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Chapter 1

APPROACHING ANCIENT TRIPOLITANIA:

AN INTRODUCTION

Niccolo Mugnai

Archaeological research and publications

The archaeology of the sector of Tripolitania corre-
sponding to western Libya has been shaped to a large
extent by the modern history of this country. Extensive
excavations started under Italian colonial rule (1911-
1943) and brought to light impressive remains of ancient
monuments, especially at urban sites such as Lepcis
Magna and Sabratha.! This colonial-era legacy has left
some archaeological areas unpublished or only partly
published, with preservation and conservation issues;
however, post-colonial works by Libyan and interna-
tional researchers abound, including fieldwork reports
and more in-depth studies of specific buildings and
sites. Those who are starting to familiarize themselves
with the archaeology, history, and heritage of Libya can
find a wealth of material in three dedicated journals:
Libyan Studies, published yearly since 1970 by the Brit-
ish Institute for Libyan and Northern African Studies
- BILNAS (formerly the Society for Libyan Studies);
Libya Antiqua, the official journal of the Department of
Antiquities of Libya — DoA, with a new series launched
in 2010; and Quaderni di Archeologia della Libya, which
was established in 1950 to continue the series of reports
of the later decommissioned ‘Ufficio Studi del Mini-
stero dellAfrica Italiana’ and its regular publication by
‘TErma’ di Bretschneider resumed in 2018. Important
information can also be found in older, colonial-period
publications, such as Africa Italiana, and in current aca-
demic journals focusing on North Africa and beyond:
Antiquités Africaines, Karthago, Azania, and the Journal
of African Archaeology are some examples. Significant
archaeological, historical, and art historical studies on

sites of Tripolitania have appeared in the Papers of the
British School at Rome, the Journal of Roman Studies, the
Journal of Roman Archaeology, Archeologia Classica, and
other journals.

Studies on the architecture, art, and urbanism of
ancient Libya (Tripolitania and Cyrenaica), among
other topics, have appeared regularly in Italian in
the book series ‘Monografie di Archeologia Libica’
(‘CErma’ di Bretschneider) since 1948. More works on
similar subjects can be found in Italian and other lan-
guages in the (now discontinued) series of supplements
to Libya Antiqua. To these one should add archaeolog-
ical works that have been published in English as mon-
ographs and edited volumes in the BILNAS publication
series, including the three most recent instalments
dedicated to Tripolitania: Ahmed 2019; Sheldrick 2021;
and the present volume. One should also acknowledge
the painstaking work of scholars in the immediate
post-Second World War and subsequent periods who
contributed to enhancing our understating of ancient
Tripolitania. Among these a special place must be
reserved for John Bryan Ward-Perkins - see especially
his work on the Severan buildings of Lepcis Magna
(Ward-Perkins 1993) and references to his other stud-
ies in this volume - and for Antonino Di Vita, whose
principal (published and unpublished) papers on Trip-
olitania are now conveniently collected in Rizzo and Di
Vita-Evrard 2015; Rizzo 2017.2

There have been valuable attempts to offer syntheses
of this rich material and to produce dedicated collec-
tions of studies that readers could use as a starting point
for their own work. A case in point is represented by the
volume Town and Country in Roman Tripolitania (Buck

"The literature on Italian colonial archaeology in Libya is vast, reflecting the vivid debate on its pitfalls and merits from historical, political, and social
standpoints; for a recent review of the topic see Munzi 2012, with bibliography.

*For a detailed account of the life, work, and achievements of Ward-Perkins and Di Vita, one can look at the respective obituaries published in Papers
of the British School at Rome 48, 1980 (by M. Pallottino and J.M. Reynolds) and Libya Antiqua n.s. 7, 2013-14 (by G. Rocco).
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and Mattingly 1985), which brings together papers on
the archaeology of Tripolitania — from the urban centres
of the coastal region to the more remote desert areas.
Similarly, a themed section in Libyan Studies 20, 1989
collects papers by an international team of scholars who
outline the development of research in Libya from 1969
to 1989, focusing on archaeology (from prehistory to
the Islamic period), history, epigraphy, art and architec-
ture. These works served as a prelude to the publication
of David Mattingly’s Tripolitania (1995), which remains
a fundamental reference study for anyone interested in
this subject. Through engagement with a broad range
of topics — geography, ethnicity, history, culture, urban
and landscape archaeology, the army and frontiers,
economy and trade — the book provides a comprehen-
sive account of this North African region in Roman and
late Roman times.

Archaeological studies on Tripolitania, as well as
on Libya and North Africa more broadly, have much
progressed since then (for a comprehensive assessment
of the state of research see Mattingly, Chapter 11). Fol-
lowing the final publication of the UNESCO Libyan
Valleys Archaeological Survey — ULVS (Barker 1996;
Mattingly 1996), new projects have been developed to
investigate societies, especially the Garamantes, at the
fringes and beyond the borders of the Roman Empire:
the Desert Migrations Project; Fazzan Project; Peo-
pling the Desert Project; and Trans-Sahara Project (for
an overview see Mattingly 2019; 2022, with references).
The activity in the field of the French Archaeological
Mission in Tripolitania and Cyrenaica has produced
important scientific outputs, an outline of which can
be found in Michel 2011-12; 2015. The fieldwork con-
ducted by the German Archaeological Mission has
provided a wealth of new data on Tripolitanian mili-
tary structures in the Roman and Late Antique periods
(Mackensen 2021; 2024; see also Mackensen, Chapter
6). A useful guide to the numerous archaeological pro-
jects undertaken as part of Libyan-Italian partnerships
was published recently in a bilingual, Italian and Ara-
bic, volume: Musso and Turjman 2022. It is also impor-
tant to mention the recent work of international teams
in the Tunisian sector of Tripolitania, especially on the
Island of Jerba: Drine et al. 2009; Ritter and Ben Tahar
2022 (for a discussion of research in this area see Mat-
tingly, Chapter 11). Reports of international events and
projects on the preservation of Libya’s cultural heritage
can be found in themed sections of Libyan Studies 48,
2017 and Quaderni di Archeologia della Libya 21, 2018.
Finally, a major advancement has been the creation
of an online, freely available edition of the standard

epigraphic corpus Inscriptions of Roman Tripolitania -
IRT (originally published by Reynolds and Ward-Per-
kins in 1952), which incorporates hundreds of newly
discovered texts: Inscriptions of Roman Tripolitania
(2021) - IRT2021.

In addition to these publications, most of which are
specifically aimed at the scholarly community;, it is worth
taking into proper account those works that have offered
an overview of the archaeology and history of Tripolita-
nia to broader audiences. There is quite an assortment
of this kind of literature, starting with Denys Haynes’
Archaeological and Historical Guide to the Pre-Islamic
Antiquities of Tripolitania (fourth edition published in
1981); though outdated, there is still plenty of useful
information one can gather from it.> Written by lead-
ing scholars, Libya: The Lost Cities of the Roman Empire
(Di Vita et al. 1999, also available in French, German,
and Spanish) provides an account of the archaeology,
urbanism, art and architecture of Roman-period Libya,
focusing mostly on Tripolitania with a shorter section
on Cyrenaica. The most recent, and most welcome, addi-
tion to this series of publications is Philip Kenrick’s Libya
Archaeological Guides: Tripolitania (2009, also available
in Arabic). With its critical assessment of scholarship
and archaeological evidence dating from Phoenician/
Punic times through to the early Islamic era, this is an
indispensable resource for both general readers and
established scholars, and it has inspired the present vol-
ume in many ways.

Tripolitania: a new regional study

Until very recently, the overwhelming majority of hand-
books, syntheses, and collective studies on North Africa
in the Roman period was available mostly in French and
Italian,* while English-language works tended to be more
limited in scope. Given the current structure of univer-
sity courses in the Anglophone world, in many instances
this has proved to be a severe limitation to the choice of
items one could include in reading lists. The situation is
now rapidly changing: the publication of Bruce Hitch-
ner’s Companion to North Africa in Antiquity (2022) has
been a milestone to start addressing this imbalance. The
inclusion of essays covering the archaeology, history,
culture and geography of various areas of the Maghreb
and beyond provides a valuable overview of the subject,
encompassing a broad time frame from the first millen-
nium BCE to the eighth century CE. This was followed
by the timely publication of David Mattingly’s Between
Sahara and Sea: Africa in the Roman Empire (2023)
- a book that offers a renewed, long-awaited insight

*There are also books, popular readings, and guidebooks to individual sites of Tripolitania, published at different stages and available in various

languages, many of which are cited in chapters of this volume.

*Examples include, among many others: Romanelli 1970; Briand-Ponsart and Hugoniot 2006; Lassere 2015. See also the 22 volumes of LAfrica

Romana conference proceedings published since 1984.
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Fig. 1.1. Map of the North African region in the Roman period (basemap Google Earth, data SIO, NOAA, US Navy, NGA,

GEBCO, image Landsat/Copernicus).

into the life of urban, rural, and military communities
across North Africa from the first century BCE to the
third century CE. By focusing on how the local inhab-
itants experienced imperial rule under Rome, this study
moves away from old-fashioned (colonial) perspectives
that shaped a substantial portion of past scholarship on
ancient North Africa and proposes ideas and new direc-
tions for future research.

In the light of these developments, it seems appro-
priate to start thinking of region-focused studies that
can complement and supplement these two more gen-
eral works.” Given its rich archaeological heritage and
the availability of new data thanks to the progress of
research, Tripolitania represents an excellent case study
in this context. The choice to dedicate a new volume
to this region was therefore motivated by the desire to
offer an up-to-date picture of aspects of the archaeol-
ogy of this important territory of North Africa, building
upon the solid corpus of literature discussed in the sec-
tion above and attempting to incorporate at least some
of the most recent advancements. The proposal was
met with enthusiasm by BILNAS, and its Open Access
Monograph Series was identified as a suitable venue for
publication to make the volume easily accessible. Hope-
fully our friends and colleagues across the Maghreb will
benefit from this choice above anyone else. Beyond this
volume on Tripolitania, the intention is to encourage a
continuation of the publication project through future

collections of archaeological and historical studies on
Cyrenaica (eastern Libya), as well as on the regions cor-
responding to present-day Tunisia (including the Tuni-
sian part of Tripolitania), Algeria, and Morocco.

The principal aim of the volume is to look at
Roman-period Tripolitania within its broader North
African setting (Figs 1.1-2). The title ‘Tripolitania in
the Roman Empire and Beyond has a twofold meaning.
The first refers to the geographical framework. This cor-
responds to the boundaries of the region as they were
established under Roman imperial rule - essentially
the territory of the three emporia (Lepcis Magna, Oea,
and Sabratha) that formed a sub-provincial entity of
Africa Proconsularis, before becoming an autonomous
province around 303 CE; but at the same time the dis-
cussion in some of the essays extends to areas beyond
Roman control, especially in the desert zone. The second
meaning is chronological: the time frame under consid-
eration spans mainly from the first century BCE to the
fourth century CE, but earlier and later periods are also
included. Authors were presented with the challeng-
ing task of writing a piece that was both authoritative
and accessible. This reflects the broad readership of the
volume, which is intended to encompass university stu-
dents at different levels, younger and more senior schol-
ars, as well as general readers. Hopefully each of these
groups will find something of interest among the con-
tents of this book.

>Current scholarship is also proposing a ‘micro-regional’ approach to North Africa, as shown by case studies in Numidia (Ardeleanu 2021) and

Africa Proconsularis (Scheding 2019).
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GEBCO, image Landsat/Copernicus).

The main type of evidence under examination is
archaeological, but textual and epigraphic sources are
also considered. No claim is made to encompass all
aspects of the archaeology of Tripolitania, and the selec-
tion of topics was influenced by the authors’ personal
expertise and research interests, allowing a plurality of
voices, as well as different opinions in some instances, to
emerge.® It should also be noted that the principal focus
is on the (western) Libyan part of Tripolitania, while the
region in antiquity extended into south-eastern Tunisia
to the west and beyond Surt to the east. The first part of
the volume (Chapters 2-4) is concerned with urban sites
and villas on the coastal area. Aiosa (Chapter 2) offers
new hypotheses on the urban development of Sabratha
from pre-Roman to late Roman times. By challenging
earlier views and traditional interpretations, the author’s
reappraisal of much of the extant archaeological evidence
has far-reaching consequences with regard to the chro-
nology or identification of both individual monuments
and entire districts of the ancient city. Mugnai (Chapter
3) looks at the transformation of Lepcis Magna in the
Severan period. Starting with a review of the ‘traditional’
Severan buildings that were central to Ward-Perkins’
studies, the essay also examines smaller construction

projects in the city that were undertaken alongside
larger, imperial enterprises. A wealth of evidence is
examined: design and construction features, building
materials, architectural ornament and sculpture, and
the monuments’ epigraphic apparatus. In Chapter 4,
Wootton gives a wide-ranging overview of Tripolita-
nian decorated pavements and mosaics from the Punic/
Hellenistic era through to the Byzantine period. Matters
of style, iconography and craftsmanship are addressed,
examining these Tripolitanian productions within their
broader Mediterranean context. Importantly, the essay
engages with issues of conservation of this exceptional,
yet fragile, heritage.

In the second part (Chapters 5-10), attention shifts
to the hinterland and to the more remote, pre-desert
and desert areas of Tripolitania. Nikolaus and Shel-
drick (Chapter 5) provide a comprehensive overview of
rural and funerary landscapes in the pre-desert, build-
ing upon the results of the ULVS Project and incorpo-
rating the latest research. The careful use of archival
materials and satellite imagery among other resources
allows the authors to investigate the life and death of
those who inhabited these zones in the Roman and
Late Antique periods. The following three essays deal

°One must be aware of an ongoing imbalance in the scholarship, where external, non-African voices are still predominant, but it is to be hoped that
future instalments in this and other publication series will manage to invert the trend (on the need to ‘decolonize’ North African studies see Mattingly

2023, xvii-xxi, 3-8).
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with complementary aspects of the army at the border.
Through a detailed assessment of archaeological evi-
dence, Mackensen (Chapter 6) outlines the develop-
ment of military installations on the limes Tripolitanus
across modern-day Libya and Tunisia from the second
to the fifth century CE. This includes data from recent
excavations at the fort of Gheriat el-Garbia, which are
contributing significantly to our understanding of Tri-
politania’s frontier zone. These new datasets, along with
the evidence collected in previous studies and fieldwork
in the region, enable Schimmer (Chapter 7) to examine
the food supply of the army, looking in particular at
amphora content and circulation, epigraphic sources,
archaeobotanical and faunal evidence. In Chapter 8,
Schmid looks at cults and the religious practices of
soldiers. The layout of buildings identified during past
and current research is connected to their specific reli-
gious use, while inscriptions complement this picture
through the information they provide on worshipped
deities and the identity of worshippers.

The section is concluded by two essays that look at
the post-Roman phases. Welsby Sjostrom (Chapter 9)
compiles a gazetteer of sites in Jabal Nafusa where future
field surveys could confirm the presence of Roman/Late
Antique archaeological remains. This includes previ-
ously surveyed sites, such as those that were recorded
in the 1920s by Italian army officers, and places where
the presence of Roman-period spolia in Islamic build-
ings (especially mosques) was noticed in more recent
years. In Chapter 10, Prevost draws attention to the cul-
tural connections between the Island of Jerba (Tunisia)
and Tripolitania. While it is known that these territories
were part of the same (sub)provincial entity in Roman
times, the essay highlights important architectural links
between some Islamic mosques of Jerba and examples
from Jabal Nafusa, which speak of a continuous intercon-
nectivity of these areas into the Islamic period. Finally,
in Chapter 11, Mattingly provides a series of thoughts
and reflections on the archaeology of Libyan and
Tunisian Tripolitania. Themes explored in the various
chapters are critically reviewed, while recent advance-
ments as well as gaps in our knowledge are pointed out,
which can be used to develop future research projects
and approaches.

Two points merit attention. The subject of Tripolita-
nian economy and trade is addressed in more than one
paper (see especially Chapters 5, 7, 11), with particular
emphasis on the economic life of rural settlements and
the circulation of goods at infra- and cross-regional
level. Further in-depth studies on these topics exist;
with regard to Anglophone scholarship, first and fore-
most, readers are referred to the fundamental works by
Mattingly (1995, 138-59; 2023, 529-59, with references
to previous works). On urban production at Sabratha,

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 1-6 pp1-141.indd 5

for example, see also Wilson 1999; 2002, 241-50. A
detailed assessment of the ‘economic boom’ in Africa
Proconsularis (Tunisia and Libya) can be found in
Hobson 2015 (in particular 95-99 on olive oil/wine
pressing installations in Libyan Tripolitania, and 119-
23 on amphora production sites in the region). To these
studies one should add the important results of a recent
field survey carried out in the Tarhuna Plateau, which
has provided new, first-hand data on olive oil, wine,
and amphora production (Ahmed 2019).

With regard to Late Antiquity and the subsequent
transition into the Islamic period, the evidence dis-
cussed in this volume comes mainly from rural and hin-
terland/pre-desert sites (see Chapters 5-6, 9-10), with
references to buildings or public areas from urban con-
texts on the coast where relevant. Readers who would
like to delve deeper into the transformation of city-
scapes across these historical phases will find a wealth
of information (in English) in Leone 2007 and 2013,
whose analysis incorporates data from major sites of
Tunisia and Libya. A comprehensive collection of stud-
ies (in Italian) on the inscriptions and urban features
of Lepcis Magna from the late third to the fifth century
CE can be found in Tantillo and Bigi 2010. Archaeolog-
ical evidence for the transition of Tripolitanian rural
and urban sites from the Byzantine to the Islamic era is
further explored in Leone 2019 (see also the gazetteer
in Sjostrom 1993). For an accessible, up-to-date read-
ing on early Islamic North Africa, including evidence
from Tripolitania, see Fenwick 2020.

A final note concerns the transliteration of Arabic
names. This is often a thorny subject given that it var-
ies significantly in past and current academic works,
with different spellings being used in English, French,
and Italian scholarship for example. Efforts have been
made to adopt a spelling consistency for the names of
the main sites and those that are cited more frequently
throughout the volume. Readers may notice more vari-
ability in the case of smaller sites — this is in part due to
the fact that in some instances authors refer purpose-
fully to particular spellings that were adopted in previ-
ous scholarship.

Chronological table

Table 1.1 overleaf provides a selection of key dates and
historical events for Tripolitania and the broader North
African region, from Phoenician/Punic times through
to the early Islamic period. This is intended to point out
potential links between some of the major events and
the archaeological evidence discussed in the volume.
Additional chronological information on specific sites,
as well as on issues about the date of textual or material
sources, is provided in the respective chapters.
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Table 1.1. Tripolitania: chronological table with key dates and historical events (after Kenrick 2009, 215-16;

Mattingly 2023, 573-87).

Date

814/813 BCE
Seventh century BCE
Fifth century BCE
264-241 BCE

218-201 BCE
149-146 BCE

48-46 BCE
31 BCE

27 BCE
20-19 BCE

17-24 CE
69 CE

c. 73-74 CE
109/110 CE

c. mid-second century CE
193 CE

Events

Conventional date for the foundation of Carthage by Phoenician settlers from Tyre

First archaeological evidence of occupation at Lepcis Magna (Phoenician/Punic emporium)
First archaeological evidence of occupation at Sabratha (Phoenician/Punic emporium)

First Punic War: Rome conquers Carthaginian territories in western Sicily, Sardinia,
and Corsica

Second Punic War: Scipio Africanus defeats Hannibal at Zama (Tunisia) and Carthage
surrenders

Third Punic War: destruction of Carthage and annexation of its territory by Rome
(Africa Vetus)

Civil war between Pompey and Caesar: annexation of Numidia (Africa Nova)

Roman civil war and ultimate victory of Octavian (Augustus) against Mark Antony at
Actium

Africa Vetus and Africa Nova formally united as the senatorial province of Africa
(Proconsularis)

Expedition of L. Cornelius Balbus against the Garamantes of Fazzan: triumph celebrated
in Rome

Revolt of African chief Tacfarinas: final Roman victory celebrated at Oea and Lepcis Magna

Land dispute between Oea and Lepcis Magna involving the Garamantes and Rome
respectively

Lepcis Magna acquires the status of Roman municipium

Lepcis Magna becomes an honorary colonia, Oea and Sabratha probably become
municipia

Oea and Sabratha become coloniae probably under Antoninus Pius or Marcus Aurelius
Septimius Severus (native of Lepcis Magna) becomes emperor

c. 201 CE Construction of legionary vexillation forts at Bu Njem, Gheriat el-Garbia, and Ghadames

211 CE Death of Septimius Severus at Eboracum (York, Great Britain)

235 CE End of the Severan dynasty with assassination of Severus Alexander

238 CE Disbandment of the legio Il Augusta by Gordian Ill after its involvement in succession
disputes

253 CE Reconstitution of the legio Ill Augusta by Valerian |

259-263 CE Withdrawal of military garrison from Bu Njem and (partly?) from other desert forts

293-305 CE Reorganization of the Empire: Lepcis Magna becomes capital of the new province
of Tripolitana

365 CE Historical accounts of devastating earthquake and tsunami across the eastern
Mediterranean

429-439 CE Invasion of North Africa via Spain by the Vandals, moving from central Europe:
fall of Carthage

455 CE Annexation of Tripolitania and Numidia into the Vandal kingdom

533 CE Reconquest of North Africa by Belisarius under the Byzantine emperor Justinian

642-645 CE Conquest of Cyrenaica (eastern Libya) by the Arabs: advent of Islam in North Africa
(Ifrigiyah)

670 CE Foundation of Arab capital at Kairouan (Tunisia) and start of new administrative structure
in Ifrigiyah

800 CE Establishment of Aghlabid dynasty at Kairouan: beginning of extensive building
programme in Tunisia

909-969 CE Overthrow of the Aghlabids by the Fatimids in Tunisia and subsequent expansion as far
as Egypt

1051 CE Invasion of the Bani Hilal (‘Children of the Moon’): end of urban life at many sites in

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 1-6 pp1-141.indd 6
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Chapter 2

THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF SABRATHA:
OLD THEORIES AND NEW PERSPECTIVES

Sergio Aiosa

Introduction

The publication of the results from the excavations
conducted by John Bryan Ward-Perkins and Kathleen
Kenyon, edited by Philip Kenrick (1986), represents
a milestone for our knowledge of the city of Sabratha
(Fig. 2.1). These works (1948-51) mostly focused on the
forum area, including the surrounding blocks of houses
as well as the Byzantine defensive wall, although the
book also provides some information about the harbour,
the Severan Monument, and the series of surveys carried
out to the south of the theatre. The editor’s personal con-
siderations and contributions emerge with clarity even
when they disagree with the excavators’ opinions, and
the limitations and difficulties related to the revision of
old data are highlighted in the text.

Equally significant are the various contributions by
Antonino Di Vita for the reconstruction of the main
urban phases of Sabratha and for the understanding of
specific archaeological contexts and monuments.' Both
the archaeological and architectural studies on Mau-
soleum B and the extensive excavation of the so-called
‘Punic district? south of the forum revealed an impres-
sive stratigraphic sequence, spanning from the times of
the Punic emporium (fifth century BCE) to the very end
of the history of Sabratha around the eighth century CE
(on these works see in particular Di Vita 1976; Di Vita
et al. 2006).

There are several points of convergence between
these research lines. As Kenrick highlights, his vol-
ume is significantly influenced by Di Vita’s (1990) the-
ories about the series of five earthquakes that in some
way marked, if not influenced, the urban development
of Sabratha (for a useful summary of these events at
Sabratha and in Tripolitania, see Kenrick 2009, 10-13).

Kenrick (1986, 5) takes into account especially two of
these seismic events: the one of the Flavian, or late Nero-
nian, period and the one dated to 365 CE. These two
earthquakes respectively marked the beginning of a new
phase of embellishment of the city and the destruction
of the main buildings, which were not rebuilt afterwards
with the exception of the most functional ones, such as
the curia and the baths.

It would be impossible not to notice that some major
urban phases, which at Lepcis Magna are represented by
the erection of important monuments such as the Arch
of Trajan on the main cardo or the Hadrianic Baths along
the southern stretch of the (later) Colonnaded Street, are
virtually absent at Sabratha. These phases are only docu-
mented by some layers in the stratigraphic sequence that
was identified during the excavation of Mausoleum B.
After the Severan period, evidence of third-century CE
building activities remains entirely unknown, while what
we know about the fourth century mostly concerns two
earthquakes that almost caused the end of the Roman
city. The fifth and sixth centuries are represented by
the erection of Christian buildings and by some tombs
whose chronology is only rarely provided by coins found
inside them (in most cases these tombs did not yield any
significant objects or were looted in antiquity). The last
series of tombs dates to the period immediately preced-
ing the Arab conquest of the seventh century CE.

All these studies and field research have provided
an important contribution to our knowledge of Sabra-
tha. One certainly cannot blame Kenrick or Di Vita if
the image of the city has since remained ‘crystallized’ in
the form that was presented at the time. The aim of this
chapter is therefore to outline an up-do-date history of
Sabratha’s urban development, in particular by provid-
ing an in-depth analysis of the city’s extension towards

IFor a wide selection of Di Vita’s works on Sabratha, see Rizzo and Di Vita-Evrard 2015.

T am aware of the difficulties related to the use of the term ‘Punic’ instead of ‘Western Phoenician’: see Prag 2014.
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THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF SABRATHA: OLD THEORIES AND NEW PERSPECTIVES 13

the east, where the old sondages by Giacomo Caputo at
the Temple of Hercules in 1938 and the excavation and
restauration of the theatre by Giacomo Guidi remained
for a long period the last archaeological interventions.
Some of the most important questions about
Sabratha’s urban development are related to the his-
tory of archaeological research carried out by Italian
archaeologists since the 1920s. The aim of these excava-
tions was to bring to light the ancient city in its entirety,
starting from two sand dunes at the opposite sides of
the site which covered two of Sabratha’s most signifi-
cant architectural remains: the ruins of the forum and
those of the theatre. Moving on from these two areas,
Italian archaeologists continued their research along
the so-called ‘main decumanus’ The forum and the-
atre districts are physically separated by large areas
that are still unexplored - occasionally they have even
been regarded as two distinct sites rather than two
parts of the same ancient city. The location of Sabra-
tha’s Museum reveals how improperly the limits of the
excavated site were thought to cor-
respond to the edges of the Roman |
city itself. For this reason, build- |
ings such as the baths of Regio VII
(Fig. 2.2) at the south-western
limit of the excavated area and the
‘Peristyle House’ (‘House of the
Swimming Pool’) south-west of the
theatre (Fig. 2.3) were considered
suburban or extra urban structures.
Indeed, the latter was frequently
labelled ‘villa® instead of ‘house’ in
past scholarship (see Aiosa 2011).
The monuments and finds that
were brought to light by old Italian
investigations (mostly still unpub-
lished) inspired the new 50-year

series of studies and research by the Archaeological
Mission of the University of Palermo at Sabratha.’ Since
1977, the year when the work of the mission formally
started, researchers have not explored any new areas of
the city, with the exception of small surveys within or
near previously excavated monuments in order to refine
their chronology. The most extensively investigated
building was the Temple of Serapis through a series of
small-scale surveys that took place from 2003 to 2010.
Starting from the results of my personal studies, the aim
is to provide here a renewed image of Sabratha’s urban
development.

Pre-Roman evidence: new data

When the ancient city disappeared under the sand
dunes, even its name was forgotten. The old Italian and
Catalan maps from the thirteenth century onwards
labelled the ancient ruins “Tripoli Vecchio, Old Tripoli
(Montali 2014) - a confusion that would last until the

Fig. 2.2. (above) Baths
of Regio VII, frigidarium
(photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.3. (left) Peristyle
House, view from south
(photo S. Aiosa).

*For an almost complete list of publications and a synthesis of the works by the University of Palermo, see Bonacasa and Aiosa 2017.
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end of the nineteenth century. Yet Tripoli was not the
only city whose name was duplicated. Before the start
of the Italian excavations, the Vicomte de Mathuisieulx
(1904, 737), while recording the temples, circuses, and
amphitheatres of both Lepcis Magna and Sabratha, dis-
tinguished a ‘maritime Sabratha’ — the site we can still
observe alongside the coast - from an inland one, which
would have served as a gathering point for the caravans
transporting goods from central Africa (Merighi 1940, I,
17-18). The existence of this ‘double’ was argued on the
basis of literary sources and on the local toponym Sabra,
or es-Sabria, known from medieval cartography.* A map
illustrating an old Italian translation of Ptolemy’s Geo-
graphia locates the site just to the north of the Tropic,
much more to the east of the actual Sabratha. Its posi-
tion corresponds to that of the Abraham Ortelius map
(1598), where another site labelled “Tripoli Vecchio’ also
appears to the west of Tripoli.

The hypothesis of an ‘inland’ Sabratha did not leave
any trace in subsequent scholarly literature. In the same
way, even the meaning of the Greek name of the city,
Abrotonon, has never been investigated in any detail. It
remained unclear whether it was just a transliteration
of the Punic name Sbrth, which would have translated
as ‘grain market’ (Ward 1970, 19), or whether the Greek
word had another specific meaning. A plant named
abrotonon, corresponding to the contemporary ‘abrota-
num, is a variety of the artemisia, an essence similar to
wormwood. Mostly used to flavour wine, it was known
as a powerful aphrodisiac that increases sexual pow-
er.’ It is also mentioned as an antidote to snakes™ poi-
son (Dioscorides and Nicander). In Lucan’s Pharsalia
(9.890-937), the Psylli, a North African people said to
be the only one able to survive a snake’s bite, burned the
abrotonon during rituals celebrated to ward off venom-
ous snakes. According to tradition, the Psylli settled in
front of the Greater Syrtis, also named Psyllikos Kolpos,
which means ‘Gulf of the Psylli’ It is worth remember-
ing that the region of the two Syrtes was called ‘Earth of
Snakes’ in ancient sources — a name that was also applied
to the attitude of its inhabitants due to a form of ‘pro-
to-racism’ (Isaac 2006). We could therefore consider the
Greek name of Sabratha a phytonym (a name derived
from the name of a plant), as already argued about the
Punic Sbrth. In addition to his other attributes, the god
Bes granted protection against snake bites; a small lime-
stone statue from Sabratha showing the god holding a
snake could support this interpretation. This statue was
recovered near Mausoleum B, where the depiction of
Bes appears again on a metope of this monument grab-
bing two lions by the tail, in accordance with the most
common iconography of the god.

The weighing of silphium at Cyrene under the king’s
control was depicted in a famous Laconian plate and
we know that until the age of Caesar large quantities
of this precious essence were kept in the public aerar-
ium (Theophrastus reports that the Cyrenaican plateau,
where silphium was harvested, was infested by a variety
of artemisia very similar to the abrotanum). Even if the
abrotanum was a less precious essence, its trade could
have been subjected to the control of Sabratha’s central
authorities. Even though their architectural similarity
to Numidian monumental tombs has been acknowl-
edged, neither Mausoleum B nor Mausoleum A have
ever been considered to have belonged to a Numidian
prince - not even when, after the fall of Carthage, the
Numidians took control of the region of the Tripolita-
nian emporia. It is more than probable that not all of
the Numidian-style tombs belonged to members of the
royal family (Quinn 2013, 186, 194), but it is clear they
should be linked to very wealthy members of the elites.
This could have been the case of the owner of the Sabra-
tha tomb - a wealthy person who was responsible for
the commerce of the abrotanum, although this is just a
speculative hypothesis.

A specific research project on Punic Sabratha has
never been carried out, neither by Italian nor British
archaeologists. Our knowledge of the Punic empo-
rium comes mostly from scanty evidence intercepted
by the British excavation trenches - a methodology
that did not allow a detailed reconstruction of the dif-
ferent chronological phases. These works did not solve
the discrepancy between the archaeological record and
the literary sources on the chronology of the first settle-
ment of Sabratha. The most ancient traces of occupation
in Regio II have been interpreted as the remains of ‘one
of those seasonally occupied trading posts situated in
protected anchorages’ (Howard Carter 1965, 130; Ken-
rick 1986, 11, 125), which predated the foundation of a
permanent settlement. This must have been established
to the west of the Roman-period city. More specifically,
the little bay known as ‘Marsa Sabratha’ might have been
the Hellenistic-period port of the city, which was pro-
tected by a clausura (a sort of defensive wall), while the
harbour on the seafront of the actual site was built in
Roman times. In contrast, a 3 m thick wall, interpreted
as part of a mole, would show that the harbour of Lep-
cis Magna was at that time located alongside the coast,
west of the ancient site, towards the modern town of
Homs (Di Vita 1974). If this hypothesis is correct, the
difference of scale between Lepcis Magna and Sabra-
tha would have been evident already in the Hellenistic
period. Only later, during the reign of Nero, would the
harbour of Lepcis Magna be transferred to the bay where

*Similarly, the frequent occurrence of the name ‘Newport’ in the USA is pointed out in Ward 1970, 19-20.

°In his description of the properties and varieties of this plant, Pliny (Naturalis Historia, 14.105; 19.100; 21.59-61, 92, 160-62, 168) does not pay
attention to the similarity of its name with that of the North African city, which he mentions as well (5.27).

11/12/2024 12:38



THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF SABRATHA: OLD THEORIES AND NEW PERSPECTIVES

®

15

Fig. 2.4. (right) Temple of Serapis,
Hellenistic-period building
underneath the court in front of the
temple (photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.5. (below) Temple of Serapis,
plan showing Hellenistic-period
structures under the Roman building
(University of Palermo).
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During the subsequent years further
research was carried out inside the
cella itself and in the west portico,
including a small extension onto the
street behind the temple.” Excava-
tions brought to light the remains of
an earlier building that was probably
constructed in the second century
BCE and whose orientation, which
strongly differs from that of the
Roman temple, almost coincides with
that of the Punic houses identified in
the British trenches underneath the
forum levels. A coin of the Numid-
ian king Micipsa (148-118 BCE),
which seems to have been found in
the building’s foundation trench,
suggests a chronology after the fall of

we can currently observe the impressive remains of the
Severan-period harbour (on some of the dating issues
see Mugnai, Chapter 3).

The excavations by the University of Palermo at the
Temple of Serapis, directed by the late Nicola Bona-
casa from 2003 onwards, attempted to reconstruct the
main building phases of the Roman-period edifice, but
they also determined a considerable improvement of
our knowledge about the history of Hellenistic-period
Sabratha. The orientation of the temple is slightly dif-
ferent from the other buildings of the Roman period
and from the layout of the houses in Regio I.° The main
analyses were initially conducted inside the temple’s
precinct, especially within the court (Figs 2.4-5) in
front of the actual temple and along the north portico.

Carthage (Bonacasa 2016, 43-44).
The chronology of the pre-Roman edifices previ-
ously intercepted by the British excavations under the
forum is still debated. It is probable they should be
assigned to the second century BCE, rather than to the
fourth century (Kenrick 1986, 8). Due to their size and
careful execution, the identified structures surely belong
to a public building. Despite the long, narrow plan and
the presence of a sequence of rooms (until now four
of them have been excavated: Mistretta 2016, 130), an
interpretation as a stoa is unsupported by the evidence.
Some rooms could have been warehouses while other
spaces, which appear to have been carefully decorated
with paintings imitating marble slabs, might have had a
public function as administrative offices, as stated by the
excavators. Nothing allows us to postulate the presence

¢This ‘suggests adherence to an earlier layout and which may be the Temple of Serapis known from coins of Sabratha of the second-first centuries
B.C.: Kenrick 1986, 7. On the coinage of Sabratha see also Aiosa 2016, 314-19.

7 A surface of 280 m? was cleared over 18 excavation seasons: Mistretta 2016, 125. However, we are still waiting for the final results of these works,

given that the reports published to date are far from exhaustive.
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of a religious space within this building,® and the subse-
quent edification of an Augustan-period (?) temple indi-
cates a change of use of this area.

According to Di Vita, the north-west-south-east ori-
entation of the first settlement in the Hellenistic period,
as reflected by the houses of Regio II north of the forum,
was replaced by a new urban layout influenced by the
model of Alexandria.” Very narrow house blocks divided
by large plateiai with an east-west orientation occupied
some terraces sloping down towards the sea. Only three
of them would have survived in the area to the south of
the Antonine Temple. Moreover, their east-west orien-
tation contrasts with that of Insula X, the so-called ‘Casa
Brogan. Given that this insula predates the Roman era, its
alignment on a north-south axis that was not affected by
the (later) forum layout could be interpreted as evidence
for a different urban grid that is otherwise unattested
by other archaeological remains. Di Vita’s hypothesis is
based on two different assumptions. The first is that the
Punic edifices revealed by the British trenches under the
forum belong to a phase that predates the above-men-
tioned urban layout (fourth century BCE). The second
assumption concerns the fact that the model of Alex-
andria’s regular urban grid could have still inspired the
urbanism of a city that was being reshaped in the second
century BCE. This proposal would imply that the design
of the agora should have corresponded to a multiple of a
modular unit, which is normally constituted by a single
block of houses.

It is also evident that the space between the west-
ernmost Punic structure identified by the trenches and
the Capitolium is far too small to have hosted an agora.
Moreover, the existence of unidentified structures fur-
ther to the west might have made this area even smaller
(see Kenrick 1986, fig. 1). Equally, the arrangement of
the sector that was later occupied by the Capitolium
is unknown. Excavations on the front of the temple
revealed some large jars set in holes in the ground (Ken-
rick 1986, 19-20, fig. 17b, section AN-NM). Together
with a number of other holes interpreted as traces of
tents, the whole context was interpreted as a market-
place, but it is also possible to suggest a different func-
tion. South of this area, a pit filled with at least 14 Punic
amphorae Mafa D (the so-called ‘torpedo amphorae’)
was uncovered by the British archaeologists. According
to the finds, two possible dates can be proposed: the
first half of the second century BCE or the early first
century BCE (depending on the exclusion or inclusion
of some ceramic sherds labelled as intrusions). The
amphorae were mostly intact and some of them were

sealed with a stone slab on the top. This means that
the amphorae were put into the pit intentionally rather
than being casually thrown there; it is thus reasonable
to think of a religious purpose, such as a votive deposit.
Furthermore, Kenrick (1986, 46, fig. 9) clarifies that
‘the excavation and filling of the pit [...] does not bear
any relationship to the use of the area at any time as an
open marketplace’ (see also Eingartner 2005, 132). An
amphora of the same type, containing ashes and ani-
mal bones, was found at the north-west corner of the
Antonine Temple. These remains were interpreted as
the traces of a ritual within an open-air religious space
of the Punic period."

Even though there are some doubts about the inter-
pretation of the pre-Roman remains, the discovery of
the Hellenistic-period building has not enlightened
the debate on a potential location of the marketplace.
From the Hellenistic era onwards, economic transac-
tions and public administration were carried out in the
same location. Among the edifices identified under the
Roman forum levels, some structures can be assigned
to two buildings which must have had a public func-
tion, as suggested by their large size; towards the west, a
series of layers without any traces of constructions may
represent ‘an open space, a predecessor in function to
the forum’ (Kenrick 1986, 8, 12). In my opinion, both
the shape and the location of the new building suggest
that the ‘agora’ might have been further to the north-
west, thus being more closely connected with these
structures. Immediately to the north of these, a large
house was built when the Temple of Serapis was already
dismantled or, at least, had ceased its original function,
as shown by the fact that the south corner of this house
partially encroaches the north foundation wall of the
temple’s precinct.

The remains of the Basilica of Justinian are located
next to this late house and might be related to it. This
monument is described as ‘a building which in the
final period was a church containing a very fine Jus-
tinianic mosaic, but on the earlier history of which
nothing is known’ (Kenrick 1986, 7). It is impossible
to say whether this area was previously occupied by
Roman-period buildings and whether these in turn
may have replaced some earlier Punic structures. Since
the Roman houses of Regio II adjacent to this area have
the same orientation as the previous Punic houses,
both the house and the church could have occupied the
space of an earlier open area. Its location facing the sea,
close to the harbour and to a suburban road, appears to
be functional to the trade activities managed by the city

8A stuccoed limestone column drum was found inside a room of this building, but its interpretation as an altar is entirely speculative: Bonacasa and

Mistretta 2011, 94, fig. 20.
°For a detailed assessment of this hypothesis, see Aiosa 2014, 22 ff.

"Bartoccini 1964, 37-42, pl. 16. Some structures identified inside the foundations of the Temple of Liber Pater are oriented coherently with these
remains, but their walls are considerably thicker. Together with the pottery deposits, this would suggest the presence of a Punic religious building that

might have preceded the Temple of Liber Pater: Tomasello 2010, 8.
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and might have even replaced a Hellenistic-period area
that served the same function. Indeed, a forum placed
5 m above the sea level and separated from the sea by
a series of house blocks appears to be rather unfunc-
tional to the commerce of Sabratha both in Hellenistic
and Roman times, while a political function was evi-
dently predominant.

The Hellenistic building would be eventually oblite-
rated by the Temple of Serapis, which marks the begin-
ning of a new urban organization of this public area.
The temple is still unpublished and one must rely on
the brief syntheses of about 10 years of investigations
by Bonacasa (2016) and Mistretta (2016). Both authors
agree that the first-phase temple dates to the Augustan
era. This chronology (already proposed by Kenrick)
requires stronger evidence, however. In the reports, the
only dating element mentioned for this phase is a coin
bearing the head of a god interpreted as Serapis on the
reverse and the head of Augustus with the lituus on the
obverse (Bonacasa 2016, 43, fig. 19; Mistretta 2016, 132).
If not even minted under Tiberius, these coins were still
circulating for most of the Julio-Claudian period any-
way,"! and therefore they cannot support a date in the
Augustan era.

Bonacasa and Mistretta abandoned their previous
hypothesis of a Hellenistic phase of the temple.'? This
chronology had been already suggested by Philip Ward
(1970, 34) and Denys Haynes (1981, 118) on the basis
of the orientation of the temple which differs from that
of the forum (see also Eingartner 2005, 132, note 1157).
The position of the cella in the middle of the precinct
was also considered a common feature of the Hellen-
istic period. If the coin of Micipsa mentioned above
was to date the construction of the previous Hellenistic
building, a subsequent Hellenistic phase for the Tem-
ple of Serapis would have been short-lived. Whether
the collapse of the Hellenistic public building should
be connected to the same earthquake which, according
to Di Vita, caused the destruction of Mausoleum B or
to another event, remains an open question. In the first
case, the life of the public building would have been
very short.

The eastward extension of the city

The Roman city extended beyond the limits of the Hel-
lenistic emporium as it is shown by the remains of the
two mausolea, which had been presumably erected
along an inland road leading into the town. After their
collapse, and following the beginning of the new expan-
sion of the site towards the south, the area of these

tombs was surrounded by houses. Less evident are the
eastern limits of the city. Some aerial photographs show
the traces of a regular urban grid more to the east than
previously believed (Wilson 2001). The western limit has
been inferred by the presence of the tophet, which was
afterwards occupied by a necropolis. Another element
which may help define the city extension might come
from three villas that have been identified around the
site. Their architectural features show they are suburban
dwellings rather than urban residences (Montali 2018).
Two of them are located along the coast, respectively to
the east not far from the amphitheatre, and to the west
close to the bay nowadays called Marsa Sabratha.

The (modern) subdivision of Sabratha into Regiones
(Fig. 2.1), although very useful to locate the various sec-
tors of the site on the plan, appears to have hindered
research on the city as a whole, as most scholars have
tended to focus on the different quarters of the town
regarding them as independent units. The houses in
Regio VI, immediately south of the forum, would have
replaced the tombs of the Hellenistic necropolis at the
same time as the creation of the forum itself or shortly
after. The eastern limit of Sabratha, on the other hand,
would have remained identical to that of the Hellenis-
tic emporium until the beginning of the second century
CE, when new quarters were created filling the empty
space between the forum and the Flavian-period Temple
of Isis. Also the theatre has traditionally been regarded
as a late insertion within a pre-existing urban grid.

The city blocks of Regio V have been attributed to
the post-Trajanic period, because of their similarity to
the urban plan of Thamugadi (Timgad, Algeria), which
clearly derived from the layout of a legionary fortress
(Caputo and Ghedini 1984, 10). In my opinion, if one
considers both layouts in their entirety, this analogy —
far from being so evident - appears to be limited to the
square shape of each house block, which can hardly be
regarded as a specific feature of Trajanic-period urban-
ism. Moreover, the design of legionary fortresses shows
similar characteristics even before the reign of Trajan.
Equally, the size of the house blocks in Regio V and Regio
VI at Sabratha is quite similar."”® This concept of a city
extension only towards the south, along a strip of land
of the same width as that of the forum, would provide a
picture of an unplanned expansion of the site and does
not correspond to what we know about Roman urban-
ism. Even though it may not have been extensively occu-
pied, the layout of the eastern part of Sabratha must have
been, at least, planned.

There are also various traces of a previous occu-
pation of the eastern sector already in the Hellenistic

"' A dupondius of Caligula would provide a date for the destruction of the Hellenistic public building: Bonacasa and Mistretta 2011, 98, fig. 24.

2Also a cursory reference to a putative refurbishment of the temple after the earthquake of the Neronian-Flavian period disappeared: see Bonacasa

and Mistretta 2011, 85.

The two Regiones would have been planned and partially built in the first century BCE: Di Vita 1990, 432.
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period. The isolated discovery of black-gloss fineware
(vernice nera), when it is not related to any built struc-
tures, cannot be used to confirm this assumption. A
report on the investigations around the Severan Monu-
ment provides information on a cocciopesto floor asso-
ciated with some structures, yet these finds do not offer
precise evidence for an absolute chronology (Kenrick
1986, 217-19). In contrast, the remains identified within
the Temple of Hercules are more significant. The foun-
dation of the western precinct wall overlies an earlier
structure that probably belonged to a house, as shown by
a wall composed of several courses of stone blocks. This
wall is related to a cocciopesto floor located about 1.2 m
below the level of the temple (Aiosa 2013, 197). The first
phase of the temple should date to sometime before its
refurbishment in the late second century CE, when a
new facade encroached the decumanus, as it was evident
already at the moment of the excavation. Furthermore,
the street immediately south of the temple was partially
encroached by the apses and the south portion of the
cella. This determined a sort of ‘chain reaction’: also the
eastern stretch of this street between the so-called ‘the-
atre baths’ and the Peristyle House would be occupied
by later structures, and the two respective insulae appear
to create a narrow rectangular block instead of a square
one. Unfortunately, the chronology of the temple’s first
phase has not been established with certainty, and I can
only point out the large quantity of black-gloss ware that
was recovered in the sondages excavated by Caputo in
1938. The Peristyle House and the theatre baths have
revealed some traces of a previous building that could
belong to the first century CE. Finally, the Peristyle
House partially obliterates the remains of an undated
metal furnace, which was conveniently located at the
edge of the site. The review of old data together with
new research therefore seems to add further elements to
hypothesize an extension of the city in this sector during
the first century CE.

A new forum at Sabratha

The Temple of Hercules belongs to a category of religious
edifices that is widespread across the whole of North
Africa: the so-called ‘templa cum porticibus’ (Eingartner
2005; Aiosa 2013, with bibliography). The building faces
a large unexcavated area to the north of the decumanus.
The actual temple, of the Romano-Italic type, had a tet-
rastyle front and was set on top of a podium abutting
the rear wall of the precinct. Two apses at the ends of the
side porticoes flank the main structure (Fig. 2.6). Due
to this characteristic of its plan, the temple is usually
grouped together with two other Tripolitanian religious
buildings: the ‘Temple of the Unknown Deity’ (South
Forum Temple) at Sabratha, which might even have
been designed by the same architect, and the ‘Anony-
mous Temple’ along the decumanus maximus at Lepcis
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Fig. 2.6. Temple of Hercules, restored plan (drawing
S. Aiosa).

Magna (on the latter building see Mugnai, Chapter 3).
These two edifices add a transversal portico on the pre-
cinct’s front side.

In my opinion the apses, which represent the main
feature in all three temples, have a specific geometric rela-
tionship with the temple cella. They would represent one
of the reasons why they cannot be considered as a simple
variant of the more common rectilinear end of porticoes.
They appear to function as actual cellae, or shrines, dedi-
cated to minor deities associated with the cult of the god
worshipped in the main building at the centre of the pre-
cinct. This is in some way proved by the paintings on the
vault of the apses in the Temple of Hercules. The painting
in the east apse shows a goddess with a shield and a spear,
which was previously interpreted as the goddess Roma,
but should be rather interpreted as an (African?) Min-
erva. The west apse depicts the apotheosis of the emperor
Marcus Aurelius, according to the typical iconography of
the second century CE with the emperor’s bust placed on
an eagle. An inscription running on the marble frieze of
the porticoes (IRT2021 29) provides a chronology for the
dedication of the temple in 186 CE, the year when Com-
modus held his fifth consulate.

In the case of the Temple of the Unknown Deity the
apses are entirely made of stone blocks from the foun-
dations upwards, instead of concrete. Such an effort in
their execution appears to be out of proportion for a
simple compositional variation. Moreover, the thresh-
olds with holes for hinges indicate that a door separated
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each apse from the rest of the porticoes. This suggests a
special use for these two spaces. Even if it was modified
in a subsequent phase, the Temple of Serapis at Lepcis
Magna also would have had two apses at the end of the
side porticoes (although the east apse is hypothetical),
and the Greek inscriptions recovered in the building
mention the main deity along with the synnaoi theoi
(associated deities). However, this example is probably
less significant since similar inscriptions come from
many other temples of Isis and Serapis, independently
from the shape of their plan.

