egypt and southErn LEvant

be in determining the number of whole 
objects of a given type, does not account 
for their different sizes. Even a single site 
can contain columns and capitals of dif-
ferent heights and diameters. Therefore, 
reliable comparisons of quantitative data 
must also take into account their weight 
or volume.

A reconstruction of the amount of 
marble used can also be based on archi-
tectural traces of columns, pavement 
slabs, or wall revetments. For example, 
imprints of columns on the stylobates al-
low for a reconstruction of their original 
number in the building. When at least 
one object of this type is preserved, its 
dimensions can serve as a basis for re-
constructing the volume of the entire set 
of columns. In addition, the thickness of 
decorative tiles and the area they origi-
nally covered enable the calculation of 
the volume of stone used to decorate the 
floors or walls. Notably, reconstructed 
values should be presented independently 
of the volume of the objects discovered 
during excavations in order to avoid du-
plication of figures. 

functIonAl clAssIfIcAtIon
A large proportion of marble finds dis-
covered during excavations can be as-
signed to functional classes, such as col-
umns, chancel screens, table tops, floor 
slabs, etc. When analyzing an assemblage 
from a single site, a comparison of the 
weight or volume of objects belonging 
to different classes, for example columns 
to mortars, does not provide relevant in-
formation. On the other hand, the use of 
weight or volume as a measure provides 
important results when comparing the 
same classes of objects at different sites.

When comparing assemblages of 
finds from various sites, it is also useful 
to indicate the number of object classes 
discovered. A higher diversity of objects 
may indicate the settlement’s complex 
social structure, its population’s material 
status, or its privileged location on trade 
routes. In addition, the unique adminis-
trative or religious significance of some 
settlements may have contributed to an 
increased import of goods.

A similar method was used for quan-
tifying marble finds in quarries on the 
island of Prokonnesos. The number of 
objects was given according to their 
class, demonstrating some local specifics 
of marble production (Asgari 1995: 265, 
Figs 2, 3). It should be noted, however, 
that this approach is of limited use in 
the case of floors and wall revetments, 
which consisted of many elements of dif-
ferent sizes. 

colors And vArIetIes of mArbles
In Antiquity, marble was defined as any 
rock that could be polished, meaning 
that not only genuine marble, but also 
granites and porphyries were included 
in this category. Marble itself, although 
mainly gray or white, varied greatly in 
color. Marbles of different colors were 
used not only to make a variety of goods, 
but were also selected intentionally for 
sculpture and architectural décor. Thus, it 
is reasonable to divide the marbles found 
at different sites according to different 
color classes. Such a quantification would 
indicate the market availability of, and 
the purchasers’ interest in, different types 
of stones. A necessary prerequisite in this 
approach, due to a considerable heteroge-
neity of marble varieties in terms of color, 
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is the use of a simplified color palette, 
which would allow the assignment of 
individual finds to a limited number 
of groups. Failure to do so would result 
in an excessive number of color classes, 
each represented by few finds. 

It is worth noting that a limited col-
or palette may lead to the assignment 
of marbles of similar color but from 
different quarries to the same class. Ex-
amples are serpentino verde quarried in 
Krokees and verde antico coming from 
Thessaly; both stones can be classified 
as green, as their name indicates, but 
the differences between them are dis-
cernible to the naked eye. This method 
can, therefore, be refined by using class-
es corresponding to specific quarries. 
This approach works especially well for 
marbles with a wide color spectrum. 
A good example is the marble from 
Chemtou, which came in numerous 
color varieties, the most common being 
yellow and pink. 

However, identifying the origin 
of many colored stones can be prob-
lematic. A case in point is the breccia 
corallina, which is a pinkish calcareous 
breccia extracted in various parts of 
Asia Minor, but also in Egypt (Klemm 
and Klemm 1993: 189–190; Lazzarini 
2002). The same is true for pavonaz-
zetto-like stones, whose main mining 
site was Dokimeion, but a macroscop-
ically similar material was also mined 
in Aphrodisias, Milas, Teos, and Skyros 
(Attanasio et al. 2015). 

Quarry-based classification of finds 
also cannot be applied to most white, 
gray, and black marbles, as their origin 
can only be determined by petrographic 
and archaeometric analyses. Such analy-

ses are, however, impossible to perform 
for all finds of this type due to their high 
cost and labor intensity. Moreover, the 
results of such analyses do not always 
provide clear answers concerning the 
origin of the material. Another problem 
is that new marble quarries continue to 
be discovered (Bruno et al. 2012). Admit-
tedly, these are usually small quarrying 
sites used rather for local needs than for 
interregional trade. Nevertheless, one 
must take into account the possibility 
of misidentifications resulting from gaps 
in our knowledge. 

In the above cases, one can only as-
sign marble finds to color groups, bear-
ing in mind that they do not reflect their 
true origin. In the case of white mar-
bles, an attempt can be made to classify 
them according to grain size. This simple 
method of petrographic characteriza-
tion allows to distinguish some marbles 
as originating from different quarries. 
Keeping its limitations in mind, this 
method reveals the diversity of the mar-
bles in the studied assemblages, provid-
ing information that is less abstract than 
the classification by color alone. 

clAssIfIcAtIon of contexts
Marble finds may also be classified on 
the grounds of context of their primary 
use. Context in this case is understood 
as the type of building or space per-
forming a specific function in the set-
tlement under study. Contexts include, 
e.g. , bath complexes with wall revet-
ments, street porticoes with columns, 
and houses with marble utensils. The 
greater the number of different plac-
es where such objects are discovered, 
the more likely it is that the settlement 
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was large or boasted a high administra-
tive and/or social status. Conversely, low 
diversity in contexts with attested marble 
use is rather characteristic of villages and 
other small settlements, with monasteries 
as distinct examples. This approach pro-
vides qualitative rather than quantitative 
information. 

It should be noted that this method 
is better suited for cities of the Roman 
period, which mainly consisted of houses 
and temples. Although this is also true for 
the early Byzantine period, the Roman 
period is characterized by a significant 
number of public buildings like civic ba-
silicas and buildings for entertainment 
purposes (e.g. amphitheater, theater, and 
hippodrome), the use and construction 
of which decreased significantly in later 
periods. 

densIty quAntIfIcAtIon
Another quantification method ap-
plicable to marble finds is a modified 
version of the approach used in archae-
ological surveys. During a survey, the 
number of pottery sherds found in a 
specific area is used to identify or de-
termine the size of sites (for a critique 
of this approach, see Leibner 2014). 
However, surface finds of marbles are 
too rare to be of such use. Instead, the 
volume of the unearthed marble finds 
can be considered in relation to the 
space excavated in each archaeological 
trench. Such a ratio indicates the satu-
ration of different parts of the site with 
marbles. Additionally, this approach al-
lows quantifying marble not only from 
places of its original use, but also from 
secondary deposits. 

cAse studIes
hAwArA
The first case study is Hawara (modern 
Humayma), a settlement located in south-
ern Jordan, about 55 km south of Petra and 
about 190 km from the nearest Mediter-
ranean port near Gaza. It is a multi-phase 
site whose history began in the 1st century 
BCE, with the youngest layers dated to the 
Mameluk period. Traces of occupation in 
the form of houses, a Roman fort, and at 
least five churches are associated with the 
early Byzantine period. The churches, built 
around the 5th and 6th centuries CE, have 
provided most of the marble finds. In turn, 
the excavations have yielded no marbles 
associated with earlier occupation phases, 
which indicates that most of this mate-
rial must have been imported during the 
early Byzantine period. Traces of looting of 

marble furnishings in churches, as well as 
their secondary use in early Islamic houses, 
have been identified on the site (Oleson 
and Schick 2013; Schick et al. 2013). 

The assemblage of finds from the site 
is limited to fragments of chancel screens, 
chancel posts, ambos, small altar columns, 
altars, pavement slabs, and a small number 
of vessels and table tops. They were made 
only of white marble, some with gray vein-
ing. The assemblage has been published 
in detail, with metric measurements and 
weight provided for each find (Schick et 
al. 2013). The dataset created on the ba-
sis of this information is available online 
(Gwiazda 2023a). The number of fragments 
discovered at the site was 287 in all, with 
a total weight of 232.216 kg and a volume 
of 0.226284 m3. 
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PorPhyreon
Porphyreon (modern Jiyeh), a large vil-
lage in the northern hinterland of Sidon, 
was located directly on the Mediterra-
nean coast, close to two major ports that 
provided important trade links between 
Phoenicia and other regions. The site 
was occupied from the Bronze Age to 
the Early Islamic period (Waliszewski 
and Gwiazda 2015; Gwiazda et al. 2021). 
The best-examined remains date from the 
early Byzantine phase and are associated 
with the residential quarter and one of 
the largest churches discovered in Leba-
non so far. 