The relative chronology of the two temples at Sabra-
tha was not determined archaeologically, but was simply
based on their location: since the whole of the forum
was already occupied by civic and religious buildings,
the Temple of Hercules had to be built in the new dis-
trict. According to a different theory, the more elaborate
plan of the Temple of the Unknown Deity suggests this
building was built after the ‘experimental’ design of the
Temple of Hercules, which presents some incongrui-
ties in its plan. The location of the Temple of Hercules
calls for a different explanation, however. In the central
decades of the second century CE, the tabernae on the

north and south sides of the forum were dismantled and
replaced by two porticoes with granite columns, in order
to obtain a new celebrative public space in a spot that
was previously used for economic and administrative
activities, which must have thus been transferred else-
where. Along the flanks of the decumanus, the presence
of a rectilinear perimeter wall in all the city blocks occu-
pied by houses or public buildings is clearly visible, even
in those parts where only the foundations are preserved.
It is only in correspondence with the unexcavated area
to the north of the Temple of Hercules and of the two
streets at its sides that all traces of this wall disappear.
This suggests the presence of an area free of buildings
opposite the temple (Figs 2.7-8). The religious and civic
spaces of the forum were separated by the main street of
Sabratha (the decumanus), as is largely attested in many
Roman cities. A four-way arch along the decumanus
(only the plinths of the gateposts and one capital sur-
vive), hiding the change of direction of the street, might
have functioned as a monumental entrance to the new
public area. The ‘old” forum of Sabratha was accessed
through an arch as well whose gateposts abutted the
facades of the Temple of the Unknown Deity and of the

Fig. 2.7. (above) Location of the ‘new’
forum along the decumanus maximus
(photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.8. (right) Area of the ‘new’ forum [
(in purple) with Temple of Hercules in - ﬁ th %
the background (photo S. Aiosa). ! ,“E
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Fig. 2.9. A comparison of the surface of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ forum (after Aiosa 2014, fig. 4).

Antonine Temple. Also the size of the ‘old’ and of the
‘new’ fora is comparable (Fig. 2.9).

If the hypothesis of a sequence of earthquakes
affecting the urban development of Sabratha has been
accepted by scholars to some extent, the consequences
of the last of these events over the whole Mediterranean
basin in 365 CE have been much more debated. A recent
paper goes back to Lepelley’s arguments against Di
Vita’s reconstruction of those events (Fentress and Wil-
son 2021). The idea of a single, large-scale disaster that
would have hit the cities of Asia Minor, Greece, Egypt as
well as all the North African coast and Sicily is consid-
ered unacceptable on the basis of geological or seismo-
logical considerations. Focusing on Tripolitania and on
the last two earthquakes of Di Vita’s proposed sequence,
a first disastrous event would have damaged many civic
and religious buildings in this region at the beginning
of the fourth century CE, while the second earthquake
would have determined their definitive collapse. Some
finds from various contexts at Sabratha and Lepcis
Magna are considered dating elements for the build-
ings’ destruction. Among them are some Aes III coins of
Valent (364-78 CE) or Valentinianus (364-75 CE) and
Tripolitanian lamps (Di Vita 1990, 458, 463). Therefore,
the start of the production of these lamps should have
predated the earthquake, although this is a circular argu-
ment that cannot be discussed in detail here.

Looking at the Temple of Hercules, both apses of the
lateral porticoes show traces of ancient restoration (for a
detailed discussion see Aiosa 2013, 11-17). Furthermore,

a small coin hoard and a Tripolitanian lamp were found
under the stone blocks of the western precinct wall,
which had collapsed on the street flanking the temple.™*
These finds could confirm Di Vita’s hypothesis in gen-
eral, without attempting to propose an exact date for the
destruction. What we could still consider as plausible is
the occurrence of an earthquake in the second half of the
fourth century CE, probably as part of a series of seismic
events, which caused the collapse of many buildings at
Sabratha and Lepcis Magna. Regrettably, it is difficult to
find precise references to these events in the epigraphic
record, since earthquakes as well as other calamities
were rarely referred to with their specific names and only
generic, less distressing phrases were used. This is also the
case with the word ‘ruina’ mentioned in IRT 103 (IRT2021
103), and it is worth commenting on the heated debate
on the meaning of this term. Its interpretation as ‘disas-
ter’ — thus recording the occurrence of an earthquake —
seems more reasonable than a putative invasion of desert
peoples, such as the Austuriani/Laguatan, as previously
proposed. Di Vita (1990, 452-65) pointed out that there
is no evidence these peoples assaulted the coastal cities
rather than just pillaging the farms in the countryside
around them, especially in the region of Lepcis Magna.
Without over-stressing this argument, I take the 365 CE
earthquake as a ‘symbol’ of the last, to some extent docu-
mented, destruction of the main monuments of Sabratha.

Some 20 years ago, I went back to the inscription
IRT 7 (IRT2021 7) naming Constantius IT and Constans,
the two sons of the emperor Constantine who are also

' Aiosa 2013, 105, 120. In addition to coins of Constantius IT and Constans, there is a fragmentary Gloria Romanorum coin, but unfortunately its size

cannot be determined nor can the issuing authority be recognized.
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mentioned in IRT 55 (IRT2021 55), which honours
them for the restoration of the Temple of Liber Pater in
the forum of Sabratha (Aiosa 2003). The latter inscrip-
tion mentions an ‘antiqua ruina cum labe’ that caused
damage to this building and, after a considerable hiatus,
required the intervention of the two Augusti in 340 CE.
Thus, the inscription provides a second occurrence of
the term ‘ruina’ that also appears in IRT 103. In IRT 7,
the incomplete word HORRO(---] was considered a mis-
take in the engraved text, and this was therefore restored
as HORREO (warehouse), since horror, the only Latin
word starting with those letters, would not theoretically
have made sense. Rejecting the proposed solution of an
engraver’s mistake, which is too often advocated to solve
problematic inscribed texts, I proposed a new reading
of the inscription that confirms in part the hypoth-
esis of an earthquake at the beginning of the fourth
century CE. To fill the lacuna at the end of the word
HORRO[---], I suggested a more metaphoric phrase,
which is never attested on inscriptions, but which does
occur in ancient sources to avoid using the dreadful
expression ‘terrae motus’. This phrase is ‘horror soli, and
one could therefore integrate the text with horro[re soli
dilapsum]. This new reading of the inscription suggested
to me that the restoration by Constantius II and Constans
of the Temple of Liber Pater in 340 CE (IRT 55) would
thus find a parallel in IRT 7, which attests to an interven-
tion of the two Augusti in the Temple of Hercules. This

could allow us to consider that Hercules and Liber Pater
might have been also the two dii patrii of Sabratha, not
only of Lepcis Magna. Di Vita highlighted the long span
of time between the earthquake and the restoration of
the two Augusti of the Temple of Liber Pater. If one goes
back to the text of IRT 7, after the word Herculis there
is another incomplete word: LO[---], which I proposed
to restore as lo[nga maiorum incuria] — a phrase that
occurs frequently in building inscriptions.

According to Di Vita (1982), with the Augustan-pe-
riod expansion of Lepcis Magna the trajectory of the
so-called ‘cardo maximus’ changed in order to make it
cross the main decumanus orthogonally.”” The latter is
considered to be the urban section of the cross-regional
road connecting Alexandria with Carthage. This idea
that a cross-regional road could reach the very centre
of all the cities and towns along its path, thus contin-
uously deviating from its main route, is traditionally
applied to Sabratha, where it is particularly evident how
this assumption is wrong. Even at Lepcis Magna a recent
topographical survey has revealed the existence of a net-
work of secondary routes departing from the main road
to connect it with all the urban centres along the coast
(Zocchi 2018), and it is therefore logical to assume the
same applies to Sabratha. Here the decumanus maximus
passes between the area of the emporium and that of
the quarries. Its eastward extension along a hypotheti-
cal straight line (Fig. 2.10) would reach a small bay well

Fig. 2.10. Bay to the east of the Temple of Isis and hypothetical extension of the decumanus maximus (basemap Google Earth,
image Airbus, Maxar Technologies).

*This was one of the points of disagreement between Di Vita (1982) and Ward-Perkins (1982) on the early imperial urban development of

Lepcis Magna.
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protected from the winds, which is located just after the
promontory where the Temple of Isis stands, thus assur-
ing the goddess’ protection. Isis’ Greek epiclesis ‘euploia’,
as well as ‘limnesia, ‘pharia etc., attests to her role as
a protector of maritime routes and harbours. The tem-
ple faces eastwards, as usual, but one could also argue
that it faces this small bay. Regardless of whether the
decumanus corresponded with the urban section of the
above-mentioned road or not, it is evident that it had to
change its direction again to continue its path eastwards.

The harbour

The coastline in front of Sabratha must have changed
over the centuries.'® The so-called ‘Seaward Baths’ as
well as part of the precinct of the Temple of Isis have
collapsed into the water, while along the area between
the two buildings the sea appears to have receded. The
water level in the bay facing the city must have been
deeper in antiquity and should have hosted, if not a har-
bour proper, at least some wharfs. Ancient sources use
an accurate terminology to indicate the various possibil-
ities of docking that were offered by the Mediterranean
centres, distinguishing between simple stopovers and
actual ports. In the Stadiasmus Maris Magni, Sabratha
is referred to as a ‘city without a port, having just a stop-
over’ (99: salon), while the Periplus of Pseudo-Scylax (c.
fourth century CE) mentions the city and the port (110:
polis kai limen) of Abrotonon, the Greek name of Sabra-
tha. This contradiction could be explained by the fact
that the ships’ tonnage and draught was greater in the
early imperial period, when this section of the Stadias-
mus was presumably written.

According to a report on the underwater survey of
the seabed on the coast of Sabratha, the harbour was
sheltered by two submerged natural rocks which were
reinforced with concrete. The space between these rocks
corresponded with the entrance to the port. Closer to
the coastline, the presence of a harbour should have
been revealed by the ‘piles of sherds’ that remained
unaltered in the same position over the centuries (see
Robert Yorke’s report in Kenrick 1986, 243-45). How-
ever, I would like to point out that hundreds of decau-
ville wagons full of sand, debris, and pottery discharged
their contents in the sea in front of the city during the
archaeological excavations. Also the presence of mar-
ble columns that was recorded by the divers could have
belonged to the Seaward Baths rather than to the har-
bour structures. At Lepcis Magna, some column drums
and other architectural elements were recovered from
the sea. The limestone elements were attributed to some
structure of the harbour itself, while those of marble
were supposed to have fallen into the water from a ship
transporting architectural elements to the city (Laronde

1988; but see also the remarks in Beltrame 2012 and
Mugnai, Chapter 3).

Sabratha is among the Mediterranean centres that
had a statio (i.e. an office) in the so-called ‘Square of the
Corporations’ at Ostia, the ancient port of Rome. Each
statio was paved with a black-and-white mosaic depict-
ing a subject related to the respective site; in the case
of Sabratha, this symbol was an African elephant. The
statio Sabrathensium thus attests to the extensive trade
and economic exchanges managed by this city. It should
follow that the harbour infrastructures along the coast
of Sabratha, even if not comparable with the impressive
remains of the Severan harbour of Lepcis Magna, must
have been suitable for such activities.

Related to this topic is the caravan roads that trans-
ported the ferae libicae to the coast — the beasts com-
ing from Central Africa that were shipped to Rome for
amphitheatre games. The Great Hunt mosaic at Piazza
Armerina (Sicily) gives an idea of the infrastructures that
were necessary to embark an elephant onto a ship. Also
the tons of decorative marble, which in the second cen-
tury CE was widespread in the city, must have reached
Sabratha from the sea; this would imply the presence of
a harbour equipped with large and sturdy moles where
the lifting machinery could be positioned. It does not
seem plausible that the transport and movement of such
bulky items was managed by employing naves caudicar-
iae, small boats shuttling from the main ship anchored
off the coast to the moles of the harbour.

No investigations have been carried out in the bay
east of the Temple of Isis to verity its possible pertinence
to a harbour system. Directly connected to the city cen-
tre by the decumanus maximus, this bay is also close to
the amphitheatre, which could have served as a space
to gather the caravans that transported goods and ani-
mals from Central Africa. Further to the east, on a small
promontory closing off this bay, the remains of a subur-
ban villa were partially investigated. The private anchor-
ages of these villae maritimae could have contributed to
the management of goods reaching the main harbour,
as happened at Lepcis Magna. This suggestion requires
further investigations and is not in contrast with the
existence of a port on the front of the city, nor with Di
Vita’s hypothesis which locates the Hellenistic harbour
at Marsa Sabratha, to the west of the city. Here the shal-
low water of the seabed was probably sufficient to host
the small ships of that period, but it must have become
insufficient for the size and quantity of Roman-period
ships. Also the communication between this small bay
and the supposed harbour in front of the city was impos-
sible, since the water between the two areas is less than
1 m deep. It is also evident that this subject can only be
properly evaluated through a comprehensive core sam-
pling of the seabed.

16 For a more detailed discussion of the issues around Sabratha’s harbour, see Aiosa 2014, 11-22.
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The theatre

The front of the theatre’s stage building, or pulpitum
(Aiosa 2020), is composed of seven alternating (four
rectangular and three semicircular) recesses, with the
central one being larger than the other two flanking it
(Fig. 2.11). Each recess is separated from the next by a
projecting rectangular element bearing a relief on the
front that depicts a deity framed by two columns at the
sides. At the right- and left-hand edges of the pulpitum,
two parapets decorated with couples of dancing Mae-
nads conceal from view two small staircases leading
up to the stage. These are accessible

and Euripides, which was advanced to justify the pres-
ence of six figures instead of three, the scene is now more
cautiously described as a theatre academy (Fig. 2.13).
Each rectangular recess hosts a relief on the front
side, depicting the main subject. At the two sides are
represented some elements that add meaning to the
main scene. The front side of the third rectangular recess
hosts a tragedy scene (Fig. 2.14) (the actors wear masks
and the cothurni), while the two side reliefs represent
respectively tragedy and comedy masks: a sort of generic
reference to theatre plays. Less straightforward is the
interpretation of the objects on the second rectangular

from the first and the last rectangu- I
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recess: a wooden box or cist, and a wicker basket. A pas-
sage of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses (9.23-24) alludes to
similar objects inside which the lovers of married women
could rapidly hide to avoid being seen by the husbands.
This was the subject of many so-called ‘fabulae Mylesiae,
a literary genre also explored by Apuleius, and this could
indeed be the subject of this relief (Fig. 2.15).

With regard to the sundial on the right-hand side
of the first recess (Fig. 2.16), this brings to mind the
Torre Annunziata (Fig. 2.17) and Sarsina mosaics
depicting the Seven Savants. Almost at the very centre
of both mosaics a sundial is depicted to indicate a spe-
cific scene setting: the Academy at Athens. Several other
iconographic details of these mosaics are very similar to
those of the relief. This has led us to recognize the six old
men wearing the Greek pallium as philosophers, rather
than actors or poets, as was previously believed. In the
relief there is no room for a seventh philosopher, but
the list of Seven Savants was often modified in its order
and composition, changing the names of some of them
or reducing their number, especially in the case of phi-
losophers whose behaviour was unethical, such as the
tyrant Kleobulos.

The assumption that the gods depicted on the pro-
jecting elements of the pulpitum are the most important
divinities of Sabratha — even if partially justified by the
presence of Hercules and Mercury (Figs 2.18-19), who

Fig. 2.13. (top left) Theatre, pulpitum
(first rectangular recess): savants/theatre
academy (photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.14. (top right) Theatre, pulpitum
(third rectangular recess): tragedy scene
(photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.15. (left) Theatre, pulpitum
(second rectangular recess): mime
scene (photo S. Aiosa).

also occur on the local issues of Sabratha’s coins (together
with Serapis, who is not among the gods represented on
these reliefs) — is far from certain. For instance, Victory
and Nemesis are frequently represented together in the-
atres and they do not have any specific relationship with
this city. One would have also expected Liber Pater to be
placed at the side of the central recess, given that his tem-
ple occupies the entire east side of the forum. Even Her-
cules, a good candidate to be the patron god of Sabratha,
appears much more to the right on the pulpitum instead
of being placed in a prominent position. Furthermore,
the loss of some of the reliefs makes a comprehensive
reading of the entire composition and iconography
impossible. It is clear that each relief bears its own mean-
ing and can or cannot be related to the other scenes of
the pulpitum. The ascertained connection between the
recess with the six philosophers and the second one with
the nine muses does not necessarily imply similar rela-
tionships among the other recesses.

Depictions of philosophers and muses occur on
numerous marble sarcophagi of the imperial period,
but in the case of the Sabratha reliefs the connection
between these two subjects seems to derive from a pas-
sage of Apuleius’ Florida (20). Here the author advocates
his intellectual affinity with all the nine muses instead
of a single literary genre, as is the case with each of the
six savants he names in the same passage. Sabratha was

11/12/2024 12:38



®

THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF SABRATHA: OLD THEORIES AND NEW PERSPECTIVES 25

Fig. 2.16. (top left) Theatre, pulpitum
(first rectangular recess): sundial
(photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.17. (top right) Naples, National
Archaeological Museum: mosaic with
the ‘Seven Savants’ (photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.18. (right) Theatre, pulpitum:
projecting element with depiction of
Hercules (photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.19. (far right) Theatre, pulpitum:
projecting element with depiction of
Mercury with little Dionysus (photo
S. Aiosa).

the place where Apuleius defended himself, delivering
his famous Apologia when he was put on trial with the
charge of practising sorcery — a crime that was punished
with the death penalty, as stated by a senatorial decree
that extended to this category of offences the penalties
prescribed by the Lex Cornelia de sicariis et veneficis.
Once he was acquitted from this charge, immediately
before becoming sacerdos Africae, Apuleius could have
decided to express his personal gratitude to the judges
and to the city by refurbishing the local theatre and
embellishing the stage building with marbles. Moreover,

while holding this priesthood, he would have had to
pay for munera gladiatoria and venationes in honour
of the emperor.”” Similar acts of euergetism were com-
mon among the Roman elite and may have contributed
to increasing Apuleius’ personal prestige; for instance,
we know that he was honoured with the dedication of a

statue in Carthage, the metropolis of Africa Proconsula-
ris (Florida, 16).

As Apuleius specifies in his Apologia (23.1), he
inherited the sum of 1,000,000 sesterces from his father
and considered this as a demonstration that he did not

17Saint Augustine, Epistulae, 26. However, the exact nature and duties of this priesthood are debated: Rives 1994; contra La Rocca 2005, 21-22.
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Fig. 2.20. Theatre, stage building (photo S. Aiosa).

need the money of his wife Pudentilla, whose finan-
cial assets amounted to about 4,000,000 sesterces (71.6;
77.1). He therefore had sufficient means to be a magis-
trate, and most of all sacerdos Africae. Apuleius would
not necessarily have been the only sponsor of the refur-
bishment of the theatre’s stage building (Fig. 2.20):
another wealthy donor, or perhaps even the entire city
municipality, could have contributed to this enterprise,
but he could definitely have afforded to pay for the new
marble pulpitum. His personal assets and the pecunia
publica he administered as flamen perpetuus would
have provided the funds required for this enterprise. To
try to estimate the approximate sum required for these
works, one can look at some examples from the same
region and period. As shown by the text of the dedica-
tory inscription (IRT2021 534), for the refurbishment
of the theatre’s stage building at Lepcis Magna the two
donors paid respectively 200,000 (Marcius Vitalis) and
300,000 (Junius Galba) sesterces, although these funds
did not come from their private assets but from the
city’s finances (pecunia publica). The construction of
the theatre of Madauros, Apuleius’ hometown in pres-
ent-day Algeria, required 375,000 sesterces and this
sum was provided by M. Gabinius Sabinus as flamen
perpetuus. Finally, the almost contemporary Arch of
Marcus Aurelius at Lepcis Magna required an invest-
ment of 120,000 sesterces for its construction (IRT2021
1011; Pensabene 2003, 357).

It cannot be said with certainty how many years
Apuleiuslived, and what we do know about hislife comes
from his own works. Some believe he died before the
Severan era, which is traditionally regarded as the date
for the completion of Sabratha’s theatre and its sculptural
decoration. My interpretation of the sacrifice scene on
the central recess of the pulpitum might solve this appar-
ent problem. The relief shows an emperor and other fig-
ures on the left-hand side (Fig. 2.21), separated from
the animal sacrifice scene at the opposite end (Fig. 2.22)
by the group of divinities represented at the centre. The
most widespread opinion is that this scene depicts the
emperor Septimius Severus, although there are uncer-
tainties about the identification of the other figures at
his sides. Starting from the left, I propose to identify:
the Genius of the Senate; the emperor Marcus Aurelius;
and his son Commodus with the toga virilis, which he
took on when he joined his father on the throne. The
fourth figure could represent an assistant to the sacrifice
(camillus), which is very common on reliefs depicting
the same subject.'® This hypothesis would also fit with
the idea that the central scene with the dextrarum iunc-
tio between the goddess Roma and the personification
of Sabratha in front of seven ‘soldiers’ (or, more plau-
sibly, planetary gods) should be related to the moment
when Sabratha acquired the status of colonia, which,
according to several scholars, took place in the Anto-
nine period.

'The two moments of the sacrifice are depicted together on the relief with Marcus Aurelius sacrificans in the Capitoline Museums, Palazzo dei Con-
servatori in Rome (inv. MC0807); the figures in the foreground are almost identical to those that appear at the two ends of the Sabratha relief.
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Fig. 2.21. Theatre, pulpitum (central semicircular recess, Fig. 2.22. Theatre, pulpitum (central semicircular recess,
left-hand side): sacrificing emperor (photo S. Aiosa). right-hand side): sacrifice of a bull (photo S. Aiosa).

Fig. 2.23. Theatre, pulpitum (semicircular recess): judgement  Fig. 2.24. Theatre, pulpitum (semicircular recess): judgement
of Paris — the Three Graces (photo S. Aiosa). of Paris — Venus, Minerva, and Juno (photo S. Aiosa).

The most evident reference to a work by Apuleius is
the relief with the judgement of Paris in the semicircu-
lar recess on the right-hand side of the pulpitum. In the
central part of the recess, the three Graces (Fig. 2.23)
are depicted according to their common iconography,
which is well-known through different media, such
as the painting in the Museum of Naples or the mar-
ble statuary group from Cyrene, just to mention two
of the most famous examples.”” The main scene with
the three goddesses, Mercury, and Paris appears on the
right end of the relief (Figs 2.24-25). A single figure
carrying an oblong object in his hand is at the opposite
end of the recess (Fig. 2.26). This figure has been tra-
ditionally interpreted as a ‘fat satyr’ and the irregular
surface of the landscape behind him should have rep-
resented Mount Ida, where the judgement took place.
The obvious relationship between the three Graces and
Venus, the winner of the competition, does not explain
their prominent position in the central part of the

semicircular recess. That this relief could represent a Fig. 2.25. Theatre, pulpitum (semicircular recess): judgement
theatrical scene instead of a mythological episode has  of Paris - Mercury and Paris (photo S. Aiosa).

The same subject occurs on a Roman lamp in the Sabratha Museum, which has been attributed to a local workshop: Joly 1974, 28, 72, 138, pl. 20,
no. 512.
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Fig. 2.26. Theatre, pulpitum (semicircular recess): judgement
of Paris — child with a torch (?) (photo S. Aiosa).

been already hypothesized, but without attempting to
recognize a specific play. I would mention a passage
of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, in which Lucius attends
the performance of the judgement of Paris at the thea-
tre of Corinth. The play was preceded by a procession
involving many actors interpreting various characters.
Among them are the three Graces and some plump
and sweet children dressed up with wings, recalling as
many cupids carrying torches. The figure on the Sabra-
tha relief, previously interpreted as a satyr, could thus
have represented one of these children. In conclusion,
I suggest reading all the three sections of this relief as a
single composition.

The visit of Septimius Severus to Lepcis Magna,
his hometown, coincided with the initial phases of an
impressive building programme that saw the erection of
the new Severan Forum and Basilica, the Great Nym-
phaeum, and the magnificent Colonnaded Street leading
to the harbour (see Mugnai, Chapter 3). At the intersec-
tion of the cardo maximus and decumanus maximus, a
tetrapylon (four-way arch) celebrated the emperor’s vic-
tories against the Parthians as well as his visit to Lep-
cis Magna. For the year of this visit two dates are the
most probable: 202/203 or 205/206 CE. A sacrifice scene
among the reliefs decorating this arch is intended to rep-
resent one of the religious events of those days and a spe-
cific location within the city has been proposed. Nothing

comparable to this happened at Sabratha. Here the only
monument one can surely refer to Septimius Severus is
a large inscribed podium, known as the ‘Severan Mon-
ument, which would have served to support a statue of
the emperor on a quadriga (Fig. 2.27). It was built with
blocks of the same variety of yellowish limestone that
was sourced from the local quarries exploited during the
Severan period.

One should also assume that the ‘Severan’ sacrifice
scene on the pulpitum in Sabratha’s theatre was made
within the context of the imperial family’s visit. Since
there is no representation of any buildings which could
suggest a specific setting in the city, and the figures
are carved against a neutral background, this sacrifice
has been considered to be a generic (metahistorical)
scene rather than a real episode that took place spe-
cifically at Sabratha. One cannot fail to notice how the
same event, at Lepcis Magna and Sabratha, would have
been depicted in two very different ways, not only with
regard to how the figures were displayed on the relief
but also in terms of the portrait types adopted (leaving
aside the presence/absence of certain members of the
imperial family). Even attributing them to two separate
workshops, the discrepancy of style between the Lep-
cis Magna and Sabratha reliefs is notable, and so is the
iconographic difference between the presumed portraits
of Septimius Severus and Caracalla on the Tetrapylon
of Lepcis Magna and those of the Sabratha relief, where
Julia Domna and Geta are absent. Guidi (1930, 50), who
first investigated the theatre and its sculptural decora-
tion, did not propose any precise identification for the
main figure of the sacrifice scene, although he pointed
out a presumed stylistic correspondence with the Sev-
eran reliefs from Lepcis Magna - an interpretation that
has been generally followed by later scholars (including
Caputo 1959, 19). To my knowledge, Ward-Perkins was
the only scholar who clearly rejected any stylistic paral-
lel between the Sabratha reliefs and those of the Severan
Tetrapylon at Lepcis Magna.”

Among the elements that can lead us to reconsider
the chronology of the theatre there is a monumental
inscription attributed to the porticus post scaenam (IRT
973; IRT2021 973). The text is for the most part frag-
mentary, but the name Flavi[us] can be read on it. Both
this name and the chronology of the text, probably
to be assigned to the end of the first century CE, led
Caputo (1959, 28) to believe that the theatre superim-
posed a previous public building of the Flavian period.
The possibility that the present theatre could be the
result of a late Antonine or Severan refurbishment of
a Flavian edifice was never contemplated, however.
The oddity is that Caputo himself noticed that a cir-
cle traced with its centre on the orchestra would have

2With regard to the theatre, he simply concluded that ‘the building can hardly be earlier than the middle of the second century’: Kenrick 1986, 224.
On the disagreement about the date of the Sabratha reliefs between Ward-Perkins (Antonine) and Caputo (Severan), see also Kenrick 2009, 65.
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included both the cavea and the porticus post scaenam.
The coherence of this design should have suggested
the same chronology for the theatre and the porticus.
However, the theatre was considered to be the last rel-
evant architectural enterprise in a city that was almost
ignored by the African emperor, with the sole exception
of the Severan Monument located at the very centre of
the so-called “Theatre Street, almost to block access to
that road. The chronology to the second century CE
of the whole theatre quarter is what has contributed to
this assumption.

Apart from the inscription, there are other details
that should be considered. The decorative analogies
between the astragal on the entablature of the Tem-
ple of the Genius Coloniae at Oea and the one we can
observe on the marble door frame of the Sabratha
scene building would suggest the presence of the same
workshop operating in both cities. A distinctive fea-
ture of the products of these artisans would be their
inspiration from models of the Flavian period, whose
influence is still recognizable in the second half of the
second century CE. In my opinion an earlier chronol-
ogy for the occurrence of their first productions is not
to be excluded; equally, this could also be suggested for
the cornice of the pulpitum. The stylistic differences
between the high relief of some scenes of the pulpi-
tum and the flat relief of others, which are commonly
described as a sign of eclecticism, pose the question of
whether they all belong to the same period and were
thus executed by the same workshop, or whether some
new reliefs might have repeated (or changed) the sub-
ject of a previous set. Together with the small differ-
ences noticed in the architectural decoration, all these

Fig. 2.27. Severan Monument, view from east (photo S. Aiosa).
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elements might suggest a first Flavian-period phase for
both the ornamentation of the scene building and the
pulpitum, and their replacement about a century later.

To add a further, significant, clue to this discus-
sion we must look at the amphitheatre. As a result of
his accurate study of this monument, Gilberto Mon-
tali (2015, 295-97) has proposed a chronology in the
Flavian period. The extensive spoliation of the build-
ing makes a close comparison with the theatre difficult;
however, some architectural elements together with
historical considerations leave room for the possibil-
ity that both edifices might have been built at the same
time. One should remember that Kenrick (1986, 223;
see also Aiosa 2016, 349) had already suggested con-
ducting some surveys south of the cavea to ascertain
the chronology of the theatre, whose construction was
believed to have started at the very end of the second
century CE, most likely under the emperor Commo-
dus, to be completed under Septimius Severus. In con-
clusion, a complete revision of the relative chronology
traditionally assigned to the theatre and to the quarter
- at the very end and at the beginning of the second
century CE, respectively - could be proposed. One
should also keep in mind the slightly different orien-
tation of the blocks of houses and the theatre. As men-
tioned above, the latter building was long considered
to be the last architectural enterprise in this district,
but it now appears that both the theatre and the district
might be assigned to the end of the first century CE.

I am aware that each of the arguments that may lead
us to review the chronology of the (first-phase) theatre
is far from being indisputable, but there are many clues
that do seem to point in this direction. An example can
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Fig. 2.28. Decorated soffit of architrave
blocks. A: Temple of Hercules, portico;
B: Theatre, stage building, ground-floor
order (photos S. Aiosa).

be useful to clarify this hypothesis:
the barrel vaults of the theatre gal-
leries are made of sandstone ashlar
blocks rather than concrete. One
could regard this technological fea-
ture as the survival of a local, Hel-
lenistic-period building tradition
that lasted until the latter half of
the second century CE; however,
we should also remember that
tons of concrete were used for the
Antonine-period  refurbishment
of the Augustan theatre of Lepcis
Magna, as is normal after the Tra-
janic period (see, for example, the
vaults of the baths to the north-
west of the theatre at Sabratha). In
this latter case, we could consider
this masonry technique as a further
element to propose a chronology of the theatre within
the first century CE. Even if it does not allow us to solve
the problems about the chronology of the theatre stage
building, it is important to point out a decorative detail
that occurs in the porticoes of the Temple of Hercules.
The soffit of the architrave features a braiding pattern,
which is identical to that on the entablatures of the
stage building (Fig. 2.28a-b). This comparison shows
that the architectural ornament of both edifices was
produced by the same workshop. Obviously, the date
of 186 CE deriving from the inscription IRT2021 29 of
the temple’s porticoes cannot be extended automati-
cally to the theatre, since the activity of the workshop
could have lasted many years. Also the presence of an
earlier group among the different series of the theatre’s
marble capitals is not a conclusive proof, since some
capitals could have been stored for several years before
their use.

Conclusions

All the new hypotheses discussed here need further
field research to be confirmed and to make us achieve
a better understanding of the main urban phases of the
city. The duplication of the main public square (forum)
is a common phenomenon in several Roman cities and
towns across North Africa as well as in other provinces
(Kleinwachter 2001). In the case of Sabratha, the exist-
ence of a second forum is more than probable, and the
University of Palermo has been planning to carry out

additional fieldwork at the site to confirm this hypoth-
esis. Research in the eastern part of the city is allowing
us to reconstruct in more detail the history of Sabratha’s
urban expansion and is revealing the specific role of the
Flavian emperors in the embellishment of the city, which
was not restricted to the refurbishment of the ‘old’ forum

area but also involved the erection of two of the most
impressive spectacle buildings across the whole of North
Africa: the theatre and the amphitheatre. The latter
monument is located at the edge of the city, close to a bay
that could have been used as part of an articulated har-
bour system. Even if this aspect — which would require a
comprehensive underwater survey to be better assessed
- cannot be confirmed, there is no reason to exclude this
section of the city from an overall appraisal of the urban
development of Roman-period Sabratha.

The considerable efforts by the Flavians to embel-
lish the whole city would not have been limited to
the refurbishment of the Temple of Liber Pater and
Temple of Isis, or to the addition of a basilica on the
forum’s south side. In addition to these edifices,? the
impressive spectacle buildings would have transformed
Sabratha well before the architectural enterprises of the
Antonine period. From what has been discussed above,
it is evident that only a fragmentary dedicatory inscrip-
tion survives which we can use to attempt to connect
the new stage building to a given ruler, to establish a
date for its refurbishment, and to identify the patron
of these works. However, the sacrifice relief on the
pulpitum shows a mature man whose iconography is

2T do not include the Seaward Baths, since a putative Flavian date for the first construction phase of this building is not well documented.
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much more similar to Marcus Aurelius than Septimius
Severus (although the portraits of the latter emperor
were inspired by those of his predecessor), and a young
prince of the Antonine dynasty instead of a young
Caracalla, as the comparison with the reliefs on the
Tetrapylon of Lepcis Magna shows. If this identifica-
tion is correct, the time span for the scene depicted on
the relief can be reduced to the years between Com-
modus’ acquisition of the toga virilis in 175 CE - or at

the latest when he gained the role of co-ruler with his
father in 177 CE (Historia Augusta, Commodus, 12.4) -
and 180 CE, when he became emperor.

Finally, although the proposed identification of
Apuleius as the patron who sponsored the pulpitum’s
marble refurbishment might seem purely speculative,
the correspondences between the scenes depicted on the
reliefs and some specific passages of his works are too
numerous to be just a coincidence.
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Chapter 3

TRANSFORMING THE CITY: LARGE- AND
SMALL-SCALE BUILDING ACTIVITIES AT
LEPCIS MAGNA IN THE SEVERAN PERIOD

Niccolo Mugnai

The monumental enhancement of Lepcis Magna under
the Severan dynasty is a subject that is almost inevita-
bly touched upon in most handbooks of Roman history,
archaeology, art and architecture. The grandiosity of
this building programme and the outstanding archaeo-
logical remains it left are among the reasons why this
site has always offered a unique experience to visitors,
even in difficult times such as those of present-day Libya
(Figs 3.1-2). As the birthplace of the emperor Septimius

Severus, the city came to be at the centre of imperial
attentions, as demonstrated by the award of the ius Itali-
cum that was also bestowed on Carthage and Utica in
the province of Africa Proconsularis. This status promo-
tion probably took place at the time of the imperial fam-
ily’s visit to Lepcis Magna in 202-3 CE (on the date and
controversies around this matter, see Birley 1999, 146-
54; Cordovana 2007, 417-31, with references). Building
activities, however, had started even before that date and

s Ancient defences

= Modem roads

Mediterranean Sea

Fig. 3.1. Lepcis Magna: general map. 1: Arch of Antoninus Pius (Oea Gate); 2: Arch of Marcus Aurelius; 3: Hunting Baths;
4: Damy; 5: Villa of the Nile; 6: Amphitheatre; 7: Circus (after Kenrick 2009, fig. 31).
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continued until the end of Caracalla’s reign. Along with
large-scale imperial constructions, a series of larger and
smaller construction and restoration projects were car-
ried out across the city, some of which have only been
identified recently thanks to the progress of archaeolog-
ical research.

This chapter aims to offer an up-to-date, critical
review of the topic, taking into account the data provided
by old and new studies on the architecture and urban-
ism of Severan-period Lepcis Magna, and addressing
some of the issues that are still open to debate. The first
section deals with the ‘traditional’ Severan buildings:
the Severan Forum complex (piazza, temple, and basil-
ica), the Colonnaded Street, the Great Nymphaeum
and annexed piazza, and the Severan Tetrapylon. In
the second section, the archaeological evidence and
problems of interpretation about the reshaping of the
city’s harbour under the Severans are examined. The
third section looks at the other buildings and renova-
tions dating to this period, which complemented the

imperial building projects and contributed to Lep-
cis Magna’s embellishment. The analysis is based on
the examination of the available archaeological data-
sets and on observations on the edifices’ architectural
features, sculptural and architectural ornamentation,
building materials, and epigraphic apparatus. Hope-
fully this review will provide an account of the subject
to be used as a starting point for future research.

An ambitious building programme:
from the Severan Forum to the Tetrapylon

The core of the Severan building projects at Lepcis
Magna is represented by the construction of a new forum
complex in the sector of the city along the left bank of
the Wadi Lebdah, the course of which had already been
diverted probably at the start of the second century CE.
This tripartite forum was composed of a large porticoed
piazza (internal dimensions c. 100 x 60 m) with a tem-
ple on the south-west side and a civic basilica (c. 70 x

= Byzantine defences

0 400 m

Fig. 3.2. Lepcis Magna: map of central area. 1: Severan Forum; 2: Severan Temple; 3: Severan Basilica; 4: Unfinished twin

piazza (?); 5: Colonnaded Street; 6: Hadrianic Baths; 7: Exedra; 8: Great Nymphaeum; 9: Severan Tetrapylon; 10: Harbour;

11: North warehouses; 12: Lighthouse; 13: Signal-tower; 14: Doric temple; 15: East warehouses; 16: Submerged mole (?);

17: Temple of Jupiter Dolichenus; 18: Flavian Temple; 19: Eastern Baths; 20: Schola; 21: Anonymous Temple; 22: Chalcidicum;
23: Arch of Trajan; 24: Arch of Tiberius; 25: Nymphaeum of Hercules; 26: Market; 27: Theatre; 28: Porticus post scaenam;

29: Temple of Serapis; 30: Oriental sanctuary; 31: Unfinished baths; 32: Old Forum (after Kenrick 2009, fig. 32).
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//,

Fig. 3.3. Plan of the Severan Forum and annexed monuments. 1: Forum piazza; 2: Severan Temple; 3: Severan Basilica;
4: Colonnaded Street; 5: Exedra; 6: Great Nymphaeum; 7: Hadrianic Baths (palaestra) (after Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 4).

36 m) attached to the north-east side (Fig. 3.3). Accord-
ing to Antonino Di Vita (1982), the project envisaged
construction of a twin piazza to the north-east of the
basilica, which was never implemented; this proposal
has sparked debate in the scholarly community, but ulti-
mately it remains difficult to prove one way or the other
until further research is carried out on site.! The name
Forum Severianum / Forum Novum Severianum is only
found on later, fourth-century CE dedications that were

set up in the piazza (IRT2021 562, 566). The text that was
repeated on the three dedicatory inscriptions, placed on
the exterior walls of the basilica’s short sides and on the
entablature of the nave’s colonnade, records that work
on the complex started under Septimius Severus (coepit
et ex maiore parte perfecit) and was completed by Cara-
calla (perfici curavit) in 216 CE (IRT2021 427-28, 1018)
(Fig. 3.4).> It is unanimously acknowledged that the
emperors names in the nominative in the text demon-
strate that the construction of the
forum was carried out through
imperial agency and funding.® This
is the only case of a large-scale
building enterprise in this sector of
the city where the emperors’ spon-
sorship is confirmed directly by
epigraphic evidence.

The architecture of the Sev-
eran Forum has been discussed
extensively in the scholarship, from
the work of the Italian teams that

Fig. 3.4. Severan Basilica, north side:
remains of the dedicatory inscription
IRT2021 427 (photo N. Mugnai).

!See some of the views in Ward-Perkins 1982; Jones 1989, 101; Mattingly 1995, 121; Mahler 2005, 7; Cordovana 2007, 343-44; Livadiotti and Rocco

2016, 142; Mazzilli 2016, 146-47.

2A block of black marble, probably meant to be used in the Severan Forum, bears a consignment note from the quarry to the praetorian prefect C.
Fulvius Plautianus datable to between 202 and 205 CE; it shows that works in the forum must have been at an advanced stage by then (IRT2021 530;

Ward-Perkins 1951b, 90-91, pl. 10.1; 1993, 100).

*On the recording of imperial agency and its phraseology in North African building inscriptions, see Saastamoinen 2010, 137-42.
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masons from the Italian Peninsula, the east-
ern Mediterranean, as well as local workforce
collaborated to accomplish this grand project
(Romanelli 1970, 105-8; Ward-Perkins 1981,
391; Livadiotti and Rocco 2016, 142).

This is also reflected in the range of mate-
rials that were used for construction and
decorative purposes. Brown-yellowish and
travertine-like varieties of limestone were
sourced from newly opened quarries in the Ras
el-Gadatza (Wadi es-Smara) district, c. 6.5 km
south-west of Lepcis Magna (Bruno and
Bianchi 2015a; 2015b, 3-4; Munzi et al. 2016,
79-80; Musso et al. 2018a, 114); these stones
replaced the sandstone and the white lime-
stone of Ras el-Hammam that were employed
in buildings of the early imperial era.* At the
same time, prestigious decorative stones were
imported from abroad: pink Aswan granite
from Egypts eastern desert, Carystian green
marble (cipollino) from Euboea, honey-white
Pentelic marble from Attica, and white-
greyish Proconnesian marble from the Sea of
Marmara were some of the most commonly
used materials.” The targeted use of brickwork,
mortared rubble, and brick-stone masonry in
specific sectors of the complex - such as the
apses of the basilica, the exedra giving access
to the basilica from the forum piazza, and the
internal walls of the forum - indicates the pres-
ence of Italian masons who were familiar with
materials and building technologies that are
otherwise less frequently attested in Tripolita-

nian architecture (Ward-Perkins 1993, 90-91).°

Fig. 3.5. Severan Forum, plan of the porticoed piazza (after
Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 5).

excavated the complex from the 1920s onwards (accounts
can be found, among others, in Apollonj 1936; Bartoc-
cini 1961; Mazzilli 2019; 2020) to the thorough studies
by John Bryan Ward-Perkins (1948; 1951a; 1981, 384-91;
1993, 7-66). This is not the place to describe in detail all
the features of these buildings, but it is worth comment-
ing on certain architectural and decorative characteris-
tics and issues of interpretation. The building project of
the Severan Forum is an example of high-level Roman
engineering and craftsmanship, starting with the plan-
ning of its layout that had to overcome several problems
of the site’s irregular topography. It is often described as
a ‘cosmopolitan’” enterprise, where skilled architects and

At the same time, there are various traces of
afterthoughts and changes to the original design of these
buildings, as well as evidence that the construction pro-
ject had to be completed hastily to meet the deadline
for its inauguration; this is shown, for instance, by the
mouldings of the column bases of the basilica’s nave,
which were left roughed-out on the side facing the aisles
(Ward-Perkins 1993, 101-3; Wilson 2007, 301; Kenrick
2009, 108-9).

The architectural grandiosity of the complex was
further enhanced by the richness of its decoration. The
inner walls of the forum precinct were veneered with
coloured marbles; the piazza was paved with slabs of
white Proconnesian marble, which have now almost
entirely disappeared, and was surrounded on three sides
by a portico with column shafts of Carystian green mar-
ble, matched with Attic bases and lotus-and-acanthus

*For a recent review of the evidence from the quarries of Ras el-Hammam, see De Simone and Tomasello 2014, with further references.

>Ward-Perkins 1993, 88-90; Bruno and Bianchi 2015b, 34-35; Musso et al. 2018a, 113-15. Greek signatures on architectural elements of Pentelic
marble provide details about the workshops that produced them: IRT2021 799-803; Ward-Perkins 1951b; Bianchi et al. 2015.

®Scholarly attention has focused largely on local and imported decorative stones, while a comprehensive study of bricks and concrete masonry at
Lepcis Magna (and in Tripolitania) is still lacking. For an outline of the brick types employed in some fountains of the city, see Tomasello 2005, 275-80.
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Fig. 3.6. Severan Forum, view of the porticoed piazza from south-west (photo N. Mugnai).

capitals of Pentelic marble (Ward-Perkins 1993, 9-22;
Kenrick 2008, 170-74) (Figs 3.5-6). Above the columns
were set arcades surmounted by architraves, vegetal
friezes, and cornices of white Gadatza limestone.” The
decorative features and carving details of these elements
reveal how the respective ateliers were influenced both
by local traditions and by those that were transmitted
by the workshops from the eastern Mediterranean that
carved the marble components of the portico (Bianchi
2015) (Fig. 3.7).® The most striking feature of the porti-
cos ornamentation is the series of roundels with heads of
Gorgons (60 examples survive) and ‘Nereids'/Sea Gor-
gons (13 examples), carved out of Proconnesian marble,
which were inserted into the arcades (Floriani Squar-
ciapino 1974, 65-90, pls 25-40). It is debated whether
these roundels were purely decorative, or whether their
iconography had a direct connection with the emper-
or’s household and with Severus’ self-legitimization to
rule the Empire following the outcome of the civil wars.
According to the latter hypothesis, the severed Gorgon
(Medusa) heads should be linked to the act of decapi-
tation of state enemies and the exposure of their heads

in public places, with particular regard to the fate of
Pescennius Niger and Clodius Albinus after they were
defeated by Septimius Severus (Ensoli 1994, 734-50;
Cordovana 2007, 377-94; 2012). To complete the deco-
rative programme, the Forum piazza and annexed spaces
were adorned with dedications and statues of emperors
and notables, which were still set up here through to the
fifth century CE.’

Equally outstanding was the ornament of the basilica
(Figs 3.8-9), in particular the renowned ‘peopled-scroll’
pillars with vegetal motifs and human figures placed
at the sides of the two internal apses. The marble pil-
lars at the south-east end feature representations of the
labours of Hercules, while those at the north-west end
depict scenes of Dionysus/Liber Pater - the equivalents
in the Roman pantheon of Lepcis Magna’s patron gods,
MilKAshtart and Shadrapa (Floriani Squarciapino 1974,
93-152, pls 45-75). The execution of these pillars was
attributed for a long time to a ‘School of Aphrodisias’ on
the basis of decorative comparanda from that city in the
hinterland of Asia Minor, where also the marble would
have been sourced (for instance, Floriani Squarciapino

"The hypothesis of a second storey above the ground-floor portico (Ensoli 1994, 719-27, figs 4, 6; Di Vita et al. 1999, 133) can now be rejected: see
Livadiotti and Rocco 2016, 149-50, figs 20-22, and the previous reconstructions in Apollonj 1936, 6, pls 24-25; Bianchi Bandinelli et al. 1963, 94, fig.

240; Ward-Perkins 1993, 9-15, figs 6-7.

#0n the hybridization of local and external carving styles in the architectural sculpture of Severan-period Lepcis Magna, see Walda 1985, 61-65,

who uses the label ‘Libyco-Roman art’

?See Kleinwéchter 2001, 252-53; Tantillo 2010, 176-78; Murer 2017, 100, with further bibliography.
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Fig. 3.7. Severan Forum, decorated arcades of the portico (photo N. Mugnai).

fih = S

1974, 137-52). Recent archaecometric analyses, however,
have shown that the marble came from the quarries
of Proconnesus and therefore the sculptors must have
come from that area of the Mediterranean.' The choice
of Proconnesian marble is consistent with the rest of the
basilica’s ornament, where this material is also used for
the Attic bases, Corinthian capitals, and entablatures of
the nave’s colonnade (the column shafts are of Aswan
granite: Ward-Perkins 1993, 57-62) (Fig. 3.10). Fur-
thermore, the activity of specialized ateliers that were
familiar with this type of marble and applied standard-
ized blueprints has been recognized through the recent
examination of the carving of the basilica’s entabla-
tures." A peculiarity of the brickwork walls behind the
‘peopled-scroll’ pillars is the presence of decorative pan-
els of limestone reticulate masonry, featuring pinecones,
kantharoi, lozenges and other shapes, which were prob-
ably a ‘factory mark’ of Italian masons involved in the
construction of the Severan Forum complex (Romanelli
1970, 53, pl. 33; Ward-Perkins 1993, 105; Wilson 2003)
(Fig. 3.11). The panels are partly hidden by the pillars

and the walls would have been veneered with marble,
so it has been argued these were not meant to be seen,
but they might have been part of a discarded decora-
tive motif, perhaps marking the spots on the wall where
coloured marble slabs were to be attached matching the
shapes underneath.

The most prominent feature of the forum was the
temple on the south-west side (c. 34/36 x 23 m). This has
suffered greatly from spoliation; only the skeleton of the
podium and the pyramidal staircase on the front sur-
vive in situ, but numerous elements of its architectural
ornament have been found scattered around it and allow
for a secure reconstruction of the elevation, although
regrettably nothing survives of the pedimental sculp-
ture (Floriani Squarciapino 1966, 99-104; Ward-Perkins
1993, 31-54) (Figs 3.12-14)."> The temple was octastyle;
the porch consisted of columns with monolithic shafts of
Aswan granite, and Attic bases and Corinthian capitals
of Proconnesian marble. To increase their heights even
further, the columns rested on pedestals of Pentelic mar-
ble, some (not all) of which were elaborately carved with

'“Bianchi et al. 2011; Pensabene 2006 proposes a workshop from Nicomedia. On archaeometric analyses of marbles from Lepcis Magna, see also

Walda and Walker 1984; 1988; Musso et al. 2018b; Bruno et al. 2020.

""Ponti 2015; for an up-to-date assessment of the standardization of design and construction in the Severan Forum, see Toma 2018, 177-83.

12 Architectural elements from the Severan Temple and Severan Forum complex, as well as from other buildings at Lepcis Magna, were shipped to
Great Britain by H. Warrington and W.H. Smyth in 1816-17 and were incorporated in the folly at Virginia Water, Windsor Great Park: Lane 2004; 2012.
Various sets of monolithic columns had already been sent to France by C. Le Maire between 1686 and 1708 and sold there: Romanelli 1925, 47-49, 58-60;

Laronde 1995.
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reliefs representing scenes of a Gigantomachy (Floriani
Squarciapino 1974, 7-61, pls 1-21; Maderna 2005). The
dedication of the temple is a debated subject, but most
scholars connect it more or less directly to the deified
Septimius Severus, the imperial family (gens Septimia/
divina domus), and Concordia Augusta.”” The theme
S of Augustan concord would create a link with the ico-
L nography of the Severan Tetrapylon (see below); the
alhi word [c]onco(rdia (?)] may appear on a fragment of the
| 1H temple’s dedicatory inscription, which must have run
| for a length of c. 17 m but of which very little survives
(IRT2021 815). However, no photographs of this specific
L HH fragment exist and the other extant bits are too fragmen-
11 L tary to provide a meaningful restoration of the full text

R ey St =! (cf. the different readings in Ward-Perkins 1993, 53 and

T Cordovana 2007, 375).

L Another argument that has been used to support
! the identification of the Lepcitanian temple as a sanctu-
ary dedicated to the Severan dynasty is its architectural
similarity to the Temple of the Gens Septimia at Cuicul
(Djémila, Algeria), which was erected at the expense
of the local municipality in 229 CE (AE 1913, 120)
(Fig. 3.15)."* This may be plausible, but there are also
notable differences between the two temples that are
not always pointed out in the literature. At Cuicul,
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Fig. 3.8. (left) Severan Basilica, plan (after Ward-Perkins
1993, fig. 24).

Fig. 3.9. (below) Severan Basilica, view over the north apse
(photo R. Burns, Manar al-Athar).

BFor instance: Bianchi Bandinelli et al. 1963, 95-97; Floriani Squarciapino 1966, 99-100; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 97; Ward-Perkins 1993, 52-54;
Ensoli 1994, 748-49; Di Vita et al. 1999, 136; Cordovana 2007, 366-77.

On the architectural features and analogies between the two temples, see Pensabene 1992, 797; Gros 2011, 196; D’Alessio 2018, 104-5; Yegiil
and Favro 2019, 509, 532. But see also Gros 2008, 54-58 on the different layouts of the Severan piazza at Cuicul and the Severan Forum complex of
Lepcis Magna.
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Fig. 3.10. Severan Basilica, nave: ground-floor colonnade and
entablature with part of the dedicatory inscription IRT2021
428 (photo N. Mugnai).

the majestic staircase does not give access to the tem-
ple proper but to the portico that encloses it, while the
temple itself is a rather small tetrastyle building (22.9 x
11.4 m) unlike the octastyle, peripteral sine postico Sev-
eran Temple of Lepcis Magna. The different settings
of the two temples in the respective piazzas also cre-
ated a different perception of their monumentality and
relationship with the adjoining buildings (overall, the
design of the Severan Forum of Lepcis Magna recalls the
layout of the imperial fora in Rome). The smaller size
of the Temple of the Gens Septimia at Cuicul could be
explained by the more limited financial resources of the
local res publica, but perhaps this may also have been
perceived as more appropriate to the worship of the
‘semi-divine’ imperial household.'

The monumental size of the Severan Temple has
led some scholars to propose an alternative identifi-
cation with the ‘excessively large’ Temple of Hercules

Fig. 3.11. Severan Basilica, north-west apse: ‘peopled-scroll’
pillar and opus reticulatum panels on the wall behind (photo
N. Harris, Manar al-Athar).

and Dionysus that was built by Septimius Severus and
attracted Cassius Dio’s criticism (Historia Romana,
76.16.3).1° However, there is no evidence that Cassius Dio
is talking about Lepcis Magna in this passage, and in all
probability the city’s patron gods Hercules/MilkiAshtart
and Dionysus (Liber Pater)/Shadrapa already had their
respective temples in the city’s Old Forum."” Another
hypothesis that merits attention is that this temple could
be a Capitolium, as was occasionally proposed in past
scholarship (see Cordovana 2007, 367, 371, with refer-
ences). We know that the Capitoline cult existed at Lepcis
Magna, as attested by a late-second/early-third-century
CE dedication on a votive tablet that was found (not in
situ) in the Old Forum (IRT2021 209). The presence of a
Capitolium on that piazza should probably be excluded,
since the main forum temples were erected in the Augus-
tan and early Julio-Claudian period, while none of the
securely identified North African Capitolia predate the

*Even in the city of Rome it is hard to find evidence of octastyle temples dedicated to deified rulers. For instance, the Temple of Divus Julius, Temple
of Divus Vespasian, and Temple of Antoninus and Faustina (and probably also the Temple of Divus Augustus, Temple of Divus Claudius, and Temple of

Trajan and Plotina) were all hexastyle buildings.

'*See Mattingly 1995, 121; Birley 1999, 151; Sanna 2005; Thomas 2007, 334, 363.
'"Di Vita 1968; Di Vita et al. 1999, 75. On the architecture and dedication of the Old Forum temples, see Livadiotti and Rocco 2005; Masturzo 2005;

Ricciardi 2005; Mugnai 2021, 103-7, with references.
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second century CE (Gros 2011, 192-93; Quinn and Wil-
son 2013, 166-67)."® It therefore seems that the Capi-
tolium of Lepcis Magna should be sought outside the old
civic centre, and indeed there is evidence of Capitolia in
North Africa being built within newly created piazzas,
as the examples of Thamugadi in Algeria (late Antonine

T

Fig. 3.12. (left) Severan Temple, plan of the extant remains
(after Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 14).

Fig. 3.13. (above) Severan Temple, restored elevation of the
facade (after Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 19).

Fig. 3.14. (below) Severan Temple, remains of the podium
and scattered architectural elements (photo N. Mugnai).

or Severan period) and Volubilis in Morocco (dedicated
in 217 CE) show. While the ideological meaning of the
Gorgons” heads on the Severan Forum portico and the
messages of military triumph that were conveyed by
the Gigantomachy on the Severan Temple are seen as
attributes of Septimius Severus and his dynasty, there

“The hypothesis that Temple A (Temple of Liber Pater) in the Old Forum could have been a Capitolium (Masturzo 2005, 128-31; Musso 2008,
182-89) does not rest on any solid evidence and has been challenged: see Di Vita 2005; Quinn and Wilson 2013, 154-55; Marmouri 2017; Mugnai 2021,

104-5, with references.
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is no reason to dismiss a connection between the impe-
rial household and the Capitoline cult. In this regard,
one could cite the example of the Capitolium of Thugga,
Tunisia (dedicated under Marcus Aurelius and Lucius
Verus in 166-69 CE), where the pediment of the tem-
ple was decorated with a sculptured relief depicting the
apotheosis of Antoninus Pius (Aounallah and Golvin
2016, 175-81, figs 59-63). It is also known that Septi-
mius Severus was often associated with Jupiter on coins
and portraits as a way to strengthen his imperial rule
through this powerful iconographic link.” Notably, the
Capitoline triad appears on the smaller reliefs of the Sev-
eran Tetrapylon along with Lepcis Magna’s patron gods,
Liber Pater and Hercules; one of these reliefs depicts an
enthroned Septimius Severus-Jupiter with Julia Dom-
na-Juno standing to his right and a figure of Minerva on
his left (La Rocca 1985; Cordovana 2007, 416-17, fig. 61;
Faust 2013, 501-2, fig. 6).

With regard to the building process of the Severan
Temple, it has been established that this was an integral
part of the design of the Severan Forum from the start
(Ward-Perkins 1993, 31, 52; contra Bartoccini 1961, 114),
although it might have been completed at a late stage of
the works and a series of structural changes occurred
throughout its construction. The temple was initially
meant to be c. 4 m shorter, as revealed by various details
of the masonry in the portion of the pronaos between
the front row of columns and the podium staircase
(Ward-Perkins 1993, 33-34). At the same time, perhaps
more speculatively, it has been argued that the two sets of
tall Aswan granite columns decorating the central part of
the basilica’s apses might have been originally intended
for use in the internal column rows of the Severan Tem-
ple’s porch (Ward-Perkins 1993, 52-53; Kenrick 2009,

Fig. 3.15. Cuicul (Djémila, Algeria),
Temple of the Gens Septimia (photo
N. Mugnai).

105-7). It is also notable that the
pyramidal staircase on the front of
the temple incorporates some recy-
cled fragments of entablatures and
other decorations, some of which
would have been hidden by the mar-
ble veneer. These pieces are inter-
preted as rejects from other parts of
the forum complex (Ward-Perkins
1993, 39), but a new detailed survey
of the building could reveal whether
any of these may actually belong to
small repairs to the temple in later periods (before the
Byzantine era). Severan-period inscribed bases were
recycled for new dedications in the piazza, so it is plau-
sible that some restoration of these edifices took place
(Pentiricci 2010, 149-50; Tantillo 2010, 176-78).

The construction of the Severan Forum complex
was complemented by the erection of an equally impres-
sive Colonnaded Street (width of carriageway: 20.5 m;
total width including lateral porticoes: 42.5 m), which
ran for c. 400 m from the south-west edge of the harbour
basin to the piazza where the Great Nymphaeum and
Severan Exedra are located (Ward-Perkins 1993, 67-77)
(Fig. 3.16); here, after a change of direction, it continued
southwards to intersect the so-called ‘decumanus maxi-
mus’ (also known as the ‘Alexandria-Carthage road’).
Scholars have pointed out frequently the design anal-
ogies with the colonnaded avenues of the East, mak-
ing Lepcis Magna’s thoroughfare a classic example of
‘connective architecture’ despite the limited spread of
this architectural feature in the western Mediterranean
(MacDonald 1986, 33-51; Gros 2011, 111-13; Yegiil and
Favro 2019, 531-32). It should be noted that no dedi-
catory inscriptions were recovered from the street and
annexed monuments; however, their architectural - and
ideological - relationship to the Severan Forum is beyond
question. The lack of epigraphic evidence does not allow
us to understand whether this construction enterprise
was carried out entirely through imperial funds, as con-
ventionally claimed on the basis of the dedication of the
Severan Basilica/Forum (for instance: Ward-Perkins
1993, 104; Mahler 2005, 16-17; Wilson 2007, 297), or
whether the city’s elites and municipality could have
contributed to it at least to some extent (as suggested in
Jouffroy 1986, 281; Mattingly 1995, 121-22).

YRICYV, 31, no. 67; 356, nos 1-2; 360-61, nos 18, 25; Finocchi 2015, 132-34, with references. See also the iconography of Septimius Severus as Jupiter
on a relief from Cyrene: Strong 1973; Cordovana 2007, 385-86, with bibliography.

»]t is debated whether the southern stretch of the Colonnaded Street was already monumentalized in the pre-Severan period, perhaps in relation to
the dedication of the Hadrianic Baths (137 CE): see Ward-Perkins 1951a, 298, note 27; Di Vita 1975, 24-26; Mahler 2005, 9-10, 13; Mazzilli 2016, 147,

250; Aiosa 2020, 296.
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Fig. 3.16. Plan of the Colonnaded Street and annexed monuments. 1: North-west stretch; 2: South-east stretch; 3: South-
east cross-street; 4: Severan Forum; 5: Severan Basilica; 6: North-east cross-street; 7: Small Nymphaeum; 8: Hadrianic Baths
(palaestra); 9: Exedra; 10: Great Nymphaeum (after Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 39).

Excavations in the Colonnaded Street in the 1950s
and 1980-90s have revealed traces of the drainage sys-
tem and of the massive mortared rubble foundations
of the portico on the south-east flank (Bartoccini 1961,
118-19; Ward-Perkins 1993, 71; Ricciardi 2016), but
the results of these works are still awaiting a full publi-
cation. The abundance of architectural fragments lying
on the ground has enabled reconstruction of the layout
of the porticoes that flanked the street on both sides
(Figs 3.17-18). The colonnade recalled the portico of
the Severan Forum with its monolithic shafts of Carys-
tian green marble and the presence of arcades on top;
like the porch of the Severan Temple, the height of the
columns was increased through insertion of pedestals at
the bottom. Attic bases and Corinthian capitals of Pro-
connesian marble decorated the north-east (and proba-
bly the southernmost) stretch of the street, while in the
sector facing the Severan Forum these were replaced
with bases and lotus-and-acanthus capitals of Pentelic
marble, thus giving the portico a more elaborate appear-
ance. The local Gadatza limestone was employed for the

arcades and entablatures; these latter display a conspicu-
ous Doric frieze that matches the one on the exterior of
the Severan Forum’s enclosure. This was a tribute to the
local Lepcitanian taste, as attested by the continuity of
use of Doric entablatures — often mixed with Ionic and
Corinthian or Corinthianizing colonnades - in public
and funerary architecture from the early imperial period

ﬂ_’ ..

Fig. 3.17. (above) Colonnaded
Street, fragments of Carystian
green marble shafts and
limestone Doric friezes
(photo N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.18. (left) Colonnaded
Street, restored elevation of the
section at the south-west edge
of the Severan Forum (after
Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 37).
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Fig. 3.19. Great Nymphaeum and Severan Exedra, plan of the
extant remains (after Ward-Perkins 1993, fig. 40).

onwards.” Some details of the Colonnaded Streets con-
struction project are debated; in his architectural survey,
Claudio Parisi Presicce (1994) argued that the layout of
the avenue was not part of the original design of the Sev-
eran Forum complex and must have been conceived at a
later stage, probably after the death of Septimius Severus
(contra Ward-Perkins 1993, 74-75, 104-7). A recent reas-
sessment of the subject, however, has reinforced the idea
of unity of the entire building project, according to which
the Forum and the monumental avenue were intended as
a single architectural/urban feature (Mahler 2005, 7-8).
Some 50 m to the south-west of the Severan Forum
enclosure, the Colonnaded Street reached a junction
that was marked on the opposite side by the eastern exe-
dra of the palaestra of the Hadrianic Baths. According
to Ward-Perkins (1993, 79, 105), this space was meant
to take the shape of a circular piazza in the late Anto-
nine period, but this layout was abandoned in favour
of a trapezoidal piazza at the time of the Severan con-
struction projects.”? Two monuments were erected here
to give the area a monumental fagade: the Great Nym-
phaeum on the south-east side, and the Severan Exedra
on the north-west side (Fig. 3.19).” The latter monument
is poorly preserved and has never been studied in detail;
it features a curvilinear structure faced by a portico with

Fig. 3.20. Great Nymphaeum, view from south-west (photo N. Mugnai).

?'See von Hesberg 2005 (Severan-period Doric order) and Mahler 2006, 105-6, 231-34, nos 789-821 F, pls 102-5 (pre-Severan examples). Doric
elements and mixed architectural orders spread to the hinterland and pre-desert of Tripolitania, where they were employed until later Roman times and
beyond - a notable example is Tomb North A in the necropolis of Ghirza: Brogan and Smith 1984, 121-33, 208; Masturzo 2023, 18-20; Mugnai 2022, 275.

21t is difficult to understand whether the circular piazza was conceived as such in the late Antonine era, or whether it was an initial (discarded)
design of the Severan-period project: see the remarks in Mazzilli 2016, 147-48.

» Another large fountain (diameter of basin 14.4 m), misleadingly labelled the ‘Small Nymphaeum; was built at the opposite end of the Colonnaded
Street between the Basilica and the harbour as a pendant to the Great Nymphaeum. This structure was incorporated into a church in the Byzantine peri-
od: Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953, 82; Ward-Perkins 1993, 76-77; Sandoz 2004, 1801-6; Lamare 2019, 346-47.
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arcades on top, but this was altered in the Byzantine era.
Caputo (1965) argued that it could have been a Chalcid-
icum with stibadion, similar to the one located on the
city’s ‘cardo maximus’ (see below), but this does not rest
on any evidence. Similarly, the suggestion that the struc-
ture was completed hurriedly at a late stage of the Sev-
eran works (Ward-Perkins 1993, 107) cannot be proved
until further research is carried out.

The Great Nymphaeum on the opposite side of the
piazza is better preserved and its architectural layout can
be commented on with more confidence (Fig. 3.20).2* It
consists of a two-storey facade, c. 36 m in length, fea-
turing a central hemicycle with a diameter of 17.4 m
(Ward-Perkins 1993, 79-87; Lamare 2019, 343-46). The
core of the structure was built with mortared rubble with
levelling courses of bricks, framed on the front and sides
by ashlar masonry. The walls would have been lavishly
veneered with coloured marbles; the Corinthian columns
of the ground-floor order had shafts of Carystian green
marble, those of the upper storey were made of Aswan
pink granite, which recalled closely the colour scheme
of the Severan Forum. The hemicycle was provided with
14 niches (seven on each storey) that would have hosted
as many statues. A series of sculptures of Lepcitanian
notables and deities was recovered around the area of
the Nymphaeum, but their original setting is uncertain
and some of them may not belong to this building at all
(Finocchi 2015, 83-138, nos 1-14, figs 64-92; Lamare
2019, 345-46). While it is commonly believed that stat-
ues of the imperial family would have been displayed in
the Nymphaeum (Ward-Perkins 1993, 86; Wilson 2007,
297; Finocchi 2015, 130-37), the absence of any such
finds should probably be taken into account.

With regard to the date of the building, the matrix
of a lead pipe carrying the names of Septimius Severus,
Geta and Caracalla was discovered in situ (IRT2021 398a),
demonstrating that the construction was at a well-ad-
vanced stage by 211 CE at the latest, when Geta was mur-
dered and his name suffered the damnatio memoriae. A
base with a dedication to Septimia Polla, the aunt of Sep-
timius Severus, was found in front of the Nymphaeum
(IRT2021 607), but this may have been set up in the late
Antonine period, thus predating the construction of the
building. A third inscribed text on a fragmentary base
records the donation of 16 statues by a local notable, Q.
Furius Cerealis, and may date to the end of the second
or early third century CE (IRT2021 706); the exact prove-
nance of the base is not clear, but attempts have been made
to connect this benefaction to the sculptural programme
of the Nymphaeum and the Severan Exedra (Finocchi
2015, 118; Lamare 2019, 345). Should this connection be

accepted, it would suggest that Lepcitanian sponsors were
involved in this building enterprise along with the impe-
rial household. A final note concerns the Nymphaeum’s
design and its visual impact. The superimposed orders
of the fagade are rightly likened to theatre scene build-
ings, and those of the Sabratha and Lepcis Magna thea-
tres would have been obvious models. These, in turn, are
often cited as references for the design of the Septizodium
in Rome (dedicated in 203 CE), which served as a mon-
umental fagade of the imperial residence on the Palatine,
‘greeting’ those who entered the city from the Via Appia. A
passage of the Historia Augusta (Septimius Severus, 24.3)
claims that the Septizodium was meant to look familiar
to travellers coming from North Africa; whether this is
true or not, it does suggest some connection between
Septimius Severus’ building programmes in Rome and
Tripolitania (Thomas 2007, 329-44, 363-64). The Great
Nymphaeum of Lepcis Magna bore a resemblance both
to the North African theatres and to the Septizodium in
Rome, and its prominent position in the piazza served to
‘greet’ those who reached this central urban intersection
when walking along the Colonnaded Street.”

The last monument to be discussed is the Severan
Tetrapylon (four-way arch) located at the intersection
of the cardo and decumanus maximus (Fig. 3.21). Its
architectural and decorative features have been debated
at length, but some issues remain unresolved; a new
monographic study is in preparation (Di Vita et al.
forthcoming b), which will discuss the construction fea-
tures of the monument, its architectural and sculptural
decoration, and the complex history of its restoration.
Here it will suffice to point out the main characteristics
and problems of this edifice. The date of construction
is uncertain; some scholars argue that the arch was
dedicated, perhaps only partly finished, by the time of
Septimius Severus’ visit to Lepcis Magna in 202-3 CE
(Ward-Perkins 1948, 72; Cordovana 2007, 417-20;
Mazzilli 2016, 254), while others claim that the hair-
style of certain figures and the absence of Plautianus
and Plautilla from the reliefs would point to a later
date around 205-9 CE (Strocka 1972, 169-70; Ghedini
1984a, 89-90; Mahler 2005, 10-11; Faust 2013, 493-94).
Fragments of a monumental inscription (IRT2021 1009)
bearing the words divo and divae, referring to a deified
emperor and empress, were recovered in the so-called
‘schola’ next to the Tetrapylon and were attributed to
the arch (Toppolo 1968; Bacchielli 1992, 765). These can
now be seen reassembled on the north-west side of the
monument (Fig. 3.22), but their association with it has
been called into question, especially since the putative
reference to the deification of Julia Domna would push

**Some test pits were opened in the Nymphaeum in the early 2000s to investigate the building’s construction and later phases, but only preliminary

reports have been published to date: Sandoz 2004, 1792-801; 2006, 403-7.

»The Great Nymphaeum is not included in the (small) group of septizodia attested by epigraphic evidence at Lambaesis (Algeria) and Cincari (Tu-
nisia), but the presence of seven niches on each storey of the hemicycle may hint to a similar function. On the North African septizodia see Lamare 2019,

273-85, with bibliography.
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the date of this text after 217-18 CE (Di
Vita 1975, 3-11; Cordovana 2007, 409).
On balance, one could argue that a ded-
ication to the deified Septimius Severus
and his wife might have been added on
the Tetrapylon after its construction,
but in the absence of any supporting
evidence this can only remain a matter
of speculation.

Honorific arches in the provinces
were usually set up at the expense of
the local city councils, and it is believed
that the same applies to the Tetrapylon
of Lepcis Magna (Wilson 2007, 295-97;
Mazzilli 2016, 254; Musso et al. 2018a,
110-11). It is unquestionable, however,
that the architectural and sculptural dec-
oration was executed by the same work-
shops that were involved in the Severan
buildings along the Wadi Lebdah. This
is evidenced by the stylistic similarities,
such as the carving of the Corinthian
capitals and the vegetal scrolls of the
corner pilasters that recall closely the

Fig. 3.21. (right) Severan Tetrapylon, view
from south-west with cardo maximus in the
background (photo N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.22. (below) Severan Tetrapylon,
detail of north-west side with controversial
inscription IRT2021 1009 (photo N. Mugnai).
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ornamentation of the Severan Basilica (Ward-Perkins
1948, 72-74; Musso et al. 2018a, 111-12), as well as by
the combined use of Pentelic and Proconnesian marble.?
A further connection between the arch and these edifices
is to be sought in the position of the Tetrapylon at this
road intersection. With its stepped base (width of each
side c. 15.7 m), the arch made movement of wheeled traf-
fic here almost impossible, diverting vehicles southwards
on the decumanus to the junction with the southern
stretch of the Colonnaded Street, from which they would
have followed a route that led them to pass by the Great
Nymphaeum, Severan Exedra, and Severan Forum com-
plex (Mahler 2005, 10-14; Mazzilli 2016, 148-50; Aiosa
2020, 296). Di Vita (1975; 1977) argued that a previous
(Trajanic?) arch stood in the spot that was occupied by
the Severan Tetrapylon, but this suggestion was rejected
by Stucchi (1976, 488-89; 1981) and the subject is still
debated today.” The hypothesis rests mostly on the fea-
tures of the limestone blocks that form the core of the arch
underneath the marble veneer; this stone was tradition-
ally believed to belong to the Ras el-Hammam variety,
while more recently it has been suggested that it could be
Severan-period Gadatza limestone instead (Bruno and
Bianchi 2015a, 41; Mazzilli 2016, 254). Ultimately, the
matter remains difficult to assess until a comprehensive
study of the monument is published.

The current aspect of the Tetrapylon is the result of
a long restoration process that was concluded in 2004,
incorporating a large number of architectural and sculp-
tural elements that were found in the area.”® The most
prominent decorative feature is represented by the four
friezes that adorn the respective sides of the attic, in addi-
tion to the smaller reliefs on the gateposts. The friezes
depict the Severan family, triumphal processions, gods of
the Roman and Lepcitanian pantheon, battle scenes, and
images connected to the celebration of pietas, virtus, and
concordia.”® However, there are some oddities in the lay-
out of the monument - a ‘very over-decorated structure,
of interest more for the content and quality of its sculp-
ture than for its architectural design’ (Ward-Perkins 1981,
386). For instance, while the (re)positioning of the eight
broken pediments on top of the projecting columns on
each side seems secure, these compromise a full visibility

of the sculptured friezes behind them (Kenrick 2009,
94-95). Because of its exuberant ornamentation, the Sev-
eran Tetrapylon is often regarded as a unique monument,
but one should note that simple and four-way arches were
a common feature of Lepcis Magna’s cityscape — from
the Arches of Tiberius (35-36 CE: IRT2021 330-31) and
Arch of Trajan (109-10 CE: IRT2021 353, 523, 537) on
the cardo, to the Arch of Antoninus Pius (the so-called
‘Oea Gate’) and Arch of Marcus Aurelius (173-74 CE:
IRT2021 1011) on the decumanus — and therefore the
builders of the Severan monument kept developing a
well-known architectural type.*

Reshaping the harbour: architectural
development and open questions

It is commonly believed that the Severan building pro-
jects discussed above were complemented by the remod-
elling and monumentalization of the city’s harbour,
which became one of the largest ports in the ancient
Mediterranean.” The harbour was excavated mainly in
the 1920s and 1950s by Renato Bartoccini (1958), who
brought to light the structures one can see today; in
more recent years, further accounts have been published
especially on the port’s (meagre) epigraphic dossier
(Rosamilia 2021) and its architectural and topographic
features (Feuser 2020, 188-228). One should observe
that identification of a Severan-period redevelopment
does not rest on any data from archaeological stratig-
raphy or inscriptions, but mostly on the types of build-
ing materials and stone masonry that were employed
in the constructions in this area (Bartoccini 1958, 11;
Ward-Perkins 1948, 65-66). In their study of Lepcis
Magna’s quarries, Bruno and Bianchi (2015a, 40; 2015b,
4) list the harbour buildings among those in the city that
were built with Gadatza limestone, which is a strong
clue in support of a date in the Severan era; a future, tar-
geted survey of the buildings in the port will hopefully
provide more information in this regard. For the time
being, it seems safe to claim that building activities took
place in the harbour to enhance its appearance under
the Severans, but whether these involved a restructuring
of the entire basin remains open to question.* It is also

20On the occurrence of Pentelic and Proconnesian marble in public buildings in Tripolitania before and during the Severan period, see Pensabene 2001.
“For instance, see the different views in Mahler 2005, 10-11; Cordovana 2007, 406-7; Mazzilli 2016, 148-49.
#0On the history of excavations and the restoration of the Tetrapylon, see in particular Bartoccini 1931; Bacchielli 1992; Di Vita 2003; 2006. For a

synthetic description of the monument, see also Mithlenbrock 2003, 212-16.

»On these reliefs see especially Ward-Perkins 1948, 75-80; Strocka 1972; Ghedini 1984a, 57-110; 1984b; Musso 1995, 341-42; Fahndrich 2005;

Cordovana 2007, 409-32; Newby 2007, 206-11; Faust 2013.

*On the architecture and ideological function of Lepcis Magna’s arches, see Romanelli 1940; Pensabene 2003; Mithlenbrock 2003, 205-16; Mazzilli

2016, 123-50, 249-56; Aiosa 2020; Mugnai 2021, 93-98.

*'Di Vita et al. 1999, 112; Laronde and Degeorge 2005, 131; Cordovana 2007, 338; Kenrick 2009, 126.

32 A first construction phase of the harbour in the Neronian period is confirmed by epigraphic and archaeological evidence from the west quay:

IRT2021 341; Bartoccini 1958, 27-52; Feuser 2020, 193-204; Mugnai 2021, 100. Excavations around the Flavian Temple have also revealed traces of an
earlier paving underneath the Severan-period street/quay level: Fiandra and Dolciotti 2010, 29-31, figs 7-11, with references. The diversion of the Wadi
Lebdah through the construction of a dam seems to date to the late first or early second century CE (Pucci et al. 2011, 182-83), and it is entirely plausible
that this determined some changes to the layout of the harbour before the Severan era.
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Fig. 3.23. Harbour, signal-tower on the east mole and remains of lighthouse on the north mole in the background
(photo N. Mugnai).

impossible to say whether these constructions were car-
ried out through imperial funding or were paid for by
the local city council, or both.

It is reasonable to suppose that any substantial mod-
ifications to the harbour should have been at a well-ad-
vanced stage of completion by the time work on the
Severan Forum, Colonnaded Street, and annexed edi-
fices started, in order for the port infrastructures to han-
dle the enormous quantities of imported stone that were
being shipped to Lepcis Magna for those building pro-
jects (Di Vita et al. 1999, 112; Mahler 2005, 10; Feuser
2020, 206). As to the basin layout, the existence of an
extension to the harbour’s east mole projecting into the
sea is another debated subject. A submerged structure
was identified by André Laronde (1988, 343-50) who
interpreted it as a T-shaped jetty, c. 250 m long and 50 m
wide. It is claimed that this underwater survey recorded
in situ limestone blocks belonging to the foundations of
this structure and scattered marble and granite archi-
tectural elements of uncertain provenance, which are
comparable to those used in the Severan Forum com-
plex. This putative jetty was considered to be contem-
porary to the Severan harbour (Laronde and Degeorge
2005, 127-30, figs 96-97). In contrast, a subsequent
reassessment has concluded that all these submerged
materials should be interpreted as spolia belonging to a
Late Antique, c. fourth- to sixth-century CE, breakwa-
ter (Beltrame 2012, 320-25). The matter is not easy to

resolve until a more detailed investigation of this struc-
ture is undertaken and a precise plan of the remains is
drawn (Mahler 2005, 10; Stone 2016, 132-33).3 With
regard to the marble and granite elements, it would be
useful to determine whether these are spolia or flawed
pieces that were rejected during construction or even
upon arrival in the port.

Most of the space on the harbour’s west, north, and
east sides was occupied, rather unsurprisingly, by ware-
houses. The most extensive remains are on the east side,
and these have allowed reconstruction of two-storey por-
ticoed buildings decorated with simple Tuscan columns
(Bartoccini 1958, 116-22, figs 23-27, pls 60-65). At the
extremity of the harbour’s northern end one can see what
is left of a lighthouse (width of square base: c. 21 m),
while a smaller signal-tower (width c. 9.9 m) or similar
building is close to the tip of the east mole (Fig. 3.23).
The depiction of a (generic) three-storey lighthouse can
be discerned in the background of a relief from the Sev-
eran Tetrapylon showing a procession with the imperial
quadriga, and it is believable that this was meant to repre-
sent the lighthouse of Lepcis Magna (Bartoccini 1958, 63;
Tuck 2008, 338-39; Kenrick 2009, 128). The fact that this
edifice is shown in association with Septimius Severus
and his family may be seen as a further hint to its con-
struction, or renovation, in this period.

In addition to the utilitarian structures, the harbour
was provided with sacred buildings as well. A Doric,

#See also the remarks in Feuser 2020, 206-7, note 923. The hypothesis by Salza Prina Ricotti (1972-73, 95-103) that Lepcis Magna’s harbour had
silted shortly after the time of Septimius Severus is now largely dismissed: Laronde 1994; Cordovana 2007, 338-40; Pucci et al. 2011, 182-83; Mazzilli

2016, 143-44; Rosamilia 2021, 283-85.
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prostyle in antis temple (13 x 10.4 m) is located on
the east mole facing the signal-tower (Bartoccini 1958,
123-25; Feuser 2020, 214-16) (Fig. 3.24). Ward-Perkins
(1948, 65, fig. 9) pointed out the similarity between the
ashlar masonry of this building and that of the outer
wall of the Severan Forum. The ‘old-fashioned’” Doric
order of the temple is consistent with the use of Doric
entablatures on the forum complex wall and on the
porticoes of the Colonnaded Street (von Hesberg 2005,
47-49, fig. 1). The dedication of the temple is regrettably
unknown. Bartoccini (1958, 124) argued that traces for
the lodging of three statues inside the cella could sug-
gest worship of the Tyche of Lepcis Magna along with
Hercules and Liber Pater, while von Hesberg (2005, 49)

envisaged a potential relationship between the sculpted
ribboned wreath in the middle of the temple’s pediment
and the imperial cult, but both suggestions are purely
conjectural (see also Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 125 for
additional proposals, including the unlikely hypothesis
of a Capitolium).

On the south side of the basin, a majestic flight of 20
steps (width c. 25 m) gave access to a temple, the super-
structure of which is poorly preserved and cannot be
reconstructed (Bartoccini 1958, 94-95) (Fig. 3.25). An
altar was recovered in front of it, bearing a dedication by
a centurion to Jupiter Dolichenus on the occasion of the
Severan emperors’ return to their city, probably corre-
sponding to the imperial visit to Lepcis Magna in 202-3
CE (IRT2021 292; see also Schmid, Chapter 8). The
text confirms the dedication of the temple to this god
but uncertainties remain as to the date of the building,
since a fragmentary architrave with a bilingual, Latin
and neo-Punic, inscription dedicated to Domitian was
also recovered here (IRT2021 349; IPT 9). Some schol-
ars have argued for a Domitianic date (Bartoccini 1958,
95; Dolciotti et al. 2012, 271-72), which would be fur-
ther supported by the architectural analogies between
this edifice and the Flavian Temple on the west side of
the harbour erected in 93-94 CE (IRT2021 348). Others
have preferred to interpret it as a Severan-period con-
struction contemporary with the redevelopment of the
harbour, hinting at a connection between the Syrian god
Jupiter Dolichenus and the empress Julia Domna (Salza
Prina Ricotti 1972-73, 88; Kenrick 2009, 130; Pentiricci
2010, 153).

Fig. 3.24. (left) Harbour, Doric temple on the east mole and
warehouses in the background (photo P. Kenrick).

Fig. 3.25. (below) Harbour, staircase of the Temple of Jupiter
Dolichenus (photo N. Mugnai).
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Other construction and restoration activities
in the city

In addition to the large imperial (and non-impe-
rial) building projects along the Wadi Lebdah, on the
decumanus maximus, and in the harbour basin, the
progress of archaeological research at Lepcis Magna in
recent years has allowed recognition of other construc-
tion and restoration activities that took place in the city
during the Severan period. In most cases these were
funded by individuals or by the city council, although
epigraphic evidence is not abundant. These activities
varied considerably in scale - from small building and
restoration works, to the erection of larger edifices.
Many of these can be interpreted as a further devel-
opment of the extensive renovations that had already
transformed Lepcis Magna’s cityscape in the Antonine
era, in particular through the introduction of marble
ornamentation in public architecture and the embrac-
ing of Empire-wide decorative fashions.* Furthermore,
dedications and statues of the emperors were set up by
the city council and by Lepcitanian notables as homages
to the Severan family; these are to be found in the main
public buildings, including those that were erected in
this period and pre-existing ones (Wilson 2007, 301-7,
table 14.1). Wealthy individuals also set up personal
dedications, portraits, and statues of gods in key areas of
the city, attesting to the continuity of private euergetism
as part of this programme of urban embellishment.*
New excavations in the so-called ‘Anonymous Tem-
ple’ on the decumanus maximus, c. 165 m north-west of

Fig. 3.27. Anonymous Temple, one of the Asiatic Corinthian
capitals from the portico (photo N. Mugnai).

the Severan Tetrapylon, have provided crucial informa-
tion on the architecture and chronology of this sanctuary
(Tomasello 2011). The building consists of a rectangular
enclosure (28.6/29.2 x 22.7/22.8 m) with three arched
entrances opening onto the street; the small temple inside
the precinct sits on a stepped podium (12.1 x 6.8/7.3 m)
and is surrounded on three sides by a colonnaded portico
(Fig. 3.26). The stratigraphy and the materials recovered
from a series of test pits indicate a construction date of
this complex between the end of the second and the early
third century CE (Tomasello 2011, 121-78, figs 52-61,
pls 1-15). This proposed chronology is matched by the

Fig. 3.26. Anonymous Temple, general view from south-west (photo N. Mugnai).

*For an overview, see Pensabene 2001; Bianchi 2009; Bruno and Bianchi 2015b, 31-38; Mugnai 2021, 96-97, 109-12.

*For an outline of these activities, see Murer 2017, 91-110. A significant group of Severan-period dedications and statues was recovered in the
Temple of Serapis, a building that had been erected around the mid-second century CE on a secondary cardo to the west of the Old Forum: Di Vita et al.

2003; forthcoming a; Kreikenbom 2005.
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Fig. 3.28. Chalcidicum, plan (before Late
Antique modifications). 1: Colonnaded front;
2: Sacellum; 3: Porticoed square; 4: Arch of
Trajan; 5: Theatre; 6: Nymphaeum of the Lion
and small fountain; 7: West Nymphaeum and
small fountain (after Mugnai 2021, fig. 7).

features of the architectural decoration,
in particular the Asiatic-style Corinthian ®
capitals of Proconnesian and white Lesbos
marble from the portico (Tomasello 2011,
102-5, 187-88, figs 45, 66, pl. 18), which
are provided with prickly acanthus leaves
and show an overall ‘stylized” design that
is typical of the productions of this period
(Fig. 3.27).%¢ This phenomenon of stand-
ardization was labelled ‘marble style’ by
Ward-Perkins (1980, 40-54; 1981, 391).
Originating in the eastern Mediterranean
in the second century CE, these products
became increasingly widespread across the
Roman world as an imperial-style type of
decoration, and their use reached a peak
under the Severans - the marble architec-
tural ornamentation of the Severan Forum
and annexed buildings is the most conspic-
uous example of this trend at Lepcis Magna.

Not much of the superstructure of the
Anonymous Temple survives, but it is pos-
sible to restore a tetrastyle front (Tomasello
2021, 73-85, figs 32-37). The columns
have shafts of pinkish breccia from Sky-
ros (Greece) and capitals of white (Pro-
connesian?) marble. It has been proposed
that the two outermost columns featured
Corinthian capitals, while the two in the
middle had lotus-and-acanthus capitals — if
correct, this layout would recall the design
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of the Colonnaded Street on a smaller

scale. The extant blocks of the limestone entablature
may suggest the presence of a ‘Syrian arch’ (a straight
entablature with an arcade in the middle) decorating
the temple front. Unfortunately nothing is known about
the patronage of this building, and the deity to which
it was dedicated is equally elusive. The fragment of an
enthroned goddess and the iconography of some lamps
recovered from the temple have been used to hypothe-
size the cult of Caelestis, hinting at a connection with
Julia Domna and with the religious programme of the
Severan dynasty (Tomasello 2021, 109-17). This needs
further evidence to be confirmed, but for the time being
it remains a valid suggestion that would fit well within

the context of Severan-period building activities in this
area (cf. the Tetrapylon).

The importance of water features in public archi-
tecture is clearly attested by the Great Nymphaeum and
Small Nymphaeum at the two ends of the Colonnaded
Street, and these large-scale building projects were com-
plemented by smaller interventions in other parts of the
city. A case in point is represented by the addition of
fountains on the front of the Chalcidicum on the cardo
maximus. This edifice is composed of a row of 10 rooms
with a central shrine dedicated to the numen of Augus-
tus and is faced by a colonnaded front with steps open-
ing onto the street (length c. 51 m) (Fig. 3.28). It was

**Bruno et al. (2020, 75-76) propose a late Antonine date for these capitals on stylistic grounds, arguing they were stockpiled materials. The existence
of a production-to-stock system in the Roman Empire based on the prefabrication of marble architectural elements at the quarries was first proposed
by Ward-Perkins (1980) and has generated a variety of responses: see especially Pensabene 2001; Russell 2013, 201-55; Toma 2018; Bruno et al. 2020,

97-104.
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Fig. 3.29. Chalcidicum, colonnaded front with small fountain at the south-west edge of the steps (photo A. Leone, Manar

al-Athar).

built in 11-12 CE by a local notable, Iddibal Caphada
Aemilius, and underwent subsequent modifications
(IRT2021 324; Schippa 1981-82; Mugnai 2021, 89-92,
97, with bibliography). One of the most evident changes
was the replacement of the original limestone colonnade
with new columns with shafts of Carystian green mar-
ble, Attic bases and Corinthian capitals of white mar-
ble. Opinions vary on when this renovation took place;
surely not before the late Antonine period, and a date
of the architectural ornament on stylistic grounds to the
end of the second or early third century CE seems the
most probable.” Through a recent architectural survey
and the opening of small test pits, new data have been
gathered on the relationship between this renovation
and the inclusion of a series of fountains along the front
of the building (Tomasello 2005, 112-55, figs 47-66).
The so-called ‘Nymphaeum of the Lion; an apsidal struc-
ture (4.33 x 3.62 m) that filled the space between the
south-east corner of the Chalcidicum and the north-west
gatepost of the Arch of Trajan, was probably erected
at the same time as the refurbishment of the colon-
nade. This was followed by the insertion of two small
fountains at either end of the staircase (inner size of
basins: 1.9 x 1.6 m and 1.68/1.77 x 1.03 m, respectively)

(Fig. 3.29); the analysis of their architectural stratigraphy
and the use of brown-yellowish Gadatza limestone sug-
gest these were set up in the Severan period (Tomasello
2005, 121-26; Pentiricci 2010, 114; Mazzilli 2017, 142).%®

The porticoed enclosure behind the colonnaded
front of the Chalcidicum was also subject to significant
alterations through time, including the transformation
of the west side of the portico into a cistern perhaps at
some point in the fourth century CE. Some have argued
that the modification of the sector of the north portico
through the erection of a series of rooms fronted by a col-
onnade overlooking the south side of the cavea of the the-
atre might date to the Severan era (Schippa 1981-82, 232;
Caputo 1987, 114). These columns, provided with shafts
of grey Mysian granite (quarried from the region around
Pergamon) and white marble Attic bases and Corinthian
capitals, rest on pedestals of white marble to increase their
height - an architectural feature which may recall similar
solutions adopted in the Colonnaded Street and Severan
Temple. The date of this colonnade, however, is not clear
(Bruno and Bianchi 2015b, 68-69, pl. 31.2 list it among
the Antonine-period buildings in the area) and neither is
that of the rooms behind it, which may be much later, so
this hypothesis should be taken with caution.

¥Floriani Squarciapino 1966, 71 (second to third century CE); Tomasello 2005, 120 (late Antonine); Kenrick 2009, 118 (late second or third century
CE). A later date in the second half of the third century CE, as proposed by Schippa (1981-82, 225-26), should be discarded.
¥The larger ‘West Nymphaeum’ of the Chalcidicum appears to date to the first half of the second century CE, as suggested by the type of brickwork

masonry employed in this construction: Tomasello 2005, 127-55.
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Fig. 3.30. (above) Nymphaeum of Hercules,
restored elevation of north side (after
Tomasello 2005, pl. 7).

Fig. 3.31. (right) Market, plan. 1: North
tholos; 2: South tholos; 3: South gate;

4: Miniature tetrapyla; 5: Cardo maximus;
6: Arch of Tiberius; 7: Early imperial stoa/
Late Antique portico (after Mugnai 2021,
fig. 2).

A date in the Severan period is
ascertained for the water features of
the ‘Nymphaeum of Hercules, which
is located c. 100 m eastwards from the
Chalcidicum, to the south-east of the
market at the intersection between
the cardo maximus and a secondary
decumanus running towards the Sev-
eran Forum (Tomasello 2005, 57-111,
238-43, figs 20-46, pls 3-8; Lamare
2019, 347-50). This L-shaped monu-
ment (7.13 x 10.38 m) was decorated
with a series of niches framed by col-
umns of coloured marbles topped by
arcades (including one example of a
shaft of red marble from Iasos, Caria:
Baldoni 2005). The first construction
phase dates to the Antonine era, but
recent excavations and architectural
analyses have demonstrated the water
basin along the front and the annexed
hydraulic system were added under the
Severans (Fig. 3.30). This was comple-
mented by a renovation of the sculptural
ornament, in particular the addition of
a group of statues of Hercules (three
are preserved), whose beard and hair-
style were clearly meant to imitate the

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 1-6 pp1-141.indd 55

Severan fashion of the time (Tomasello 2005, 162-63,
174-79, pls D-E). The patronage of the building and of
its decorative programme is unknown, but the discovery
of a fragmentary slab with the words divi imp[---] (not
included in the IRT2021 corpus) may suggest a dedica-
tion to some member(s) of the imperial family.

In this same area, the market was subject to trans-
formations through time, at least some of which can be
assigned to a phase of renovation in the Severan period,
despite the lack of epigraphic evidence (Degrassi 1951,
45-50, 57-67; Mahler 2005, 15; 2011; Mazzilli 2017,
145-53). Construction of the building, a porticoed
enclosure (c. 43.5 x 73.6 m) with two circular tholoi
in the middle, was funded by Annobal Tapapius Rufus
and dedicated in 9-8 BCE (IRT2021 319; IPT 21)
(Fig. 3.31). Changes to the structure and ornamenta-
tion of the first-phase edifice occurred from as early as
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the Tiberian era.** The shape of the rectangular enclo-
sure was modified through the addition of a row of
tabernae on the south side opening onto the cardo per-
haps already in the first century CE, while a trapezoidal
space was built afterwards along the east side making
ample use of spolia, including the recycling of a Tibe-
rian inscription (IRT2021 332) on the stylobate of the
annexed colonnade. Blocks of brown-yellowish lime-
stone, likely of the Gadatza variety, were documented
in these two sectors of the market during the 1920-40s
excavations, and the opus africanum masonry of their
walls may recall the technique employed in other Sev-
eran-period constructions/restorations in the city
(Degrassi 1951, 47-48, fig. 17; Mahler 2011, 225-26,
note 18), although a comprehensive survey of building
techniques at Lepcis Magna remains a major desider-
atum. Analogous arguments have been used to sug-
gest a date in the Severan era for the arched gateway
fronted by a flight of steps on the market’s south side
(Fig. 3.32). An entrance there might have already
existed before this period, so this phase could be a
monumentalization of an extant feature. It has been
observed that the gateway and staircase were oriented
towards a decumanus that led southwards to meet the
western outer wall of the Severan Forum and, conse-
quently, the intersection with the Colonnaded Street
(Mahler 2005, 17; 2011, 226).

ey
Fig. 3.32. Market, staircase and arched gateway on south side (photo N. Mugnai).

In his recent study of the market, Karl-Uwe Mahler
(2011) confidently attributed to the Severan period the
renovation of the south tholos, whose limestone columns
were replaced with marble ones (Fig. 3.33). In particular,
the use of lotus-and-acanthus capitals is interpreted as a
typical Severan feature (Mahler 2011, 227-33, figs 4-13;
see also Ward-Perkins 1948, 66-70, figs 11-12; Kenrick
2009, 116), although the carving of the acanthus shows
that the (local?) workshops that produced these pieces
were different from those working in the Severan Forum
complex. In this regard, Bianchi (2009, 57-58, figs 20-21)
preferred a date in the Antonine period for these capi-
tals, advancing the hypothesis of a previous restoration
of the market in those years. The fact that the capitals
were probably produced by local ateliers, however, may
suggest that certain carving features remained in use for
a longer span of time, thus making a distinction between
Antonine- and Severan-period productions not always
clear. Additional elements in support of a Severan date
for the renovation of the tholos may be provided by some
details of the Ionic capitals from the heart-shaped pillars
of this edifice and by the shape of the Attic column bases
(Mahler 2011, 228-39, figs 14-21; Mazzilli 2017, 147).

Another evident restoration concerned the portico
of the market, which was refurbished with columns of
grey Mysian and Troad granite from Asia Minor (Bruno
and Bianchi 2015b, 66-69), matched with Attic bases

¥On the pre-Severan architectural ornament of the market, see Bianchi 2005, 191-92, 211-13, figs 1-3, 23-26; Mahler 2006, 147, 153, nos 1-4 KK,

61-63 IK, pls 1, 16-17; Mugnai 2021, 88-89, 94-95, figs 2—4.
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Fig. 3.33. (above) Market, south tholos with marble columns
(photo N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.34. (right) Market, shaft of grey granite and Corinthian
capital of white marble from the portico (photo N. Mugnai).

and Corinthian capitals mostly of Proconnesian mar-
ble (Fig. 3.34). A close analysis of the capitals’ carving
features has revealed that the majority of them can be
compared with the types IV-VT established by Moshe
Fischer (1990, 46-55, nos 133-206, pls 24-37; Bianchi
2009, 55-57, figs 15-19), which often overlap with each
other and provide a chronology between the late second
and the mid-third century CE. This would be compatible
with a renovation of the colonnades under the Severans,
but it seems almost certain that the portico witnessed
a further restoration in 324-26 CE under the initiative
of the praeses of the province, Laenatius Romulus, as
attested by an inscription recovered from the market:
porticuum macelli in ruinam [lablemque conversam
(IRT2021 468; Pentiricci 2010, 121-23; Mazzilli 2017,
152-53).* On balance, one may wonder whether this
intervention could have included, or should actually be
referred to, the so-called early imperial ‘stoa’ (namely a
portico) facing the south-west side of the market, which
was entirely rebuilt with marble columns and capitals of
various provenance probably in the fourth century CE
(Di Vita 2017; Mazzilli 2017, 156-60).