The catalogue of marble finds from 
the site includes 1110 fragments with 
a total weight of 268.8242 kg and a vol-
ume of 0.171473 m3. However, the largest 
finds, such as columns and capitals, are 
underrepresented due to looting, which 
has occurred on the site since the 2nd 
millennium CE. The dataset also lacks 
the measurements of objects discovered 
during excavations conducted at the site 
in the second half of the 19th and first 
half of 20th centuries CE. 

In addition to columns and capitals, 
the assemblage consists of wall revet-
ments, pavement slabs, table tops, mor-
tars, and a small number of liturgical 
furnishings. These finds are primarily re-
lated to the clearing and excavation work 
carried out at the site in the early 21st 
century.2 They were documented in detail 
in 2009–2011 by the author of this article, 
but so far the entirety of this assemblage 
has not been published. This documen-
tation was used to prepare an online 
dataset available for analysis (Gwiazda 

2023c). Certainly, the assemblage does not 
constitute the complete set of objects dis-
covered in Porphyreon; however, given 
its diversity, it reflects well the extent of 
the supply of this settlement during the 
early Byzantine period.

PhIloxenIte
Philoxenite (modern Hawwariya) was a 
town established in the 6th century CE, 
on the pilgrimage route from Alexandria 
to the shrine of St. Menas, directly on 
the shore of Lake Mareotis, which al-
lowed easy transportation of people and 
goods from/to the southern port of Al-
exandria. The primary function of this 
settlement was to accommodate Chris-
tian pilgrims. Although remains dating 
to the Hellenistic and Roman periods 
have been found on the site (Gwiazda 
and Wielgosz-Rondolino 2019 with fur-
ther references; Gwiazda, Derda, and 
Barański 2022), no related marble finds 
have been uncovered. Marble objects be-
gan to be imported only in the early Byz-
antine period, when the first church was 
erected there (Babraj, Drzymuchowska, 
and Tarara 2020). No earlier than in the 
mid-6th century CE, it was replaced by a 
much larger basilica, and the settlement 
itself expanded significantly (Gwiazda 
and Derda 2021). Occupation at the site 
ended in the second quarter of the 8th 
century CE, following modifications to 
the early Byzantine buildings and partial 
looting of their furnishings. 

Most of the marble objects found at 
the site are associated with churches, 
four of which have been studied so far. 
However, marble finds have also been 

2  The research at Porphyreon was directed by Tomasz Waliszewski.
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found in bath complexes and houses. The 
recognized assemblage is very diverse and 
includes architectural elements such as 
columns, capitals, and wall and floor 
decorations. Most importantly, various 
utensils in the form of table tops and 
mortars, as well as a small number of 
liturgical furnishings (altars, altar parti-
tions and posts, and small columns), have 
been identified.

Although excavations at the site be-
gan in the late 1970s, systematic docu-
mentation of the marble objects has been 

prepared only recently.3 The author of this 
paper was responsible for recording the 
marble finds in the 2014–2021 excavation 
seasons, but that documentation has not 
been published thus far. Parallel to the 
publication of this article, a catalogue of 
the material from the site has been made 
available online (Gwiazda 2023b).4 The 
dataset, however, does not include finds 
from the largest church (the so-called 
Great Basilica) and the bath complexes, 
which were excavated using a less accu-
rate approach. 

APPlIcAtIon of the quAntIfIcAtIon methods to the 
mArble AssemblAges

reconstructed quAntIty method
Excavations at Hawara do not provide 
sufficient data to reconstruct the amount 
of marble used on the site. This is pri-
marily related to the lack of architectural 
remains and the dominance of broken 
chancel screens among the finds. Like at 
the other two sites, the fragmentary state 
of preservation of these objects makes 
it impossible to reconstruct their sizes. 
It is also unclear how many partitions 
were used in each church. In addition, the 
pavement slabs, present in large numbers, 
left no traces on the floors, hindering re-
construction of the surfaces they covered. 

In the case of Porphyreon, it is pos-
sible to determine the approximate origi-
nal area of the marble wall revetments 
in the presbytery of Basilica Q. The very 
good state of preservation of this part of 

the church is rare for the Levantine coast 
(Gwiazda 2015). Usually, the remains of 
such buildings are limited to the lower 
parts of the walls or their foundations. 
This is also largely true for the basilica 
in Porphyreon; however, its eastern wall, 
including the apse, was preserved almost 
in its entirety and reached 4.66 m above 
the level of the original floor. That wall 
also contains numerous impressions of 
attachments of marble wall revetments, 
permitting to determine the extent of 
this decoration [Fig. 2], which was 3.36 m 
high and covered the entire width of the 
eastern wall. The use of wall revetments is 
also attested inside the apse, but it is un-
known whether the synthronon located in 
its interior was also decorated in this way. 
In addition, wall revetments were located 
on two east – west oriented walls that 

3  This research is funded by the National Science Centre, Poland (grant no. 2017/25/B/
H3/01841), and is headed by Tomasz Derda.