Small-scale building activities carried out by indi-
viduals in the market can be recognized in the erection
of four monuments in the form of miniature tetrapyla,

which can be seen in the area inside the portico closer to
the north tholos (Miihlenbrock 2003, 216-17, pl. 26; Bigi
2010, 229-32, figs 7.10-11; Feuser 2020, 225-26). These
structures were meant to support honorific statues; a
date in the Severan era is likely on the basis of the mate-
rials employed (limestone and recycled marble) and
architectural characteristics, but they were kept in use in
later periods. One of them bears an inscription record-
ing the donation of four wild beasts for entertainment
games by a Porfyrius, which is datable in the latter half of
the third century CE (IRT2021 603; Tantillo et al. 2010,

“"Laenatius Romulus also sponsored the restoration of the civic basilica (basilica vetus) in the Old Forum in those same years: IRT2021 467; Pentiricci

2010, 134-40; Tantillo et al. 2010, 451-56, no. 71.
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the same Lepcitanian notable who had donated the mar-
ket a few years earlier (IRT2021 321-23; IPT 24a-b)
(Fig. 3.36). Subsequent building phases are attested, the
most substantial of which concerned the refurbishment
of the scaenae frons with coloured marble columns in
157-58 CE - a costly enterprise of 500,000 sesterces that
was financed by two wealthy donors, Marcius Vitalis and
Junius Galba (IRT2021 534; see also Aiosa, Chapter 2).
The construction history of the theatre is known thanks
to the excavations and research by Giacomo Caputo
(1987; on the various phases see also Di Vita 1990; Sear
1990; 2006, 281-82). Small restorations of the outer wall
of the cavea and of the theatre paving can probably be
attributed to the Severan period because of the use of
brown-yellowish limestone (Caputo 1987, 30, 44, pl.
127.1-2). It is believed that the replacement of the orig-
inal limestone columns of the shrine of Ceres Augusta
at the top of the cavea with grey granite and Carystian
green marble shafts should be assigned to the Severan
era (Caputo 1987, 57, 62, pl. 152.2; Di Vita 1990, 138;
Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 166; Mahler 2005, 15).*" This

Fig. 3.35. (above) Market, miniature
tetrapylon with inscription IRT2021
603 (photo N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.36. (right) Plan of the theatre and
adjoining buildings. 1: Cavea; 2: Scene
building; 3: Temple in summa cavea
(not shown on plan); 4: Porticus post
scaenam; 5: Temple of the Augustan
Godes; 6: Tetrapylon monument;

7: Sacellum; 8: Colonnade facing north
side of Chalcidicum (after Bianchi
Bandinelli et al. 1963, fig. 234).

408-12, no. 50) (Fig. 3.35). This
text was engraved on the stone after
erasing a previous inscription, and
the two ships carved on the uprights
of the tetrapylon strongly suggest
this was originally a monument set
up by a navicularius (Mithlenbrock
2003, 217; Feuser 2020, 226).
Renovations and the erection of
new monuments under the Severans
can be identified in the theatre and
adjoining structures in the city area
west of the Chalcidicum and mar-
ket. The theatre, one of the largest
in North Africa (diameter of cavea
c. 87.6 m), was built in 1-2 CE at the
expense of Annobal Tapapius Rufus,

#'The shrine was added to the cavea in 35-36 CE by a Suphunibal, the daughter of Annobal Ruso: IRT2021 269; Caputo 1987, 56-57; Brouquier-Red-
dé 1992, 164-66.
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Fig. 3.37. Theatre, porticus post scaenam: general view from west (photo N. Mugnai).

intervention would have completed the theatre’s renova-
tion begun in the Antonine period, but the hypothesis
rests solely on the types of marble employed and may
thus be questioned. More remarkable is the number of
dedications to the Severan family that were set up in the
theatre by individual donors and by the curiae of Lep-
cis Magna between 198 and 203 CE (Wilson 2007, 305,
table 14.1).* Among the numerous statues of gods, local
notables, and emperors that adorned the building, one
should list the head of a larger-than-life statue of Septi-
mius Severus (Caputo and Traversari 1976, 98-100, no.
77, pls 85-87).

Severan-period building activities occurred in the
porticus post scaenam attached to the north-east side of
the theatre — a trapezoidal porticoed enclosure in the
middle of which a small tetrastyle temple (9.5 x 16.5 m)
had been set up by Iddibal Tapapius in 43 CE to honour
the Augustan Gods (Dii Augusti: IRT2021273). The lime-
stone columns of the temple were replaced with marble
ones and a polychrome marble veneer was added to the
inner wall of the enclosure, probably at the same time as
the refurbishment of the theatre’s scaenae frons (Brouqui-
er-Reddé 1992, 112-13; Kenrick 2009, 121). The portico
colonnades (Fig. 3.37) were also upgraded with shafts of
grey Mysian granite and white marble bases and Corin-
thian capitals (Bruno and Bianchi 2015b, 68). A Severan
date has been proposed occasionally for this latter inter-
vention (Sear 1990, 379; 2006, 282; contra Bianchi 2009,

61; Pentiricci 2010, 116); the capitals, or at least some of
them, appear to be later than those employed in the scae-
nae frons, but only a detailed survey will provide a defin-
itive answer. More secure is the date of the monument
composed of a row of four tetrapyla (c. 13 x 4.6 m) abut-
ting the temple’s west side, although it is not perfectly
aligned with it, and to which a fragmentary dedication
to the Severan dynasty has been attributed (IRT2021
398; Caputo 1987, 127, pls 112.2-3, 121, 123.4; Mahler
2005, 15; Wilson 2007, 305) (Fig. 3.38). The monu-
ment’s layout and its blocks of brown-yellowish Gadatza
limestone further confirm this chronology (Bruno and
Bianchi 2015a, 41). It is plausible that it served to host
statues of the imperial family, and its prominent posi-
tion at the side of the temple of the Augustan Gods was
ideal to emphasize the ‘divine attributes of the dynasty.
Additional statues of Septimius Severus, Julia Domna,
and Caracalla were set up on inscribed pedestals by the
procurator D. Clodius Galba in 203-4 CE on the south
wall of the enclosure (IRT2021 395, 407, 424; Caputo
1987, 52, pl. 114.2; Bigi 2010, 224, fig. 7.6).** On the east
side of the temple, there is a small square building (c. 4.3
x 4 m) probably serving as a sacellum (Fig. 3.39). Its con-
struction date is unknown, but the heterogeneous lime-
stone blocks of its masonry, some of which may belong
to the Gadatza variety, suggest it was probably subject to
restorations. Caputo (1987, 127, pls 112.1, 119) argued
it may have been dedicated to Liber Pater, genius of the

2JRT2021 391-92, 399, 403, 405-6, 411, 413-14, 416-17, 420-22, 432, 434, 436.
#One should also record the dedication of a statue to the pantomime M. Septimius Aurelius Agrippa around 211-17 CE: IRT2021 606; Caputo 1987,

127, 139-40, pl. 64.4.
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Fig. 3.38. (above) Theatre, porticus post
scaenam: tetrapylon monument (photo
N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.39. (right) Theatre, porticus post
scaenam: sacellum (photo N. Mugnai).

colony, on the basis of a fragmentary
inscription that would fit with the
size of the tabula ansata on the front
of the building (IRT2021 296). The
lettering of this text points to a date
in the third century CE; if Caputo’s
hypothesis is correct, the erection
or restoration of the sacellum might
have occurred simultaneously with
the construction of the tetrapylon monument on the
other side.

Public honours to the Severan family are attested
in the city’s Old Forum, which continued to be used for
civic and religious purposes alongside the new Severan
Forum (Condron 1998; Kleinwachter 2001, 236-39).
This trapezoidal piazza (c. 55 X 55.4 m) witnessed a
first phase of monumentalization in the Augustan and
early Julio-Claudian period with the construction of the
three main temples (A-C) on the north-west side; this
was followed by further building activities throughout
the first century CE (Di Vita et al. 1999, 74-80; Mugnai
2021, 103-9; 2023, 160-66, with references) (Fig. 3.40).
A major transformation of the Old Forum took place in

the mid-second century CE, when the facades of Tem-
ple A (Liber Pater?), Temple B (Roma and Augustus), as
well as the curia at the south-east edge of the piazza, were
remodelled with new colonnades of white Proconnesian

marble, echoing the stylistic upgrade of other public
buildings across the city; this process was completed by
the dedication of a shrine to an unknown Augustan deity
on the forum’ west side in 152-53 CE (IRT2021 370),
which was adorned with columns of Carystian green
marble.* The sides of the Old Forum were therefore sat-
urated with buildings when Septimius Severus came to
power, and for this reason a priest of the imperial cult,
M. [---] Asper Aurelianus, chose a spot on the paving in
the south-west sector of the piazza to set up an exedra

*On these renovations, see IRT2021 275; Masturzo 2005, 104-8, 123-28, figs 1.105-11; Livadiotti and Rocco 2005, 245-51, 296-98, figs 2.72-75,
2.109-10; 2018, 165-76, figs 152-64; Mugnai 2021, 102-3, 109-12, figs 48-52.
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dedicated to Septimius Severus, Julia Domna, Caracalla,
and Geta (IRT2021 397) (Fig. 3.41). The monument (c. 5
m in width) featured a moulded podium with a seating
space inside the hemicycle and was meant to hold a set
of statues of the imperial family on the top (Romanelli
1925, 127-30; Mahler 2005, 16, fig. 14). Four inscribed
statue bases were recovered around the exedra, bearing
dedications by M. Calpurnius Geta Attianus and M.
Calpurnius Attianus to the respective members of the
emperor’s household (IRT2021 390, 402, 419, 433; Wil-
son 2007, 305). The presence of the exedra encouraged

other donors to set up their dedications in this area, such
as the one to Julia Domna-Juno by Q. Fulvius Dida Bibu-
lianus that was found here (IRT2021 291), and perhaps
also one to the deified Septimius Severus by the prefect of
the annona Q. Marcius Dioga, which was recycled in the
wall of the Christian baptistery nearby (IRT2021 401).
Dedications to Septimius Severus and his fam-
ily were also discovered around Temple A.** This was
an ideal setting given the presence of numerous other
dedications and statues of emperors, which had been
set up on that side of the forum - and particularly
on the front of the adjacent Tem-
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ple of Roma and Augustus - in the
Julio-Claudian period (Aurigemma
1940; Musso 2008; Mugnai 2021,
105-7). It is possible that some res-
toration of the temple might have
taken place along with these imperial
honours. Recent observations on a
fragmentary text found here suggest
this recorded the restoration of the
lower and upper parts of the build-
ing by two or more brothers: [---infe]
riorib(us) et superiorib(us) (IRT2021
274). This surely occurred after the
extensive renovation of the temple’s
facade in the mid-second century
CE, but opinions diverge on whether
it should be attributed to the Severan
period (Marmouri 2017, 16-17) or to
a later point in the third century CE
(Tantillo et al. 2010, 443-45, no. 68).
One may also be tempted to include
in these works the erection of four
columns of reddish limestone with
(recycled?) Ionic capitals, which were
inserted in the corridor between the
podia of Temples A and B and may

Fig. 3.40. (above) Old Forum, plan.

1: Temple A (Liber Pater?); 2: Temple
B (Roma and Augustus); 3: Temple

C (Hercules?); 4: Curia; 5: Basilica;

6: Temple of Magna Mater; 7: Early
imperial building/church; 8: Antonine
temple; 9: Severan exedra; 10:
Baptistery; 11: Byzantine wall (after
Mugnai 2021, fig. 37).

Fig. 3.41. (right) Old Forum, Severan
exedra: view from south-east (photo
N. Mugnai).

IRT2021 387, 389, 399-400, 408, 410, 412, 415, 418; Wilson 2007, 305, table 14.1; Marmouri 2017, 14.
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A

have served as a support for a platform holding a stat-
uary group, although their date is uncertain (Masturzo
2005, 85-87, figs 1.68-70) (Fig. 3.42).

A Severan-period intervention is recognizable in
the colonnades of the portico that framed the piazza on
three sides. The first phase of the portico dates to 53-54
CE, when this was erected along with the paving of the
forum through the initiative of one Caius, son of Anno,
and C. Phelyssam (IRT2021 338, 615; IPT 26a-b). Fol-
lowing the marble enhancement of the forum buildings,
the original limestone columns were replaced with ones
of Carystian green marble matched with Attic bases and
Corinthian capitals of white marble, numerous exam-
ples of which are to be seen on the piazza. The portico
has not been the subject of any detailed study, but schol-
ars have commented on it occasionally (see Ricciardi
2005, 329-30; Montali 2016, 90). The stylistic features
of the Asiatic Corinthian capitals are informative, with
particular regard to those examples bearing an eagle in
the middle of the abacus (Fig. 3.43) that recalls directly
the decorative motif of some capitals from the Severan
Tetrapylon and Severan Basilica (cf. Bartoccini 1931,
52-54; Ward-Perkins 1980, 52-53, no. 4, pl. 14; Pen-
sabene 2001, 101, fig. 82).

The peripheral area of Lepcis Magna is less known
because of the paucity of archaeological excavations, but
some building activities pertaining to this period can be
identified. In the north-west sector of the city close to
the coastline, the ‘Hunting Baths’ were inserted within
a pre-existing district at some point in the late second
or early third century CE and underwent a series of
structural and decorative modifications subsequently

Fig. 3.42. (left) Old Forum, corridor
between Temples A and B with
columns of red limestone (photo

N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.43. (below) Old Forum, portico:
Asiatic Corinthian capital with eagle
motif (photo N. Mugnai).

(Ward-Perkins and Toynbee 1949, 167-73, 191-95;
Ward-Perkins 1981, 382-84; Musso 2012, 31-37) (Fig.
3.44).% Belonging to a category labelled ‘neighbourhood
bath complex; this building was probably meant for pub-
lic use but was subject to private legislation. The baths
are renowned for the good preservation of their concrete
vaulted roofs and the pictorial decoration of the interior.
Some of the paintings (landscape friezes) do not appear
to predate the latter half of the third century CE, while

 Aerial photography has revealed the presence of large buildings (probably warehouses) to the west of the Hunting Baths: Jones 1989, 96-99,

figs 4-5; Mattingly 1995, 118; Zocchi 2018, 73-74, fig. 20.
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others (figurative friezes) show stylistic features typical of
the late Severan period (Bianchi 2012, with references).
In the opposite sector of the city, immediately eastwards
of the harbour’s east mole, a large public bath complex
known as the ‘Eastern Baths’ was excavated by the French
Archaeological Mission from 1994 to 2012. The data col-
lected through this research have revealed that a first
bath was established here in the first half of the second
century CE; it was extensively enlarged and embellished
with marble adornments under the Severans, although it
seems that it fell into disrepair in the second half of the

third century CE (Michel 2011-12, 114-17; Paulin and
Dagnas 2012). Beyond the importance of the building
itself, the location of a large bathing establishment in this
area points to the existence of a large urban district of
Lepcis Magna that awaits further investigation.

A final note concerns the information one can gather
from two inscriptions. The first text comes from the Had-
rianic Baths and refers to a substantial restoration of the
frigidarium and annexed structures by the priest and mag-
istrate [---] Rusonianus, probably to be identified with Q.
Marcius Candidus Rusonianus (IRT2021 396) (Fig. 3.45).

-

- -__,aii;'-' -OPM— _;’-
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Fig. 3.44. Hunting Baths, view from north-west (photo N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.45. Hadrianic Baths, part of frigidarium with inscription IRT2021 396 (photo N. Mugnai).
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The inscription bears the name and titles of Septimius
Severus, but these were engraved on the marble slab after
replacing Commodus’ name and it is acknowledged that
these works took place under Severus’ predecessor (for
instance: Di Vita-Evrard 1991, 37-38; Di Vita et al. 1999,
96; Laronde and Degeorge 2005, 114-15; Kenrick 2009,
96). Recent studies on the baths’ architectural decoration
have better defined the extent of the restorations, which
seem to have involved the natatio and palaestra as well
(Bianchi 2009, 51-55, figs 6-14; Bianchi and Bruno 2018,
128-34, figs 11-22). Some Corinthian capitals (see in
particular Bianchi 2009, 53, fig. 13) show carving features
that often overlap in date between the late Antonine and
Severan periods (cf. Fischer 1990, 55, type IV), so one
may wonder whether restorations might have continued
to some extent after the reign of Commodus. If so, Sep-
timius Severus’ name could have been engraved not only
because of Commodus’ damnatio memoriae, but perhaps
also to acknowledge further works.*’

The second inscription was recovered in the amphi-
theatre (c. 1 km to the east of Lepcis Magna’s harbour)

Fig. 3.46. (top left) Amphitheatre,
inscription IRT2021 1020 with names
of the Severan emperors (photo

N. Mugnai).

Fig. 3.47. (bottom left) Amphitheatre,
upper cavea and remains of the
sacellum: view from east (photo

N. Mugnai).

and consists of a portion of a lime-
stone entablature with the names
of Septimius Severus, Julia Domna,
Caracalla, and Geta (IRT2021 1020;
Ricciardi 2018, 252-54, no. 3, fig.
321) (Fig. 3.46). It is especially
significant since the names of the
emperors are in the nominative, so
the text should refer to a building
initiative they sponsored directly.
A first amphitheatre was built in
this area under Nero in 56 CE
(IRT2021 1013), but the remains
of the building one sees today
belong to a second monumental-
ization phase of the Antonine era,
which probably took place around
the same time as the construc-
tion, or renovation, of the adja-
cent circus in 161-62 CE (IRT2021
1014). It has been argued that the
length of the entablature would be compatible with
the shrine in summa cavea (width of front 7.7 m),
which might have been dedicated to Ephesian Artemis
(Fig. 3.47). This text could therefore refer to a reno-
vation of the shrine or of the portico on the top of the
cavea under the Severans, along with other structural
changes and restorations that have been documented
during a recent survey of the amphitheatre (Ricciardi
2018, 180, 187-88, figs 235-37). This would fit well
with the possible existence of Severan-period con-
struction phases in the circus that scholars have briefly
commented on (see the observations in Humphrey et
al. 1972-73, 90, with references), attesting to the atten-
tion for entertainment spectacles as part of the building
and restoration projects across the city in this period.

Conclusion and further research

This review of construction activities at Lepcis Magna
in the Severan period has revealed some patterns in the
development of the cityscape at this crucial stage of its

¥ A third-century CE restoration phase of the baths is attested through a votive offering mentioning a refectio thermarum tertium: IRT2021 263;
Pentiricci 2010, 144. One should also consider the presence of a marble head of Septimius Severus and fragments of a bronze imperial statue of this

period: Finocchi 2012, 54-55, 139, no. 19, pl. 21, with references.
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history. The impact of the new Severan buildings along
the Wadi Lebdah has been widely acknowledged in the
scholarship, with regard to their monumentality and
decorative opulence, as well as in terms of ideological
implications (for instance: Ward-Perkins 1948; 1993;
Mahler 2005, 6-14; Cordovana 2007, 329-432; Wilson
2007, 295-301). Their location in this sector of the city
determined a shift of previous routes towards this area,
and the Colonnaded Street played an important role as
an urban connector between the coast and the main
inland road. Direct imperial patronage is evident in the
case of the Severan Forum complex and this can be real-
istically extended to the annexed monuments, although
it is possible that Lepcitanian notables participated in
this enterprise at least to some extent (see, for instance,
the sculptural ornamentation of the Great Nymphaeum
and Severan Exedra). There are still some unresolved
matters, such as the identification of the cult of the Sev-
eran Temple and that of other sacred buildings, and
issues around the date of certain structures, which is
exemplified by the case of the harbour and the edifices
that were erected around the basin: how much of what
we see today can be securely attributed to a Severan-pe-
riod remodelling of the port? It is to be hoped that the
progress of research will keep adding elements to clarify
some of these points.

The re-examination of old data and new archaeo-
logical discoveries in recent years have been particularly
valuable to assess the extent of Severan-period build-
ing and restoration activities in the city, in particular
beyond the ‘traditional’ Severan (imperial) construc-
tions. It is regrettable that, despite the extensive corpus
of epigraphy of Lepcis Magna, only limited epigraphic
evidence is available to ascertain the patronage of these
building activities, although an active role of the munic-
ipality and of local wealthy individuals seems unques-
tionable. Some construction and renovation phases may
not be securely datable, but the combined assessment of
archaeological data, architectural characteristics, types
of building materials, and stylistic features has proved
to be effective to gain a better understanding of these
matters (see Tomasello 2005; 2011; Mahler 2011; Bruno
and Bianchi 2015a; Mazzilli 2017). It emerges that many
building initiatives gave continuity to a large-scale phe-
nomenon of urban embellishment that had started
already in the Antonine period, particularly through
the use of marble ornamentation (Pensabene 2001;
Bianchi 2009). This is visible in the construction devel-
opments along the decumanus maximus, including the
erection of a series of honorific arches as well as other
types of buildings, and in the renovation of key public
spaces such as the theatre with adjoining areas, the mar-
ket, and the Old Forum.

There are also some gaps that need to be filled. For
instance, our knowledge of domestic architecture at
Lepcis Magna is extremely limited. This is unfortunate
as it prevents us from appreciating how its inhabitants
reacted to the architectural and decorative trends that
were being introduced in the city, and how these ele-
ments were reinterpreted within the private sphere in
elite and non-elite contexts. Some of the mosaics from
the “Villa of the Nile’ (actually a domus located roughly
halfway between the harbour and the circus) appear to
date to the late second or early third century CE, which
may point to a phase of decorative enhancement of
the house in the Severan era, but many aspects of their
architectural setting remain unclear (Kenrick 2009, 130;
Rind 2009, 123-24, with references; on these and other
Tripolitanian mosaics see Wootton, Chapter 4). More
information is available on the maritime villas and other
elite dwellings on the coastal strip to the west of Lep-
cis Magna, as several examples of such buildings in the
areas of Homs and Silin show (Musso 1995, 344-45;
Rind 2009, 119-26; Wilson 2018, 285-93). Within the
city, excavations of a domestic context in an insula block
located between the theatre and the Old Forum have
revealed a succession of phases from Punic to Byzantine
times, including construction activities datable to the
first half of the third century CE (Calderone and Tra-
montana 2017, 14-18). Another house adjacent to the
theatre has yielded evidence of Late Antique construc-
tion sequences (Walda et al. 1997). Hopefully the final
publication of both excavations will set a new course for
the study of domestic buildings at Lepcis Magna.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that any observa-
tions on the scale of public building projects in relation
to the extent of the ancient city should consider the fact
that only a portion of it is known archaeologically.*
The urban area to the south of the decumanus maximus
is unexplored, and the same applies to large parts of the
city’s eastern and western sectors beyond the central
civic district. When visiting the site of Lepcis Magna, it
would be impossible not to be captivated by the grandi-
osity of its monuments, which is even more striking in
the case of the Severan buildings. These constructions
are often regarded as ‘out-of-proportion’ to the actual
needs of the city and it is ascertained that their comple-
tion required enormous financial efforts, thus speaking
of their exceptionality - or extravagance - and their
burdensome legacy (Barton 1977-78; Mattingly 1995,
121-22; Musso et al. 2018a, 113). However, broader
considerations on their urban impact and their rela-
tionship to the rest of the city should probably remain
provisional until future archaeological surveys and
excavations can offer a better understanding of Lepcis
Magna’s layout in its entirety.

*Only a preliminary geophysical survey has been carried out in some of the areas beyond the central district of Lepcis Magna: Keay 2010, 333-34;

Zocchi 2018, 71.
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Chapter 4

THE MOSAICS OF TRIPOLITANIA:
HISTORIC VALUE AND FUTURE CHALLENGES

Will Wootton

Introduction

Mosaics are an excellent lens through which to under-
stand the history, society and culture of Tripolitania.
They range in date from Punic to late Roman and Byz-
antine phases, come from diverse contexts (whether in
cities or the countryside), cover both domestic and pub-
lic buildings, display an extraordinary decorative range,
and evidence the high technical skill of the craftspeople.
Not only do they offer insights into the preferences and
fashions for interior embellishment but also how those
mosaics have been excavated, studied and managed over
the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Libya’s mosaic heritage is extraordinarily rich but it faces
many significant challenges and few quick fixes.

This chapter discusses some of those issues, look-
ing at the causes and the ongoing work to provide solu-
tions. It sketches some of what is known about these
mosaics including their history and location, aspects of
choice and intended meanings of the iconography, their
craftsmanship and what this tells us about the clients
who commissioned them. As such it aims for a con-
textual understanding of the artform. The focus is on
floor mosaics, specifically tessellated pavements, of the
Roman period when the wealth and demand resulted
in some of the highest-quality mosaics known from
around the Mediterranean. Some other flooring types
are included where contextually important as well as
decorative components such as mosaics and paintings
on walls and vaults.

The core of the evidence, and hence the focus of the
chapter, comes from two large coastal cities, Sabratha
and Lepcis Magna, and the areas which surround and
serviced them (Fig. 4.1). The third key emporium of this
coastline, Oea, remains largely buried under the modern

Libyan capital of Tripoli. The main concentration of
mosaics in Tripolitania is along this coastline but occa-
sional examples are encountered inland. The chapter
begins with a survey of the surviving mosaics from the
third century BCE to the sixth century CE. The organiz-
ing principle is broadly chronological, examining mosa-
ics in urban contexts and then moving on to those from
the countryside and extra-urban areas, in particular
the villas in prime positions along the coastline. A brief
overview of the technical aspects associated with these
mosaics follows before the final section faces up to the
conservation issues of the present.

An impressive and luxurious history:
from the Punic to Byzantine worlds,
and from cities to the countryside

The excavation of lavish villas along the Tripolitanian
coastline has resulted in the associated mosaics becom-
ing rightly famous."! Beginning with the earliest pave-
ments, however, we encounter floors which are quite
different in context and effect. Punic paving types survive
in small numbers. Often referred to as opus signinum,
they present a hard, flat and usually red-pink surface
sometimes decorated with tesserae inserted at intervals
to form a pattern. They are well known in Punic areas
of North Africa, especially Carthage and the Cap Bon
Peninsula as well as on Sicily (Vassal 2006; Tang 2018;
Blanc-Bijon 2021). A small number of examples have
been excavated along the coastline to the east, including
the regions of Cyrenaica and Egypt (Wilson et al. 2004,
155-58; Guimier-Sorbets 2019, 16-19).

The scanty remains from Tripolitania indicate their
use in both public and private contexts. The few exam-
ples from Sabratha include one with tesserae forming the

'Rind (2009, 114-33) brings together a catalogue listing some 28 villas, while Wilson (2018) gives an excellent overview of the villas of North Africa

including those in Tripolitania.
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MEDITERRANEAN SEA

image Landsat/Copernicus).

sign of Tanit which was recovered in the area between
the theatre and the shore (Fig. 4.2).? This is listed as indi-
rect evidence for the identification of an open-air sanc-
tuary (tophet) located c. 300 m to the east of Sabratha’s
civic centre, along with the data provided by a series
of decorated stelae found during the excavation of the
sanctuary (Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 27-29, with refer-
ences). At Lepcis Magna, the one published pavement
is decorated with tesserae set in oblique lines form-
ing a diamond pattern (Howard Carter 1965, 127-29,
fig. 7; Vassal 2006, 82-83). It comes from pre-Roman
levels on the eastern side of the Old Forum, although
the sort of building it decorated is of unknown identifi-
cation. At Sabratha, one example of opus signinum may
date as early as the fourth century BCE but, for the large
part, these floors probably belong in the second and into
the first centuries BCE.? Similarly the pavement from
Lepcis Magna dates between the mid-third and the late
second century BCE.

Excavations in the region have not encountered
mosaics in the Hellenistic or late Republican tessellated
traditions as known on Sicily and in Italy or Cyrenaica
and beyond into the eastern Mediterranean. The small
number of mortar pavements evidence the close rela-
tionship between the Tripolitanian coastline and the
Punic world around Carthage (Dunbabin 1999, 101-3,
figs 100-1). The main series of mosaics begins in the first

Fig. 4.1. Map of the region with sites mentioned in the text (basemap Google Earth, data SIO, NOAA, US Navy, NGA, GEBCO,

century CE when, following the outcomes of the Punic
Wars and the civil war between Caesar and Pompey; this
area had come under Roman rule as part of the prov-
ince of Africa Nova, known as Africa (Proconsularis)
from the Augustan period onwards. It is not until the
late first and into the second century CE, however, that
political stability, enhanced status, and increasing pros-
perity resulted in a vibrant and flourishing market for
mosaics. This increase tracks closely the interventions
by the Roman imperial administration, the most famous

Al —

Fig. 4.2. Mortar floor decorated in tesserae forming the sign
of Tanit from Sabratha, on display in the Sabratha Museum
(photo W. Wootton).

*For other examples of opus signinum floors at Sabratha, see Kenrick 1986, 127-28, 145-48; Dore and Keay 1989, 253-54.
*For example, phase IIla (first century BCE) of the building under the so-called ‘Casa Brogan’ includes signinum floors being laid throughout: Ken-

rick 1986, 147-48.
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Fig. 4.3. Detail of the amphitheatre
scenes on a mosaic from the villa at
Dar Buk Ammera, near Zliten, on
display in the National Museum in
Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

being the arrival of the imperial
legate Valerius Festus in 69 CE.
He suppressed an incursion of the
Garamantes, who had been invited
by Oea from the interior during a
land dispute with Lepcis Magna,
and then he led an expedition south
against them. It has been argued that
the punitive measures against the
Garamantian people are represented in the decorative
boarder with amphitheatre scenes on a mosaic from a
coastal villa at Dar Buk Ammera, near Zliten, to which
we will return (Aurigemma 1926, 269-78) (Fig. 4.3).
Starting with our two main cities, they thrived
through the course of the second century expanding
and initiating major public building programmes (see
Aiosa, Chapter 2 and Mugnai, Chapter 3, with bibliogra-
phy). Black-and-white and polychrome mosaics survive
from the first century CE onwards embellishing both
public and private spaces. Most commonly mosaics are

1

found decorating bath complexes, including their floors,
walls and vaults.* Sabratha has a series of examples with
such mosaics including the so-called ‘Seaward Baths,
“Theatre Baths, ‘Oceanus Baths’ and ‘Office Baths’ The
Seaward and Theatre Baths have both black-and-white
geometric and polychrome mosaics, and were probably
established in the late first century CE (Figs 4.4-5). In
the former a fragmentary hexagonal panel contained a
scene of Pegasus being adorned by nymphs (Aurigemma
1960, 24-25, pls 7-8), while in the latter there are two
evocative panels with inscriptions (IRT2021 170-71;

Fig. 4.4. Looking south-west over one of the mosaics of the Seaward Baths at Sabratha (photo W. Wootton).

*For wall and vault mosaics see, for example, the finds from the Hadrianic Baths at Lepcis Magna: Aurigemma 1960, 54-55, pl. 115.
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Dunbabin 1989, 41; Kenrick 2009, 68). Both include
representations of bathing equipment such as oil flasks,
strigils and sandals, alongside inscriptions that exhort
the users of the building to ‘wash well’ (BENE LABA) or
remind them that ‘it is well to have washed’ (SALVOM
LAVISSE).

The Oceanus Baths (Fig. 4.6) are named after a
high-quality, long-haired and bearded bust in the tep-
idarium which belongs to a mid-second-century CE

phase and is usually identified as Oceanus.’ This mosaic
was laid over an earlier level with another impressive
and unusual head, this time of Diana or Luna, which is
dated to the early second century by brick stamps, and
has a black-and-white, rather than polychrome, geomet-
ric surround (Di Vita 1964, 316-18, pls 89.1, 90.1; Dun-
babin 1978, 267). We will come back to this head below
in this section on account of its stylistic similarity to the
busts of Seasons from the villa at Zliten. The Oceanus

Fig. 4.5. (above) View of the display in
the Sabratha Museum including one of
the thresholds from the Theatre Baths
(photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.6. (left) Overview of the Oceanus
mosaic from the Oceanus Baths at
Sabratha (photo W. Wootton).

° Aurigemma 1960, 23-24, pls 2-5. Dunbabin (1978, 151, note 73) suggests the figure might be Annus rather than Oceanus on the basis that the beard

is made up of leaves, not seaward, and the wreath is fruit.
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Baths were probably private rather
than public and connect with a
large structure to the north. Sim-
ilarly the highly decorated Office
Baths were likely associated with
a residential building. The fine
geometric mosaics which dec-
orate the floors and walls of the
pools probably belong in the late
second century, but unfortunately
are now in poor state of preserva-
tion - an issue which will be dis-
cussed in the final section.

Under threat too are the lav-
ishly decorated Hunting Baths
from Lepcis Magna. These small
baths, now located among the sand
dunes close to the sea, were originally part of a western
quarter of the city. Also likely to be private, some argue
they serviced those involved in putting on the games,
specifically the venationes (Ward-Perkins and Toyn-
bee 1949, 191-95; Bianchi 2012, 68-69; Di Vita-Evrard
2012). This proposal is based on the interior decoration
which includes a megalographia (a large-scale pictorial
scene) in the tepidarium showing hunting scenes within
the amphitheatre and other elements elsewhere refer-
encing such activities (Fig. 4.7). Marble veneer and tes-
sellated mosaic adorned the floors and walls. In one of
the semi-domes there is a fine Nilotic scene (Fig. 4.8),
while the smaller hot rooms have suspended floors with
black-and-white geometric mosaics sometimes with
the addition of yellow-brown decoration and further
embellishment at the thresholds, such as a large drink-
ing vessel or kantharos (Fig. 4.9). The overall impact is
of a small, jewel-like complex whereas the Hadrianic
Baths in the centre of Lepcis Magna are opulent on a
grand scale (Bartoccini 1929; Finocchi 2012, 14-15).
Decorated largely in imported marbles and integrated

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 1-6 pp1-141.indd 77

Fig. 4.7. (left) Detail of the
megalographia in the Hunting Baths at
Lepcis Magna (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.8. (below) Detail of the Nilotic
mosaic in the Hunting Baths at Lepcis
Magna (photo W. Wootton).

with a mythological sculptural programme, fragments
of mosaic attest to the elaboration of the upper parts of
the walls and into the vaults (Aurigemma 1960, 54-55,
pl. 115) (Fig. 4.10).

The continuing popularity of scenes referring to
Egypt and, in particular, the Nile — highlighting its sig-
nificance and referencing fertility - can be found in
other bathhouses such as the vibrant floors from Wadi
Zgaia which date to the third or fourth centuries CE
(Aurigemma 1960, 43-45, pls 71-73; Dunbabin 1978,
276; Johnston 1985, 195). Arranged across the mosaic,
affording different viewpoints, human characters in
black-and-white tesserae interact with polychrome ani-
mals; a hippopotamus swallows one of these figures and
a long-beaked bird attempts to eat another while his
companion tries to pull him out by his legs. Elsewhere
fish and fowl abound alongside snakes, one of which
reaches for a man who climbs a palm tree to escape
and beats the serpent back. From the same building is
a marine scene, in the same distinctive style and colour
palette, with various types of fish and crustacea as well as
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fishing taking place from boats and the shore (Fig. 4.11).
Two marine monsters inhabit the seascape, realized in
different styles and colour schemes. The irregular frames
are simple with regularly placed circles, indicating adap-
tion to the rooms and less skilled craftspeople. These
energetic and busy scenes are appropriate to the context
and evoke a humorous response at the expense of the
caricatured figures.

Fig. 4.9. (left) Detail of one of the thresholds in the Hunting
Baths at Lepcis Magna (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.10. (below) Fragment from the wall and vault mosaics
decorating the Hadrianic Baths at Lepcis Magna (photo
W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.11. (left) Fragment of the Nilotic
mosaics from the baths at Wadi Zgaia,

on display in the National Museum in

Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

Returning to the area around
the theatre at Sabratha, and inten-
tionally located within the cultural
quarter and close to the bath com-
plex, townhouses decorated with
elaborate bichrome and polychrome
mosaics have been found including
the so-called ‘Peristyle House’ and
those in other Regiones of the city
(see Di Vita 1966, 51-61; Mandruz-
zato et al. 2017,105-27, figs 95-122).
These evidence the range of urban
and suburban dwellings from the
first into the late fourth century CE
and include geometric decoration
but also figurative mosaics and inscriptions. The Houses
of Liber Pater and of the Tragic Poet offer two different
takes on local preferences. The former property has a
fine Dionysiac-themed mosaic with medallions contain-
ing the heads of a lion and leopard as well as Dionysus
in triumph riding in a chariot (Aurigemma 1960, 25-26,
pls 9-14) (Figs 4.5 and 4.12). The rectangular central
field is surrounded by a complex bichrome mosaic of
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intersecting circles upon which couches would have
been placed. As a triclinium, this room could be used for
receptions. The decoration is appropriate to such activi-
ties, reminding the owner and guests of the god’s power
as well as that of the wine served. A popular theme, it
echoes a tradition of representation known on mosaics
from the Tunisian coastline and other media (Dunbabin
1978, 181-82).

In the other property, emblemata were inserted into
the geometric surrounds. These extremely high-qual-
ity picture panels utilize tiny tesserae in a technique
often termed vermiculatum. They depict foodstuffs in
a xenia motif, speaking to hospitality and guest friend-
ship, alongside amorous marine scenes between tritons
and nereids accompanied by intricate paintings of the
later first century CE with views of a busy coastline
(Aurigemma 1960, 26-27, pls 15-17; Johnston 1985,
196). The so-called ‘Casa Brogan’ to the east of the forum
offers insight into the later life of the city and the contin-
uing production of mosaics. Four tessellated pavements
were laid after the earthquake of 365 CE (on the effects
of this event at Sabratha see Aiosa, Chapter 2, with
bibliography). This includes a geometric floor with an
inscription in a tabula ansata surrounded by a wreath,
which appears to be some sort of invocation connected
to fortune and fate but a satisfactory reading remains
elusive (IRT2021 1074; Kenrick 1986, 158-62, fig. 74, pls
50-52; 2009, 59, 68).

The House of the Tragic Poet provides further evi-
dence for the popularity and availability of these sophis-
ticated emblemata. It was a fashionable choice which
was particular prevalent in Tripolitania in the second
century and is at its most visible in the sumptuous vil-
lae maritimae which lined the coast (Mattingly 1995,
161-62; 2023, 456-59; Wilson 2018, 285-97). These elite
residences cluster around the three main emporia, usu-
ally within a day’s journey overland and less than half a
day by sea.® The extreme wealth of these villas, directly
attested by the conspicuous consumption of the finest
decorative displays, is based on the owners’ exploita-
tion of the fertile coastal plains. The mosaics, expensive
marbles and wall painting demonstrate and declare their
deep pockets and visually memorialize their public lar-
gesse, through the benefaction of games and other per-
formances, and their private pleasures.” A handful of
villas are known from around Sabratha and Oea but the
largest group, more than twice their combined number,
has been found in and around Lepcis Magna.®

The status of Lepcis Magna and the resources of its
wealthiest citizens manifest in some of the most impres-
sive architecture carefully integrated into the coastline.

Fig. 4.12. Detail of the Dionysus mosaic from the House of
Liber Pater at Sabratha, on display in the Sabratha Museum
(photo W. Wootton).

The villas are constructed over various levels affording
interior and exterior views from long porticoes, large
reception spaces and elaborate courtyards with gardens.
The villa sites are usually situated on promontories with
access to small harbours and incorporate a range of other
facilities including baths, sunken gardens, loggia or even
terraced seating areas as viewpoints or performance
spaces. The mosaic decoration can be incorporated into
these exterior locations, as at the Villa of the Bull at Silin
(Wadi Yala) where low walls with mosaics run through
one of the gardens (Fig. 4.13), or is used as a principal
embellishment for corridors and rooms throughout the
buildings themselves.

Starting with Lepcis Magna, the so-called ‘Villa
of the Nile' (actually an urban residence) is nestled
between the port and the circus in the city’s eastern sec-
tor. Combining a residential building with cryptoporti-
cus and associated bath complex, it has a rich figurative
mosaic decoration (Aurigemma 1960, 45-49, pls 75-97;

°On the road network and land partition around Lepcis Magna, see Zocchi 2018.

For an overview of benefactions around Lepcis Magna, see Dunbabin 2016, 188-94.

8Rind (2009, 114-33) catalogues two villas around Sabratha, six around Oea and 20 around Lepcis Magna, although these figures include inland

villae rusticae and other farm buildings.
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Fig. 4.14. Mosaics from the Villa of the Nile at Lepcis Magna, on display in the National Museum in Tripoli (photo
W. Wootton).
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Fig. 4.15. Detail of the amphitheatre
mosaic from the villa of Wadi
Lebdah near Lepcis Magna (photo
W. Wootton).

Dunbabin 1978, 264; Kenrick 2009,
29, fig. 6). The baths have a tepidar-
ium with a series of long rectangu-
lar panels containing vivid scenes
of fishing and the sea, Pegasus once
again being adorned and an allegory
relating to the Nile (Fig. 4.14). All
seem to have Alexandrian connec-
tions and are appropriate to their
context with their watery associa-
tions. They belong to the latter part
of the second or the early third cen-
tury CE, but the corridor also shows phases into the later
third and fourth centuries. Here we find panels con-
cerned with mythological subjects and the prestigious
activity of hunting.

One of the most important finds of recent years is
a villa suburbana to the south of Lepcis Magna next to
the Wadi Lebdah. Although the site and its structures
have not been published, the mosaics have been (El
Turki 2015; Musso et al. 2015; Dunbabin 2016, 193-94).
They come from the frigidarium of the private baths of
this residential building and consist of five adjacent rec-
tangular panels representing the cycle of entertainment
within the arena (Fig. 4.15). Gladiatorial combats were
placed at either end, between are two scenes of hunt-
ing with a centrally placed chariot race around a spina
which contains prisoners for execution and forms the
stage for the performances of actors and acrobats. The
mosaic, measuring over 11.5 m in length and nearly 5 m
in width, is highly pictorial with the scenes represented
vividly and with great technical assurance. Unusually it
employs significant quantities of glass tesserae to supply
a wide range of colour effects and create fully three-di-
mensional images at large scale. These are megalograph-
iae like the paintings encountered at the Hunting Baths
and those found on the upper walls of the internal court
in the Villa of the Bull at Silin. They all date to the third
century CE with the Wadi Lebdah mosaic probably pro-
duced early in that century.

The cycle is emotionally charged, in particular the
large-scale gladiatorial contests evoke pathos in the
viewer by selecting moments of reflection. There are
no inscriptions to identify a specific event but that is
no reason to assume they are generic images unrelated
to real games. The desire of the local wealthy elite to

commemorate episodes in the amphitheatre and circus
is attested here and elsewhere. Patrons subscribed to the
accepted social system of benefaction via public specta-
cles which were recorded in mosaic and painting to attest
to such activities in the presence of visitors (Musso et al.
2015, 312-33; Dunbabin 2016, 193-94). At the Villa of
the Bull, on the coastline to the west of Lepcis Magna,
a traditional circus scene was commissioned in mosaic,
perhaps alluding to the local circus of the city itself,” and
another room had a scene of entertainment and/or exe-
cution. This latter mosaic has been much discussed with
the one victim being offered up to a bull while two lie
crumpled on the ground."® An inscription - Filoserapis
comp(osuit) (IRT2021 1010) — refers either to the maker
or, perhaps more likely, the organizer of the event (Ken-
rick 2009, 146)."

The property is an uncommonly well-preserved
example of the coastal villa phenomenon (Al Mahjub
1983; Picard 1985; Dolciotti 2010; Wilson 2018, 289-93,
figs 16.20-26). The two mosaics mentioned come from
around a small, highly decorated internal court off of
which are further rooms with mosaics including exu-
berant mythological scenes such as Lycurgus and Aion,
and a rare example of a library paved with mosaic. This
building is connected to a large peristyle courtyard, with
another Nilotic mosaic covering the usual ‘humorous’
scenes, with rooms surviving along the south side (Fig.
4.16)."2 The marble decoration is lavish in some of the
rooms with both floors in opus sectile and walls with but-
terflied greco scritto marble quarried from Cap de Garde
near Hippo Regius, Algeria (Fig. 4.17). Moving to the
east is a bath complex with an octagonal frigidarium and
a mosaic of Oceanus on the floor. Boxers with referees
were set in the semi-domes of the niches (Neira 2015;

°Dunbabin (2016, 149-50, and note 48) gives a brief overview of the arguments for and against this hypothesis.

“Dunbabin (2016, 192-93) notes an alternative interpretation that it represents the sport of bull-jumping rather than a scene of punishment.

""Wilson (2018, 291, note 157) discusses these possibilities, opting for the mosaicist on the basis of the name.

"2For other examples of these scenes see Clarke 2007, 74-81, 87-107.
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Fig. 4.16. (above) Detail of the Nilotic
scene from the Villa of the Bull near
Silin (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.17. (right) Detail of the room
with floor mosaics and marble veneer
on the walls from the Villa of the Bull
near Silin (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.18. (below) Detail of the mosaic
with boxers in the baths of the Villa of
the Bull near Silin (photo W. Wootton).

Rossiter 2015) (Fig. 4.18). These are not only appropri-
ate to context, reiterating the athletic nature of the baths
and the aspirational nature of their desirable bodies, but
may also record specific agonistic festivals put on by the
owner and reiterate their civic generosity. There was a

boom in these Greek-style contests in the late second
and early third centuries CE. The villa, and its decora-
tion, may signal the owner’s early adoption and spon-
sorship of such events - the building and its decoration
probably date in the second half of the second century
(Wilson 2018, 293).

As mentioned, the garden area of the villa was also
a place for pleasure with low walls covered in vegetal
mosaic and wild animals. Looking over this outdoor
space was an elegant dining room with opus sectile and
tessellated mosaic communicating with another room,
probably a cubiculum. Exterior garden mosaics of this
kind are scarce but the interaction between landscape,
gardens and architecture is common in these coastal
villas; a couple of other examples around Silin are the
Villa of the Maritime Odeon with its towers, porticoes
and a rock-carved semi-circular seating area overlook-
ing the sea, as well as the Villa of the Small Circus with
panoramic views maximized by the addition of areas for
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Fig. 4.19. (above) Overview of the villa
at Tajurah (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.20. (right) The mosaic with
Amphitrite from the villa at Tajurah,
on display in the National Museum in
Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

rooftop dining, a belvedere, and a
large ambulatio around a fountained
garden (Wilson 2018, 288-89, figs
16.18-19). These villas were all orig-
inally enhanced with mosaics, mar-
ble inlay and paintings.

It is worth mentioning two
more lavish coastal villas at Taju-
rah and Zliten, whose mosaics were
partially lifted and form an important part of the dis-
play in the National Museum in Tripoli (Aurigemma
1926; Di Vita 1966; Wilson 2018, 286-87, 293-97,
figs 16.17, 16.27-32). The structures, and some of
the mosaics, remain exposed in situ and are in a very
poor state of preservation. Around 30 km east of Trip-
oli is the so-called “Villa of the Nereids' at Tajurah
(Fig. 4.19). It is named after the apodyterium dec-
oration and is arranged over three interconnected
terraces. The lowest, nearest the sea, is made up of a
peristyle with reception and living spaces, then there
is a colonnaded courtyard with dining rooms, followed
by an upper terrace furnished with a bath complex.
Decorated with paintings, sculpture and mosaics, it is
dated by brick stamps to the middle of the second cen-
tury CE (Di Vita 1966, 16-21, fig. 2, pl. 4a—e; Dunbabin

1978, 30). The mosaics are focused on marine themes.
There is the mosaic with nereids racing sea monsters
as well as two mosaics with Amphitrite (rooms 6 and
45), one of which is a huge rectangular floor with a cen-
tral bust surrounded by personifications of the winds
(Fig. 4.20).

Tajurah’s mosaics are related iconographically to
those known to the west in Byzacena and the villa itself
is located to the west of Lepcis Magna, closer to ancient
Oea.” The mosaics of Zliten, coming from the villa
known at Dar Buk Ammera, are situated 20 km to the east
of Lepcis Magna and have closer connections with Egypt
and Alexandria in particular (Aurigemma 1926; Wilson
2018, 293-97). Zliten is central to arguments about the
influences acting upon Tripolitanian mosaics and their
chronology. They are the most hotly contested in terms

13Di Vita (1966, 43-51) argues for a close connection between Tajurah and Byzacena to the west, which Dunbabin (1978, 23, note 41) confirms with

further comparison to the mosaics.
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Fig. 4.21. General view of the Amphitheatre mosaic from the villa at Dar Buk Ammera, on display in the National Museum in
Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

of dating, varying from the late first to the third or even
fourth centuries CE." It seems that the earlier phase of
the Oceanus Baths at Sabratha remains the key with the
Diana/Luna mosaic offering a crucial stylistic compari-
son for the Seasons mosaic and thus placing Zliten in the
first half of the second century CE. The mosaics of Zliten
are also critical to the understanding of the distinctive
decorative qualities of Tripolitania including style, design
and technique.'”® Here one finds mosaics with interests in
Egyptian themes,'¢ such as the Nilotic scenes so popular
in the region, as well as abundant use of vermiculatum
and emblemata. The floors are laid out in eastern Med-
iterranean style with large panels surrounded by com-
plex decorative bands rather than the well-known overall
designs known to the west in Africa Proconsularis.

The villa is situated upon a rocky promontory, mak-
ing the most of the views and sheltered bay. The building
is organized around a 45 m long colonnaded corridor
exhibiting high-quality figurative and landscape wall
paintings in addition to stuccoed vaults with geomet-
ric floor mosaics to walk upon. Rooms line the south

side including the famous gladiator mosaic, situated in
a large room at the western end, with its opulent opus
sectile panels interspersed with fine fish emblemata and
surrounded by an extraordinarily detailed vermiculatum
frieze recording the events at the amphitheatre (Figs 4.3
and 4.21). These include beast hunts, the venationes,
musical interludes, gladiatorial fights with umpires and
stretchers for the injured, and public executions. The lat-
ter may refer to real events, as seen elsewhere, but it may
be hopeful to identify them as Garamantian prisoners
who took part in the revolt recorded by Tacitus and the
games as those celebrating the victory."”

The colonnade would have looked north over a large
garden with fountains and on to the sea, although much
of that side of the villa has been lost to erosion. Next to
the room with scenes of the amphitheatre was the Seasons
mosaic (Fig. 4.22). Again opus sectile panels alternate and
then on either side are emblemata with Nilotic scenes and
xenia motifs, laid side by side in a powerfully lavish man-
ner. Their long oval heads evoke a particularly local style
and fit closely with paintings in the villa and the Diana/

!4See, for instance, the various views in Di Vita 1964; Dunbabin 1978, 235-37; 1999, 119, note 48; Johnston 1985, 196-204; Parrish 1985; Wilson

2018, 297.

'* As argued, for example, by Dunbabin (1978, 23) and Mattingly (1995, 162) even if their opinion on dating is quite different.

'*There has also been some interest in comparing materials and techniques between Tripolitania and Alexandria (see Abd El Salam 2009), but this

approach is still at its early stages.

17 As argued by Dunbabin (1978, 235; 1999, 120-21) in response to Aurigemma (1926, 269-78).
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Luna mosaic from the Oceanus Baths at Sabratha. Moving
back east, the ground rises and a series of rooms connect
to a large upper courtyard and on to a bath complex. Here
can be found what may have been a calendar mosaic with
superb scenes of rural activities in tiny tesserae.

Other emblemata elsewhere, found in fragments,
evidence highly decorated upper storeys with mytho-
logical scenes and those recording daily life. Next to the
courtyard is a small room with a curved end wall which
has puzzled and delighted scholars (Fig. 4.23)." The floor
mosaic is of the highest quality, even if badly damaged,
and enough survives of the exuberant composition of
vegetal scrolls interspersed with animals and insects, sea
creatures and garlands hung from bucrania. These latter
give one indication of the intended sacred space which
is assured by a second and most extraordinary feature:
pairs of feet, one set human and one hooved, indicate
Dionysian characters rooted in the mosaic and then ris-
ing up the walls, their bodies presumably painted on the
plaster. It is a wonderful conceit harnessing the power of
mosaic and painting to create a highly experiential envi-
ronment for living as evidenced throughout the villa."

Not far from the Villa of the Nereids at Tajurah is a
simpler mosaic from a quite different context: a small

S i

shrine or temple located near a fort built at Trigh Tar-
huna during the Italian military occupation of Libya. At
either side of a rectangular niche, perhaps the location of
the cult statue, were vestibules decorated with geomet-
ric mosaics and tabulae ansatae naming the dedicant
as C. Calpurnius Candidus (IRT2021 245; Aurigemma
1960, 37-38, pls 56-57; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 71-73,
figs 27-28). This mosaic may date to the second half of
the second century CE. Moving inland, the Jabal’s rich
soil for olive cultivation and the production of oil was
the home of agricultural buildings focused on exploit-
ing the land rather than conspicuous consumption, but
there were luxury elements as well.”” The best-known
example is at Ain Sharshara, around 50 km to the south-
east of Oea and built probably in the second century CE.
Here a luxury villa was carefully sited in the landscape.
It features a long corridor with a fine geometric mosaic,
which may have communicated between the main villa
and some sort of lookout over a waterfall (Goodchild
1951, 56-59, fig. 5, pl. 11.2; Mattingly 1995, 141; Wilson
2018, 285-86).

Inscriptions on Tripolitanian mosaics are rare even
on Christian tombs, which are well known to the west.
They are usually painted or incised but one example has

Fig. 4.22. General view of the Seasons mosaic from the villa at Dar Buk Ammera, on display in the National Museum in

Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

'8 Aurigemma 1926, 205-32; Johnston 1985, 206; Dunbabin 1999, 121-22; Wilson 2018, 294.
YFor the close connection between mosaic and painting elsewhere in the villa, see Johnston 1985 and Bianchi 2006.
»See, for instance, Mattingly 1995, 140-41; Ahmed 2019, 19-20, 47-59; Sheldrick 2021, 90-94, 100-5.
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a mosaic which speaks of Auguria
who lived to the venerable old age
of 65 (IRT2021 195; Kenrick 2009,
70). This comes from the catacombs
near the theatre at Sabratha and
belongs in the fourth century CE.
Mosaics were used to decorate the
pavements of churches, and wall or
vault mosaics are known in other
religious complexes such as the
chapel of Qasr Maamura with a pro-
posed dating in the fifth century?
Moving later, we finish this brief
overview with a Justinianic mosaic
belonging to the mid-sixth century
CE (Fig. 4.24). It paves the nave of
a church built on the location of
earlier (residential?) buildings to
the north of the Roman forum at
Sabratha. Although the exterior and
superstructure of the building may
have been quite rough, including
many reused materials, the interior
was highly embellished with archi-
tectural elements in imported Pro-
connesian marble and an enormous
and impressive mosaic floor, which
Aurigemma (1960, 28) proposed
to be ‘the most beautiful Byzantine
mosaic in the world’ (see also Ken-
rick 1986, 316; 2009, 56-58, 69-70,
figs 17, 22). The church is perhaps
the one mentioned by Procopius in
his list of buildings of the emperor Justinian (De Aedifi-
ciis, 6.4.13). Some scholars have argued that the mosaic
was made by craftspeople from the eastern Mediterra-
nean but it also has parallels to the west around Carthage

Fig. 4.23. (left) General view of
the Dionysiac mosaic from the
villa at Dar Buk Ammera, on
display in the National Museum
in Tripoli (photo W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.24. (below) Overview of
the mosaic from the basilica of
Justinian at Sabratha (photo W.
Wootton).

(Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953, 15-18, 61; Duval
1971, 359-69; Dunbabin 1985, 13-14). It was lifted fol-
lowing excavation and is now redisplayed in a remarka-
ble setting in the local museum.

2! Aurigemma 1960, 27-29; Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953, 47; Oates 1954, 107-10; Rushworth 1992, 280-81; Mattingly 1995, 212.
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The mosaic covered the entire floor with different
decorative sections in the nave, the two side naves and
the area behind the altar. In the central nave the mosaic
consists of a huge and elaborate acanthus out of which
grows an interlacing vine scroll. This is placed centrally
with offshoots branching out towards the edges of the
pavement. The vine is heavy with grapes and numerous
species of recognizable birds — among them pheasants
and ducks to eagles, swans and flamingos - peck at the
grapes or vine. Within the oval shapes formed down the
middle are a magnificent peacock towards the altar as
well as a phoenix close to the lower part of the panel,
and two caged birds in between. The other pavements
are decorated with exquisite and complex geometric
mosaics, one with roundels containing fish, which speak
to the high production quality.

Materials and techniques

We know surprisingly little about the materials and
techniques used in the production of mosaics in Tripol-
itania. There have been some recent attempts to charac-
terize the mortars and tesserae but these exist largely in
isolation (Abd El Salam 2009; El Turki 2015). In general,
the mosaics’ bedding layers are made up of a lime mor-
tar, perhaps hydraulic, with various aggregates includ-
ing beach sands, charcoal, terracotta and organic fibres.
Variation has been noted across the coastline although
it is not possible to make more precise observations
about the meaning of these differences or to compare
them with other areas of the Mediterranean, in particu-
lar Cyrenaica and Egypt to the east or Sicily and Italy to
the north.

Similarly there is not much that we can say about
the tesserae. Stone is commonly used but they have
not been provenanced and so the quarry sites remain
unknown. It cannot be said, therefore, with any cer-
tainty whether they are local or have been imported.
If the latter, then it might be expected that the tesserae
were produced from offcuts intended for buildings
and their decoration, representing a form of recycling.
There is considerable use of glass, for example at Wadi
Lebdah where there is a wide-ranging colour palette
including gold glass tesserae (El Turki 2015). Further
research is needed to understand how and where the
glass was produced and, hence, the mechanics of its
acquisition. Initial observations, based on evidence
from elsewhere, would suggest that local materials
were used for tesserae (especially in stone) where avail-
able, but special colours in unusual materials, such as
vitreous ones or particular metamorphic rocks such
as marbles, may have been sought from further away.
Crushed ceramic materials would have been used in the
bedding mortars as a good sharp aggregate which also
could modify its properties while cut cubes extended
the colour palette when required.
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The pavements themselves would have been made
on site except in the case of the portable emblemata.
These were laid into terracotta trays with lips to protect
the very small tesserae laid in a vermiculatum technique
and then set into the floor before the rest of the mosaic.
In some instances a space may have been left for their
subsequent installation. This type of mosaic was usually
the most complex and skilled output. Mosaic quality
has been assessed by measuring the density of tesserae
in a set area, usually corresponding to a 10 cm square.
The quality of the mosaics at Zliten is so high, however,
that Aurigemma (1926, 244-49) used a 1 cm square
instead as a reference. The emblemata have up to around
18 tesserae per cm’ while the incredibly fine volute
mosaic has more than 60 in places (Fig. 4.20). This latter
mosaic is not an emblema and may have been made in
situ, which is further testament to the very high levels
of skill among the craftspeople working in the area. To
learn more and understand better, a comprehensive pro-
gramme of research is required which combines scien-
tific, archaeological and art historical approaches with
the aim of shedding light on the socio-economic history
of the craft.

A challenging future? Conservation,
management and engagement

Libyan mosaics in general face significant threats from
a number of different sources, whether the recent or
current socio-political situation, historic conservation
decisions or their exposure to the environment (Woot-
ton et al. 2015). Many mosaics along the coastline have
already been lost to construction, theft and deterioration
among other factors, especially from the 1960s onwards
(Munzi and Zocchi 2017, 55-61). Tripolitanian mosa-
ics which have been left in situ are particularly at threat
from coastal erosion because of their location, which
also brings with it saline conditions and high tempera-
ture fluctuations. A perfect storm is created when mosa-
ics that have been lifted are relaid on iron-reinforced
concrete — materials and method that were popular from
the 1970s onwards. Unfortunately the country’s political
isolation did not save it from this misguided practice.
The mosaics at Tajurah, which were treated in this
way and left on site, have been particularly badly affected
(Figs 4.19 and 4.25). They are difficult to access and no
conservation plan is currently in place. They are threat-
ened with complete loss if action does not happen soon.
The Villa of the Bull offers a good example of how such
historic interventions have been remedied (Davidde
Petriaggi et al. 2017). A project led by the University
of Roma Tre has been active since 2012, studying and
restoring the mosaics in collaboration with the Libyan
Department of Antiquities (DoA). Work has focused
on the Nilotic mosaics in the peristyle with some of the
problematic panels being lifted and dismantled, and the
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mosaics relaid and reinstalled. There remains much to
do but the project has a clear strategy, financial support
and the expertise to achieve its objectives.

Similar conservation work has taken place on the
mosaic from Wadi Lebdah which, following excavation,
was displayed vertically on the exterior walls of the “Vil-
las Museun’ at Lepcis Magna (El Turki 2015). A plan was
made to document, clean and consolidate the mosaic
before it was relaid horizontally in its own purpose-built
cover building. It currently resides there but the doors
remain locked, awaiting a more stable time to open to
the public. Some conservation work has also taken place
around Lepcis Magna and Sabratha. Mosaics that remain
in situ are at risk unless their condition is carefully and
regularly checked as part of a management plan, which
might include monitoring, cleaning, basic consolidation
work or more complex interventions.” In 2012-13, a
small project with archaeological, architectural, heritage
and conservation expertise used Sabratha as the base
for capacity-building workshops for
DoA site managers and technicians
from both Tripolitania and Cyrena-
ica (Fig. 4.26). The Conserving and
Managing Mosaics in Libya Project
(CaMMiL) was funded by the Getty
Foundation and focused on assess-
ing mosaics for condition, risk and
significance before using such data
to develop a site-wide management
programme.

Fig. 4.26. Participants in the
Conserving and Managing Mosaics in
Libya Project (CaMMIiL) working on
a practical exercise at Sabratha (photo
W. Wootton).

Fig. 4.25. Detail of the mosaics at
Tajurah in a poor state of preservation
and rapidly deteriorating (photo

W. Wootton).

It was hoped to follow up that
project with some practical inter-
ventions, but that proved difficult
due to the situation in the coun-
try. However, subsequent projects
such as Training in Action and now
Managing Libya’s Cultural Herit-
age (MaLiCH) have tried to follow
up.” A recent visit to Sabratha in
2024, focused on vegetation con-
trol, resulted in the cleaning of the
Office Baths. In 2013, a reburial plan
was drawn up for this structure because it was rapidly
deteriorating and rarely visited, and work is now being
carried out towards completing that project (Fig. 4.27).
Reburial is a cost-effective tool for conserving and man-
aging mosaics on archaeological sites and has been used
elsewhere in the country to great effect (Buzaian and
Hashem 2014).

Building knowledge and skills is an important part
of improving the future of Tripolitanias significant and
valuable mosaic heritage. Over recent years international
projects have supported such activities, carried out by
the British, French and Italian archaeological missions.
They aim at training local professionals at all career lev-
els to increase understanding of materials, in particu-
lar encouraging the use of lime over cement, and the
range of options available to them. A better knowledge
of materials goes hand in hand with updated documen-
tation and the larger challenge of prioritizing interven-
tions based on a series of comparative assessments while

2For example, see Musso et al. 1997; Foschi 2003; Bonacasa 2004; Bonacasa Carra 2004; Wootton ef al. 2015; Davidde Petriaggi et al. 2017.
ZLeone et al. 2020. For MaLiCH, see the projects website at https://malichproject.wordpress.com (accessed on 01/02/2024).
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also meeting budgetary constraints. Another step is
combining new documentation with the extensive his-
torical archives which the DoA looks after in order to

create an inventory of Tripolitania’s mosaics. This would
be beneficial and a necessary update to the excellent
research carried out during the twentieth century by
Italian archaeologists such as Salvatore Aurigemma and
Antonino Di Vita.”*

It is important that these types of work are inte-
grated with campaigns to engage and raise awareness.

Fig. 4.27. The Office Baths at Sabratha before and after the
vegetation was cut back in 2024 (B-C), and what it looked
like in 2013 (A) (photo W. Wootton).

The Tripolitanian coastline is naturally beautiful and
ecologically diverse but is subject to the severe impacts
of climate change. The two UNESCO World Heritage
Sites of Lepcis Magna and Sabratha are popular desti-
nations for the local population, playing a significant
role in connecting people to their past and offering an
enjoyable leisure destination in the present and for the
future. Simple activities like managing vegetation can
significantly improve that pleasure while also encour-
aging greater attachment to the sites with local people
initiating their own cleaning activities, such as rubbish
collection, or volunteering to take part in gardening
activities.”® Other events such as creative workshops
around mosaic can prove valuable in helping people to
understand the technical complexity of mosaic-mak-
ing and hence give them a new respect for the craft.”® A
recent workshop with the London School of Mosaic, for
example, raised awareness of the plight of Tripolitanian
mosaics among craftspeople in the UK. Using Zliten as
an example, a section of the famous small and curved
room of Dionysian theme was remade in contemporary
style and materials (Fig. 4.28).”” The practical workshop
was interspersed with classes on the history of these
mosaics and the problems with safeguarding them. Uni-
versity students, both undergraduate and postgraduate,
were involved and similar activities are incorporated
into teaching and research (Wootton 2021).

Fig. 4.28. Participants in the workshop at the London School
of Mosaic making a version of the Dionysiac mosaic from the
villa at Dar Buk Ammera (photo W. Wootton).

*For an overview of Italian colonial archaeology, including a section on Aurigemma, see Munzi 2012.

»See, for example, the work carried out throughout 2024 by the MaLiCH Project.

% As part of the MaLiCH Project a workshop is being planned for architects, archaeologists and artists at Hosh al Saboun in collaboration with the
Architectural Initiative (AI), which will also link between those living and working in different areas of Tripolitania.
77 A short film about this workshop can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/348609348 (accessed on 01/02/2024).
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This region and its mosaics are an extraordinary
survival from antiquity, and the Roman period espe-
cially. They speak to the embellishment of public and
private structures both as a result of imperial and Med-
iterranean-wide networks but also through the agency
and entrepreneurship of local actors. They evidence
the natural resources of the region that were exploited
agriculturally, creating the wealth necessary for these
jewel-like coastal villas which belonged to a small elite,
with Tripolitania being perhaps our best evidence of this
Roman-period phenomenon. The mosaics offer evidence
for the tastes of that group and also wider regional fash-
ions, in particular relationships to Cyrenaica and Egypt
in the east as well as the cities of Africa Proconsularis
to the west. They also give us wide-ranging historical
insights going beyond the elites, including those less for-
tunate people involved in public spectacles such as glad-
iators, venators, athletes, musicians, attendants or even
prisoners. All of these mosaics were made by groups of
craftspeople - consisting of men, women and children —
who worked locally but may themselves have travelled to
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improve their work prospects or had connections along
the Mediterranean coastline (see also Bianchi 2006). The
mosaics therefore open up these different worlds and
have significant potential for future research which will
deepen our understanding of antiquity and of our cul-
tural heritage. Crucially, however, we must act to ensure
their long-term preservation for generations to come.
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Chapter 5

LIFE AND DEATH AT THE MARGINS OF
THE ROMAN EMPIRE: RURAL SETTLEMENT
AND FUNERARY LANDSCAPES IN THE
TRIPOLITANIAN PRE-DESERT

Julia Nikolaus, Nichole Sheldrick

Introduction

The Tripolitanian pre-desert, south of the fertile
coastal and mountainous Jabal regions, is a dramatic
landscape formed primarily of a limestone and basalt
plateau, crossed by a series of wide seasonal river-
beds, or wadis, fed by numerous tributaries (Fig. 5.1).
The climate can be extreme, defined by very hot sum-
mers and cold winters, and in spring and autumn the
ghibli, a strong and hot wind, blows from the desert,
carrying sand that can damage crops and trees (Mat-
tingly 1995, 8-9). Rainfall varies from about 25 to 150
mm per year and vegetation is sparse. Much of this
limited rainfall occurs in torrential downpours, inun-
dating the wadi channels in short, sudden events and
causing dangerous flash floods. As a result, cultivation
requires careful planning and water management, and
a sophisticated understanding of what areas of the
landscape are best suited for agricultural production
(Barker 1996a, 5-13).

Due in large part to this extreme environment,
today the pre-desert region of Tripolitania is sparsely
populated and agricultural production is not common;
however, this was not always the case. For centuries,
visitors to the pre-desert have encountered the sub-
stantial remains of open farms, impressive fortified
farms (qsur), hilltop settlements, huts, field systems,
cemeteries and burials — evidence of rural communi-
ties who not only lived, but thrived, in this arid envi-
ronment during the Roman and Late Antique periods.
Their success was based on the use of sophisticated
local water management techniques to make the most
of the limited water resources for growing crops, cou-
pled with long-standing traditions of raising livestock.
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The most successful members of the community were
able to make a substantial profit that financed the con-
struction not only of impressively large farm buildings,
but also elaborate mausolea. The monumental tombs
and farm buildings, particularly the qsur of the later
periods, provided an ideal canvas to display the power,
prosperity, and success of the elite, as well as acting
as visual markers of property, ownership, and territo-
rial boundaries in an otherwise rather stark landscape
(Buck et al. 1983, 53; Nikolaus 2017). Furthermore,
mausolea also offered an ideal way to create lasting
memorials and places for ancestral worship, integral to
North African funerary practices. In this chapter, we
explore the different types of settlement and funerary
structures that developed during the Roman and Late
Antique periods in the pre-desert of Tripolitania, to
bring to life some of the aspects of life and death at the
margins of the Roman Empire.

Research methodologies and approaches:
past and present

A combination of the use of stone as a primary build-
ing material, very little rainfall, and comparatively little
modern development and agriculture has left us with
an excellent level of preservation of a variety of rural
structures in the pre-desert region, particularly from the
Roman, Late Antique, and medieval periods. Many of
these monuments were recorded by European explorers
such as Heinrich Barth (1857) during the nineteenth
century, but it was not until the mid-twentieth century
that scholars such as Olwen Brogan, David Smith, and
Richard Goodchild began to conduct detailed archae-
ological investigations of the Roman-period pre-desert
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Fig. 5.1. Map of Tripolitania, showing the location of the pre-desert region. White box indicates approximate boundaries of the
UNESCO Libyan Valleys Survey (satellite basemap copyright Google Earth, data SIO, NOAA, US Navy, NGA, GEBCO, image

Landsat/Copernicus).

landscapes.' Brogan and Smith’s work on the Roman-pe-
riod settlement and cemeteries of Ghirza was especially
important. They were among the first to conduct and
publish an in-depth study of a large pre-desert settle-
ment and its cemeteries in detail. They recorded five
major cemeteries and several outlying graves and ceme-
teries, though the main focus of their work at Ghirza was
the impressive, fortified buildings of the settlement and,
in particular, the monumental tombs (Brogan and Smith
1957; 1984; Smith 1985).

In the 1980s, building on this previous work, the
UNESCO Libyan Valleys Archaeological Survey Pro-
ject (ULVS) conducted an extensive survey across
nearly 75,000 km? of the Tripolitanian pre-desert,
recording hundreds of rural settlements, structures,
field systems, tombs and cemeteries (Barker 1996a;
Mattingly 1996a6). They combined three survey
methods to record the archaeological sites and fea-
tures found across this vast and difficult terrain: rapid
reconnaissance survey, systematic surveys of individ-
ual wadis and more detailed recording of selected sites
(Barker et al. 1996, 27-32). Their aim was to record
a representative sample of sites across the region in

order to understand patterns in the wider landscape
and through time, and the methods used meant that
greater emphasis was placed on larger farms, settle-
ments, mausolea and extensive field systems (wadi
walls). While they certainly achieved these aims and
more, the lack of systematic field walking has inevita-
bly meant that certain types of structures and features,
particularly those on the smaller and more ephemeral
end of the scale, almost certainly went unrecorded.
Nevertheless, this ground-breaking survey pushed
forward our understanding of many aspects of life in
the pre-desert, bringing together a wealth of new data
on settlement patterns and typologies, the chronologi-
cal development of the region through detailed pottery
analysis (Mattingly and Flower 1996), and monumen-
tal architecture (Welsby 1992), to present a cohesive
picture of this complex landscape. They conducted the
first in-depth investigations into the wadi walls and
floodwater farming systems, providing new insight into
how the ancient occupants of this region had managed
to establish agricultural production in areas where this
was no longer the case (Hunt et al. 1986; Gilbertson and
Chisholm 1996). Furthermore, they investigated and

'Brogan 1964; 1971; 1976-77; Goodchild 1976; Brogan and Smith 1984. See Sheldrick 2021, 11-16 for a more detailed history of research on rural
settlements in Tripolitania and Nikolaus 2017, 9-18 on funerary monuments.
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published a number of cemeteries,” and many others
which were recorded but not fully published.’ This work
was also complemented by additional surveys conducted
to the east in Syrtica by a French team, who found simi-
lar patterns of settlement and subsistence (Reddé 1988).

In the last 20 years, the increasing availability of
high-resolution satellite imagery via platforms such as
Google Earth has changed the way many archaeologists
are conducting survey. The pre-desert landscape of Tri-
politania offers an ideal environment for remote sens-
ing surveys thanks to the excellent preservation of stone
buildings, lack of vegetation and development, and
minimal cloud cover. Many projects are now using this
method to geo-locate and enhance our understanding of
previously recorded sites, as well as identify new ones,
which has contributed substantially to our knowledge
and understanding of rural buildings and landscapes.*
There are many advantages to this type of survey. It pro-
vides the ability to survey remote areas quickly and effi-
ciently and the aerial perspective can provide a clearer
view of the layout of complex sites which can sometimes
be difficult to understand on the ground.

However, there are also, inevitably, some limita-
tions to this method which must be acknowledged. For
example, even with high-resolution imagery, it can be
extremely difficult to distinguish small tombs, cemeter-
ies, huts, and small farm buildings from the surrounding
landscapes, and conversely, natural geological forma-
tions can look deceivingly like cairns or other types of
graves or structures. Furthermore, erosion and looting
over the last two millennia have taken their toll on many
smaller sites, graves in particular, often making them
almost invisible both on the ground and in satellite
imagery, as they blend into the arid landscape around
them.” As a result, data collected from satellite imagery
tends to be biased towards more substantial, sedentary
settlement sites and buildings, and may not accurately
reflect the full range of features in the landscape.

Another limitation of this method is that it is not
normally possible to assign more than a tentative time
period to features identified through satellite imagery.
Comparison of sites identified on satellite imagery with
previously known ones can indicate a probable period for
more distinctive building forms. However, many simple
rural building forms, such as small, one-roomed huts,
enclosures, and field systems, have remained persistent

with very little variation over centuries, so without
on-the-ground survey and excavation, these forms can
be very difficult or impossible to date with any accuracy
from satellite imagery alone.

Problems with dating are not confined to data col-
lected from satellite imagery. Previous surveys like the
ULVS collected a great deal of surface material from
pre-desert sites, which has provided us with a picture
of the broad periods of occupation for many differ-
ent sites and landscapes (Mattingly 1996a; Mattingly
and Dore 1996). However, dwellings and other struc-
tures associated with farms that were constructed in
long-lasting materials like stone tended to be used over
much longer periods than many other kinds of mate-
rial culture, and we cannot assume that surface finds
are an accurate representation of an individual struc-
ture’s period of construction, use, or abandonment.
Unfortunately, few individual sites in Tripolitania’s
pre-desert have been excavated, and those excavations
have tended to focus on large sites like Ghirza and
other sites of elite occupation and production, rather
than smaller, non-elite sites.®

Similarly, very few tombs and burials have been
excavated and the very small number of excavated
burials does not allow for wider interpretive studies.”
Inscriptions and architectural features on mausolea
can sometimes provide us with an indication of date
for individual monuments, but we cannot necessarily
assume that this extends to any other surrounding bur-
ial features. In most cases, we are reliant on pottery scat-
tered around the graves and surrounding features in the
vicinity, such as Roman-period farms and qsur, to give
us an idea about their approximate dates, but this is not,
for the same reasons just mentioned above, a completely
reliable method. As a result, our understanding of the
detailed development and phasing of individual sites
and cemeteries is still limited for elite sites, and practi-
cally non-existent for non-elite ones.

Nevertheless, the extensive surveys that have been
conducted in Tripolitania’s pre-desert over the last cen-
tury, both on the ground and via satellite imagery, have
provided us with an incredible wealth of information
on settlement patterns, building forms, funerary land-
scapes, and the wider chronological development of
the landscape. In the following sections we investigate
what this evidence tells us about how people lived in

*See, for instance: Buck et al. 1983, 45-51; Welsby 1992, 42-45; Mattingly 1996a, 48-55 (Bs010-12, Bs072), 78-79 (Dd001), 149 (Kh9511-15).

*These data are now held in the Archive of the British Institute for Libyan and Northern African Studies (BILNAS), currently housed at the School
of Archaeology and Ancient History, University of Leicester. See Leitch and Nikolaus 2015 and Leitch et al. 2019 for more information about the BILNAS

Archive.

*For example: LeQuesne et al. 2010; Mattingly et al. 2013; Nikolaus 2017; Rayne et al. 2017; Sheldrick 2021. See also Welsby Sjostrom, Chapter 9, on

the identification of archaeological sites in Jabal Nafusa.

*Olwen Brogan noted that they ‘are extremely difficult to distinguish in so stony a landscape’: Brogan and Smith 1984, 100. See also Mattingly and

Flower 1996, 171.

°Brogan and Smith 1984; Barker and Gilbertson 1996, 36-38; Van der Veen ef al. 1996, 227-29.

"Barker et al. 1991, 4245 for a short summary on the excavations of four tombs in the Wadi Umm el-Kharab (Kh1007; 9512-14); Brogan and Smith
1984, 258-59 for the skeletal remains, and 236-37 for the pottery associated with the excavated tombs.
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the Tripolitanian pre-desert during the Roman and Late
Antique periods, and how they honoured and remem-
bered their dead, exploring the traditions, beliefs and
everyday lives of the people living at the southern edges
of the Roman Empire.

Landscapes of the living

By the late first century BCE, agricultural production
was already well-established in the areas surrounding
the Libyphoenician coastal cities of Lepcis Magna,
Sabratha, and Oea, particularly in the fertile, moun-
tain regions of the Tarhuna Plateau. Evidence for per-
manent agricultural settlements in these regions dates
back at least to the third century BCE, and probably
even earlier (Munzi et al. 2004, 19-21; Ahmed 2019;
Sheldrick 2021, 27-34). Far to the south in the oases
of Fazzan, by the end of the first millennium BCE the
Garamantes had also established several permanent
settlements based around agricultural production,
using sophisticated irrigation techniques (Mattingly
2022; 2023, 177-89).

In the pre-desert of Tripolitania, however, in the
centuries prior to the first century CE, many, or perhaps
most, of the peoples occupying the region, the Macae,
seem to have been engaged in a type of transhumant
pastoralism, moving between different areas with the
seasons to pasture their animals. Stone huts, hilltop vil-
lages, rock art, lithic scatters, and cairn cemeteries, all
attest to the presence of people moving across, living
in, and utilizing the pre-desert landscapes in this way
throughout the first millennium BCE.* Mattingly (2023,
189-90, 471-72) has convincingly argued that scholars
have almost certainly underestimated the level of sed-
entary settlement and agricultural activity which had
already been established by local peoples during this
period. However, in the pre-desert zone, for the most
part, this seems to have been restricted to oases and scat-
tered hilltop villages, which probably acted as seasonal
centres for pastoral groups.’

It was not until the mid-first century CE that grow-
ing numbers of people in the pre-desert began to adopt
more sedentary lifestyles and increase their reliance on
agricultural production, dramatically transforming the
landscape. The timing of this change is undoubtedly
connected to the period following a series of military
campaigns against the Gaetuli and the Garamantes to
the south, which asserted and consolidated Roman con-
trol over the pre-desert region."” However, while these
actions were crucial in creating the circumstances which
enabled this shift, there is no evidence to suggest that
this change was driven by official mandates of any kind

or by an influx of veterans or immigrants from other
parts of the Empire, as was the case in other parts of
Africa (Mattingly 1987; 1995, 160-70; 1996b).

Within a relatively short time frame, permanent
farm buildings constructed in local stone began to
appear along the edges of the wadis, close to the fertile
wadi beds where their occupants could build field sys-
tems and continue to graze their animals (Mattingly and
Flower 1996, 182-90). However, particularly in the early
periods of the expansion of sedentary settlement to the
wadis, the ULVS Project noted that the distribution of
the earliest farms and the pre-existing hilltop settlements
did not overlap, perhaps indicating that while clearly a
portion of the population was adopting a new type of
economy, others were continuing to maintain their tra-
ditional modes of subsistence, each within their own
territories (Mattingly and Flower 1996, 160-62). The
evidence for occupation at some of these hilltop settle-
ments continues well into the Roman and Late Antique
periods. It is clear therefore that while sedentary, agri-
cultural settlements became increasingly the norm, the
occupation of these hilltop settlements continued along-
side them in the landscape, though more investigation is
needed at these sites to understand how their function
may have changed over time (Barker 1996b, 105; Mat-
tingly and Flower 1996, 160).

The farm buildings that began to appear in the
pre-desert in the first century CE are often characterized
as open or unfortified farms, referring respectively to the
fact that their primary feature was usually a large, open-
air space, and that they had fewer features which can
be considered as defensive in nature (as opposed to the
more conspicuously fortified qsur which developed later
on, as discussed below). These buildings varied widely
in terms of their plan, size, and construction techniques,
from small one- or two-room structures constructed
in poorly coursed rubble, to large, multi-roomed com-
plexes employing ashlar masonry techniques. However,
broadly speaking, they can be divided into two basic
forms: farmyard buildings and courtyard buildings
(Sheldrick 2021, 63-71) (Fig. 5.2).

By far the most common form of open farm building
recorded in the pre-desert is the farmyard building (Fig.
5.2a-b). These buildings were defined by a large, open-air
farmyard, with one or more rooms usually found along
one or two sides of the yard, but otherwise enclosed by a
low stone wall. The majority of these farmyard buildings
employed drystone construction techniques, the quality
of which varied widely from irregularly coursed rubble
to well-faced, carefully coursed masonry. In plan, they
were often more or less rectilinear, but yards with curved
or irregular shapes have also been recorded. While the

8Barker 1981; 1996b; Scheele 2017; Mattingly et al. 2020, 223-28; Mattingly 2023, 471-73.
°Barker 1996b, 105; Mattingly and Dore 1996, 117-18; Mattingly and Flower 1996, 160; Sheldrick 2021, 23-25.
'IRT2021 301; Pliny, Naturalis Historia, 5.35-38; Florus, Epitome, 2.31; Cassius Dio, Historia Romana, 55.28.3-4. See also Mattingly 1995, 68-77.

11/12/2024 12:39



®

RURAL SETTLEMENT AND FUNERARY LANDSCAPES IN THE TRIPOLITANIAN PRE-DESERT 99

Fig. 5.2. Examples of farmyard (A-B) and courtyard (C-D) farms. A: Gh072, Wadi Ghirza (Mattingly 1996a, 112-13) (satellite
image copyright Google Earth, Airbus); B: Mm070, Wadi Mimoun (Mattingly 1996a, 219) (satellite image copyright Google
Earth, Maxar Technologies); C: Mm066, Wadi Mimoun (Mattingly 1996a, 219) (satellite image copyright Google Earth,
Maxar Technologies); D: BUN007, Wadi Bani Walid (North) (reconstruction drawing: Mattingly 1996a, 58, fig. 5.4).

construction of stone buildings is clear evidence of the
move to sedentary settlement, at the same time, the
emphasis on the large farmyard was likely a reflection
of the continued importance of pre-Roman traditions of
subsistence, which focused on pastoralism and raising
large herds of animals (Sheldrick 2021, 59-105). Excava-
tions have shown that in this region, herding strategies
focused primarily on sheep and/or goats, though other
animals such as gazelle and camel were also exploited
(Van der Veen et al. 1996, 249-53). Some scholars have
even argued that the farmyard form was a kind of fos-
silization of the way in which pastoralist encampments
would originally have been arranged, with lines of tents
facing onto a corral (Liverani 2005, 397; see also Finkel-
stein 1995, 46-49).

Less common in the pre-desert were courtyard
buildings (Fig. 5.2c—d). These structures were usually
more strictly rectilinear in plan, with continuous ranges
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of rooms arranged around at least two sides of a well-de-
fined courtyard. Although very large examples of the
farmyard buildings just discussed certainly occurred,
their mean size was around 500-600 m? on average,
courtyard farms were almost twice this size (Sheldrick
2021, 73). Like farmyard buildings, courtyard buildings
also employed a variety of construction techniques, but
they were more likely than farmyard buildings to utilize
ashlar masonry techniques in their construction, par-
ticularly opus africanum (Sheldrick 2021, 88). In con-
trast to the richly adorned mausolea discussed in the
next section, figural decorations on open farm buildings
were very rare, with the recorded instances found only
at courtyard buildings. The known carvings were limited
in variation, including a bull’s head, a rosette, and phalli;
these were not always found in situ, and it may be that
they came from mausolea (Nikolaus 2017, 218-21; Shel-
drick 2021, 90-94).
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Fig. 5.3. Cross wadi walls and
enclosures in the Wadi Legwais
(Mattingly 1996a, 162-64) (satellite
image copyright Google Earth, Maxar
Technologies).

All of these features suggest that
courtyard buildings were the build-
ing form associated with the elite,
i.e. those with the means and wealth
to construct these more substantial
buildings. While it was suggested
above that the farmyard building
form reflected local traditions, the
courtyard form had clear, and prob-
ably deliberate, similarities to the
courtyard buildings around which
the large olive oil producing estates
were centred in the Jabal and closer to the coast (Ahmed
2019; Sheldrick 2021, 63-71). The pre-desert examples
can thus be seen as a visible representation of the partic-
ipation of elite members of pre-desert society in wider
networks of contact and trade with the farming com-
munities to the north and a conscious emulation of the
forms used by the urban elite on their productive estates
in the Jabal.

Excavations conducted by the ULVS Project at a few
select pre-desert sites recovered evidence for the cul-
tivation of a diverse range of cereals, pulses, and fruits,
including barley, wheat, lentils, peas, grapes, figs, dates,
and the exploitation of many other local plants."’ How-
ever, like their neighbours to the north, one of the main
ways in which the local elite of the pre-desert gained their
wealth was through the production of olive oil (though
not on the same scale); evidence for pressing facilities
was recorded at 35 sites in the pre-desert.'> Probably the
most well-known, and best investigated of the pre-desert
olive oil production sites was Lm004, a Romano-Libyan
farm complex in the Wadi el-Amud, dating between the
late first to third centuries CE.”* With a potential capacity
of more than 2,000 litres of oil per year, it is clear that
this press and others like it were not used only for sub-
sistence, but rather were designed for surplus production
(Mattingly 1985; 1988; Barker et al. 1996). In the pre-de-
sert, presses were recorded slightly more commonly at
courtyard farm buildings, though not exclusively, but the
pattern again suggests that it was those on the wealthier
end of the scale who could afford the investment needed
to construct and maintain an olive oil press, and then
subsequently profited from the surplus production that
it enabled (Sheldrick 2021, 75-80).

400 m

The majority of research into the farms of the
pre-desert has tended to focus on these farm buildings
themselves, but they would also have been surrounded
by many other structures, many of which were proba-
bly related to the agricultural activities in which more
and more people were now engaged. The ULVS Project
recorded hundreds of small huts and enclosures, and
satellite imagery has revealed hundreds more, many of
which probably served as additional housing, storage
areas, and animal pens. This almost certainly represents
only a fraction of the structures which would have pop-
ulated the landscape around the main farm buildings at
the time, and we can imagine that even more structures
constructed of less permanent materials and which no
longer survive in the archaeological record would also
have been present (Mattingly 1996a; Mattingly and Dore
1996, 133-42). Structures related to water management
such as cisterns and wells were also recorded in many
areas of the pre-desert by the ULVS Project (Mattingly
and Flower 1996, 169-70), along with thousands of wadi
walls, forming hundreds of kilometres of field systems
(Hunt et al. 1986; Gilbertson and Chisholm 1996; Gil-
bertson and Hunt 1996) (Fig. 5.3). Further investigations
into these other kinds of structures are sorely needed to
help us better understand how individual farms func-
tioned both as independent units but also as integral
parts of wider landscapes of occupation and production.

Open farms could be isolated or occur in small
groups or settlements. Sometimes multiple farms were
constructed side by side to create extensive complexes,
some reaching over 200 m in length (Sheldrick 2021,
67-69). There must have been many practical advan-
tages to this arrangement, in that it provided greater

"Barker and Jones 1982; Hunt et al. 1986; Gilbertson and Hunt 1996; Van der Veen et al. 1996.
'2Mattingly 1996a; Barker et al. 1996, 281-85; Sheldrick 2021, 76, table 5.10. Though cf. the more than 140 pressing sites recorded in the Jabal.

Brogan 1964; Barker ef al. 1984; 1996, 278-81; Mattingly 1996a, 167.
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security and the possibility to take advantage of shared
labour, but it was probably also related to family and
community ties and obligations. In other parts of North
Africa, historical sources and inscriptions have provided
evidence for the existence of estate systems, in which
wealthy landowners owned huge areas of lands, man-
aged or rented out to tenant farmers (De Vos Raaijmak-
ers 2013, 183-87; Mattingly 2023, 460-67). We have far
less direct evidence about the extent to which a similar
system may have operated in the Tripolitanian pre-de-
sert, but there is some indication that elite families may
have controlled large parts of certain wadis which were
farmed by tenants or others with some level of cultural
or legal obligation to the elite landowners (Mattingly
2023, 472).

Open farms dominated the rural landscape of the
pre-desert through the first and second centuries CE,
but starting in the third century, a new architectural
form began to gain popularity. Fortified farm buildings,
today known commonly in Libya as gsur, presented a
stark contrast to the unfortified farms which preceded
them. These imposing structures took the form of for-
tified towers, usually two to three storeys high, many of
which still survive to great height (Fig. 5.4).

While the earlier unfortified farms were character-

ized by large, open spaces, most qsur were much smaller
in plan, most averaging between c. 200-300 m?, though
their upper storeys would have added a certain amount
of interior space (Fig. 5.5). They were more internally
focused, often with only a single, highly defensible
entrance, few and small windows, and only a small,
internal courtyard or lightwell; they also commonly had

Fig. 5.4. Qasr BS004 in the Bir Scedua basin (BILNAS
Archive, ULVS collection, D54/10/1/4).
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additional features associated with defence or fortifica-
tion, such as batters or surrounding ditches. They rarely
used ashlar masonry, but it is clear that great care was
taken in their construction, many of which were built
with well-faced masonry and careful coursing, requir-
ing skilled professionals, crucial for buildings of this
size and height (Welsby 1992; Mattingly and Dore 1996,
127-33; Sheldrick 2021, 107-65).

Excavations have suggested that those who built and
occupied the qsur were continuing to rely on most of the
same species of plants and animals, and it seems likely
that they simply continued to use many of the same
enclosures and agricultural field systems that had been
established previously. Fewer olive presses were found in
direct association with gsur, but it is probable that some
of the earlier presses remained in use (Sheldrick 2021,
133-37). However, while qsur were sometimes built
directly over earlier farms (for instance, Ag001: Mat-
tingly 1996a, 20), in many cases there appears to have
been a desire to build these new structures and settle-
ments in new locations. These tended to be both more
defensible and more visible in the landscape, on hilltops
and cliffs overlooking the wadis, rather than along their
banks where the open farms had been located. Their
size and prominent locations made the gsur significant
focal points in the landscape, and more than a third of
those recorded were surrounded by small clustered set-
tlements, suggesting dependent communities (Sheldrick
2021, 155-56). Ghirza took this model to the extreme
and was one of the largest known rural settlements in
Tripolitania. Dating to Late Antiquity, the settlement was
focused around six gsur, the largest of which, Building
34, was a massive fortified complex reaching nearly 50
m? (Fig. 5.5d) - one of the largest known in the region,
surrounded by more than 30 smaller buildings (Brogan
and Smith 1984).

There are two major factors which may have
prompted this change in both the form and location
of settlement during this period. The first is related to
security. After a relative peace through the first and sec-
ond centuries CE, there seems to have been increasing
unrest in Tripolitania, with inscriptions from both mil-
itary and civilian contexts recording ‘barbarian” incur-
sions (Mattingly 1995, 202-5; IRT2021 871, 880). This
would explain both the increasingly defensive nature of
the buildings themselves, but also the increasing num-
ber of settlements around these strongholds, with people
clustering into larger communities for safety. At the same
time, after two centuries of peace and productive activity,
the leading families of the region had become well-estab-
lished, amassing wealth and power. Many scholars have
argued therefore that the construction of the qsur was
representative of an increasing stratification of society
and a desire on the part of the local elites to display and
emphasize their status in dramatically visible ways (Mat-
tingly 1996a, 326-31; Sheldrick 2021, 164-65).
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The latter reason is also supported by the fact that
whereas sculptural decoration was rarely found on open
farms, some fortified farms began to display a wider
range of decoration, particularly around doorways,
as well as employing inscriptions which seem to have
been completely absent at earlier farms. The sculpture
often took the form of geometric patterns and rosettes,
but also sometimes included figural decorations, of
the kind which had previously been confined to funer-
ary monuments, including animals, hunting scenes,
and even a dolphin (Fig. 5.6). The limited figural dec-
oration on domestic structures together with their
prominent position above or near doorways suggests
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that the reliefs had a very specific protective func-
tion and were seen as powerful imagery to safeguard
the building and its inhabitants. In some instances,
in fact, it also appears that sculptural decoration and
inscriptions incorporated into the gsur were reused
from earlier mausolea, as in two instances where the
inscriptions indicate that they were clearly dedications
to the dead and their monument.' It may be that they
simply desired to reuse the decoration, but it may also
have been a deliberate act of invoking the protective
power of their ancestors. It is clear, therefore, that the
gsur developed to serve a dual purpose, of being both
more physically secure but also acting as a conspicuous
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Fig. 5.5. Examples of qsur. A: Kn077, Wadi Khanafes (Mattingly 1996a, 159) (satellite image copyright Google Earth, Maxar
Technologies); B: BS003, Bir Scedua Basin (Mattingly 1996a, 45-46) (satellite image copyright Google Earth, Airbus);
C: Kh014, Wadi Umm el-Kharab (Welsby 1992, 82, fig. 10; Mattingly 1996a, 133); D: Ghirza, Building 34 (Brogan and Smith

1984, 67, fig. 15) (satellite images copyright Google Earth).

!See the inscription integrated above the door at Qasr Elisawi in the Wadi Migdal (Mg006; IRT2021 1108) and at a qasr at Wadi el-Amud (Lm003;

IRT2021 1012): Nikolaus 2017, 219-21.
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Fig. 5.6. Sculptural decoration and inscriptions around doorways of qsur. A: Sf112, Qasr Nagazza East, Wadi Sofeggin
(Mattingly 1996a, 290; BILNAS Archive, ULVS collection, D54/10/1/37); B: Kh014, Wadi Umm el-Kharab (Welsby 1992,
83, fig. 12; Mattingly 1996a, 133); C: Sf116, Wadi Sofeggin (Mattingly 1996a, 291; BILNAS Archive, ULVS collection,
D54/10/1/37); D: Md028, Qasr Azziz, Wadi Merdum, IRT2021 893 (Mattingly 1996a, 182-84; BILNAS Archive, ULVS
collection, D54/10/1/26).

display of the wealth and status which would have been
necessary to build them.

Landscapes of the dead

Given the sheer amount of settlement and nomadic activ-
ity in this region, it is unsurprising that burial structures
are numerous and span over a long period, from prehis-
toric to modern times. The grave types are varied in their
form and size, ranging from simple graves marked by a
line of stones to substantial mortuary structures built of
ashlar masonry. The most common grave type was cir-
cular graves covered by a stone mound, a form widely
represented across the Sahara. A variety of grave types in
the same cemetery was not uncommon, including rec-
tangular graves, circular cairns, mausolea, or rectangu-
lar platforms, as well as Islamic graves. Some burials had
stelae (long limestone slabs), column drums, or offering
tables associated with them (Mattingly 1996a, 144).

A good example of a complex cemetery that was used
over hundreds of years can be found in the Wadi Antar
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(An001: Mattingly 1996a, 33-39; Ray and Nikolaus 2019,
94). Located on a prominent spur, the cemetery is visible
from a considerable distance. Some features, such as flint
scatters and hunting walls, most likely date to the prehis-
toric period. It comprised around 180 graves, including
cist graves, eight tombs constructed of cut blocks, four
rectangular ‘platforms, two Roman-period mausolea and
approximately 12 Islamic graves. The graves are largely
simple piles of stones that range in size from c. 8 m?
to an extremely large example measuring c. 400 m? The
two mausolea were placed within sight of each other.
The earliest mausoleum can be dated to the late first or
early second century CE on the basis of the lettering of
its Latin inscription (IRT2021 1137) and the tria nomina
of the dedicatee, T. Flavius [---]ninus, which indicated
that citizenship was received under the Flavian emperors
(An001f: Mattingly 1996a, 35; for the translation of the
inscription see Brogan and Reynolds 1985). The fam-
ily lineage, including the names of the grandfather and
father, and the names of the children, are stressed here,
and all were of Libyan or Punic origin. A T. Flavius Capito
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was also mentioned on a building inscription of a nearby
temple (Tininai) dating to the late second or early third
century CE, and was probably a descendant of the same
family (IRT2021 888; Brogan and Reynolds 1985, 13-15).
The variety of grave types and furniture at this cemetery
highlights its complexity, and perhaps can give indica-
tions about social hierarchies and family lineage among
the local inhabitants (Brogan and Reynolds 1985, 29). As
outlined in the introduction, very few cemeteries have
been excavated and studied in detail and we still know
relatively little about them. Because of this, the remain-
der of this section focuses mainly on the architecture and
sculptural decoration of mausolea within their immediate
and wider context, which have been studied and recorded
in much more detail in the past.

Perhaps the most striking funerary structures of
the pre-desert are the Roman-period mausolea, a type
of burial monument that was previously unknown to
the area. By the fourth century CE, over 100 such mon-
umental structures dotted the pre-desert landscape
(Nikolaus 2017). The majority are part of wider ceme-
teries of various sizes. The presence of libation channels
and offering tables strongly suggests that mausolea (and
indeed other burial types) were visited regularly by peo-
ple who presented offerings to the deceased (Mattingly
1995; Stone and Stirling 2007, 22-23) (Fig. 5.7b-c).

An offering table from the Wadi Tabuniyah displays a
range of foods including fish and eggs (Tb045: Mattingly
1996a, 301-2) (Fig. 5.7a). Relief carvings on a mauso-
leum in the Wadi Lella likely depicts a range of offerings
or a funerary feast, including a fish on a platter, fruits
such as figs, vegetables, bread, as well as an amphora
and a wine pitcher (Nikolaus 2017, 89-90) (Fig. 5.7d-e).
Continuous rituals surrounding burial monuments were
clearly important, so much so that an inscription from a
mausoleum at Ghirza expresses the wish that the sons
and grandsons shall visit the monument (IRT2021 898),
and celebrations in honour of the ancestors are high-
lighted in another inscription from Ghirza (IRT2021
994). The ancient writers Herodotus and Pomponius
Mela mention that the Augilae of north-east Cyrenaica
slept outside burials to communicate with the power-
ful ancestors in dreams (Herodotus, Historiae, 4.172;
Pomponius Mela, Chorographia, 1.46). Indeed, a similar
practice was still carried out by the Berber and Tuareg
of the Maghreb and Sahara in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.'”” Women who wanted to know
about the well-being of their absent husband would
sleep on top of pre-Islamic tombs (Camps 1986, 163),
and people would sleep in shrines (koubba) or caves
where holy men were buried to receive revealing or pre-
monitory dreams (Doutté 1909, 412; Basset 1920, 61).