4  Finds at this site were not weighed.
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delimited the presbytery on the northern 
and southern sides.

The total area of the marble-decorat-
ed walls in Basilica Q was 54.4 m2 [Ta-
ble 1]. Finds of marble tiles with holes 
for mounting hooks provided a basis for 
determining the thickness of the mate-
rial used as wall cladding. The thinnest 
panels were 1.4 cm thick, and the thickest 
measured 3.8 cm. For the eleven tiles with 
extant hook holes, the average thickness 
was 1.9 cm. Thus, multiplying the deco-
rated area of the walls by the average tile 
thickness yields a volume of the tiles used 

equal to 1.0336 m3. This value, however, 
was only a fraction of the total volume 
of the wall revetments used in the set-
tlement, as indicated by the discovery 
of imprints from hooks on the walls in 
one of the rooms located on the southern 
side of the church. The room has not been 
excavated in its entirety, so it cannot cur-
rently be included in the reconstructions. 

The assemblage discovered during ex-
cavations includes 523 fragments of wall 
revetment tiles with a total volume of 
0.058737 m3. In addition, the assemblage 
of finds from Porphyreon includes 392 

Fig. 2. Presbytery wall of Basilica Q in Porphyreon with the holes for wall revetment fasteners indi-
cated with orange dots (PCMA UW | drawing M. Puszkarski and M. Gwiazda)

Table 1. Surface of the walls clad with marble wall revetments in Basilica Q in Porphyreon
Church part Decorated surface (in square meters)
Presbytery, eastern wall – northern part 11.54
Presbytery, eastern wall – southern part 11.46
Apse 6.55
Presbytery, northern wall 12.76
Presbytery, southern wall 12.09
Total surface 54.4
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more fragments of uncertain function 
with a volume of 0.019409 m3. These could 
have been fragments of wall revetments, 
but they may as well have been remains 
of floor slabs. Nevertheless, these two 
figures indicate that the material recov-
ered during the excavations constitutes 
no more than 5.7–7.6% of the original wall 
decorations in Basilica Q. 

Another element of Basilica Q’s fur-
nishings that can be reconstructed with 
a high degree of probability in terms of 
quantity are columns and their capitals. 
The original presence of these elements is 
indicated by discoveries made during ex-
cavations of Georges Contenau (1920: 296, 
Fig. 92) and mentions in descriptions left 
by travelers visiting Porphyreon in the 
18th and 19th centuries CE (Rekowska 
2019–2020: 207). Fieldwork carried out 

on the site in the 21st century uncovered 
24 fragments of columns. Their recon-
structed dimensions indicate that they 
were parts of columns measuring 0.40 
cm in diameter. 

Most of the columns and capitals from 
the basilica were reclaimed for secondary 
use, a fact attested by the presence of at 
least three columns and one early Byz-
antine capital in a mosque located near 
the site [Fig. 3]. The columns reached a 
maximum height of 251 cm and meas-
ured about 42 cm in diameter, indicat-
ing a volume of 0.347746 m3 per column. 
Given that the church had three aisles, 
each with a length of 39 m, the columns 
would have been arranged in two rows 
of 14. Thus, the total volume of the col-
umns would have been equal to 9.736888 
m3. The capital from the mosque, in turn, 

Fig. 3. Capital of an early Byzantine column reused in the mosque in Jiyeh, ancient Porphyreon 
(PCMA UW | photo M. Gwiazda)
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had a volume of 0.151164 m3. This value, 
multiplied by the reconstructed number 
of columns, gives a total of 4.232592 m3. 
It follows that marble amounting to at 
least 15.00308 m3 (=columns with capi-
tals 13.96948 m3 + wall revetments 1.0336 
m3) was used to build the Basilica Q in 
Porphyreon. Thus, the total volume of 
all objects included in the Porphyreon 
dataset (0.171473 m3) represents about 
1.1% of the minimum quantity of marble 
used in the settlement during the early 
Byzantine period.

In the case of Porphyreon, it is also 
possible to quantify various marble ves-
sels, table tops and mortars. They include 

several distinctive types characterized by 
particular rim shapes (Gwiazda 2014). As 
for the quantity of small vessels, one rim 
and one base were identified, giving us a 
minimum value of one. Table tops rep-
resented three different forms, and the 
variants of their rims make it possible 
to identify at least 12 objects of this class. 
As for mortars, the minimum number 
of pieces of this type of utensil was two. 