Fig. 5.7. A-C: Offering tables, some with carved representations of offerings. A: Fish in the centre and dates in upper right
bowl, Tabuniyah, found near mausoleum (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/3/11/2/37); B: Offering table from
Wadi el-Amud found near mausoleum Lm001 (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/3/11/2/53); C: Offering table
from Wadi Umm el-Agerem with libation channel and possible representation of bread found near Ag002-A (BILNAS Archive,
Charles Daniels papers, D24/12/1/1, photo 1084). D-E: Mausoleum in the Wadi Lella depicting various foods including a
basket of figs, a cup, vegetables, a fish on a tray atop a folding table and four loaves of round bread (BILNAS Archive, Olwen
Brogan papers, D41/3/11/2/35).

*Duveyrier 1864, 415; Foureau 1902, 66; Foucauld 1918, 115; Camps 1986, 163.
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Fig. 5.8. Different architectural types of mausolea and the location of their decorations indicated in red (added by J. Nikolaus).
A-D: Obelisk mausolea. A: Ghirza , Tomb South A (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/2/7/8/9/1/1); B: Umm
el-Agerem, Ag002 (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/3/11/2/36); C: Wadi Migdal, Mg001 (BILNAS Archive, ULVS
collection, D54/10/1/27); D: Wadi Mesueggi (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/3/11/2/41). E-F: Temple mausolea.
E: Ghirza, Tomb North A (photo P. Kenrick); F: Ghirza, Tomb North C (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/2/7/8/3/1/24).

Mausolea started to appear in the pre-desert in the
first century CE (Brogan 1971; Barker 1996a; Mattingly
1996a). The architectural types that first emerged were
tower and obelisk mausolea, usually constructed of local
limestone in ashlar masonry, occasionally with a rub-
ble core and ashlar facing. Obelisk mausolea are unique
to Tripolitania in that they are taller and thinner than
other North African tower tombs, topped with a long
and slender pyramidal roof (Fig. 5.8a-b). They typically

consisted of two or three superimposed storeys, reach-
ing a height of up to 18 m above the subterranean burial
chamber.'® Over time, preferences in design and form
began to alter, giving each monument a very individ-
ual appearance. Indeed, the tall obelisk mausolea were
so popular in Tripolitania that other architectural styles
were adapted to fit within the architectural ideal of the
tower and obelisk tomb, such as the integration of mul-
ti-storey aedicula tombs which were popular across the

'*The earliest examples are still rather squat in appearance but already feature the distinct long obelisk roof, although they lack any figural or or-
namental decorations such as Mausoleum A at Mselliten, in the Wadi Merdum. Pottery finds of first-century CE sigillata and Gaulish ware, as well as
a neo-Punic inscription, suggest that this tomb was erected around that time: Brogan and Smith 1966-67, 141; Brogan 1971, 124-25; 1976-77, 104-6;

Mattingly 1996a, 173.
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Empire (Fig. 5.8¢).”” Another new sub-type integrated
an open peristyle as the second storey, topped by a pyr-
amid (for instance, at Wadi Mesueggi: Fig. 5.8d). Along
with the various sub-styles that developed, figural and
ornamental relief decorations became more popular in
the second century CE. Typically, they were placed on
top of the first and/or second storey under the cornice in
highly visible positions.

At some point during the late second and the third
century CE, new architectural styles emerged: the
peripteral (Fig. 5.8e) and arcaded and tetrastyle temple
mausolea.'® These arcaded temple mausolea in particu-
lar displayed a high level of figural and ornamental deco-
ration, predominantly placed on the monumental arches
and on the friezes above (Fig. 5.8f). A third, and much
rarer type of monumental tomb that appeared was the
so-called rectangular mausoleum, which rose to only
one storey and supported a flat roof. Only two of this
type have so far been recorded in the pre-desert, both in
the Wadi Mimoun (Mm091, Mm123: Mattingly 1996a,
220, 223).

What makes the pre-desert mausolea even more
unique are their vivid stone-cut relief decorations dis-
playing portraiture, agricultural scenes, hunting, reli-
gious practices, and symbols, and less commonly,
free-standing sculpture. This stands in stark contrast to
Africa Proconsularis where mausolea were not as heav-
ily decorated and tended to be placed in more isolated,
but visually prominent, positions within the landscape
(Moore 2007, 89). In the pre-desert of Tripolitania,
reliefs and statues were rendered in an abstract way,
including figures with large heads, large almond-shaped
eyes, small mouths and small torsos. This style drew
heavily on Punic artistic traditions in appearance and
symbology but also integrated Roman elements. Given
that the majority of reliefs and statues were carved this
way, even though craftsmen skilled in the ‘classical style’
were certainly available on the coast, it is very likely that
this was a deliberate choice rather than a mere lack of
available craftsmen or skill. Indeed, while the styles of
carving display regional preferences, what the majority
of them have in common is a remarkable attention to
detail in their rendering (for example, see the observa-
tions on Ghirza by Zanker 2008, 217).

Theiconography that was displayed was closely linked
to regional and wider socio-cultural circumstances,

while Greek and Roman mythological scenes, so pop-
ular elsewhere in the Roman Empire, are very rare
(Nikolaus 2017, 79-82). A total of six such scenes have
been noted, predominantly at Ghirza, some of which
are rather ambiguous. For instance, Hercules may be
represented on Mausoleum South D at Ghirza hunting
a stag (Fig. 5.9a), and perhaps fighting a stag and a bull
on Mausoleum North B (Fig. 5.9b). More convincing
is the figure of Hercules on a mausoleum in the Wadi
Ghalbun, where a standing male figure has a lion cloak
thrown over the right shoulder while holding a club in
the left hand (Fig. 5.9¢). But are we really looking at an
image of the Greek demi-god Hercules, or is the scene
much more ambiguous? In North Africa, Hercules
was syncretized with the Libyco-Phoenician god Mel-
quart, called MilKkAshtart at Lepcis Magna, where he
was venerated as an important deity (Mattingly 1995,
167). Indeed, on Punic coins it is almost impossible to
distinguish between Hercules and Melquart (Yarrow
2013, 357). Also known from Ghirza are two depictions
of winged felines (sphinxes?) and winged females
(victories?). The symbolism of the sphinxes was already
an ancient one in the Roman period: guardians of tem-
ples and palaces in the Phoenician period, and tombs
in the Greek and Roman world (Rosch-von der Heyde
1999).

The development of the iconography underwent
four major phases: (1) the depiction of predominantly
ornamental and vegetal decorations (if any) on late
first-century and early second-century CE monuments;
(2) a predominance of portraiture (depicted frontally,
facing the viewer), symbolic and apotropaic imagery
placed within a Doric frieze from the second century
CE; (3) more complex imagery involving agricultural
activities, hunting and a wider array of symbols on
panels from the third century CE; and, (4) an increas-
ing tendency towards power-related imagery such
as ceremonial, religious and martial scenes from the
mid- to late third century CE onwards (Fontana 1997;
Mattingly 1999; 2011, 246-68; Nikolaus 2016; 2017).
Portrait statues were rare, despite being so popular in
neighbouring Africa Proconsularis (Moore 2007, 83).
Only six examples have been found so far in the pre-de-
sert, perhaps because sculpture in the round required
specific skills of the craftsmen, which would have con-
siderably increased the cost of the monument."

'7For Empire-wide examples see von Hesberg 1992, 121-58. For the pre-desert see Mattingly 1996a, 200 (Wadi Migdal, Mg001), 165 (Wadi el-Amud,

Lmo001).

!*Peripteral temple mausolea: for instance, at Ghirza Tomb North A (Brogan and Smith 1984, 121-33; Masturzo 2023, 18-20); Qasr Banat (Nf038:
Mattingly 1996a, 263); Kser Banat (Sf003: Mattingly 1996a, 280). Arcaded temple mausolea: for instance, at Ghirza (Brogan and Smith 1984, 134-77,
190-203; Masturzo 2023, 20-21); Bir Nesma (Sf092: Mattingly 1996a, 287); Wadi Khanafes (Kn005: Mattingly 1996a, 152-53). Tetrastyle temple mauso-
lea: for instance, at Qasr Ajdab (Zenati 1997, 224-25). Temple mausolea became popular all across the Roman Empire from the first century CE onwards,
especially in the western provinces. At Palmyra the number of temple mausolea rose dramatically from the second century CE, where they were chosen

over the traditional tower mausolea: see von Hesberg 1992, 188.

“Two statues (male and female) were found at Mausoleum South A at Ghirza (Gh128); a male statue at the Wadi Khanafes (Kn005: Mattingly 1996a,
152-53); two statues (male and female) from two mausolea in the Wadi Antar (An001: Mattingly 1996a, 33-39); and a statue was seen by Brogan in the
Wadi Ghurgar, but was later lost (see BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41).
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Fig. 5.9. The complexity of syncretism in pre-desert imagery on mausolea. A: Figure who may represent Hercules/MilkAshtart
hunting a stag at Ghirza, Tomb South D (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/2/7/8/12/10); B: Stag and bull
hunt perhaps representing Hercules/Milk’Ashtart at Ghirza, Tomb North B (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers,
D41/2/7/8/2/2/15); C: Possible representation of Hercules/Milk’Ashtart on a tomb from the Wadi Ghalbun (photo P. Kenrick).

Stylistic changes over time range from figures placed
onto a neutral background in early periods, to scenes
populated with figures on different levels which created
a horror vacui (the filling of the entire stone with fig-
ures) at some point in the third century CE, also visible
in North African mosaics (Mattingly 2011, 251). The
close relationship between trends in mosaic scenes and
trends in the art of mausolea indicate that pattern books
were used by the local sculptors and craftsmen, but only
scenes that held some significance to the commissioner
and the local audience were selected (on Tripolitanian
mosaics see Wootton, Chapter 4). Indeed, these shifts in
iconographic preferences do not exclusively imitate or
emulate Empire-wide trends but reflect the ever-chang-
ing local realities and circumstances of life, social hierar-
chies and religious beliefs in the pre-desert.

Inscriptions associated with earlier mausolea fre-
quently stress family lineage by mentioning the father
of the deceased as well as their offspring to demonstrate
the continuity of the family line. For instance, family
trees can be established from groups of mausolea at the
Wadi el-Amud, Ghirza and the Wadi Umm el-Agerem,
demonstrating that cemeteries with multiple mausolea
encompass a single elite family for several generations
(Reynolds 1955; Brogan 1964; Mattingly 1995, 162-68).
This was coupled with portrait imagery and images
venerating the dead (Fig. 5.10a-b). It is clear that the
patrons of earlier periods were particularly concerned
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with representing themselves and their ancestral lineage,
stressing their Libyan and Punic names on the inscrip-
tion. At the same time, they also emphasized their sta-
tus within the Roman Empire by advertising their tria
nomina, demonstrating that both a ‘Roman’ and a ‘Lib-
yan’ identity could be displayed simultaneously, without
causing any obvious conflict. This emphasis on portrai-
ture and lineage reflects the realities of landowners who
were establishing and reinforcing their influence over
their territory when the area was intensively settled.
Over time the iconography grew increasingly com-
plex, reflecting a wider spectrum of the social and ritual
life of the region. Focus shifted from the representa-
tion of individual family members and ritual to other
imagery. Everyday activities such as agricultural tasks
and scenes of hunting became more prevalent in the
late second and third centuries CE (Nikolaus 2017,
92-97, 98-106) (Fig. 5.10d, f). This was a trend across
the Empire, and portraiture was frequently replaced by
representations of the dead in the process of executing
power (Fontana 1997; Mattingly 2011, 246-68). Several
generations after the first intense settlement of the area,
the territorial boundaries were well-established, and
the need for self-representation in the form of portrai-
ture and imagery was perhaps no longer as important.
This trend can be observed on the later Ghirza mauso-
lea, where Tombs B and C of the North cemetery lack
portrait busts completely. Instead, the deceased can be
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Fig. 5.10. Relief decoration on pre-desert mausolea. A: Portrait relief from Ghirza, Tomb South E (BILNAS Archive, Olwen
Brogan papers, D41/2/7/8/13/33); B: Portrait relief of a man (right), woman (centre), child? (left), Wadi Khanafes, Kn005
(BILNAS Archive, ULVS collection, D54/10/1/23); C: So-called chiefdom scene from Tomb North C at Ghirza (drawing

J. Nikolaus); D: Ploughing with a camel on a relief from the Wadi al-Binaya (photo M. al-Haddad); E: Bearded man
holding an offering bowl, Ghirza Tomb North C (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers, D41/2/7/8/3/2/13); F: Hunter on
horseback pursuing an ostrich with his two hunting dogs, Ghirza Tomb South D (BILNAS Archive, Olwen Brogan papers,
D41/2/7/8/12/9).

found sitting on a folding chair surrounded by a group
of attendants (Fig. 5.10c). These individuals are clearly in
a position of power, and most likely represented leading
persons in the settlement. The Roman imperial author-
ity gradually lost its power in the Libyan pre-desert, as
well as in the mountainous hinterland of Numidia and
Mauretania, resulting in the withdrawal of troops sta-
tioned in the pre-desert, and the local elite grew even
more powerful (on changes to the military garrisons
see Mackensen, Chapter 6).? This power shift is also
reflected by an increase of martial scenes at Ghirza,
depicting men garbed in military dress, and ceremo-
nial scenes. Scenes of executions were also depicted at
Nesma near Mizda and at al-Binaya, perhaps also allud-
ing to the execution of regional power and the safekeep-
ing of the former frontier zone. Despite the change in
iconography, what remained important was the venera-
tion of the dead, indicated by the continuous presence of
libation channels and imagery depicting ritual practices
(Nikolaus 2017, 173) (Fig. 5.10e).

Discussion and concluding thoughts

The pre-desert of Tripolitania changed drastically dur-
ing the Roman period, with local peoples adopting new
modes of settlement and subsistence, transforming
the wadi basins of the arid pre-desert into productive

agricultural landscapes. The primary drivers of these
changes were the generations of leading Libyan fami-
lies who were living in, and managing, their respective
territories in the pre-desert and it was they who led the
changes to this landscape over the centuries. Inscriptions
associated with the largest pre-desert farms and burial
monuments show that they were local residents and
active participants in these new sedentary communities,
in stark contrast to the neighbouring Jabal region, where
the wealthy landowners lived far from their farms in the
coastal cities. This rural setting, where monumentality
and sculptural representation were almost absent before
the Roman period (Nikolaus 2017, 171-73) offered an
ideal opportunity to spend surplus wealth accumulated
by their estates to create visible marks on the landscape.
They laid claim to the land and reinforced their power
by constructing massive courtyard farms, or later on,
towering fortified farm buildings, and highly decorated
mausolea, to show off their wealth and regional power.
In the first two centuries CE, the growing number
of both substantial courtyard farms and monumental
mausolea demonstrates the presence of several leading
families in the area, and perhaps an increase of compe-
tition between them, as more and more families began
to find success in this new economy. Portraiture and
inscriptions displaying their likeness and family names
on mausolea emphasized their (new) status. Indeed,

2Mattingly 1987; Merrills 2004, 3. See Nikolaus 2024 on Late Antique mausolea in North Africa and the role of shifting power relations and religion

in this period.
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both large farm buildings and mausolea provided one
of the few opportunities to stand out and to highlight
status and success in a progressively growing society.
Mausolea in particular provided new focal points for
communities to carry out long-established rituals and
traditions across Tripolitania relating to the veneration
of the dead, a tradition with which the growing popula-
tion could identify (Assmann 2011, 149; Osborne 2014,
10, 13; Wendrich 2014, 412).

At the same time, it is clear that it was not only the
elite families who were participating in the new modes
of subsistence. The majority of stone buildings con-
structed during this period were not the massive court-
yard farms, but rather those of the farmyard type, which
speak to the clear continuation of the importance of ani-
mal husbandry and pastoralism. However, it is also clear
that these stone structures, along with the investment in
building wadi walls and other features to make the wadis
agriculturally productive, represented a fundamental
change in the ways in which the local population was
supporting itself.

The funerary realm with its different grave types,
libation channels, funerary stelae, and in particular
mausolea, was perfectly suited to express the different
levels of status. Many cemeteries were placed in highly
visible locations, sometimes a considerable distance
from the settlement, most likely to mark the bound-
ary of the property of the elite families that owned the
large farms along the wadis. The placement of mausolea
amongst smaller burials further emphasized the power
of the leading family, especially relative to the much
humbler graves around them.” The presence of sub-
stantial rectangular graves and platforms in cemeteries
may indicate further social differentiations among the
burials. The abundance of smaller cairn burials reminds
us that the leading families were only a very small part
of the pre-desert community, and that their success was
driven by a large community and workforce.

Cemeteries in general, and mausolea in particular,
had highly religious and ritual functions as shrines to
venerate the ancestors, offering protection of a different
kind. Offering tables and libation channels associated
with mausolea and other graves show that the population
engaged actively with their burial monuments and their
dead ancestors. They were places where social and com-
munal identity could be created and maintained through
acts of mourning and remembrance and through the
practice of local ritual and religion in a region overshad-
owed by the Roman Empire. It appears that, for the local
population at least, there was some distinction between
imagery that was appropriate to decorate and safeguard

the structures of the living, such as phalli and hunting
scenes, and imagery that was fit to guard the structures
of the dead - a distinction which was understood and
differentiated by the local audience.

The style of decoration on both mausolea, and more
rarely on farm buildings, conforms to what, in modern
scholarship, is commonly broadly classed as ‘provincial
art, and in the pre-desert area constituted a novel form
of visual expressions. The near absence of purely Gre-
co-Roman conventions suggests that this ‘un-classical’
style of the imagery was seen as appropriate and suita-
ble, or even desirable. Essentially, the imagery addressed
a local audience that resided in, or around, the large
farm buildings, not a global one. The aim was not to
emulate Roman art and culture, but the visualization
and (re)affirmation of local values, religion and social
hierarchies in a way that was understood by the local
community. However, the wide variety of architectural
types found in mausolea construction, coupled with the
decorations, emphasizes that a degree of individuality
was also important, setting each monument apart from
one another. The funerary realm in particular thereby
created the opportunity to establish a visual distinction
between the more powerful elite families themselves
while, at the same time, creating a distinction between
the elite and their subordinates. Coupled with the
near-absence of distinctly Roman domestic architecture
in the pre-desert and the continuous use of the indig-
enous Libyan and Punic spoken languages (mirrored
in the presence of Libyan and neo-Punic inscriptions),
a picture is painted of a fairly autonomous indigenous
population that was led by elite family units that oper-
ated within the boundaries of Roman rule.

This autonomy is further emphasized by the appar-
ent difference between the settlement landscape in Tri-
politania’s pre-desert and that found in the productive
Jabal region nearer to the coast and other parts of Africa
Proconsularis. North of Tripolitania’s pre-desert in the
Tarhuna Plateau, the courtyard farm, almost exclu-
sively constructed in opus africanum, and almost always
with one or more olive presses, was far more common
(Ahmed 2019; Sheldrick 2021). Similar buildings were
also recorded frequently by surveys in northern and
central Tunisia where olive cultivation was common.*
The widespread occupation of courtyard buildings con-
structed in opus africanum in these regions,” and the
importance of pressing facilities in these areas of North
Africa seems to reflect a continuation and further disper-
sion of a form that was probably already well-established
in the region in Punic times. While similar courtyard
buildings were present in Tripolitania’s pre-desert, their

#'See Quinn 2013, 197 for a similar observation on pre-Roman mausolea in Numidian territories, and Pollock 1999 for similar ideas in Mesopotamia.
*Kasserine: Hitchner 1989, 391-94, et passim. See also Hitchner 1988; 1993; Hitchner et al. 1990. Thugga: De Vos Raaijmakers 2000; 2013, 152-63,
183-89; De Vos Raaijmakers and Attoui 2013, for instance Site 49 (pl. 20) and Site 207 (pl. 80). Segermes: Carlsen and Tvarne 1990; Dietz et al. 1995;

Qrsted et al. 2000.

»See, for instance: Romanelli 1970, 56; Hanoune 2009; Adam 1994, 120-21. Though cf. also Camporeale 2016.
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late appearance compared to other parts of North Africa,
and the fact that they were normally adopted only by
those in the upper classes, make it clear that these forms
were a deliberate import into an area which had a very
different socio-cultural background and tradition. The
farmyard building, which better suited the environment
and local traditions, remained the dominant form. In
later periods, the distinction in the settlement land-
scapes between Tripolitania and its neighbours to the
west widened. As described above, starting in the third
century CE, fortified farm buildings began to emerge in
Tripolitania as the primary form of elite residence, with
settlements increasingly focused around these mon-
umental structures. A similar pattern emerged in the
Jabal to the north, and interestingly also in Cyrenaica
to the east (Emrage 2015), but fortified buildings of this
type so distinctive to Tripolitania have been much more
rarely recorded in the regions to the west.

There are also clear distinctions in the funerary
realm between Tripolitania and its neighbours. The rich
figural and symbolic sculptural decoration found on
funerary monuments and the wide variety of architec-
tural sub-types is unique in the region. In neighbour-
ing Cyrenaica and Africa Proconsularis such a variety
of relief sculptures was rare. In Cyrenaica, portrait busts
and statues were favoured, placed in niches of rock-cut
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Chapter 6

MILITARY FORTIFICATIONS IN

THE FRONTIER ZONE OF TRIPOLITANIA
(LIMES TRIPOLITANUS) FROM THE
MID-IMPERIAL PERIOD TO LATE ANTIQUITY

Michael Mackensen

Introduction

The military expansion of Rome in the province of
Africa Proconsularis and the developments since the
Julio-Claudian period can be traced through a tempo-
rally and regionally differentiated approach. Especially
in Tripolitania, infrastructural development took place
successively with the establishment and organization
of frontier zones beyond the agriculturally usable areas
of Jabal Garian and the adjoining pre-desert with Wadi
Sofeggin as well as parts of Wadi Zemzem (Fig. 6.1).
Information on the development of the Tripolitanian
frontier zone is provided not only by written and espe-
cially epigraphic sources, but above all by archaeological
sources, from fairly well-preserved monuments to small
finds such as military equipment and chronologically
relevant African red slip wares (ARS). This concerns not
only the limes Tripolitanus road mentioned in the Itiner-
arium Antonini Augusti (73-77), the new so-called ‘oasis
forts’ of 200 CE that advanced far to the south, and their
abandonment during the third quarter of the third cen-
tury; but also the Late Antique frontier sectors and forts
of the newly established province of Tripolitana at the
beginning of the fourth century, mentioned in the Noti-
tia Dignitatum Occidentis (Not. Dign. Occ.), 31.2-31. The
final abandonment of the military fortifications must be
seen in the context of the Vandal conquest of the western
part of the province in 442, or at the latest in 455 CE.
Apart from the forts at Bu Njem (1967-76) and
Gheriat el-Garbia (2009-10), no modern fieldwork and
interdisciplinary excavations with well-defined ques-
tions on the defences, the layout and the internal build-
ings of the forts, their civilian settlements, sanctuaries
and cemeteries have been carried out at fort sites or
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on the limes Tripolitanus road in southern Tunisia and
north-western Libya. Excavations carried out before the
1980s, including the terminology of the forts, were dis-
cussed by David Mattingly, who took into account the
results of the UNESCO Libyan Valleys Archaeological
Survey (ULVS) as well (see Mattingly 1995, 90-115; Mat-
tingly and Dore 1996, 112-16; recently Sheldrick 2021,
35-58). Further results were obtained from a re-evalua-
tion of the interior buildings of various forts such as Bu
Njem and fortlets such as Qasr Duib, Qasr Wames and
Ksar Rhilane, taking into account the garrisoned unit(s)
and the officers commanding them. The barracks in par-
ticular allow conclusions to be drawn about the type and
organization, the structure and the size of the garrisoned
units (Mackensen 2008, 294-303; 2009; 2010a, 458-63).

Conquest campaigns and road building
measures under Augustus

For the last decades of the first century BCE and the first
half of the first century CE, the state of our knowledge
of the frontier zone of the province of Africa, which
was successively extended to the south-west and south
of present-day Tunisia, remains modest (Mackensen
1997; 2000). The conquest campaigns under Augustus,
which were aimed at gaining territory, cannot be docu-
mented at any site in southern and south-western Tuni-
sia. Archaeological evidence of Roman troops in the
form of temporarily-used marching camps of mobile
battle-groups, or permanent forts of auxiliary units and
legionary vexillations, still awaits discovery. In this con-
text, the campaign of L. Cornelius Balbus mentioned in
the triumphal records (acta triumphorum Capitolina) is
of interest. In 21/20 BCE, the proconsul led a campaign
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Fig. 6.1. Mid-imperial and late Roman military and civilian sites in Tripolitania (Mackensen 2021b, 113, fig. 1).

beyond the provincial borders into the land of the Phaz-
anii with its capital Cidamus/Ghadames, and of the Gar-
amantes with its capital Garama/Jarma-Zinchecra, for
which he was awarded a triumph ex Africa in 19 BCE.
The route of the successful expeditionary army from the
Lesser Syrtis can roughly be traced due to the few local-
izable places.'

In 1953, Richard Goodchild recognized on an aerial
photograph of Gheriat el-Garbia (Fig. 6.2) on the west
side of Wadi Tula the course of a ditch at least 48 m long
with a rounded corner, which he wanted to associate
with a ‘temporary marching camp’ during a campaign in
Fazzan (Goodchild 1954, 66; Jones 1983, 65 for GG17).
Topography and the course of the ditch probably reveal
only a small military post (c. 0.25 ha) which cannot be
dated more precisely. Immediately to the north, the pla-
teau top is occupied by a 0.3 ha promontory fortifica-
tion of the autochthonous population (Jones 1983, 65
for GG15; Mattingly 1996, 105, fig. 14.11). This yielded
a fragment of a bronze spiral brooch (type Feugere 1b2
or 2b), which can be dated around the mid-first century
BCE (Mackensen 2021a, 223-24, pl. 24.13). However, it
remains hypothetical to assume a connection between
the Roman ditch and the brooch, which was most likely

worn by a Roman soldier in the campaign of Cornelius
Balbus, or with a flanking securing action.

Roman camps of the late first century BCE and the
first and early second century CE could be proven nei-
ther in the eastern Jabal Nafusa and Jabal Garian, nor in
the pre-desert or south of Wadi Zemzem or in the Wadi
Bei el-Kebir. The same is true for the region south of the
late Augustan road from Capsa/Gafsa to Tacape/Gabes.
Recently, Nichole Sheldrick (2021, 46, fig. 4.6) pointed
to a satellite image of an unclassifiable marching camp
at Bir Umm el-Garanigh on the coast of the Greater
Syrtis west of Arae Philaenorum/Ras el-Aali, showing
a single ditch with an enclosed area of c. 142 x 234 m
(3.8 ha); apparently it overlies a similar camp (Fig. 6.3).
One could regard the ditch as a military building camp
in connection with the construction of the coastal road
in late Augustan or Tiberian times. For the coastal road
between Sabratha and Oea/Tripoli, a milestone attests to
an extension by the legio III Augusta in the years 8/9 CE
at the earliest and 12/13 CE at the latest under the gover-
nor A. Caecina Severus (Di Vita-Fvrard 1978-79, 9-16,
32-36, pl. 2; Mattingly 1995, 61, table 3.1). Likewise, the
construction of the road from Ammaedara/Haidra, the
winter-quarters (castra hiberna) of the legio III Augusta,

'Pliny, Naturalis Historia, 5.34-38; Le Bohec 1989a, 338, with note 40; Mattingly 1995, 70; Guédon 2018, 43-60.
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through the steppe highlands to Tacape/Gabes was com-
pleted in 14 CE as attested by numerous milestones, by
soldiers of this legion under the governor L. Nonius
Asprenas. This road, a via militaris, measured 197 miles
in length and served to control the transhumance prac-
ticed by various nomadic peoples.?

Hadrianic auxiliary fort in Jabal Dahar

Almost 200 km south of Gabes, on the north-south
route via Ghadames into the Fazzan desert, the auxiliary
fort Tillibari/Remada was built for the auxiliary cohors
II Flavia Afrorum.? Of the 157 x 124 m (1.95 ha) rectan-
gular fort with rounded corners, the defence wall, the
four multi-period gates and the area of the headquar-
ters building have been partially excavated.* Trousset
assumed a date of around 130 CE
on the basis of the length-to-width
ratio, which corresponds to that of
the fort of Gemellae/El Kasbat on
the fossatum Africae in eastern Alge-
ria (Trousset 1974, 118; Euzennat
and Trousset 1978, 140-42).

On the eastern north-south
route via Mizda into Fazzan, one
would expect a fort for a quinge-
nary auxiliary unit built at about the
same time between Jabal Nafusa and
the fertile Jabal Garian, but there
is no archaeological or epigraphic
evidence for this (see Mattingly
1982, 78). Moreover, a secure dat-
ing into the second quarter of the
second century CE is still pending
for the fortified road station Thena-
dassa/Ain Wif on the road to Lep-
cis Magna (Mattingly 1982, 73-77,

Fig. 6.2. (top right) Myd(---)/Gheriat
el-Garbia, north-western Libya: aerial
photograph (1950) of Severan fort (with
Berber village) and vicus, oasis in Wadi
Tula, and a linear structure of a military
camp (GG17) in the left bottom corner
(Goodchild 1954, pl. 10b).

Fig. 6.3. (bottom right) Bir Umm
el-Garanigh, north-western Libya: early
imperial (?) marching camp with two
phases (Digital Globe via Google Earth
Pro, 26/12/2011).

"3
S TR
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figs 1-3; 1995, 99-100, fig. 5.9). At Mizda on the upper
Wadi Sofeggin, too, there is no secure evidence for
a postulated military presence in form of a fortlet or
a fort around the middle of the second century (this
could potentially be located at the southern edge of the
modern village near the Italian castello). However, rural
settlement and agricultural use in the pre-desert of the
middle and lower Wadi Sofeggin, Wadi Merdum, and
also Wadi N’f'd with Nf75 at Qasr Isawi (Nf37) (Fig. 6.1)
had already begun in the late first century CE, as attested
by Italian and South Gaulish sigillata.> Probably no fur-
ther military protection and surveillance was required
in the approaches to the Tripolitanian pre-desert during
the second half of the first century until the late second
century, with the exception of small road stations along
the important traffic routes.

2CIL V1II, 10018; Le Bohec 1989a, 342; Mackensen 1997, 323, fig. 1; cf. Mattingly 1995, 37-38, 70; Guédon 2018, 70-72, 74.

*Le Bohec 1989b, 67; Trousset 1974, 114-18, fig. 13; Euzennat and Trousset 1978, 117-23, figs 3-8.

*Trousset 1974, 115; Euzennat and Trousset 1978, 122, fig. 8; see also Mattingly 1995, 90-92, fig. 5.1.

*Brogan and Smith 1966-67, 139-44, fig. 3; Dore in Mattingly 1996, 323, 326-30, table 7; see Schmid 2018, 80-81, 90, 94, table 1, for a start of the
settlement Nf75 already during the second half or last quarter of the first century CE.
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Fortlets constructed under
Commodus in Jabal Dahar

About 35 km west of the main road
leading from Turris Tamaleni/Telm-
ine to Tillibari/Remada, the fortlet
of Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane was built on
an isolated hill not far from an oasis
in the middle of the Eastern Great
Erg (Fig. 6.4). Based on the titles
of the emperor Commodus on the
building inscription, it can be dated
to the years 184-91 CE.° The loca-
tion beyond the main road was due
to the nearby oasis and the spring.
The ground plan of the rectangular
fort measuring 28 x 37.5 m on the
outside,” with rounded corners and
a gate tower on the eastern side (Fig.
6.5.1), published by Gombeaud in
1901, shows the prototype of a fort-
let of the late second century. The
internal dimensions of 25.4 x 34.8 m,
measured again in 2008, give an
internal area of 860 m” The defence
wall has survived up to a height of c.
4 m; the surrounding crenelated par-
apet is missing. The gate has slots in
the door jambs for a portcullis (cat-
aracta), for the operation of which
a rope winch is to be postulated on
the first floor of the c. 9 m high gate
tower (Fig. 6.5.2-3). The installation
of the portcullis was probably super-
vised by an engineer of the legio III
Augusta stationed at Lambaesis.
There is no other evidence of cata-
racta in the mid-imperial forts of Tri-
politania and Numidia; rather, this is

®CIL VIII, 11048; Le Bohec 1989a, 389 ff. on the possible construction period 183-85 CE; Mackensen 2015, 259, note 14.
’Gombeaud 1901, 83, pl. 16, with inaccurate measurements (30 x 40 m); see the detailed discussion in Mackensen 2010a.
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Fig. 6.4. (left) Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane,
southern Tunisia: mid-imperial fortlet

seen from the west (photo

M. Mackensen).

Fig. 6.5. (below) Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane,
southern Tunisia. 1: Plan of fortlet
(praesidium), built in 184-91 CE,

with buildings in front of the gate
(Gombeaud 1901, pl. 16); 2: East wall
with gate and tower, elevation and
reconstruction (Mackensen 2010, 459,
fig. 8); 3: East wall with gate (photo

M. Mackensen).
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Fig. 6.6. 1: Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane,
southern Tunisia: central building

of fortlet from west (photo M.
Mackensen); 2-3: Vezereos/Sidi
Mohammed ben Aissa, southern
Tunisia: plan of fortlet (praesidium),
built in the 80s of the second century
CE (Mackensen 2015, 261, fig. 3), and
south wall with late Roman rectangular
tower (photo M. Mackensen).

an exceptional transfer of technol-
ogy from civil architecture of urban
fortifications to a fortlet situated on

the edge of the Sahara (Mackensen
2010a, 456-58, figs 7-8).

The barracks and larger stor-
age rooms (E, R) were built along
the inner side of the curtain wall
and several staircases led up to the
rampart-walk. Even if the use of the
individual rooms cannot be clar-
ified, with an average floor space
of 3 m? per soldier (without distin-

E I

1L /

guishing between legionaries or aux- *
iliaries), the size of the (partial) unit N, _—
stationed at Tisavar can be assumed Ml
to be 40-45 men (see in detail Mackensen 2010a, 459-
62). It was not possible, however, to accommodate a
legionary detachment of about 80 men here, i.e. in cen-
turia strength, as suggested by Mattingly (1995, 85, 101,
table 4.2). North of the alleyway leading into the fortlet
is the cistern R, south of the commander’s quarters with
rooms U-Z. The total area of c. 50 m* could accommo-
date a non-commissioned officer (principalis), but by no
means a legionary centurion. In the legionary fortress
at Lambaesis, centurions were entitled to a 15 x 25 m
(375 m?) building as a centurion’s quarter connected to
the barrack with rooms (contubernia) for the soldiers.
The 16.4 x 15 m (245 m?) living quarters (praetorium)
of the legionary centurion commanding the vexillation
fort at Gholaia/Bu Njem can be compared to this as well
(Mackensen 2010a, 461 ft.). These proportions show that
only a non-commissioned officer commanded the small
garrison of the fortlet at Tisavar.

The central building corresponds to a reduced head-
quarters building (principia) (Figs 6.5.1, 6.6.1). The
entrance led into courtyard A; room B, located on the
central axis, is to be regarded as a shrine (aedes) for the
vexillum and the imagines, while the two lateral rooms C
and D probably served as offices (officia) for administra-
tive tasks. Later, a small sanctuary E was added for the
victorious Jupiter (Mackensen 2010a, 463-65, figs 9-10).
A rectangular building in front of the fort was regarded as

a possible statio for the collection of customs duties (por-
torium: Mackensen 2010a, 465) (Fig. 6.5.1). Gombeaud
(1901, 89 ft.) interpreted a series of five rooms with varied
ground plans as stables and storerooms.

The fortlet of Tisavar is the best example of the
military posts located along the supra-regional roads
in the African frontier zone, which were erected in the
80s of the second century CE and in which legionary or
auxiliary or mixed detachments, as a rule probably far
below centuria strength, were stationed. The intention
was to improve the security of the lines of communica-
tion in the frontier zone. The soldiers took over policing
duties and were responsible for monitoring the traffic
and checking the letters of consignment and passes, but
probably also the safety of the caravans, which is why
one should expect at least a dozen horses and/or drom-
edaries with corresponding equites and/or dromadarii.
The civilian settlements (vici) belonging to the fortlets,
with their oases, abundant perennial springs and wells,
offered the caravans opportunities to rest and to take in
water and food for men and beasts.

Another fortlet, built around the same time, is
Vezereos/Sidi Mohammed ben Aissa, which lies in the
midst of shifting sand dunes on a flat hill on the main
road leading from Telmine to Remada. The building
inscription, which was renewed in 201 CE, suggests that
it dates to the 80s of the second century.® For the time

SCIL VIII, 11048; ILAfr 26; Merlin 1921, 238 ff., 244 ff.; Trousset 1974, 75-77, no. 72, fig. 14.2 (50 x 65 m: 0.33 ha). Cf. Mattingly 1995, 80, who
considered a construction before 180 CE possible; however, the corresponding red slip ware (ARS A' and A?) is missing.
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being, it is not possible to make any statements about
the interior buildings of the fortlet, measuring c. 55 x
44 m (0.24 ha), with rounded corners, a (Late Antique?)
gate tower in the south wall, a gate near the south-west
corner, and a rear gate (Fig. 6.6.2-3). The barracks seem
to have been attached to the inner walls. Based on the
internal area, it can be assumed that in the late second
century there was a legionary or auxiliary garrison, or
possibly a mixed garrison of about the size of a centuria
with an additional dozen cavalrymen (Mackensen 2015,
259-64).

The road from Turris Tamaleni/Telmine at Chott
el-Djerid through Jabal Dahar via Tillibari/Remada
and along the scarp of Jabal Nafusa to Tentheos/Zin-
tan (Fig. 6.1) marked the southern frontier already in
the late second century, which was mostly controlled
only by the garrisons of fortlets such as Vezereos and
Tisavar. However, it was not until the time of the Itin-
erarium Antonini Augusti (73-77), compiled between
211 and 235 CE, that this border was designated as
limes Tripolitanus (Mattingly 1995, 62-66, 98, tables
3.3, 5.2). East of Remada, the military posts assumed
on the east-west connection are not attested archae-
ologically, nor is the postulated auxiliary fort of Ten-
theos. This also applies to the military site postulated
south-east of Zintan at Mizda, regardless of whether it
was a fortlet or a fort (see above) (Mattingly 1995, 97;
Schimmer 2012).

Territorial expansion under Septimius
Severus and the construction of the so-called
‘oasis forts’ for legionary vexillations

Q. Anicius Faustus (196/197-201 CE), legionary leg-
ate and commander-in-chief of the exercitus Africae,
was responsible for the territorial expansion of Tripol-
itania under the emperor Septimius Severus (193-211
CE), the conservator orbis (‘defender of the world’), who
was born in Lepcis Magna. The legate was responsible
for the military security of the approximately 1,500 km
long frontier and the protection of the province of Africa
Proconsularis. The military building programme, an
impressive demonstration of Rome’s power, extended
from Castellum Dimmidi/Messad (198 CE) in west-
ern Numidia to Gholaia/Bu Njem (201 CE) in eastern
Tripolitania. But only in Tripolitania were three larger
forts built in positions between 120 and 250 km to the
south in an arid desert region with very low annual rain-
fall: at Gholaia/Bu Njem (Rebuffat 1972-73c, 135-45),
Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia (IRT2021 1135; Mackensen
2010b, 441-45, figs 68-71), and Cidamus/Ghadames

(IRT 907; IRT2021 907) (Fig. 6.1). These places were
situated near larger oases with perennial springs. They
served as resting and supply places for the trade cara-
vans and the transhumant nomads with their herds of
cattle, sheep and goats. However, there was no need to
build linear barriers here comparable with the Hadrianic
fossatum Africae, as the traffic had necessarily to pass by
the oases anyway.

The new forts functioned as logistical key points
where mobility and transhumance could be controlled.
Due to their location on the routes leading north from
Fazzan, they served the associated control and security
tasks of the garrisons for the cross-border movement of
people and goods, far in advance of the agriculturally
used, partly very fertile area of the province. The rea-
son for this expansive policy was probably an increasing
threat to the cultivated region from warlike nomads, as
written sources suggest.” However, the increased control
exerted on the semi-nomadic peoples by the new forts
could also have been the cause of their hostile attitude
and increasing conflicts. For the years 201-5 CE, Mat-
tingly (1995, 80) also assumed active campaigning by
the Roman troops stationed in Tripolitania, in addi-
tion to further building activities. Whether Septimius
Severus took part in a campaign against the peoples
not mentioned by name in the sources in the spring of
203 CE, or whether he reached as far as Gholaia or
Myd(---), as Anthony Birley (1999, 153) considered,
cannot be proven.

Geographically, Gheriat el-Garbia occupies the cen-
tral position between the other two forts and lies on the
main route leading from the three coastal cities of Oea,
Sabratha, and Lepcis Magna via Mizda into Fazzan. At
Bu Njem to the east, the routes bifurcated and led either
south through the Wadi Bei el-Kebir or east via Waddan
and Zella. The route coming from the heartland of Africa
Proconsularis ran via the forts of Si Aoun and Ghadames
on the western route towards Fazzan.

For Bu Njem, the arrival of the legionary vexillation
on 24 January 201 CE and its mission - at (sic!) castra
Chol aedific(anda) venit - are reported on an inscrip-
tion."” At Gheriat el-Garbia, the building inscription
dated to 199/201 CE also mentions a vexillation of the
legio III Augusta pia vindex."' For Ghadames, a vexilla-
tion is only attested for the years 211-17 CE, although
it can probably be assumed as early as 201 CE."? The
commander (praepositus) of these legionary vexilla-
tions was a centurio legionis III Augustae in each of the
three forts until 238 CE - in contrast to the equestrian
praefectus of the auxiliary cohort in Tillibari/Remada.
As a rule, the centurions (with their vexillations) were

° Aurelius Victor, Caesares, 20.19; Historia Augusta, Septimius Severus, 18.3; Rebuffat 2000, 235; Guédon 2018, 115, with note 145.

"JRT2021 1064; Rebuffat 1972-73b, 121-22, 132, pl. 47a; 1985a, 226.

"IRT2021 1110; Di Vita 1966, 107-11, fig. 12 (= Mackensen 2010b, 371, fig. 9; 2021a, 61, fig. 39; 2024, 313-15, fig. 193).

2JRT 907; IRT2021 907; Le Bohec 1989a, 403, note 326.
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Fig. 6.7. Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia,
north-western Libya. 1: Severan

fort defences with main gate (porta
praetoria) and Berber village in the
fort from north-east; 2: Severan fort
defences on limestone plateau, in the
foreground oasis in Wadi Tula seen
from west (photos M. Mackensen).

ordered back to Lambaesis presum-
ably after 15 to 18 months of ser-
vice at a remote outpost such as Bu
Njem (Speidel 1988, 99-102).

Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia

The fort of Gheriat el-Garbia is situ-
ated on a rock plateau above the oasis
(Figs 6.2, 6.7.2) and was visible from
afar as a landmark from the south
with its towers along the rear defen-
sive wall. These towers had a maxi-
mum height of 8.8 m, of which the
intermediate tower 4 has survived
to a height of 7.2 m, and the curtain
wall was built of white limestone ashlars, medium-sized
squared stones and smaller rubble stones (Mackensen
2016, 89). North-east of the fort, about 20 m higher, is the
so-called ‘temple plateau’ with several sanctuaries. To the
west of the fort, the civil settlement (vicus) extends in the
lower, gently sloping areas and at the foot of the plateau
(Fig. 6.8). The 133 x 181 m (2.41 ha) fort (internally
128 x 176 m: 2.25 ha) with rounded corners corresponds
to about one tenth of the area of the legionary fortress at

Lambaesis (east Algeria). Here, as at Gholaia/Bu Njem,
the Punic cubit served as the unit of measurement for
distances and areas (Schimmer 2021, 86-91, figs 60-61;
cf. Rebuffat 1989, 161-62).

The fort has preserved curtain walls up to 3.6 m high
with corner and intermediate towers, as well as four gates
with three different ground plans and a ditch in front of
thenorth-east curtain wall (Fig. 6.7.1-2). Characteristicis
thearchitecturally remarkable main gate (width 26.65 m),
built mostly of ashlars or with larger

and medium-sized stones, with a cen-
tral carriageway and lateral passages
as well as the characteristically shaped
pentagonal towers with chamfered
inner frontal corners (Figs 6.9-10). The
ground plans of these towers are known
from the two side gates of the legionary
fortress at Lambaesis and were adopted
for the main gate of the vexillation fort
of Gholaia. The three-storey southern
tower of the porta praetoria is still 10 m
high and can be reconstructed with a

Fig. 6.8. Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia,
north-western Libya: topographical plan of
Severan vexillation fort (castra). 1: South-
west access; 2: East access; 3: Double cistern;
4: North access; 5: Limestone quarry;

6: Plateau with temples and sanctuaries

2100
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Fig. 6.9. (left) Myd(---)/Gheriat
el-Garbia, north-western Libya: main
gate (porta praetoria) of Severan fort. 1:
Gate towers with collapsed outer central
arch, with Berber village in the fort’s
interior; 2: Excavations between the gate
towers seen from the interior of the fort
(photos M. Mackensen).

Fig. 6.10. (below) Myd(---)/Gheriat
el-Garbia, north-western Libya: main
gate (porta praetoria) of Severan
vexillation fort. 1: Photogrammetry;

2: Documentation of elevated walls and
reconstruction (Mackensen 2013, 99,
fig. 15).
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Fig. 6.11. Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia,
north-western Libya: plan of Severan
vexillation fort (castra), built in
199-201 CE. 1-10: Interval towers;

11: Well; 12: Entrance to underground
tunnel; 13: Cistern; 14: Ditch;

15: Headquarters building (principia);
16: Main gate (porta praetoria);

17-18: Lateral gates (portae principales
dextra et sinistra); 19: Rear gate (porta
decumana); 20: Storerooms (horrea); =
21: Commander’s living quarters i
(praetorium); 22: Bath building 5
(thermae); 23, 25: Barracks; 24: Groma P

building (Mackensen 2024, 304, ; 2 =

fig. 188).
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crenelated platform at a total height of 12-12.5 m (Fig.
6.10.1-2); the adjoining curtain wall can be calculated
at c. 4.8 m. Above the carriageway was a monumental
building inscription with tabula ansata flanked by two
antithetic victories."

The interior buildings of the fort have been almost
completely destroyed by a Berber village that had existed
atleast since the late seventeenth/early eighteenth century
(Figs 6.2, 6.9.1). In the area of the headquarters building
it has been possible to clear the dilapidated Berber houses
and to excavate the central room of the rearward wing,
the fort’s regimental shrine (aedes), and an adjacent room
without benches along the side walls (officium) as well as
a corner of the building (Mackensen 2011, 302-10, figs
55-56; 2012, 51-52, fig. 11). On this basis, the principia
could be reconstructed with a size of 36 x 36-40 m (Fig.
6.11.15), similar to the principia at Gholaia. A pedestal
for a statue of the empress Julia Mamaea, reused in the
blocked carriageway of the main gate, was consecrated
by the soldiers (milites praetendentes) of the legionary
vexillation garrisoned here, probably in 222/223 CE. It
may be imagined that the pedestal with the statue had
been erected in the courtyard of the headquarters build-
ing. The inscription mentions for the first time the fort’s
name Myd(---) and the otherwise unknown commander
Aelius Crescentinus, a centurio et praepositus (IRT2021
1135; Mackensen 2010b, 441-45, figs 68-71).

On the basis of a fragment of a c. 8.4 m long,
three-line inscription that was reused as spolia in a late
Roman building (Fig. 6.21.1), a groma hall was assumed
to have been constructed in front of the headquarters

building above the intersection of the via praetoria and
via principalis (Fig. 6.11.24). This would represent the
adoption of a significant building type from the legion-
ary fortress at Lambaesis, albeit with smaller dimen-
sions (Mackensen 2011, 293-95, figs 45-46; 2021a,
251; IRT2021 1140). In the central area of the fort (lat-
era praetorii), in addition to the headquarters building
one can hypothesize the presence of the commander’s
residence (praetorium), a multi-aisled storage build-
ing (horreum), and a bath building (thermae) (Fig.
6.11.20-22).

The large number of decontextualized architectural
elements is remarkable. On this basis, Johannes Ein-
gartner reconstructed seven orders of columns of dif-
ferent heights;' their architectural use can be postulated
for various large buildings (principia, thermae, groma?)
and colonnaded porticoes along the via praetoria. The
architectural decoration of the main gate and several
central buildings of the fort is qualitatively more elab-
orate and sophisticated than that at Gholaia. The archi-
tecture conveys the impression of a scaled-down replica
of the legionary fortress at Lambaesis. It underlines the
prominent position and importance of the central Sev-
eran fort on the southern frontier of Tripolitania (Mack-
ensen 2021a, 70, 253).