Similar reconstructions are also possi-
ble for Philoxenite. The most significant 
in this regard is the Grand Basilica. In 
this case, it is possible to calculate the 
original volume of the opus sectile floor 
in the narthex and of the columns with 

Table 2. Functional class count in Hawara, Porphyreon, and Philoxenite assemblages
Class group Class Hawara Porphyreon Philoxenite

Liturgical 
equipment

Altar + +
Ambo +
Chancel screen + + +
Chancel post + + +
Column (small) + +
Column base 
(small) +

Utensils

Table top + + +
Mortar + +
Vessel + +
Pestle +
Varia +
Weight +

Decorations

Wall revetment + +

Opus sectile + +
Pavement slab + +

Intarsio + +
Plaque + +

Architectural 
members

Capital + +
Column + +
Column base +
Total 7 16 14
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capitals from the church interior. The 
number of columns was 40, as indicat-
ed by impressions left on the stylobates 
separating the aisles. However, during 

excavations carried out in that building, 
only about a dozen columns and three 
capitals have been found (Jastrzębowska 
2018–2019; Babraj, Drzymuchowska, and 

Table 3. Marble varieties in Hawara, Porphyreon, and Philoxenite
Marble variety Provenance Hawara Porphyreon Philoxenite

Africano Teos, Turkey (Ballance 1966) +

Alabastro cotognino
Nile Valley, Egypt (Harrell 
2016) + +

Breccia corallina
Turkey and Egypt (Lazzarini 
2002) + +

Cipollino rosso
Iasos, Turkey (Berti and 
Peirano 2023) + +

Cipollino verde
Karystos, Euboea, Greece 
(Lazzarini, Masi, and Tucci 
1995)

+ +

Fior di pesco
Chalkis, Greece (Lazzarini et 
al. 2002) +

Giallo antico
Chemtou (Simitthus), Tunisia 
(G. Röder 1988) + +

Granito rosso
Aswan, Egypt (Klemm and 
Klemm 1993) +

Greco scritto
Annaba, Algeria, and Ephesos, 
Turkey (Pensabene 2002; 
Attanasio et al. 2012)

+

Occhio di pavone rosso
Kutluca, Turkey (Borghini 
1997) +

Pavonazzetto
Dokimeion, Turkey 
(Pensabene 2002) + +

Porfido rosso
Gebel Dokhan (Mons 
Porphyrites), Egypt (Lucci 
1964)

+

Portasanta Chios, Greece (Borghini 1997) +

Rosso antico
Mani Peninsula, Greece (Laz-
zarini 1990) +

Serpentino verde
Krokees, Greece (Zezza and 
Lazzarini 2002) + +

Verde antico
Thessaly, Greece (Lazzarini 
2007) + +

Unidentified white, gray 
and black

Possibly Dokimeion, 
Prokonnesos, Thasos, 
Ephesos, etc. (Pensabene 
2002)

+ + +

Total 1 9 17
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Tarara 2020: 12). The others were proba-
bly removed during the abandonment of 
the building in the early Islamic period. 
The columns were about 216 cm high and 
35 cm in diameter, giving a total volume 
of 0.207816 m3. As for the capitals, their 
volume is estimated at 0.077273 m3. Thus, 
the total volume of the columns with cap-
itals used in the Great Basilica equaled 
11.40356 m3. 

The marble floor in the narthex, 
made of triangular and octagonal tiles, 
is preserved in fragments. Nevertheless, 

knowing the area of the room in which 
it was located, it is easy to determine the 
volume of the material used for its con-
struction. The area is equal to 198.93 m2 
and the tiles averaged 2.4 cm in thick-
ness, therefore the quantity of marble 
used for the narthex floor was equal to 
0.477443 m3. Similar calculations can be 
performed for marble floor surfaces in 
different parts of the N1 church [Fig. 4]. 
Such pavements were identified in the 
presbytery, in the auxiliary room behind 
the apse, and in a part of the baptistery. 

Fig. 4. N1 church in Marea with remains of marble floors in the presbytery, baptistery, and auxiliary 
room behind the apse. A view from the west (Marea Archaeological Project | photo M. Gwiazda) 

Table 4. Occurrences of marble in different building types
Building type Hawara Porphyreon Philoxenite
Church + + +
Monastery +
House + +
Bath +
Total 1 2 4
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The total area of these spaces is equal to 
25.9 m2, which translates into approx-
imately 0.06216 m3 of material used to 
cover them.