Only insignificant traces of the barracks in the
northern praetentura have survived. The number of men
in the legionary vexillation could be estimated from the
available areas in the praetentura and the retentura.”
Based on the accommodation for the soldiers in the
praetentura of Gholaia, one can calculate 12 barracks for

BIRT2021 1110; Mackensen 2011, 280-85, fig. 36; 2012, 47-50, fig. 7; 2013, 96-107, figs 11-20; 2024, 130-35, figs 78-80.
!“See Eingartner in Mackensen 2011, 327-36, esp. fig. 81; Eingartner 2021, 127-45, figs 96-98, pls 2.1-11, 4.1-11.
'>Cf. Mattingly 1995, 91, table 5.1 (800-1,000 men); Mackensen 2021a, 251 (600-800 men).
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a total of 576 men. In addition, there are probably two to
four similar barracks in the retentura (Fig. 6.11.23, 25).
This would result in a garrison of 772 soldiers plus 16
or 32 non-commissioned officers (principales). The indi-
vidual barracks can be reconstructed with an officer’s
quarter for the non-commissioned officers, who were
in command of sub-units of about 48 men each, and 12
rooms of four men each. In addition, one should assume
a mounted sub-unit, perhaps in the strength of an aux-
iliary turma, i.e. 32 cavalrymen, who were accommo-
dated in the rear part of the fort (retentura). A hint of
the presence of cavalrymen (equites), or at least riding
horses, is given by a pointed lens-shaped strap fitting
that belonged to a (military) horse harness of the first
half of the third century CE (Mackensen 2021a, 225-26,
pl. 24.18). In addition to the postulated barracks for
legionaries and cavalrymen (with additional stables),
workshops (fabrica) and a hospital (valetudinarium) for
sick and injured soldiers (aegri) can also be assumed in
the retentura. The aegri probably accounted for 5% of the
actual garrison, c. 40 men (Marichal 1992, 84-88).

Gholaia/Bu Njem

The fort of Gholaia/Bu Njem lies in the midst of shift-
ing sand dunes, which have, after Rebuffat’s excavations,
again taken possession of large parts of the fort and the
civil settlement (vicus) enclosed by a wall (Fig. 6.12). The
fort’s size is 93 x 139 m (1.28 ha). The curtain wall and
especially the ashlar-built gates, and the central interior
buildings as well, have suffered damage through stone

robbing that was employed for the Italian fortress built
within sight in 1927-29. The area of the fort (internally
87 x 133 m: 1.15 ha) (Fig. 6.13) is about half that of the
fort Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia (2.25 ha). The con-
struction period, at least of the fortifications, was about
one year from the arrival of the legionary vexillation at
the end of January 201 CE until the setting of the four
preserved building inscriptions of the gates (IRT2021
913-16). This is dated to the year 201 CE based on the
indications of the tribunician power (TR POT IX), the
imperatorial acclamations (IMP XI), and the second
consulate (COS II) of the emperor Septimius Severus.'s
The rectangular fort with rounded corners has four
gates, with a single carriageway each, three of which have
square towers. The main gate, on the other hand, has tow-
ers with a pentagonal ground plan with chamfered fron-
tal inner corners. For the main gate (Fig. 6.14.1), which
was built of rusticated ashlars with drafted edges, a total
height of 8.5-9 m can be reconstructed for the three-sto-
rey towers with ground floor, first floor and crenelated
tower platform. In a repair inscription by M. Porcius
Tasucthan for the collapsed (south) side gate (portam
vetustate conlabsam lapidi quadrato arco curvato restituit),
which can be dated to 222 CE, the four-storey nature of
the towers (excelsae turres quater divisae) is explicitly
mentioned: see IRT2021 1091; Rebuffat 1995, 82, 87 (line
6), 93 (line 17). Therefore, only three-storey towers with
a ground floor, first storey and crenelated tower platform
should be assumed for the Severan foundation period.
This is not altered by the incised drawing (graffito) from
the thermae depicting an unidentified fort; however, it is
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Fig. 6.12. Gholaia/Bu Njem, north-western Libya: plan of Severan vexillation fort (castra) with civilian settlement (vicus) and
enclosure wall in 1972 (after Rebuffat 1976-77, 40-41, figs 2-3).

1“Rebuffat 1972-73a, 104-6. Cf. Di Vita-Evrard and Rebuffat 1987, 110, who expected the building to take two to three years at the most, including
the baths, which are probably the most recent major building complex. In 202 CE, Septimius Severus held the third consulate.

11/12/2024 12:39



MILITARY FORTIFICATIONS IN THE FRONTIER ZONE OF TRIPOLITANIA (LIMES TRIPOLITANUS)

®

125

Fig. 6.13. (left) Gholaia/Bu Njem,
north-western Libya: plan of Severan
vexillation fort (castra), built in 201 CE
(after Rebuffat 1989, 157, fig. 1).

Fig. 6.14. (below) Gholaia/Bu Njem,
north-western Libya: Severan fort.

1: Main gate (porta praetoria);

2: Barracks of southern praetentura and
headquarters building (principia) with
elevated pillars (photos M. Mackensen).

hardly Gholaia - as is often assumed
— since the foreground depicts gal-
loping horses or exercises of two
groups of cavalrymen together with
two rows of soldiers as spectators."”
A more probable alternative seems
to me that the fort of Secedi with its
partly mounted cohors was depicted
here. The construction of four-storey
towers around 220 CE in the Trip-
olitanian desert must be regarded as
an innovative construction in terms
of building technology (Mackensen
2013, 93-94).

Rebuffat concentrated his inves-
tigations on the central complex of
the middle strip (latera praetorii).
This proved to be a 36 x 34 m head-
quarters building with an inner
courtyard enclosed by pillars (por-
ticus) and rows of rooms behind it,
a cross-hall with pillars and simple,
trapezoidal capitals, a tribunal and a
rearward range of rooms. This con-
sists of the fort’s regimental chapel
(aedes), a sanctuary with a strong-
room serving as the garrison’s treas-
ury (aerarium) in the basement, and
two assembly rooms with benches
(scholae) for the non-commissioned
officers; also a northern double room
used as an archive (tabularium). This is the prototype of
a headquarters building for a vexillation fort of the early
third century CE in Africa Proconsularis (Figs 6.13,
6.14.2). Of particular importance is the scriptorium dis-
covered in the southern lateral row of rooms of the prin-
cipia, which is unique throughout the Roman Empire.

A plastered table with a gabled top has been preserved
between two benches (Rebuftat 1974-75, 197-99, fig. 4,
pls 59-61; cf. Walas 2022, 53-57) (Fig. 6.15). Obviously,
there are no traces of a groma hall in front of the entrance
to the principia (Mackensen 2008, 289-90). The c. 10 x
32 m large fore-hall suggested recently by Anna Walas
(2022, 53-54, fig. 4) seems to be rather hypothetical.

!7Rebuffat 1969-70b, 130, pl. 27d; 1989, 158, fig. 2; 2000, 238, fig. 5; cf. critically on this Mackensen 2008, 288, note 73.
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Fig. 6.15. Gholaia/Bu Njem, north-western Libya: Severan
fort. Scriptorium in the headquarters building (principia)
(after Rebuffat 1974-75, 206, fig. 4, pl. 59¢).

South of the principia are the 16.4 x 15 m living
quarters of the commander (praetorium) and next to it
a small sanctuary with an altar consecrated in 201 CE to
the genius Gholaiae, which served the praepositus vexil-
lationis for his religious acts. At 245 m?, the residential
building is considerably smaller than normal centurions’
quarters (375 m?) in the praetentura of the legionary for-
tress at Lambaesis (Mackensen 2008, 292-93); however,
they were designated for officers of equal rank. Behind it
is a 12.5 x 15 m, two-aisled storage building (horreum)
for grain and other foodstuffs (cf. Walas 2022, 54-56).
To the north of the headquarters building is the bath
building constructed in 202/203 CE with a complete

sequence of bathing and recreation rooms, including a
refreshing cold-water pool (Fig. 6.13). The dedicatory
inscription to the goddess Salus described to the users
of the bath in poetic form the strenuous climatic condi-
tions in the sand desert, with extreme and fiery heat and
sandstorms, as well as the care of the commander for his
soldiers and their health, the team spirit, and the com-
radeship of the troops (IRT 918; IRT2021 918; Rebuffat
1978-79, 113-24; 1985a, 227).

Bu Njem is the only fort in the command area of
Anicius Faustus whose accommodations for the soldiers
(centuriae) have been partially investigated with their reg-
ular layout in the praetentura. The structure of two bar-
racks is known, each with a quarter for the commanding
officer, measuring 45-50 m?, five or six rooms (contuber-
nia) of about 15 m? for the soldiers and a double room at
the end of the building (Figs 6.13, 6.14.2). The building
scheme exemplifies the tactical structure of the legionary
detachment, which was under the command of an experi-
enced and reliable centurion of the legio III Augusta. The
eight small sub-units, each commanded by a non-com-
missioned officer (principalis), comprised 24 men each
- based on 4 m? floor space per legionary and four men
per room. This results in 192 men and eight non-com-
missioned officers (see Mackensen 2008, 296-303, fig.
12). These figures are significantly (40%) below the esti-
mates by Rebuffat (1989, 161-63: 320 men), who assumed
standardized occupancies per room (eight men) without
taking into account the available space and therefore
equated two barrack blocks with a centuria of 80 men.

Rebuffat’s plan shows in the southern half of the rear-
ward area (retentura) four roughly equal-sized barracks,
the tops of whose walls were partially uncovered; here a
maximum of another 100 (and not 160) men could have
been accommodated, possibly also some cavalrymen
and their horses (Mackensen 2008, 295, 299-300). An
actual troop strength of about 300 men seems more real-
istic in the early third century than Rebuffat’s calculation
of 480 men. For the years 236-38 CE, in addition to the
legionary vexillatio, there is evidence for the first time of a
numerus conlatus — a unit composed of soldiers from var-
ious (unknown) auxiliary units,'® which could have been
accommodated in the retentura. In the northern half of
the retentura there would have been space for a workshop
complex (fabrica) and a small hospital (valetudinarium).

Other forts and fortlets

In the first decade of the third century CE, about 27 km
west of Bu Njem, the 12.8 x 9.2 m fortlet Gasr Zerzi with a
31.7 x 5.6 m cistern nearby was built to control an impor-
tant crossing of traffic routes at the Wadi Bei el-Kebir."
Other outposts in the Wadi Bei el-Kebir have not been

'8JRT2021 1059; Rebuffat 1978-79, 113-24; 1985a, 228; 1989, 162-63; 2000, 230-31.
YIRT2021 1226-27; Brogan and Reynolds 1964, 4344, pl. 38a-b; Rebuffat 1969-70b, 136 ff.,, 163, fig. 6; 2000, 232.
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confirmed archaeologically by characteristic structures.
A “fort vedette’ (as referred to by Rebuffat) situated on a
hilltop in Oum el-Gueloub is — contrary to what was orig-
inally assumed (Rebuffat 2000, 232: a ‘camp miniature’ for
¢. 30 soldiers) - an autochthonous fortification.

Even though the vexillation fort of Cidamus/Ghad-
ames has not yet been located at the edge of the vast oasis,
one would like to assume a similar size as at Gholaia with
a troop strength of about 300 men, knowing the central
and the eastern forts. This would mean that around 200
CE c. 1,400 legionaries, including specialists (immunes)
released from heavy service, would have been detached
from their parent unit, the legio III Augusta, at Lambaesis.

Under Septimius Severus, building activities are
recorded in western Tripolitania for the auxiliary fort
of Tillibari/Remada: in 197 CE the aedes, which had
collapsed due to age, was renewed (annorum vetustate
dilapsam a solo restitutit et perfecit); this was not just any
temple, but the regimental chapel of the headquarters
building.*! The fortlet of Si Aoun, built in 198 CE around
35 km south of Remada and measuring c. 30 x 40 m, has
to be mentioned as well.”> The fortlet is called a praesid-
ium in the building inscription (ILAfr 269). It was built
by a detachment of the cohors II Flavia Afrorum and a
numerus conlatus. At least one building inscription also
attests to repair work carried out by a legionary detach-
ment in 201 CE at the fortlet of Vezereos (CIL VIII,
11048; see also note 8 in this chapter).

The extension of the limes Tripolitanus road, and
of the traffic routes from Garian to Mizda and from
Zintan to Mizda in 216 CE, documented by numerous
milestones, should also be mentioned (Goodchild 1948,
7-24, esp. 14-23; IRT, maps 8-9). The round watchtower
(burgus) of Gheriat el-Garbia, which lies 1 km north of
the fort, is dated through an inscription to the time of
Severus Alexander (222-35 CE); it provided a view of
the caravans and of the marching route coming from the
north through the upper Wadi Zemzem into the Wadi
Tula (IRT 895; IRT2021 895; Mattingly 1985, 67-70;
Schmid et al. 2019).

Reorganization of the limes Tripolitanus after
the disbandment of the legio III Augusta

It is probable that the Tripolitanian legionary vexil-
lations were not involved in the battle of the legion-
ary legate Capelianus against the emperor Gordian

II in January 238 CE in the hinterland of Carthage.
The soldiers of the legionary vexillation stationed at
Gholaia could therefore be reduced in rank only; the
unit could have been demoted and renamed vexillatio
Golensis (IRT2021 1053; Rebuffat 1985b, 137 ff.; Mat-
tingly 1995, 83). The legionary vexillation stationed at
Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia was probably integrated
into the cohors I Syrorum sagittariorum, which was
now increased to a cohors milliaria of about 800 men,
but it remained at its location.”

Whether the former legionary vexillations in Tri-
politania now remained permanently on site with a
changed status is not certain. For the legio III Augusta,
loyal to emperor Maximinus I Thrax (235-38 CE), was
dishonourably disbanded, the legate and other high
officers probably executed in June/July 238 CE and the
name of the legion erased from official inscriptions. At
least some of the legionary detachments involved in the
fighting were transferred to the provinces on the upper
and middle Danube. In 253 CE, the emperor Valerian I
(253-60 CE) reconstituted the remaining parts of the
legion to the strength of a vexillatio milliaria and trans-
ferred them from Raetia to Gemellae in Numidia (CIL
VIII, 2482, 17976; cf. Mackensen 2008, 286).

A heavily fragmented inscription from Gheriat
el-Garbia mentions a local war (bellum) for the year
239 CE and the associated destruction of infrastructural
installations.” The denomination of the structures that
collapsed due to age, perhaps parts of the fort’s defences,
has not survived on the inscription, nor has the complete
name of the military unit; it is uncertain whether the
latter, perhaps the cohors I Syrorum sagittariorum Gor-
diana (Mattingly 1985, 70-72; Le Bohec 1987, 82-83),
repaired a road from [---]atsa to Lepcis Magna.”

The two burgus-like fortlets Qasr Duib (Fig.
6.16.1-3) and Qasr Wames (Fig. 6.16.4), which lie on
the Roman road from Zintan through the upper Wadi
Sofeggin to Mizda, are military fortifications. Qasr Duib
is referred to as novum centenarium [Philippianum] [S]as
in the building inscription of the year 246/247 CE.*
Both fortlets were built to protect the road and water
points because of barbarian incursions (incursiones bar-
barorum). In addition, the inscription offers for the first
time the hierarchy of the organizational structure of the
limes Tripolitanus, which probably already existed in
this form since 238/239 CE. The garrisons of the Tripol-
itanian frontier continued administratively to be under

»Mackensen 2009, 79, note 19 (with references); 2012, 42, fig. 2; 2021a, 43, with note 80, figs 23.1-2.

2L Cf. Trousset 1974, 118; Euzennat and Trousset 1978, 134-35, 139; Le Bohec 1989a, 441; Mattingly 1995, 80.

2Trousset 1974, 118-20, no. 130; Mattingly 1995, 102; cf. Le Bohec 1989a, 393.

BIRT 896; IRT2021 896; Mattingly 1985, 70-72; 1995, 83, 87, table 4.2; Le Bohec 1989b, 88-90.

#IRT 896; IRT2021 896; Mattingly 1985, 70-72; Le Bohec 1989b, 89; Rebuffat 2000, 235.

»Cf. hypothetically Mackensen 2010b, 446-47. The [---]atsa in the inscription IRT 896 could also belong to the hitherto unknown name of Mizda,
for from there a road led via Thenadassa/Ain Wif to Lepcis Magna. South of Mizda, on the other hand, neither milestones nor a paved road are known.

*IRT 880; IRT2021 880; Di Vita-Evrard 1991, 427-44; recently cf. Mackensen 2009, 82-88, figs 3-6; Guédon 2018, 155-56, with note 159 (with

references).
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Fig. 6.16. 1-3: Burgus-like fortlet
(centenarium) Sas(---)/Qasr Duib,
north-western Libya, built in 246-47
CE. 1: South-east wall and rear wall
of the lookout tower (photo M.
Mackensen); 2-3: Plan of ground floor
and first floor (after Goodchild and
Ward-Perkins 1949, 89, fig. 17);

4: Burgus-like fortlet (centenarium)
Qasr Wames, north-western Libya,
with east wall and lookout tower
above the buried entrance (photo

M. Mackensen).

area protrudes over the parapet
and is a characteristic feature of
military centenaria that the civil
centenaria/qsur of indigenous Tri-
politanian proprietors do not have
(Mackensen 2009, 91-93, 100-1, figs
10-12). Among the rooms on the

the supreme command of the governor (legatus Augusti/
Augustorum pro praetore) of the province of Numidia,
which had been established in the early third century
CE, while an equestrian procurator was responsible as
praepositus limitis (regionis) Tripolitanae for the entire
frontier region. The limes regionis Tripolitanae was sub-
divided into individual frontier sectors; the limes Ten-
theitanus is mentioned, which probably extended from
Tentheos at least to Mizda, and for which an equestrian
tribune, the commander of the auxiliary cohort sta-
tioned in Tentheos, was responsible.”

The 15.5 x 15.5 m (240 m?) fortlet of Qasr Duib con-
sists of two storeys (Fig. 6.16.2-3) with rooms arranged
around a small courtyard and a flat roof with a crenelated
parapet wall. The lookout tower built above the entrance

ground floor, accommodation for
cavalrymen and stabling for three
or four horses can be identified on
the left side; behind the courtyard
are an office and accommodation
for the praepositus, a non-com-
missioned officer (principalis). On
the first floor are the rooms for
the soldiers. The strength of the
small garrison was 30-40 men,
including three or four cavalrymen
(Mackensen 2009, 87-88, fig. 4).
Qasr Wames measures 13 x 12.9 m
(168 m?) and has only the ground
floor with rooms arranged around
a small courtyard, a flat roof with
crenelated parapet wall, and the characteristic lookout
tower (with still preserved climbing holds and footrests
on the inner walls) (Fig. 6.16.4). The strength of the small
garrison is estimated at six to 12 men (Mackensen 2009,
88-98, figs 8-16).

Further construction measures are attested in the
regimental chapel (aedes) of the fort of Gholaia for
248 CE.”® The inscription shows the same organizational
structure of the limes Tripolitanus as that of Qasr Duib,
but for the lowest level of command a decurio of the ala
Flavia is named as commander (praefectus) of the vexil-
latio Golensis and of a second unit, probably a numerus
conlatus.”® A limes Golensis was also suspected (Rebuffat
1985b, 138), but this is not known to have existed in the
middle of the third century.

2Dj Vita-Evrard 1985, 149-56; Rebuffat 1978-79, 113-24; 1985b, 127-39; Mattingly 1991; 1995, 86-87.
#Rebuffat et al. 1966-67, 87-88, 90, pls 29c, 38a; 1987, 125-30; Guédon 2018, 156, with note 165.

#Rebuffat 1985b, 136-38; 2000, 230-31; Mattingly 1995, 86-87.
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Among the several ostraca from Bu Njem, dated
between 253 and 259 CE, seven different decurions
(without naming their unit) are attested.”® The ostraca
served as semi-official documents for internal use of
the garrison; they provide information about numer-
ous activities and inform the officium of the praepositus
about individual sub-units, their actual strength, the
commanding non-commissioned officers (principales),
those on sick leave (aegri), and the special tasks of
the soldiers. Also of interest are the bills of lading for
the delivery of wheat for the garrison. The command
of the unit stationed at Gholaia, the vexillatio Golen-
sis, was still in the hands of a decurio detached from
his auxiliary unit after 253 CE. The ostraca show that
some cavalrymen of the cohors VIII Fida (equitata)*'
were also seconded to Gholaia from the fort of Secedi,
where their partially mounted auxiliary unit was sta-
tioned (Marichal 1992, 66, 200-3, nos 94-95; cf. nos
67-68). These cavalrymen served in part as dispatch
riders (dispositi) to maintain communication between
the various forts. The distance to the yet unlocated fort
of Secedi was about two to three days’ ride (Marichal
1992, 106-7, 202-3, no. 95). It is possible that Secedi
was situated about 60 to 90 km north-east of Bu Njem
at the lower reaches of the Wadi Bei el-Kebir, halfway
to Macomades/Surt. Furthermore, it is conceivable that
the decurions seconded to Gholaia as praepositi in the
50s of the third century also came from Secedi.

In addition to an unknown ala Martia (Marichal
1992, 66, 238, no. 143), an unnamed unit is mentioned
on several ostraca with fluctuating strength between
42 and 96 men (Marichal 1992, 70-75, who speaks of
a ‘détachement), not a ‘unité’). This cannot be identified
as a sub-unit of the vexillatio Golensis. It is headed by
a librarius (accountant) as commanding non-commis-
sioned officer (sesquiplicarius), who is assisted by an
optio as adiutor (scribe) as deputy; in addition, up to
nine cavalrymen (equites) are listed (Marichal 1992, 68,
74,76-77,130-32, nos 12-13). The smaller military out-
posts Arnum, Boinag, Esuba, Hyeruzerian, and Galin[..]i
listed in the ostraca, which belonged to the wide but
geographically undefined command area of Gholaia (cf.
Rebuffat 1985a, 234; 2000, 236), cannot be located in the
field (Marichal 1992, 106; Rebuffat 2000, 232).

Despite the large number of written documents
for the 50s of the third century CE, it is not possible to
calculate the number of men of the vexillatio Golensis

accommodated in the praetentura of the fort. It is likely
to have been considerably lower than the approximately
200 men of the Severan period. For the unit mentioned
above, which fluctuated greatly in numbers, with caval-
rymen* and specialists — from various craftsmen to ter-
rain experts (proculcatores) — barracks and stables were
available in the retentura.

Abandonment of the advanced forts and
military outposts and withdrawal of the units

The fort of Gholaia was evacuated by its troops in an
orderly manner between 259 CE (the date of the latest
ostraca)® and 263 CE.** This is indicated, for example,
by the absence of statuary furnishings and their ped-
estals in the headquarters building - apart from the
damaged, helmeted bust of a goddess from the strong-
room underneath the regimental chapel (aedes) and a
herm from the principia (Rebuffat 1969-70a, 48-49, pls
13-14; 1990, 125, pls 5-7). The decision must have come
as a surprise, for the garrison had still participated in the
census of 257/258 CE (Marichal 1992, 108, 152-53, no.
37). A military threat from outside is not recognizable.
The date before 263 CE relates to the building inscription
of the auxiliary fort of Talalati/Ras el-Ain in the south-
ern Tunisian Dahar (Figs 6.1, 6.17.1), in which the
emperor Gallienus castra coh(ortis) | VIII Fidae oppor-
tuno loco a solo instituit | operantibus fortissimis militi-
bus suis ex limi/te Tripolitano. Accordingly, the fort of
the cohors VIII Fida in south-eastern Tripolitania must
have been disbanded and the unit moved from Secedi
some 600 km to the western section of the limes Trip-
olitanus road. For the first time, the Talalati fort has an
almost square ground plan (internally c. 88 x 90 m) with
rounded corners and gates with semi-circular projecting
towers; the internal buildings are largely unknown (Fig.
6.17.2).%¢ The inside area of c. 0.79 ha makes it clear that
the cohors VIII Fida (equitata) with a target strength of
480 soldiers (six centuriae) and 128 cavalrymen (four
turmae) was already reduced to less than half at the time
of its transfer from Secedi to Talalati and probably only
had an actual strength of 250-300 men.”

Precisely because of the close connections with
Secedi, a simultaneous withdrawal of the troops from
Gholaia - and thus also an abandonment of outposts
such as Waddan and Zella in the south-east, but also
of those such as Qasr Zerzi in the Wadi Bei el-Kebir

¥Marichal 1992, 67, 182-245, nos 75-79, 81-87, 92, 103, 107, 148; Rebuffat 2000, 230-31, 245-46.

*'Cf. Le Bohec 1989b, 76, 79; Marichal 1992, 66; Mattingly 1995, 87-88.

32Cf. Marichal 1992, 200, no. 94, mentioning a [---]atianu eq(ues) - n(umeri).

¥ Marichal 1992, 65, 182-93, nos 76-85, esp. no. 81 (July 259 CE).

*Rebuffat 1989, 156-57; 2000, 235; Marichal 1992, 65-66; Mattingly 1995, 87-88, table 4.3.

3 CIL VIII, 22765; Marichal 1992, 66; Guédon 2018, 157, with note 168.

*Boizot 1913, 261, fig. 1; Trousset 1974, 98-102, 132, fig. 14.4, no. 109; Mattingly 1995, 98, fig. 5.7 (external measurements 93 x 93 m = 0.86 ha).
¥To be compared are Gholaia (internal area 1.15 ha/c. 300 soldiers) and Tillibari (internal area 1.90 ha/c. 600 soldiers); cf. Mattingly 1995, 90 ff.,

table 5.1.
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Fig. 6.17. 1-2: Talalati/Ras el-Ain,
southern Tunisia. 1: Auxiliary fort seen
from the east (photo M. Mackensen);
2: Plan of auxiliary fort (castra), built
s in 263 CE (after Mattingly 1995, 98,

0 10 20 30 40 sam/l

(Fig. 6.1) - around 260 CE, and before 263 CE, seems
obvious. However, it cannot definitely be ruled out that
reduced garrisons continued to exist at Gholaia and
at some control posts until the middle of the 70s of
the third century CE. This is probably indicated by an
antoninianus for the deified Claudius II from the prae-
torium of Bu Njem, minted under the emperor Aure-
lian, 270-75 CE (Mackensen 2021b, 116, note 17). It is
unknown where the vexillatio Golensis was transferred
to, or whether it was integrated into another (auxiliary)
unit along the limes Tripolitanus road or in the wider
area of command of the governor of Numidia.

However, it can be shown by evidence from Myd(---)/
Gheriat el-Garbia that the abandonment of the forts,
which had been advanced far to the south, did not take
place at the same time (as already suggested by Mattingly
1995, 83). On the basis of coins such as antoniniani of

=) i | fig. 5.7). 3-5: Tibubuci/Ksar Tarcine,
' southern Tunisia. 3: Tetrarchic burgus-
like fortlet (centenarium) (photo
{ M. Mackensen); 4: Plan of fortlet with
1L O U= ) surrounding wall, built in 303-5 CE

(Gauckler 1902, 327); 5: South wall of
fortlet with glacis-like reinforcement
(photo M. Mackensen).

Claudius II Gothicus (268-70 CE),
Tetricus I (270-73 CE), and Aure-
lian (270-75 CE) for the deified
Claudius II, it can be assumed from
the regular coinage of Claudius II
Gothicus and Tetricus I that there
was still a supply of coins and thus
a presence of troops around 270-75
CE. The withdrawal of the garrison,
whose strength had already been
considerably reduced, most proba-
bly took place in 275-80 CE (Mack-
ensen 2021a, 236-38). Whereto the
unit was relocated and whether it
was integrated into the units sta-
tioned at Mizda or Tentheos/Edref
near Zintan cannot be said. This also
applies to the situation at Cidamus/
Ghadames, whose garrison was
probably also withdrawn between
260 and 275-80 CE at the latest. It
should be noted that the location of
the hypothesized forts at these sites
is a pending task for future archaeo-
logical research.

One should observe that the forts of Myd(---) and
Gholaia with their associated military outposts and fort-
lets, as well as Cidamus and the auxiliary fort of Secedi,
which has not been located yet in south-eastern Tripol-
itania, were cleared according to plan between 260 and
275-80 CE. The military units were relocated to rear-
ward, mostly unknown positions, with the exception of
Talalati/Ras el-Ain. The south-east of Tripolitania with
the middle and lower Wadi Bei el-Kebir and the lower
Wadi Zemzem was obviously hardly under military con-
trol anymore. The central route via Myd(---)/Gheriat
el-Garbia, on the other hand, was still monitored by the
military there until 275-80 CE. The situation in western
Tripolitania, on the other hand, was quite different. With
the new construction work for the auxiliary fort of Tala-
lati/Ras el-Ain in 263 CE - and possibly the two fortlets
of Henchir Mgarine and Henchir Medeina (cf. Trousset
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1974, 132, fig. 14.5-6; Mattingly 1995, 99, fig. 5.8), which
have square ground plans in contrast to the older forts
and fortlets — there was obviously a reinforced protec-
tion of the main traffic routes in the Dahar.

The reasons for the orderly abandonment of the
forts mentioned are unknown. However, it can be
assumed that this was a decision made by the emperor
Gallienus or his Numidian governor, in which both a
lack of troops and the heavy losses at other imperial
frontiers played a decisive role.*® On a regional level,
this meant that the enormous costs of supplying the
garrisons could be dispensed with. The steady reduc-
tion in the actual strength of the vexillations and the
auxiliary units such as the cohors VIII Fida (equitata)
after 238 CE must also be considered; apparently its
original strength of a cohors quingenaria had been
more than halved by the time Secedi was abandoned.
It is possible that there was a problem in recruiting
new soldiers in Tripolitania in the 40s and 50s of the
third century, too. It is not possible to prove whereto
the withdrawn units - perhaps in the strength of only
two to three quingenarian auxiliary cohorts in total,
including two or three cavalry squadrons (turmae) -
were relocated. Talalati is certain, Mizda and Tentheos
might be candidates to strengthen their existing gar-
risons. Maybe they were sent to various sectors of the
African frontier and the internal border between the
provinces of Numidia and Mauretania as well.

The frontier of Tripolitania in late Roman times

The Tripolitanian frontier zone was considered as
being unthreatened or a military backwater around the
middle of the third century (Marichal 1979, 451; 1992,
61), but also in the following decades (Mattingly 1995,
192). However, in the spring of 298 CE, the emperor
Maximian conducted a campaign against the alliance
of the Laguatan/Ilasguas, although it is not clear in
which part of Tripolitania the military conflict took
place (Mattingly 1983, 97; Rebuffat 1992, 373-74). In
the course of the Tetrarchic reorganization of the civil
administration of the Empire and the military, the
African provinces were reduced in size and in 303 CE
the regio Tripolitana, which had hitherto belonged to
Africa Proconsularis, was established as an independ-
ent provincia Tripolitana on its own (Mattingly 1995,
171-72). The governor (praeses) was also the military
commander of the frontier troops (limitanei) until the
appointment of his own dux, probably not until the
end of the fourth century CE. In addition, there were

numerous units of the mobile field army (comitatenses),
mainly legiones palatinae (three) and comitatenses
(eight), but also numerous mounted units (19), under
the command of a comes Africae appointed around 330
CE (Not. Dign. Occ., 7.140-52, 180-98; 25.21-36); the
16 border sectors of the provinces Byzacena, Numidia
and Sitifensis adjoining Tripolitana to the west were
also under his command.”

The division of the limes Tripolitanus into individ-
ual frontier sectors, which was already documented in
the Qasr Duib inscription of 246/247 CE, is recorded
in its entirety in the Not. Dign. Occ. (31.18-28, 31; see
Mattingly 1995, 187-93, table 10.1-3, fig. 10.1). The
Tripolitanian schedule was probably last updated in
the early 20s of the fifth century (423 CE?). The iden-
tification of the individual frontier sectors, which were
usually named after the most important larger fort,
and the locations of the respective sector command-
ers (praepositi limitis) are still difficult or in many cases
impossible to determine. In addition to the 12 limes
sectors, there are two forts, the castra Leptitana/Lepcis
Magna with the milites fortenses and the castra Maden-
sia with the milites munifices (Not. Dign. Occ., 31.29-
30). Otherwise, there is a lack of information on the (at
least partially mounted) units. Furthermore, it is not
clear according to which criteria the individual fron-
tier sectors were listed. In any case, the list is not based
on a geographical sequence. However, the first four
frontier sectors (Not. Dign. Occ., 31.18-21) are those
in which the toponymic adjective refers to auxiliary
forts that already existed in the second half of the third
century: Talalati, Tentheos, Vezereos, and Tillibari. Of
the remaining sectors, only two can be located now:
the limes Madensis with the castra Madensia between
Gheriat el-Garbia and Mizda (see below), and the limes
Maccomadensis (Not. Dign. Occ., 31.22-23) in the
region around Macomades/Surt.** After the repeated
incursions of the Austuriani into the Jabal region and
as far as Lepcis Magna and Oea in 363-66 CE (Mat-
tingly 1983, 97-98; 1995, 176-78), the units of milites
fortenses and milites munifices were interpreted by Mat-
tingly as a counteraction of the years c. 375-78 CE. The
first unit served for the immediate protection of the
capital; on the other hand, the second unit was garri-
soned at a still unknown location, perhaps adjacent to
Sebkha Tauorgha on the Greater Syrtis.** With regard
to the size of the garrisons stationed at a frontier sector
(including the location of the praepositus limitis), Mat-
tingly hypothesized c. 100-200 soldiers. In Tetrarchic
times he estimated the total number of frontier troops

#Cf. Marichal 1979, 451-52; 1992, 114; Mattingly 1995, 83; Rebuffat 2000, 235-36; Mackensen 2008, 286, with note 65; 2021b, 120-21.
¥See the detailed summary on the late Roman army in North Africa in Eger 2012, 171-76.

“In addition, the two frontier sectors of Talalati and Tillibari were also listed with the comes Africae (Not. Dign. Occ., 31.33); the limes Thamallensis
and the limes Montensis probably belonged to the province of Byzacena; see Mattingly 1995, 188.

! Mattingly 1995, 189, table 10.2; however, there is no evidence of the castra Madensia in this region.
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at ¢. 1,500-2,000 men, which could have been reduced
to c. 1,000 men (excluding the units of the castra Lep-
titana and castra Madensia) in the early fifth century
(Mattingly 1995, 192-93).

New late Roman fort buildings

Due to the rarity of surviving building inscriptions for
newly erected forts, a better understanding of the organ-
ization of the late Roman frontier sectors can only be
achieved through a detailed analysis of the forts (size,
ground plan, architectural innovations and construction
of the fortifications, internal buildings). The topograph-
ical conditions and the location on the supra-regional
traffic routes have to be considered as well. Military

building activities can be observed increasingly in west-
ern Tripolitania due to the known monuments. Of note
is the 15 x 15 m burgus-like, probably three-storey
fortlet at Ksar Tarcine (Fig. 6.17.3-5), the centenarium
Tibubuci, built in 303-5 CE next to the Wadi Hallouf,
on the route between the fortlet Vezereos and the fort
Talalati. Due to the presence of feeding troughs for 22
horses (Fig. 6.17.4), we may deduce that a small unit of
30-40 men, mostly cavalrymen (equites), took over the
control and protection of the road between the two forts
(Gauckler 1902; see recently Mackensen 2021b, 121,
figs 7.1-2).

Most of the newly built small forts belong to a new
type of fortification, which has a square ground plan
with outwardly projecting square to rectangular corner
and intermediate towers and only
one gate protected by two projecting
towers. The limited ground area of
0.1-0.35 ha suggests small, probably
partially mounted units of 30-60 or
at most 80 men. Due to the lack of
building inscriptions and the unpro-
cessed range of forms of African red
slip ware, most of these small forts,
built in ashlar masonry or roughly
trimmed and coursed blocks of var-
ious sizes, cannot be chronologically
classified more precisely. Neverthe-
less, it is probable that they were
built during the second third of
the fourth century CE (Rushworth
2015, 131). Most of these small forts,
such as Benia Guedah Ceder near
the clausura between Jabal Tebaga
and Jabal Melab (Fig. 6.18.1), Benia
bel-Recheb (Fig. 6.18.2-4), Henchir
el-Hadjar, Henchir Temassine, and
Henchir Rjijila are found in south-
ern Tunisia,*” whereas only one,
Qasr Bularkan (Mselletin) on the
Wadi Merdum (Fig. 6.19.1-3), is
known from eastern Tripolitania.
This last has a ground area of only

Fig. 6.18. 1: Benia Guedeah Ceder,
southern Tunisia: late Roman fortlet
with central building (photo M.
Mackensen). 2—4: Benia bel-Recheb,
southern Tunisia. 2: Plan of late Roman
fortlet, built in the first half/mid-fourth
century CE (after Trousset 1974, 134,
fig. 15.2); 3: West wall with north-west
corner tower (photo M. Mackensen);

4: Overview of fortlet (photo

M. Mackensen).

“Trousset 1974, 133-35, figs 15.1-4; Mattingly 1995, 193-94, fig. 10.2; Rushworth 2015, 128-29.
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Fig. 6.19. 1-3: Qasr Bularkan
(Mselletin), north-western Libya.

1: Aerial photograph of fortlet, 1949
(Goodchild 1950, 33, fig. 4); 2: South
and east wall (photo M. Mackensen);
3: Plan of fortlet, built in the first half/
mid-fourth century CE (Goodchild
1950, 33, pl. 3.1); 4: Sdada East, Nf83,
north-western Libya: plan of late
Roman fortlet (after Mattingly 1996,
267, fig. 33.14); 5: Sdada East, Nf84a,
north-western Libya: plan of late
Roman fortlet (after Mattingly 1996,
259, fig. 33.15).

485 m?, but the almost symmetrical
ground plans of the rooms attached
to the inner walls have been pre-
served; curiously, the ground floors
of the towers are not accessible (see
Mackensen 2021b, 126-28, figs
10.1-4 against a civilian use). The
0.36 ha large fort at Tabria, north-
west of Vezereos, stands out because
of its mudbrick construction and the
semi-circular gate towers as well as
the three-quarter round corner tow-
ers, which - as observed on site -
are already accessible on the ground
floor; here, too, construction in the
second third of the fourth century
CE is probable (Mackensen 2021b,
123-24, fig. 8). At Vezereos, a large
gate tower (Fig. 6.6.3), built from
spolia probably in the course of the
last third of the fourth century, was
observed; the Late Antique use of the
fort is confirmed by the presence of
African red slip ware which extends
to c. 430-40 CE (Mackensen 2015,
263-69, figs 6-10; 2021b, 124-25,
figs 9.1-3; 2022, 187-88, figs 2.4-12). However, it was
not considered necessary to reinforce the defence walls
with projecting square or three-quarter round corner
towers here or at the larger mid-imperial castra such as
Talalati/Ras el-Ain (0.86 ha) (Fig. 6.17.2) and Tillibari/
Remada (1.95 ha) (Rushworth 2015, 126). At least at
Talalati, two inscriptions attest to repair work in 355-60
CE, and the use of the fort has recently been proven by
African red slip ware even up to the middle of the fifth
century.* Due to the lack of excavations, however, it is
not possible to judge whether only parts of the internal
area of these two forts were used militarily in the fourth

century by units of the frontier troops (limitanei), which
were reduced in terms of their original strength, such as
the cohors VIII Fida and the cohors IT Afrorum.

The propugnacula mentioned in another inscription
of 355-60 CE from Talalati/Ras el-Ain are seen in the
context of construction of three linear barriers (clau-
surae) in the Jabal Demmer mountains to the west.*
At least for the command area of the praepositus limitis
Talalatensis with its administrative and military centre at
Talalati, the approximate extension can be assessed (see
Rushworth 2015, 131-32, fig. 10.4) (Fig. 6.1). This com-
mander was probably responsible not only for the three

B CIL VIII, 22766-67; ILAfr 2611; Trousset 1974, 101-2; Mackensen 2021b, 125; 2022, 188-93, fig. 3.
“CIL VIII, 22768; Trousset 1974, 102, 139-41, fig. 18; Mattingly 1995, 110-12, fig. 5.19.
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western clausurae, but also for the section up to the fort-
let of Benia bel-Recheb, c. 28 km to the north, and to the
south a little more than halfway to Remada - perhaps
as far as the Wadi Darcen with the fortlet of Henchir
Medeina. The centenarium Tibubuci/Ksar Tarcine, on
the other hand, already belonged to the command area
of the praepositus limitis Bizerentanae. However, the
length of individual sectors of the limes, the position of
the eponymous fort in relation to the complete sector to
be controlled - at the beginning, in the middle or at the
end of the particular limes sector — and the subordinate
new fortlets can rarely be determined with any degree of
confidence. At least on the western part of the limes Tri-
politanus, the mid-imperial forts were important as the
bases of praepositi limitis, whereas the late fortlets were
built as additions to the police surveillance of the routes
(Rushworth 2015, 131-32, fig. 10.4).

The surprisingly small number of late Roman forts
and outposts in eastern Tripolitania - especially in
comparison to the unidentified sectors of the frontier —
has been pointed out several times. Only the fortlet of
Qasr Bularkan (Fig. 6.19.1-3) can be identified as a reg-
ular military fortification of the fourth century CE. In
addition, there are the two fortifications of Sdada Fast
on the Wadi N'f'd (Nf83-84a: Mattingly 1995, 194, fig.
10.2) with their irregular ground plans, each adapted
to the topography of a promontory, which deviate from
the known ground plans of late Roman fortlets in Tri-
politania. The landward curtain wall of the trapezoi-
dal, c. 66 x 55 m large fortification Nf83 (0.27 ha) (Fig.
6.19.4) is reinforced with several square towers pro-
jecting outwards, two of which flank the gate. A row of
rooms is attached to the inner wall of the east side, and
buildings of different sizes are attached to the west and
south wall; in the centre is an elongated building with
five rooms, which, like the one on the east wall, is to
be regarded as accommodation for soldiers. The 22.8
x 19 m triangular enclosure Nf84a (c. 220 m?) (Fig.
6.19.5) has square towers projecting outwards on the
long sides and a round tower at the northern tip. The
wall on the landward side is preceded by a wide ditch.
The two fortifications of Sdada East, like Qasr Bular-
kan, are to be regarded as military fortifications for
smaller garrisons, not least because of the outwardly
projecting corner and intermediate towers and the reg-
ular internal buildings. Indications of the period of use
are only available for Nf83, based on African red slip
ware of the mid-fourth century (see at length Mack-
ensen 2021b, 126-30, figs 10-11). However, it should
also be noted that the centenarium Qasr Wames was
probably used in the late fourth and early fifth centu-
ries based on some fragments of Tripolitanian fineware
(Mackensen 2009, 99-100, figs 18.1-4).

The Late Antique restoration of the fort
at Gheriat el-Garbia (castra Madensia,
Not. Dign. Occ., 31.30)

The forts Gholaia/Bu Njem, Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia,
and Cidamus/Ghadames, placed far to the south, had
been abandoned between c. 260 and 275-80 CE. Con-
sequently, the regular control of the important east-west
traffic routes along Wadi Bei el-Kebir and Wadi Zemzem
was brought to an end. Military sites such as Tillibari/
Remada and perhaps Mizda (Mackensen 2021b, 130;
Schimmer 2012, 33-39) (or Tentheos/Edref near Zin-
tan?) seem to have taken over the corresponding tasks
in the last quarter of the third century and during the
fourth century. In contrast, the situation east of the Miz-
da-Garian line can hardly be assessed, since there was
apparently no larger mid-imperial (auxiliary) fort on
any of the important traffic routes to which these tasks
could have been assigned after the withdrawal of the
garrisons from Gholaia and Secedi. In written sources,
repeated incursions of the Austuriani/Laguatan into
Roman provincial territory are mentioned several times
after 360 CE, spreading fear and terror, culminating
in the siege of Lepcis Magna in 365 CE. The counter-
measures mentioned in several inscriptions for the late
fourth/early fifth century are difficult to verify archaeo-
logically (Mattingly 1995, 176-78). The new, permanent
garrisoning of a frontier unit south of Wadi Sofeggin in
one of the abandoned Severan oasis forts was not con-
sidered likely based on the then available archaeologi-
cal evidence (Mattingly 1995, 187-93, fig. 10.1). Thus,
although recent (probably pre-modern) structural
alterations could be observed at two gates in the fort of
Gholaia, Late Antique installations and layers of utiliza-
tion (including garbage pits) in the central buildings are
missing, apart from isolated fragments of late Roman
pottery, which is insufficient as evidence for a military
reoccupation of the fort (Mackensen 2021b, 130). This
possibility was not even considered for Gheriat el-Gar-
bia until the excavations in 2009-10.

From our investigations at Gheriat el-Garbia there
is an extensive range of Late Antique forms of fine
ceramics and amphorae of different provenances from
the pottery survey in and around the fort, from sealed
garbage layers, and from disturbed pottery deposits as
well (see Mackensen 2024). Above all, a series of coins
from the survey and the excavations reliably document
the Late Antique reoccupation of the fort, which began
after a hiatus of about 80-100 years around 360-80 CE
or somewhat later.*® As with other mid-imperial forts
in Tripolitania, the rounded corners of the curtain wall
were not reinforced by outwardly projecting towers (Fig.
6.20). Vertical cracks in the wall of the northern corner

*Mackensen et al. 2021, 177-82, 184-85, pls 20.1044-48, 21.1054-67, 23.1199-202; Mackensen 2021a, 215-22, 238-40, 254-55, pls 24.4-11; 2022,

184-87, figs 2.1-3; 2024.
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tower cannot be related to a fourth-century earthquake.  retaining wall should have been built around 380-400
Reinforcement walls at two gate towers could also have  CE, i.e. at the beginning of the renewed military occu-
been necessary due to earthquake damage or simply pation of the fort. Additionally, the central carriageway
because of age-related dilapidation. For example, a of the main gate (porta praetoria), but not the lateral
massive wall reinforcement, obvi-
ously from Late Antiquity, was built
around a corner at the west tower
of the right lateral gate (porta prin-
cipalis dextra). Even more impres-
sive is the two-phase restoration
of the north tower of the rear gate
(porta decumana). A first 0.7m
wide retaining wall was reinforced _ i
by a second buttress wall, 1.3 m i = H_!_
wide and still 2.2 m high, whose 70° ¥ i
steep, glacis-like outer shell consists i
of small- and middle-sized spolia s
blocks (Fig. 6.21.1). For the sec-
ond phase the radiocarbon analysis [
gives a calibrated age (20) of Cal BP o 5
420-97 CE. The terminus post quem S " .
for the construction of the second

o 0 20m /

B = cerain roads reconstructad

retaining wall is 420 CE; the first | =22

o d % Fig. 6.20. (above) Castra Madensia/

' ©  Gheriat el-Garbia, north-western
Libya: plan of the Severan fort, reused
in 380-400 CE and in the first half
of the fifth century CE, showing Late
Antique restorations of the main gate
(porta praetoria), the right lateral gate
(porta principalis dextra), and the rear
gate (porta decumana). 1-10: Interval
towers; 11: Well; 12: Entrance to
underground tunnel; 13: Double cistern;
A: Late Antique headquarters building;
B: Late Antique building (Mackensen
2021b, 131, fig. 12).

Fig. 6.21. (left) Castra Madensia/
Gheriat el-Garbia, north-western
Libya. 1: North tower of rear gate
(porta decumana), with Late Antique
glacis-like reinforcement (phase 2); in
the foreground Late Antique wall with
reused fragment of Severan inscription
(phase 3); 2: Rear range of the Severan
headquarters building (principia) and
Late Antique restoration with rooms
R1 (aedes), R2 (officium), cross-hall and
column base of courtyard (peristyle)
(photos M. Mackensen).
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passages, was blocked probably at the beginning of the
Late Antique reoccupation of the fort (see Mackensen
2021b, 131-33, figs 12-15; 2021a, 245-48, table 9, on the
radiocarbon data; 2024, 141-50, figs 86-91).

In the praetentura of the fort, only a 6.5 x 6.5 m res-
idential building with a storage pit, but without internal
partitioning, was investigated, which can be dated to the
first half of the fifth century (Mackensen 2016, 98-99,
fig. 16; 2021b, 137, fig. 17.1). In the centre of the fort,
sections of the headquarters building (principia) were
excavated, including the regimental chapel (aedes) and
an office (officium). In the course of the Late Antique
alterations, the rear row of rooms of the headquarters
building was reduced to the three central rooms (R1,
R2, and R4) and two massive, lateral longitudinal walls
were added. In front of the three rooms a cross-hall
measuring 4.5 x 11 m with two pillars and two lateral
passages gave access to a colonnaded courtyard (Fig.
6.21.2). Unfortunately, the front with the entrance was
not investigated in 2010. However, the symmetrical
complex can be reconstructed as a tripartite building
measuring c. 14 x 20 m with a colonnaded courtyard, a
cross-hall and three rooms at the rear (Fig. 6.22.2). For
the dating, two radiocarbon dates are available from the
raised mortar floor of the central room R1 and from the
mortar of a column base in the courtyard. The 20-values
give a calibrated age of Cal BP 391-551 CE and 424-603
CE, or termini post quos of 391 and 424 CE. Major con-
struction and repair work on this central building can
hardly be dated before 424 CE, unless the portico was
repaired or added later. Its ground plan suggests that this
was a headquarters building adapted to the Late Antique

requirements and appropriately reduced in size. On the
one hand, attention was paid to functional and spatial
continuity with the Severan principia, on the other hand,
the essential rooms had to be available. This concerns
the regimental chapel (aedes) for the standards and two
rooms for administration (officium) and archives (tab-
ularium), the roofed cross-hall (basilica), which served
as assembly hall for meetings of officers and soldiers,
as well as the courtyard (peristylium), which, due to the
lack of a central visual axis, allowed indirect access to
the cross-hall via the lateral passages (Mackensen 2021b,
133-37, figs 16-17.1; 2024, 250-62, figs 156-62).