Thus, the reconstructed minimum 
volume of the marble used in Philoxenite 
adds up to 11.943163 m3, while the dataset 
of finds from Philoxenite represents 3.19% 
of that figure. One should bear in mind 
that two bath complexes identified in the 
settlement (el-Fakharani 1983; Szymańska 
and Babraj 2008) also made large-scale 
use of marble decoration (floor slabs and 
wall revetments). However, in their case, 
a reconstruction of the volume of marble 

used in the interiors was impossible due 
to insufficient architectural documenta-
tion prepared during the excavations. In 
addition, five table tops and one mortar 
were distinguished in Philoxenite. Each 
of these objects represented a different 
form. 

quAntIfIcAtIon of functIonAl 
clAsses
A division of the finds from the three 
sites into functional classes demonstrates 
that assemblages discovered at Porphyre-
on and Philoxenite were more diverse 
than in Hawara [Table 2]. This confirms 

Fig. 5. Volume of different classes of functional objects in the assemblages from Hawara, Porphyre-
on, and Philoxenite. The volume of columns is not included (M. Gwiazda)
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the hypothesis that pilgrimage sites and 
settlements located on the Mediterra-
nean coast had better access to marble 
products than inland areas. In addition, 
Table 2 shows that pieces of liturgical fur-
nishings were found at all three sites. The 
use of marble in wall and floor decora-
tion and architectural elements was also 
common in Porphyreon and Philoxenite. 
Of note is also the much greater diversity 
of utensils in Porphyreon. Some of them 
were certainly used outside the church, 
in the large residential quarter.

The quantitative analysis of the vol-
ume of marbles from the three sites tak-
ing into account their division into func-
tional classes provides unexpected results. 

A much larger number of chancel screens 
were found in Hawara than in the other 
two settlements [Fig. 5]. This is related to 
the discovery of numerous churches in 
Hawara, each of which contained a rela-
tively large number of such objects. On 
the other hand, in the case of Porphyreon, 
the liturgical furnishings of Basilica Q 
are definitely underestimated due to the 
long history of unsystematic excavations 
at the site. In Philoxenite, in turn, the 
majority of such objects were most likely 
looted and used for lime production. This 
hypothesis is confirmed by the discovery 
of at least two lime kilns within the set-
tlement (Derda et al. 2021: 133). The same 
fate likely befell many architectural ele-

Fig. 6. Percentage distribution of the volumes of different functional class groups in the assem-
blages from Hawara, Porphyreon, and Philoxenite (M. Gwiazda)
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ments such as columns and capitals. The 
number of tiles used as wall revetments is 
also certainly underestimated in the case 
of Philoxenite. In this case, the difficulty 
lies in distinguishing them from the small 
and large tiles used for floor decoration. 

Each analyzed dataset provides a dif-
ferent percentage distribution of objects 
between class groups [Fig. 6]. In the case 
of Porphyreon and Philoxenite, as noted 
above, this distribution is unreliable due 
to the underestimation of the largest ob-
jects (their volume was reconstructed in 
the previous section). Despite this fact, 
these two settlements show a much high-
er proportion of architectural elements 
and decorative tiles than Hawara. 

quAntIfIcAtIon of colors And vArIe-
tIes of mArbles 
A comparison of the origins of marbles 
discovered at the three sites provides an-
other illustration of the diversity of these 
assemblages [Table 3]. The table differenti-
ates between colored marbles identifiable 
without archaeometric analysis. The ma-
terial is the most diverse for Philoxenite, 
where the number of attested quarries al-
most doubles that of Porphyreon. Notably, 
the study sample for Philoxenite is almost 
half the size of the sample for Porphyreon 
in terms of the number of fragments. This 
difference is, therefore, not coincidental 
and indicates that Philoxenite was by far 
the more richly supplied site. The situation 

Fig. 7. Percentage distribution of the volumes (in cubic meters) and weights (in kilograms) of differ-
ent color classes (M. Gwiazda)
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is completely different for Hawara, where 
no colored marble fragments have been 
found thus far. 

However, great caution should be 
exercised when considering such calcu-
lations. For both Philoxenite and Por-
phyreon, the share of colored stones is 
negligible compared to that of unidenti-

fied white, gray, and black stones [Fig. 7]. 
This indicates that not only Hawara but 
all three sites were dominated by stones 
in the color spectrum between white and 
gray. Varieties in shades of green, pink, 
red, and yellow were used very rarely, 
primarily for the production of various 
types of tiles.

Fig. 8. Plan of Philoxenite indicating the locations of the excavations considered in the density 
quantification (Marea Archaeological Project | drawing M. Gwiazda, A.B. Kutiak, and M. Łuba)

0 200 m
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context tyPe count
As noted above, focusing on the diversity 
of contexts of marble use in early Byzan-
tine settlements is of limited use. Nev-
ertheless, some regularities are apparent 
for the three sites. Table 4 shows that in 
Philoxenite, compared to the other two 
sites, marble was used in more function-
ally diverse spaces. While in most settle-
ments from the early Byzantine period 
marbles can be expected to be found pri-
marily in churches, in Philoxenite they 
were also attested outside sacred spaces, 
including baths complexes, where the use 
of this material is attested on a massive 
scale. This demonstrates the unique na-
ture of this settlement and its privileged 
place in the supply network.

densIty quAntIfIcAtIon
Of the assemblages at our disposal, the 
Philoxenite finds are best suited for 
density analysis, as they were collected 
during excavations in functionally di-
verse parts of the site. The most accu-
rately inventoried marble material comes 
from excavations in streets, houses, trash 
dumps, and churches [Fig. 8]. Disregard-
ing the largest church in the settlement 
and the bath complexes, which were not 
thoroughly documented, by far the larg-
est number of marble finds is associated 
with the N1 church [Fig. 9]. In contrast, 
a much lower density of marble objects 
was recorded in trenches W1-5, H1, and 
W1-3, featuring structures with a residen-
tial function. The lowest number of finds 

Fig. 9. Ratio of the volume of marble object finds to the volume of the total material excavated in 
Philoxenite (M. Gwiazda)
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came from a trash disposal site recognized 
in trenches FR3, A2, W1-1, W1-2, A1, and 
MT1. Additionally, the CH2 monastery, 
located on the outskirts of the settlement, 
yielded a small number of marble finds. 
Philoxenite therefore emerges from the 
analysis as the place with the highest 
density of marble finds from trenches 
located in the places of their prima-
ry use. Although large-scale looting of 
marbles at that site during the early 

Islamic period has been confirmed, it 
was not associated with a concentrated 
secondary deposition. A similar situa-
tion occurred in Hawara, where most of 
the marbles were discovered in church-
es where they were used originally. This 
pattern distinguishes marble objects 
from pottery, which is usually found in 
large quantities in secondary deposits 
rather than at the places of their orig-
inal use. 

dIscussIon
The quantitative and qualitative analy-
ses of assemblages of marble finds from 
three sites of similar size and chronology 
have revealed the limitations of some of 
the applied methods. Firstly, the frag-
ment count distorts the real quantities of 
different groups of objects. Instead, the 
use of weight and volume as measures is 
recommended for quantifying marbles. 
Importantly, only the latter measure 
can be used systematically for large as-
semblages collected during excavations. 
Volume may be used not only in analyses 
of recovered objects, but also in attempts 
to reconstruct their quantity based on 
architectural evidence. 

The use of volume as a measure and 
a means of qualitative assessment per-
mitted to verify the hypothesis as to the 
differences in supply of medium-sized 
settlements with different geographic 
locations and social importance. The 
analytical approaches used indicated the 
presence of marble assemblages more di-
verse in terms of form and material at 
sites located closer to the Mediterranean 
coast. Philoxenite was in an especially 
privileged position, as it was founded as 

a settlement linked to Christian pilgrims.
At the same time, the functional 

classification shows that a wider range 
of objects was available in Porphyreon. 
Most importantly, this was evident in the 
greater variety of discovered utensils that 
the residents of the settlement had used 
in their homes. This is also confirmed by 
the volume of the objects in this group, 
which is significantly larger in Porphyre-
on than in Hawara or Philoxenite. Both 
Porphyreon and Philoxenite showed, in 
turn, a much greater use of marble as ar-
chitectural décor. 

In Philoxenite, marbles generally oc-
curred much more widely. Their use was 
not limited to the decoration of churches, 
as was the case in Porphyreon and Hawara, 
but also included bath complexes and 
houses. This pattern reflects the different 
characteristics of the settlements and the 
way they functioned. At the same time, it 
may be noted that of all the categories of 
buildings identified in the studied settle-
ments, only churches invariably had mar-
ble furnishings. After the Roman period, 
they became the focus of pious donations 
and socially motivated investments.
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Such observations can be particularly 
useful for sites with poorly recognized 
functions, permitting to reconstruct the 
consumption patterns of the associat-
ed communities. At the same time, one 
should bear in mind that the three exam-
ples discussed herein are not sufficient to 
reproduce a universal pattern character-
istic of settlements of the early Byzantine 
period. To achieve such a goal, an analysis 
of a much larger number of assemblages 
is required, and the conclusions obtained 
on their basis will certainly have to take 
into account many exceptional cases.

In the case of Philoxenite, the method 
of calculating the ratio of the volume of 
the marble finds to the volume of the ex-
cavated trench space has provided precise 
information about the hierarchy of differ-
ent spaces in the settlement. It indicates 
that the largest volume of marble was 
found in churches, followed by residen-
tial buildings and garbage dumps. At the 
same time, it is important to remember 
that the number of marble objects does 
not always have to be a simple indicator 
of the costs incurred. This material was 
available in different qualities and had a 
range of values, as indicated by Diocle-
tian’s Price Edict (Edictum Diocletiani de 
Pretiis Rerum Venalium 33.1). Thus, without 
archaeometric identification of the ori-
gin of the material, one must be cautious 
when drawing conclusions on the basis 
of such data.

Consideration of color diversity and 
origin of the marble material in the qual-
itative assessment indicates their widest 
range in Philoxenite. However, these 
results again come with a caveat. At all 
three sites, objects made of white, gray, or 
gray-white marbles account for more than 

90% of the total volume of the assemblage. 
Determination of the origin of this type of 
stone also requires archaeometric analyses. 
The remaining stones, whose origin can be 
determined in many cases without labo-
ratory methods, make up a much smaller 
portion of these assemblages. At the same 
time, it should be noted that, unlike at 
the other two sites, in Hawara no colored 
stone finds were recorded at all. 

In the case of Philoxenite and Por-
phyreon, the use of a reconstructive 
approach taking architectural evidence 
into account permitted to determine the 
approximate minimum quantity of im-
ported marble. The respective figures for 
these sites were 11.943163 m3 and 15.00308 
m3. This helps imagine the orders of mag-
nitude that should be taken into consid-
eration in discussions of the quantities of 
marbles imported to settlements in the 
Eastern Mediterranean during the early 
Byzantine period. 

For both Porphyreon and Philoxenite, 
the estimated recovery percentages for 
marble objects are slightly over 1%. This 
is a relatively high rate, considering that 
the representativeness of pottery finds in 
the archaeological record is estimated at 
less than 1% compared to the information 
provided by written sources (Allan 1983: 
44). Nevertheless, even such incomplete 
assemblages can be considered meaning-
ful, especially when they provide repro-
ducible quantitative ratios for particular 
groups of objects at different sites. 

Reconstructions of the quantities of 
material used at the sites allow to greatly 
expand the subject of analysis. This ap-
proach also helps to partially eliminate 
factors associated with the secondary use of 
marble, which was common in Antiquity, 
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but its scope is often difficult to determine. 
Reconstructed quantities should be consid-
ered separately from the values obtained for 
the objects discovered during excavations, 
but they also provide a means to assess the 
representativeness of the studied datasets. 

The dominant approach in the study 
of ancient marbles to date has been to 
analyze their form, style, or iconography. 
Over the past four decades, laboratory 
analyses seeking to determine where the 
stone material was quarried have gained 
popularity. These two research spheres 
provide a solid foundation for a larger-
scale development of another approach, 
which relies on the methodical quantifi-
cation of marble objects. Previous efforts 
in this field have usually been limited to 
analyses of the number of finds from in-
dividual sites or individual buildings, and 
no attempt has been made to compare 
assemblages from different sites. Con-
sequently, the recognition of the impact 
of various factors on the occurrence of 
marble on a given site was limited, as it 
was rarely founded on a measurable, and 
thus reliable, basis. 

The absolute values obtained for the 
volume of marbles discovered during ex-
cavations can serve as a basis for mean-
ingful comparisons. They could also be a 
point of departure for diachronic studies, 
which have not been attempted so far. 
At the same time, the presented marble 
quantification methods show that no sin-
gle method is perfect. Quantitative and 
qualitative assessments should be used in 
parallel to achieve a more reliable picture 
of the past. 

The use of the quantitative approach-
es described above makes it possible to 
more accurately measure the scale of im-
ports of goods in different socio-cultural 
and geographic contexts. It represents 
a departure from simplistic quantifica-
tions that consider only the number of 
pieces of objects of each type disregard-
ing their different sizes and fragmentary 
preservation. These methods can be used 
not only in micro scale, to compare as-
semblages from individual buildings or 
sites, but also in macro scale, to collect 
similar information from different re-
gions.
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