In addition to the repair of the fortifications and the
reduced but exceptional headquarters building, as well
as the supply of large quantities of African and Tripolita-
nian red slip ware and cooking wares and amphorae for
oil, wine and garum of various origins, there is also writ-
ten evidence of the presence of Late Antique military
personnel. In this context, eight ostraca fluently written
in Latin italic characters, the official scriptio continua,
in a hitherto unknown ‘southern Punic” regiolect that
is difficult to translate, but also partly in Latin, must be
mentioned. The regional late Punic language was iden-
tified through a detailed linguistic analysis by Sabine
Ziegler (see Ziegler and Mackensen 2014, esp. 318-35;
see also Schimmer, Chapter 7). Of particular impor-
tance is a fragmentary official Late Antique building and
repair inscription (Fig. 6.22.1), which mentions heavy
rains (ab impetu aquarum) that caused regional flooding
and marshes (paludes). Affected were numerous places
(multa loca), probably mainly cisterns and wells, along a
107 mile (158 km) stretch to the limes Tentheitanus men-
tioned in the inscription (IRT2021

1122; Haensch and Mackensen

== Severan walls
' | Late Roman walls and column base

—— Severan walls {reconstructed)
Late Roman walls and

column bases (reconstructed)
i Late Roman mortar floors

2011; Mackensen 2021b, 139, fig.
18.3). The route extends far beyond
Mizda, where the limes Tentheitanus
and the limes sector coming from
Gheriat el-Garbia were to meet. The

(reconstructed)
0 2 4m
| S

soldiers stationed at Gheriat el-Gar-
bia were entrusted with the cleaning
Il work, especially of the silted wells
and cisterns, as was the case locally
| with the large double-chambered
cistern (Fig. 6.20.13).

Fig. 6.22. Castra Madensia/Gheriat
el-Garbia, north-western Libya. 1:
Late Antique inscription (photo

- M. Mackensen); 2: Reconstructed
s Late Antique headquarters building
(principia) with rear range of rooms,

cross-hall and courtyard (peristyle),
c. 425 CE (Mackensen 2021b, 138,

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 1-6 pp1-141.indd 136

fig. 17.1).
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In the fort, which was probably repaired around
380-400 CE and occupied until the middle of the fifth
century, the military commander of the province of Tri-
politana probably stationed a partially mounted unit of
limitanei. The largest Tripolitanian fort of the frontier
zone, with an internal area of 2.25 ha, was a spectacular
landmark with its gate and intermediate towers visible
from a great distance. This fort could be classified as
castra. For comparison, the milites fortenses (Not. Dign.
Occ., 31.29) were stationed within the Late Antique city
walls of the provincial capital of Lepcis Magna in a yet
unlocated area, the castra Leptitana. The term castra is
otherwise only found in the province of Tripolitana in
the castra Tillibarensia (Not. Dign. Occ., 25.33). Based
on Ziegler’s linguistic expertise, the monosyllabic place-
name Myd(---), attested for the first third of the third
century CE in this abbreviated form, could have been
changed into the similar name Mad(---). In the course of
two centuries, this modification could have been a delib-
erate phonetic change of the consonant ‘y’ into the vowel
‘@ or simply the result of an erroneous transcription.
With the adjectival toponym, the new fort name castra
Madensia (Not. Dign. Occ., 31.30) would then result.
Consequently, the unit of the milites munifices would
have been garrisoned here and the limes Madensis (Not.
Dign. Occ., 31.22) would extend from Gheriat el-Garbia
to Mizda (Mackensen 2021b, 139-41).

Even if this sounds conclusive and seems likely,
there is ultimately no epigraphic evidence for the pos-
tulated Late Antique place-name Mad or Madi, based
on which a location would be beyond doubt. It cannot
be questioned, however, that the fort of Gheriat el-Gar-
bia was repaired in the late fourth/early fifth century in
the course of two phases (380-400 and c. 420-24 CE)
by the Roman military because of the observed build-
ing techniques, which required skilled specialists with
engineering knowledge. They must have been expe-
rienced with the use of pulleys for moving very large
stone blocks for the foundation of a wall of the cen-
tral building. In addition, this headquarters building of
reduced size with the row of rooms at the rear, a cross-
hall and a colonnaded courtyard was intentionally and
functionally adapted in Late Antiquity. The entire for-
tification, no matter how much of the internal area was
used by a unit of limitanei, probably partially mounted
and about 200-400 men strong, corresponds to the
term castra at least because of its impressive architec-
tural appearance.

It is possible that the governor Silvanus (see Codex
Theodosianus, 12.1.133), who is recorded as dux et cor-
rector limitis Tripolitanae in 393 CE, was responsible for
the restoration measures of the fort at Gheriat el-Garbia.
In his official title the explicit mention of the provincial
frontier within the scope of his duties as governor (cor-
rector) and military commander (dux) is unique as far as
we know. The repair and renewed stationing of a regular
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unit of limitanei in a far advanced position adjacent to an
important oasis was obviously Rome’s military response
to the repeated invasions of the Austuriani/Laguatan
between 363-67 CE and from the mid-80s of the fourth
century onwards (Mackensen 2021b, 141; 2024, 602-3;
cf. Tantillo and Bigi 2010, 25-26).

How long the individual sectors of the limes Trip-
olitanus with their forts and the units, which had prob-
ably been reduced in the meantime, lasted remains to
be seen. There is no doubt that the governor (comes et
dux) Flavius Ortygius fought the Austuriani quite suc-
cessfully during the period 408-23 CE (Austurianorum
rabia ripraessa), as can be deduced from the inscription
on the pedestal of his statue at Lepcis Magna (IRT 480;
IRT2021 480; Tantillo and Bigi 2010, 24-27, 370-71,
no. 31).

African red slip ware offers the only reliable archae-
ological indicator for the occupation of the forts by fron-
tier units. However, ARS and lamps are only available
from a few forts such as Vezereos until c. 430-40 CE and
Ras el-Ain and Gheriat el-Garbia until the middle of the
fifth century (Mackensen 2021b, 125, 137; 2022, 184-93,
figs 2-3). How long the regular frontier units received
their pay from the governor and what effects the cap-
ture of the provinces of Africa Zeugitana (429 CE) and
Byzacena as well as the capital city Carthage (439 CE)
by the Vandals had on the frontier units of the southern
province of Tripolitana, their officers and their locations,
remains obscure. However, at the latest with the Vandal
conquest of western Tripolitania in 442 CE, or more
than a decade later in 455 CE, the frontier units, which
had been reduced in the last decades, would hardly have
been able to fulfil their tasks of securing, surveillance
and controlling the frontier zone and the most impor-
tant traffic routes (cf. Mackensen 2024, 603-5).

Conclusion

It must be noted that there is hardly any archaeological
evidence available for the Augustan campaigns of con-
quest in Africa Proconsularis - including the campaign
of L. Cornelius Balbus in 21/20 BCE. The auxiliary fort
of Tillibari/Remada in southern Tunisia, built around
130 CE, can be seen in connection with the military
control and protection of the important trade routes
leading to Fazzan and the transhumance routes of the
semi-nomadic population. However, corresponding
auxiliary forts have not yet been discovered in central
and eastern Tripolitania and may never have existed.
The two fortlets built under Commodus, Tisavar/Ksar
Rhilane and Vezereos/Sidi Mohammed ben Aissa, are
located near oases. Their small garrisons controlled
the traffic on the two western routes leading into the
interior of Africa Proconsularis. In eastern Tripoli-
tania there is no datable and secure evidence yet for
fortlets (Ain Wif?) or forts (Edref near Zintan, Mizda?)
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(Fig. 6.1); these sites need urgently to be investigated
archaeologically.

The legionary vexillation forts of the Severan
period, Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia, Gholaia/Bu Njem,
and Cidamus/Ghadames, which were advanced far to
the south, are in many respects outstanding testimo-
nies to the Roman military garrisons living and work-
ing under extreme conditions. Bu Njem especially,
with its exceptional number and quality of informative
inscriptions and ostraca, offers fundamental insights
into the history, organization, administration, tasks,
and strength of changing garrisons between 201 and
263 CE at the latest, based on Rebuffat’s campaigns
of excavations (1967-76) in the fort, in the fortified
civilian settlement (Fig. 6.12), and in the sanctuaries.
In addition, the oasis fort, which was not built over
by a pre-modern settlement but buried by shifting
sand dunes, is impressive with its fortifications and
the headquarters building with its unique scriptorium
(Figs 6.13-15), the commander’s residential building,
and the baths. The repair inscription of the south gate
attests to four-storey towers for the first time in 222
CE. Based on the eight barracks in the praetentura, the
target strength can be calculated at 192 men - clearly
below Rebuffat’s assumption of 320 men - due to the
number and the internal area of the contubernia as well
as the floor space of approx. 4 m?per contubernium to
which each legionary was entitled. Non-commissioned
officers (principales) commanded the eight units of
about 24 men each. Until 238 CE, a centurion of the
legio III Augusta from Lambaesis acted as commander
(praepositus) of the legionary vexillation and of a
numerus conlatus attested for 236-38 CE; his residence
(praetorium) corresponds only to about 60% of the area
of the large centurion’s quarters in the legionary for-
tress at Lambaesis. After 238 CE auxiliary decurions
are attested as praepositi of the vexillatio Golensis; in
248 CE this is a decurio of an ala Flavia and in the 50s
of the third century there are several decuriones, who
were perhaps seconded from the still unlocated auxil-
iary fort Secedi of the cohors VIII Fida equitata, as well
as some cavalrymen. I suspect that this fort, probably
about 1.5-1.8 ha in size, should be located about 60 to
90 km north-east of Bu Njem on the Wadi Bei el-Kebir
and might be hidden under sand dunes.

The investigations in the vexillation fort of Ghe-
riat el-Garbia (2009-10) have not only provided
clarity about the mid-imperial period of occupation
(199/201 to 275-80 CE), but also revealed an unex-
pected Late Antique restoration and a reoccupation
of the fort from c. 380-400 CE to the middle of the
fifth century. The state of preservation of the fortifica-
tions is outstanding, allowing a reconstruction of the
porta praetoria with three-storey towers (Figs 6.9-10).
From the headquarters building only parts of the inner
range of rooms with the regimental chapel (aedes) have

survived. The layout of the accommodations for the
legionaries in the praetentura was reconstructed based
on the layout of the barracks of Bu Njem (Fig. 6.13)
with 12 barracks containing 12 contubernia each for c.
576 men (Fig. 6.11); with four further barracks in the
retentura, a garrison strength of c. 800 men in the early
third century is probable. With its main gate, the pos-
tulated colonnaded porticoes along the via praetoria
and probably also a groma hall in front of the head-
quarters building, as well as the seven different orders
of columns with heights of up to 4.5 m, the Severan
fort suggests a sophisticated architecture. This makes
the largest Tripolitanian vexillation fort, with an inter-
nal area of 2.25 ha, appear to be a scaled-down replica
of the legionary fortress at Lambaesis.

The limes Tripolitanus or limes regionis Tripolitanae
had probably already been divided into different sec-
tors since 238-39 CE - such as the limes Tentheitanus
mentioned in an inscription from Qasr Duib (246-47
CE) - which were under the control of an equestrian
procurator as praepositus. Whether his official military
base was at Gheriat el-Garbia can only be assumed, but
this would match the central geographical location, the
outstanding architectural features, and the garrison
strength.

The networks of small military outposts belonging
to the oasis forts are at least partially known by name
from the ostraca at Bu Njem, but the names cannot be
reconciled with fortlets such as Qasr Zerzi or the mil-
itary outposts at Waddan and Zella located even fur-
ther south (Fig. 6.1). The so-called ‘fort vedette’ of Oum
el-Gueloub in the Wadi Bei el-Kebir, in contrast, is not
a Roman fortlet, but an indigenous fortification situated
on a hilltop.

The withdrawal of the cohors VIII Fida equitata
from Secedi for the construction of the auxiliary fort
Talalati/Ras el-Ain in southern Tunisia in 263 CE is
also assumed to mark the end of Bu Njem. The par-
tially mounted auxiliary unit was at this time - due to
the size (0.79 ha) of Ras el-Ain - already reduced to
a strength of just 250-300 men. Nothing can be said
about the whereabouts and new locations of the vex-
illatio Golensis and the numerus conlatus or of the
units from Gheriat el-Garbia and Ghadames. This also
applies to the continued existence of forts in eastern
Tripolitania such as Mizda, Edref near Zintan, and
Ain Wif, where the archaeological evidence remains
non-existent or rather modest.

With the establishment of the province of Tripol-
itana in 303 CE, the military fortifications were under
the control of the governor (praeses), who was thus also
responsible for the construction of new burgus-like fort-
lets (centenaria), linear barriers (clausurae and propug-
nacula), and small forts as well as for the repair of forts
(castra). The appointment of a military commander
(dux) is unlikely before about 390 CE. Especially in
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southern Tunisia, a series of new small forts can be
observed, which were probably built during the second
third of the fourth century. At least in and near the fort
of Ras el-Ain, restoration and construction measures
under the praeses et comes Flavius Archontius Nilus in
355-60 CE are attested by two inscriptions. A few small
forts with ground plans partly adapted to the topogra-
phy, such as Sdada East Nf83 and Nf84a, also exist in
the east of the province. However, all these late Roman
fortifications have only been uncovered or the walls only
superficially documented; modern excavations are lack-
ing everywhere.

Based on the Not. Dign. Occ., 31, the subdivision of
the Tripolitanian frontier into 12 only partially identi-
fied frontier sectors is known for the early fifth century
CE. Each of these was under the command of a prae-
positus limitis, but without naming the individual units
or the rank of the officer in command. Only two sites are
listed with their units of limitanei, the castra Leptitana/
Lepcis Magna with the milites fortenses and the castra
Madensia with the milites munifices. The castra Maden-
sia can now probably be identified as the restored fort
of Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia. This is suggested by the
massive restorations of the fort’s defences and a reoc-
cupation around 380-400 CE. In the case of the north
tower of the porta decumana, two phases of repair can
be observed, the more recent of which is radiocarbon
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Chapter 7

FOOD SUPPLY OF THE LIMES TRIPOLITANUS
IN THE THIRD CENTURY CE

Florian Schimmer

Introduction

Archaeological research of the past decades on the
Tripolitanian pre-desert and on the forts of the limes
Tripolitanus has significantly expanded our knowledge
of the material culture, economic structures, trade net-
works, and commodity flows in this region.' This is all
the more true for Fazzan, where recent intensive field-
work has increasingly revealed the key role of the Gara-
mantes in the network of ancient trans-Saharan trade.?
From an economic point of view, in particular, this has
opened up a new view of Roman Tripolitania from the
south. Economically speaking, the pre-desert with the
southern frontier zone of Tripolitania is at the interface
between the Mediterranean market, with the coastal
cities as hubs of maritime trade in the north, and the
traffic routes of the trans-Saharan trade towards Fazzan
in the south (Fig. 7.1). The three oasis forts of Cidamus/
Ghadames, Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia, and Gholaia/
Bu Njem, built under Septimius Severus around 200
CE on the northern fringes of the Sahara, formed the
southernmost military bases of the limes Tripolitanus
(see Mackensen, Chapter 6). Due to their geographical
key positions (oases) on the most important north—
south routes from the Mediterranean to the Sahara,
they were significant not only in strategic but also in
economic terms.

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview
of the food supply of the Roman garrisons along the
limes Tripolitanus during the third century CE based on
archaeological data, above all amphorae, and epigraphic

sources, as well as archaeobotanical and archaeozo-
ological evidence (see also Mattingly 2023, 545-50).
The focus is on the Severan oasis forts, whose state of
research shows great differences: Bu Njem is still con-
sidered the best known military site in Roman-period
North Africa, due to the extensive field research of the
1960-70s, the number of ostraca discovered at the site,
and the exceptional state of preservation.’ The latter also
applies in part to the fort of Gheriat el-Garbia, which
was the subject of extensive archaeological investiga-
tions in 2009-10, the results of which have shed new
light on this site (Mackensen 2016; 2021a; 2024, with
bibliography). In contrast, there is little information
available on the fort of Ghadames (Mattingly 1995, 97),
which has not yet been reliably located, and because of
this it is excluded from the discussion.

All three forts were apparently abandoned in the
course of the third century. At Bu Njem, the with-
drawal of the troops is assumed to have taken place
between 259 and 263 CE (or a decade later?), at Gheriat
el-Garbia around 275-80 CE (Mackensen 2021b, 116-
17), while the situation at Ghadames remains unclear.
However, recent research has revealed that a Roman
military unit was restationed at Gheriat el-Garbia
between 390-400 and 430-55 CE (unlike at Bu Njem),
and that an autochthonous civilian settlement was still
occupied through to the mid-sixth century CE (Mack-
ensen 2021b, 130-41). These Late Antique phases of
occupation and the finds associated with them are not
considered in this contribution, which focuses primar-
ily on the third century.

'Dore 1996; Leitch 2014; Bonifay 2017; Leone 2017; Mackensen 2022. On specific sites see Schimmer 2012a (Mizda); 2012b; Weber and Schmid
2012; Mackensen 2015 (Vezereos); 2021a; 2024 (Gheriat el-Garbia); Leitch et al. 2018 (Ghirza); Schmid 2018 (Qasr Isawi). See also Guédon 2018; Ahmed
2019 (Tarhuna Plateau); Leitch et al. 2020 (re-examination of ceramics from the western Numidian limes).

*Garamantes/Fazzan: Mattingly 2003; 2007; 2010; 2013a; 2022, with bibliography; Liverani 2006; Mori 2013. On trans-Saharan trade see Dowler and
Galvin 2011; Schérle 2012; Wilson 2012; 2017a; Mattingly 2013b; Mattingly et al. 2017.

3See the summaries in Rebuffat 1989; 2000; Mackensen 2008; Walas 2022; on the ostraca see below.

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 143

11/12/2024 12:40



1 EEEE ®

144 FLORIAN SCHIMMER

e JABALNHFUSJQ Q. Duib

R G
ORIENTAL

1
i
1
1
i
] H
]
1
1
i

H.Bessariani Gafsa e
. N
Bir O AL | W W fort/ fortlet / centenarium { outpost
3 ir ] T {certain or probable)
Py S\ MEDITERRANEAN __
; Gabes ® *  town/civil settlement
Neftal \Hs ftgaring 7 ' SEA
(\ Telmine - ,'i’ * o x  Clousura
CHOTT R Tom
ELDIERID/ giTinezone -~ -~03 Gigthis
b arcine’
b 5 Boma bel Recheb
RS S Tripoli
Ksar Rhllane" e Re sel Aln Sabratha - [tk Matia

L * ! \-‘ -

\\ = &-‘ 4r % ’,‘f‘ i
\E ﬁ Hr Medeina 4 4 # - A ! | R
b - ! | }
S o . H AanIf (, ; ./‘“\

Remada '| - Edref | ’,—.__ \I\I_A

’ P n.Zintan |
5 Aloun . 2 4t e Gp‘P.iP«N-/l(iiula_rjkfn
W Merdum Y,

Q. WarmesSy
/Mlzda \\

l
| —
Yk ]
; K
Gherlat el Garbla .

Gheriat [
esh-Shergia 6 Zg % L
1
Oum el- “\."
Gueloub *y

.
N |1

JOFRA . \

300 400 500

Fig. 7.1. Roman military installations in Tripolitania (after Mackensen 2016, fig. 1).

With regard to Bu Njem, the finds recovered dur-
ing the excavations were presented as part of the series
of published preliminary reports.* However, their eval-
uation remains difficult, and statistical studies based
on the published data are problematic (Schmid and
Weber 2010, 404, note 115). A comprehensive new
study of these finds remains a major desideratum. In
contrast, the recent excavations at Gheriat el-Garbia
have yielded an extensive amount of materials whose
chronology ranges from the late second to the mid-
sixth century CE and beyond (Mackensen 2021a; 2024,
with bibliography). At the moment it represents the
most important reference collection of this period in
southern Tripolitania. As to the other sites of the limes
Tripolitanus, only sporadic finds have been published
to date (see note 1).

In the following sections, the most important
archaeological and epigraphic evidence on the food sup-
ply of the limes Tripolitanus is discussed. The focus then
shifts on the individual commodities and their origins,
followed by some remarks on the supply system and
on the impact of the new military infrastructure on the
pre-desert region and its inhabitants.

‘Rebuffat 1966-67; 1969-70a-b; 1974-75; 1976-77; 1997.

The evidence of the amphorae

Transport amphorae represent the most important
archaeological source for information on the supply of
olive oil, wine, and fish products to the garrisons of the
limes Tripolitanus. However, it is well-known that the
ceramic remains of these containers at a given site rep-
resent only a portion of the actual food supply in antiq-
uity. In North Africa in particular, olive oil, wine and fish
sauces were probably also transported in skins, and to
a certain extent possibly also in wooden barrels, which
have not been preserved in the archaeological record
(Marliére and Torres Costa 2007; Leitch 2014, 123; Boni-
fay 2017, 354). In the present context it is not only the
finds from the forts of the limes Tripolitanus that are
relevant, but also those from the Libyan Valleys in the
north and from Fazzan in the south.

Gheriat el-Garbia

In the Tripolitanian frontier zone, extensive collections
of amphora types are only known from Bu Njem and
Gheriat el-Garbia.® In addition, smaller assemblages

*Bu Njem: Guéry in Rebuffat 1969-70a; 1997; further examples without illustrations are mentioned in the preliminary reports. Gheriat el-Garbia:

Schimmer 2012b; Mackensen et al. 2021, 182-88, 210-14.
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of finds from the area of the UNESCO Libyan Valleys
Archaeological Survey (ULVS) have also been published
(Dore 1996, 355-61; see also Schmid 2018, 85). The most
extensive inventory is from Gheriat el-Garbia, where
212 diagnostic fragments were documented during a
field survey conducted in the area of the fort and its sur-
roundings in 2009 (Mackensen et al. 2021, 183) (Table
7.1). Further examples were found during the excava-
tions in various parts of the fort, particularly in several
Late Antique deposits.® Among the amphorae from the
survey that have a reliably determinable provenance, by
far the largest percentage can be classified as Tripoli-
tanian,” followed by imports from the Tunisian part of
Africa Proconsularis, other regions of North Africa, and
Sicily; a single example can be attributed to the eastern
Mediterranean. The finds from the excavations, where

an amphora for fish products (liquamen, muria or salsa-
menta) from the southern coast of the Iberian Peninsula
(type Dressel 14) was also recovered, show similar ratios
(Schimmer 2012b, 322, fig. 4.17; on the Dressel 14 see
Vaz Pinto et al. 2021).

Overall, it can be assumed that most of the ampho-
rae from the survey can be attributed to the forts first
period of occupation (199-201 to c. 275-80 CE) and
thus the distribution pattern described can essentially
be attributed to the third century (Table 7.2). However,
four Tunisian amphorae of the late third to sixth century
(types Africana 3A, Spatheion 1, Keay 62Q/Albenga
11/12?) show that some vessels reached Gheriat el-Gar-
bia in Late Antiquity. Furthermore, at least one frag-
ment of a Late Antique wine amphora (Benghazi Late
Roman Amphora/LRA 2), which was recovered during

Table 7.1. Gheriat el-Garbia: Roman amphorae (including Late Antique types) recovered during the surface survey in the fort
and its surroundings (for information on provenance, content and date, see Bonifay 2016a-b).

Type Provenance Content Date (c.) | Rims Handles Bases | total
Dressel 2-4/Schone-Mau 35 |Tripolitania (central) Wine 15-180 1 1
Tripolitana 1/3 Tripolitania Olive oil -25-300? 1 1
Tripolitana 2 Tripolitania (central or eastern) Fish products, Wine (?)] 25-450+ 8 8
Tripolitana 3 Olive oil 160 — 450+ 72 72
Tripolitana 2/3 Tripolitania ? 3 5 8
Undetermined 10 19 29
Africana 1B-C Tunisia (Byzacena, Zeugitana) Olive oil 150 — 350+ 2 2
Africana 2A Tunisia (Sahel, Zeugitana) Fish products, Wine (?)| 150 - 270+ 2% 0
Africana 2 (?) Tunisia 1 1
Tunisia (B Zeugit
Africana 3A HE (Byzarena. Zeugiina) Wine (?) 280 — 380+ 1 1
Algeria?
Spatheion, Bonifay Type 1  |Tunisia (Zeugitana, Nabeul, Byzacena) ? 400 - 500+ 2 2
Keay 62Q/Albenga 11/12? |Tunisia (Nabeul, Byzacena?) ? 470 - 550+ 1 1
Undetermined Tunisia i 1 8
Dressel 30 Mai{r‘etama Caesanem'.l? Wine 150 — 300+ 5 1 6
Tunisia (Byzacena, Zeugitana)
MRA 1a, Bonifay Var. 1 Wine 200 - 250 2 2
L |Sicily (?) L : !
MRA 1a, Bonifay Var. 2/3 Wine 250 - 300+ 1 1
Sicily (?) undetermined 7 7
Undetermined North Africa 1 1
Kapitén 2 Aegean, Black Sea Region (?) Wine 180 - 400 1 1
Undetermined Undetermined 5 52 1 58
Total 117 87 8 212

* One rim Tunisia or Tripolitania.

®Schimmer 2011, 321-22, fig. 68; 2012b, 322, fig. 4.17. The materials from the Late Antique deposits are now discussed in Mackensen 2024.
7 Archaeometric analyses indicate that most of these vessels come from the Jabal Tarhuna area.
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Table 7.2. Gheriat el-Garbia: amphora types assigned to the third-century CE phase of occupation (surface survey and

excavations) (amphora drawings after Keay and Williams 2005).
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the excavations, should be included here. These results
are confirmed by the presence of Late Antique finewares
and coins (Mackensen et al. 2021, 177-82; Noeske
2021). With regard to the Tripolitanian amphora types
Tripolitana 2 and 3, a problem arises due to the fact that
we do not know exactly how long they circulated in the
region during the fifth century CE (Bonifay 2021, 290).
It is therefore not possible to quantify exactly how many
of these containers should be attributed to the fort’s first
period of occupation, and how many to Late Antiquity
instead.

There is also some ambiguity concerning the
transported goods. Especially with North African
amphorae, the question of determining the contents
is a long-known research problem that has received
renewed attention in recent years (Bonifay 2021). In
the case of the amphorae from the survey at Gheriat

el-Garbia, there is little doubt that the vast majority
were used to transport olive oil, as the numerous rims
of Tripolitana 3 type, along with sporadic Tripolitana
1 type, show. In contrast, Tripolitana 2 amphorae are
represented in much smaller numbers. These vessels
were produced both on the coast and in the hinterland
and carried fish products or wine (Bonifay 2021, 284).
Wine imports from the Tripolitanian coastal zone are
attested by Dressel 2-4 African/Schéne-Mau 35 type
vessels (Mackensen et al. 2021, 184). However, in
view of the well-represented, flat-bottomed contain-
ers Dressel 30 and Benghazi Mid-Roman Amphora/
MRA 1a, a larger percentage of the wine seems to have
been shipped to Gheriat el-Garbia from Mauretania
Caesariensis and Tunisia as well as from Sicily, at least
in the third century. In addition, imports of oil (type
Africana 1) and fish products or wine (type Africana
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2A) from the Tunisian part of Africa Proconsularis® are
attested in small quantities, as well as wine from the
Aegean or the Black Sea region (type Kapitéin 2: Mack-
ensen et al. 2021, 184-86).

Bu Njem

Compared to Gheriat el-Garbia, the amphora types
from Bu Njem are more difficult to identify. In the
excavation report of the 1968 campaign, Roger Guéry
(in Rebuffat 1969-70a; see also Rebuffat 1997) pub-
lished a range of 119 amphora rims, distinguishing 83
‘amphores a lévre demi-ronde soulignée d'une moulure
enformede§’ (types Tripolitana 2 and 3), two ‘amphores
a col évasé (type Africana 1?) (cf. Rebuffat 1997, 165,
172), 13 ‘amphores de type divers, and 20 ‘amphores a
rebord épaissi par un bourrelet externe’ (type Africana
2A) (cf. Rebuffat 1997, 165-66). Further amphora frag-
ments were recorded and briefly described in the finds
catalogues of the excavation reports in the following
years, but a precise classification is lacking and photo-
graphic documentation is only available in a few cases.’
On the other hand, in 1997 René Rebuffat published
no less than 28 amphora stamps (23 Tripolitanian and
five Tunisian ones). Some of the Tripolitanian stamps
could be traced to production sites in the Tarhuna area
(Ahmed 2019, 150, 171, fig. 5.19). If one considers that
only four amphora stamps have been found so far at
Gheriat el-Garbia, this seems to suggest an extremely
large quantity of amphora finds at Bu Njem. Accord-
ing to Rebuffat (1997, 163), two thirds to three quar-
ters of all the amphorae recorded at Bu Njem can be
interpreted as Tripolitanian, while the rest essentially
consists of Tunisian vessels of the Africana 2(A) type
and sporadic other types. According to the published
rim profiles, around three quarters of the Tripolitanian
amphorae can be identified as Tripolitana 3 oil con-
tainers and the others are primarily of the Tripolitana 2
type.'® In the case of the latter type, the question again
arises as to how many of these containers transported
fish products or wine, which also applies to the Tuni-
sian Africana 2A form (Bonifay 2021, 282-83, fig. 1).
Nevertheless, the absence of any other wine amphorae
is remarkable," particularly with regard to the flat-bot-
tomed containers from North Africa and Sicily. These

are quite frequently documented at Gheriat el-Garbia,
while MRA 1 also reached other places in the pre-de-
sert, at least in small quantities (see below).

There is little doubt that the published amphorae
from Bu Njem largely belong to the period between c.
200 and 260-70 CE, when the site housed a military
garrison. Although some activities after the abandon-
ment of the fort are attested, there is no evidence for
a renewed military presence in Late Antiquity here,
unlike Gheriat el-Garbia (on Late Antique terra sigil-
lata from the area of the fort, see Mackensen et al. 2021,
179). It is noteworthy that among the Tripolitana 3 rims
there are a number of examples with ‘cap-shaped’ pro-
files.'” These are considered characteristic of the later
Tripolitana 3 variants of the fourth century, but they
are also attested as early as the third century at Monte
Testaccio in Rome."* The question is therefore to what
extent the multiple occurrence of these variants in the
repertoire of Bu Njem is chronologically relevant, or
whether it may reflect different production sites.

Libyan Valleys and Ghirza

In the catalogue of his ULVS report from 1996, John
Dore listed 117 entries of amphora fragments, which
he assigned to 32 different rim forms." According to
his description, the amphora repertoire is composed
almost exclusively of Tripolitanian or Tunisian ves-
sels. These cover a chronological range from the first
to the seventh century CE, even though the dating
possibilities in the sixth and seventh centuries are
limited. Early on Dore observed a consistently high
presence of Tripolitanian amphorae from the first to
the fourth century, followed by a rapid decline from
about the late fourth century. In contrast, a continu-
ous influx of Tunisian amphorae can be noted from the
third century onwards, which continued unabated in
Late Antiquity (Dore 1996, 352-54, fig. 47.1). Apart
from various Tunisian types, most amphorae from the
pre-desert are represented by the ‘classic’ Tripolitanian
containers, Tripolitana 1-3, including the type Beng-
hazi LRA 7, which is probably to be regarded as a late
variant of the type Tripolitana 2.'> The series is com-
pleted by six rim fragments, published as ‘flagons’ from
different sites, which can be identified as Sicilian wine

8Tt cannot be ruled out that there might be isolated Tripolitanian imitations among the Africana 2A: Mackensen et al. 2021, 184 (cat. no. 1196).
Rebuffat 1969-70b, 166, pl. 37c-d; 1976-77, 60-63, 78, pls 22-23 (amphora stoppers).

"Victoria Leitch (2014, 121, note 54) identified 19 fragments as Tripolitana 2 and four as Tripolitana 2/3.

""Rebuffat 1997, 167. Some of the amphora profiles published by Guéry in Rebuffat 1969-70a, 102 might be possible candidates for flat-bottomed

amphorae, such as A86 (Keay 1A/Dressel 30?).

"2For instance, Guéry in Rebuffat 1969-70a, 99-101, figs 17-19, A21-22, A31, A33, A70; see also Bonifay and Capelli 2013, 120-22, fig. 29.
*Bonifay 2004, 105; Revilla 2010, 398-99; see also Bonifay and Capelli 2013, 83 (a context of the late third/early fourth century CE at Lepcis Magna).

"“Dore 1996, 355-61. However, the total number of documented amphora fragments must be estimated higher, since ‘(...) the total number of exam-
ples of particular forms is not always given (...)’: Dore 1996, 355. Overall, relatively few amphorae were documented as surface finds during the ULVS:

Leitch 2014, 122.

Tripolitana 1-3: Dore 1996, 356, fig. 47.3, nos 3-7, of which 4, 6, and 7 are Tripolitana 2 (Leitch 2014, 122). LRA 7: Dore 1996, 356, nos 8-10;

Bonifay et al. 2010, 155-56, figs 6.9-11.
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amphorae MRA 1a, Bonifay variant 1 (Dore 1996, 362,
368-69, fig. 47.5, no. 56). The small amphora assem-
blage from Qasr Isawi recently presented by Sebastian
Schmid (2018, 85), where the Tripolitana 1, 2 (?), and
3 types as well as MRA 1a were documented, fits well
with the supply pattern shown by the ULVS.

The amphora repertoire from Ghirza remains
largely unknown. This site was the most important
civilian settlement in the pre-desert, whose heyday was
in the late third and fourth centuries CE (Brogan and
Smith 1984, 230; Mattingly 2011, 2). John Hayes (in
Brogan and Smith 1984, 237, no. 26) mentioned two
amphora fragments that can probably be identified as
Late Antique type Antique British B ii (Benghazi Late
Roman Amphora 1) from the eastern Mediterranean.
Particularly noteworthy is a relief built into a monu-
mental tomb of the local elite dating to the first half of
the fourth century,'® which seems to illustrate either a
festive event including the corresponding preparations
or a market scene where agricultural products (grain,
oil, and wine) from the rural settlements of the wadis
were sold (Zanker 2008, 219-21, fig. 10; Mattingly
2011, 259-60). In the centre of the relief, a person car-
ries a large amphora, possibly to be identified as a Tri-
politana 2 vessel. Regarding the content, the context in
this case may suggest wine rather than fish products
(Leitch 2014, 121-22; on depictions of food on these
funerary reliefs see also Nikolaus and Sheldrick, Chap-
ter 5).

Fazzan

Thanks to the intensive research of the past few dec-
ades, we now have a fairly precise idea of the more or
less intensive trade relations between Roman-period
Tripolitania and Fazzan. This can also be applied to the
imports of olive oil, wine, and fish products in ampho-
rae (Dore et al. 2007, 336-63; Leone et al. 2013, 334-38;
Leitch et al. 2017, 291-94). The following developments,
among others, have emerged:

o Most of the Roman fineware and amphora imports
into Fazzan occurred between the later first and
third centuries CE (Leitch et al. 2017, 292-93, figs
11.3-4).

o Just as in the Libyan Valleys and in the Severan
oasis forts, the majority of the amphorae
documented in Fazzan originate from Tripolitania,
with fewer amphorae coming from the Tunisian
part of Africa Proconsularis. However, according
to Michel Bonifay (2013, 540, note 38; 2017, 361),
most of the Tripolitana 1-3 vessels documented at
Jarma predate the third century CE. On the other
hand, Victoria Leitch pointed out that most of the

amphorae there identified as Tripolitanian have a
small and squat shape, which distinguishes them
from the ‘classical’ Tripolitanian types. She argued
that these small containers, which have not yet been
attested either at the limes Tripolitanus or further
north, were made specifically for desert transport.
It is possible that they provided better protection
for contents such as fish products or wine from
the heat and were used several times (Leitch 2014,
122-23; Leitch et al. 2017, 297; 2020, 56; Bonifay
2017, 362). The production sites of these vessels
have not yet been located.

o Many of the Roman finewares and amphorae from
Fazzan are of a conspicuously poor quality with
traces of over-firing, cracks, etc. and may therefore
be regarded as ‘seconds. This may have been the
result of a deliberate selection by the caravan
traders in view of the special risks of long-distance
transport across the desert (Leitch et al. 2017,
297-98).

o From the late second and third centuries Fazzan
seems to have been disconnected, to a certain degree,
from the Mediterranean trade along the limes zone.
It is interesting to note that flat-bottomed wine
containers from Sicily and Mauretania or Tunisia
attested at Gheriat el-Garbia and in the pre-desert
(MRA 1 and Dressel 30) apparently did not reach
south beyond the limes Tripolitanus (Bonifay 2017,
362). In contrast, the role of the limes from Numidia
to Tripolitania and its possible continuation into
Cyrenaica and the Western Desert of Egypt as a
trade and supply route during the first half of the
third century CE has been discussed extensively in
recent years (Ballet et al. 2012; Bonifay 2017, 362-
63; see also Mazou 2017).

The epigraphic evidence
Ostraca

The importance of the ostraca from Bu Njem as an
epigraphic source for the organization and everyday
life of a garrison on the North African desert frontier
and beyond need not be emphasized here (Marichal
1979; 1992). They also shed a unique light on the sup-
ply of goods and trade at this peripheral military site.
Various texts explicitly or implicitly mention the deliv-
ery of foodstuffs, including wheat and oil (Marichal
1992, 99-106, ostraca nos 75-81, 88). As an example,
several deliveries of wheat are attested for the year 259
CE, which were arranged by a soldier named Aemilius
Aemilianus, who was specially commissioned for this
purpose by the praepositus Octavius Festus (ostraca nos
76-80). The transport of these relatively small cargoes

'*Tomb North C, garden scene, stone 7: Brogan and Smith 1984, 154, 223, no. 7, pl. 82a.
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was carried out by Libyan camellarii, apparently the
producers of the wheat or their representatives, who in
this way presumably sold their agricultural surpluses
directly to the garrison. Both the Libyan and Punic
names of the camellarii and the use of local units of
measurement indicate that these people belong to the
Libyan wadi communities of the pre-desert.'”” However,
these deliveries may only have met a part of the wheat
demand of the soldiers at Bu Njem, and in a sense may
have been a ‘supplement. Instead, the regular supply of
wheat and oil according to Robert Marichal (1992, 103;
see also Guédon 2018, 206) is likely to have come from
the state horrea on the coast. Ostracon no. 75, which
attests to the provision of oil (?) for the soldiers at Bu
Njem by a procurator Augustorum, is probably best
understood in this context.'®

It is noteworthy that the Garamantes are mentioned
frequently on the ostraca. They seemed to have played a
central role in the Saharan trade, and in many cases they
were apparently also directly involved in the transport
of trade goods (Broekaert and Vanacker 2016; Guédon
2018, 233). For example, there is little doubt that they
conducted the transport of barley on four donkeys and
three mules, as is probably documented on ostracon no.
72." We do not know where the barley came from, but
the apparently small size of the load makes a source in
the immediate vicinity plausible (Wilson 2017b, 201).
The Garamantes were probably also involved in the
transport of suriacae, which are mentioned as the cargo
of a donkey on ostracon no. 73 (Marichal 1992, 179-80).
The meaning of the word suriacae remains unclear; tex-
tiles from Cappadocia, Syria or Egypt,” or the fruit of the
myrobalanum?®' have been suggested. In addition, refer-
ence should also be made to ostracon no. 71, according
to which Garamantes accompanied by four donkeys
and two Egyptians brought to the fort both a letter (lit-
terae) for the praepositus and a fugitive enslaved per-
son whom they possibly wanted to sell there (Marichal
1992, 109, 177-78; Guédon 2018, 170-71). According to
Wim Broekaert and Wouter Vanacker (2016, 105-12),
the Garamantes, as trading partners, made an essential
contribution to the supply of the Roman garrisons. The
authors assume that they delivered not only food (barley,
salt, fruits?, meat?) and livestock (mules, donkeys), but
perhaps also military equipment (armour and weapons)
and other products (hides and leather).

In contrast to Bu Njem, only nine ostraca of Late
Antique date have been found at Gheriat el-Garbia.
They were recently studied by Sabine Ziegler and come
from two find deposits in the area of the (former) porta
praetoria, which are dated to the first half and to the
middle of the fifth century CE respectively. Unlike the
Bu Njem ostraca, which are almost exclusively writ-
ten in Latin, the ones from Gheriat el-Garbia show a
regional southern variant of Punic (‘southern Punic’).
Two of the ostraca appear to be southern Punic-Latin
bilinguals (Ziegler and Mackensen 2014, 325-27,
nos 1-2). The exact content of these texts remains
unknown. However, it is interesting that on ostra-
con no. 3 the terms ‘protection, ‘grain, ‘Fazzan, ‘oxen’
and ‘labourer’ apparently appear together with a date
(Ziegler and Mackensen 2014, 327-30). Also notewor-
thy is the bilingual ostracon no. 2, where Ziegler iden-
tified the Latin verb pedatur, which is possibly to be
understood in the sense of ‘to untie, to prop up (a plant
in vegetable or vine cultivation)’* It is conceivable that
this text refers to the cultivation of the nearby oasis,
which probably played a role in supplying the garrison
by the third century.

Customs tariffs

Two sources of particular importance that are frequently
referred to in connection with trade in the hinterland
of the North African limes in the second and early
third centuries CE, are two customs inscriptions from
Numidia, one from Lambaesis (second century) and
another from Zarai (202 CE), which is located about
60 km to the north-west.”” These inscriptions list a num-
ber of foodstuffs that are also attested in Tripolitania
through archaeological and archaeobotanical evidence,
such as wine and fish products as well as dates and figs.
With regard to wine, the inscription from Lambaesis
distinguishes between different types, namely products
from Italy (vinum Ammin(eum)) and Greece (vinum
Graecum) as well as a presumably African table wine
(vinum Cibarium) (Léquement 1980, 187; Bonifay 2017,
358, note 61). On the inscription from Zarai, garum is
also found alongside wine, both in combination with the
term amphora, which presumably does not refer to the
container itself here but to the unit of capacity (Boni-
fay 2013, 553). The two inscriptions shed light on the

"Marichal 1992, 57-63, 99-106; Mattingly 1995, 151-52; 2023, 546-49 (with analysis of the load capacities and animals involved in table 12.1);

Mitthoff 2001, 48-50; Guédon 2018, 205-6.

'8 Marichal 1992, 104; Rebuffat 1997, 165; Mitthoff 2001, 50; Guédon 2018, 207; Mattingly 2023, 549.
! Marichal 1992, 104, 178-79, no. 72; cf. Guédon 2018, 170. Of the name [Garaman]tes at the beginning of the second line, however, only the last

three letters are preserved.

2 Marichal 1992, 111; Rebuffat 2000, 236, note 65; Guédon 2016, 250; 2017, 272; 2018, 174-75.
*'Broekaert and Vanacker 2016, 109-10. According to Pliny (Naturalis Historia, 12.101), the fruit of the Arabian kind of this tree is called syriaca.
»Ziegler and Mackensen 2014, 326-27; in contrast, De Simone (2018, 360-61) suggested a reading as pedatur(a).

ZFrance 2014. On the inscription from Lambaesis see also Cagnat 1914; Schallmayer et al. 1990, 603-5, no. 781; Le Bohec 1989, 537, note 52; on the
inscription from Zarai see Trousset 2002-03; Morizot 2009; Guédon 2018, 186.
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movement of goods in this section of the African fron-
tier zone and provide an interesting comparison to the
limes Tripolitanus, even if practices in these two areas
might not have been necessarily identical.

Archaeobotanical and faunal evidence

The archaeobotanical and faunal record also provides
important information on food consumption in the
pre-desert and on the limes Tripolitanus.** At Gheriat
el-Garbia, archaeobotanical investigations by Jacob
Morales documented a wide range of cereals, fruits, and
wild plants (Morales and Mackensen 2020) (Table 7.3).
It has to be stressed that this evidence comes from Late
Antique find deposits from the second half of the fourth
to the mid-sixth century. However, there seems to be no
evidence that agriculture in the Tripolitanian pre-de-
sert changed significantly from the third century to Late
Antiquity. Since it is also unlikely that the range of plants
at Gheriat el-Garbia was more reduced during the first
phase of military occupation than during the fourth and
fifth centuries, the results of the investigations can prob-
ably be largely applied to the third century.”

In the case of cereals, similarities can be observed
with finds from other late Roman sites in the pre-de-
sert as well as with settlements in Fazzan (Morales and
Mackensen 2020, 215). Barley seems to have played a
particularly important role, which is confirmed in the
ostraca from Bu Njem (see above). It was used in the
Roman army primarily as animal feed, but was also
consumed by soldiers, especially in regions with spe-
cific cultural traditions.”® However, it was also one of
the crops that thrived well in the dry landscape of the
pre-desert and could have been used more frequently as
food here. This may also explain the significantly higher
proportion of hard wheat compared to bread wheat in
the archaeobotanical record (Morales and Mackensen
2020, 215) (Table 7.3). The sporadic occurrence of pearl
millet, which originates from the sub-Saharan regions
and is widespread in Fazzan, is noteworthy as it has
not yet been documented at the sites of the pre-desert
(Pelling 2013; Morales and Mackensen 2020, 215). Pearl
millet obviously arrived at Gheriat el-Garbia as part of
the south-north trade. The repertoire of fruits primarily
includes dates and figs, but also grapes, olives, almonds,
pomegranates, and jujubes, i.e. plants originally from the
Mediterranean that were also cultivated in the pre-desert

in Roman times. In addition, there are some wild plants
of local origin. Some of the fruits mentioned may have
been cultivated in the nearby oasis in antiquity (see the
remarks above on ostracon no. 2); however, it is diffi-
cult to estimate how many fruits were obtained from the
region or from long-distance trade. The investigations
in the area of the ULVS showed a comparable range of
cereals and fruits as were found at Gheriat el-Garbia, as
well as pulses (lentil, pea, grass pea) and herbs (pursline,
dill, celery) (Van der Veen et al. 1996, 238, table 8.3). The
authors demonstrated that crops such as barley, durum
wheat and bread wheat could be grown in the pre-desert
settlements thanks to the highly developed irrigation
systems, although these plants otherwise required sig-
nificantly higher amounts of rainfall than is usual in the
pre-desert (Van der Veen et al. 1996, 254-56).

As far as archaeozoology is concerned, a few years
ago Leitch (2014) compiled the evidence for the distri-
bution of fish, fish products, and shellfish from the Tri-
politanian frontier zone and Fazzan as part of a study of
Saharan trade. She drew attention to the finds of shellfish
(dolium galea, murex brandaris) from the area of the prin-
cipia and the vicus of Bu Njem, which can be assigned to
the third-century phase of occupation, and apparently
were used as food there.?”” There is also evidence of the
consumption of seafood in pre-desert settlements, such
as oysters at Ghirza, while seafood seems to have already
reached Fazzan in pre-Roman times.”® Leitch (2014,
123-25) argued that fish products may, generally, have
played only a minor role in ancient Libya, especially
in the desert zones, and should be regarded as luxury
goods. Nevertheless, the evidence of the amphorae and
the customs inscriptions indicate that salsamenta and
fish sauce were widely available along the limes Tripolit-
anus and other sections of the Roman frontier in North
Africa. As already mentioned, some of these products
may also have been delivered in skins.

Meat was also an integral part of the military diet.
Rebuffat (2000, 240) referred to the consumption of
poultry and small game as well as goat, sheep, and cattle
on the basis of the bone finds from Bu Njem; likewise,
camel seems to have been used as an animal for slaugh-
ter (Rebuffat 1977, 400; Marichal 1992, 105). Significant
results can be expected from the analysis of the faunal
record from Late Antique contexts at Gheriat el-Garbia
by Nadja Pollath. Of particular interest is the question of
whether differences can be found between the forts on the

**Mackensen 2024 was published after this manuscript had been finalized, so it was not possible to reference the specific contributions in it on the

archaeobotany and archaeozoology of Late Antique Gheriat el-Garbia.

»Van der Veen et al. (2018, 23-24, 28-30) noted a greater focus on local food plants and locally available rather than imported meat in the food
supply of Roman settlements in the Eastern Desert of Egypt from the third century onwards, as a result of political and economic changes.
*Junkelmann 1997, 104; Coccoluto 2014, 30, 131; Vossen and Groot 2009, 94-96 (with regard to the north-western provinces); see also Van Lim-

bergen 2018, 1057-58.

*Leitch 2014, 118; cf. Rebuffat 1969-70b, 155. For further shellfish finds from the fort and its surroundings, see Rebuffat 1974-75, 238; 1976-77,
75-76. Moreover, Anna Walas (2022, 50) referred recently to unpublished graftiti from the vicus with depictions of ships and a lighthouse, which she sees

as confirmation of a ‘conscious connectivity to the Mediterranean’

#Leitch 2014, 118-20. See also Hopken 2014 on the preservation, transport, and consumption of oysters in inland regions of the northern provinces.
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Table 7.3. Macro-botanical remains identified at Gheriat el-Garbia (after Morales and Mackensen 2020).
Chronology Late Roman (c. 360-455 CE) Libyan (c. 500-550 CE)
Context 57 57 57 57 &1 82 23 23 23
date 05/04/2009 12082010 13052010 06042009 07/04/2008 08/04/2009 11/08/2010 120062010 15062010 total
volume sediment {in lifres) 2 10 10 hand picked hand picked hand picked 10 10 10 52
Cereals
Hordeuwm vuigere subsp. vulgare, grain {barey) 22 52 2 76
Hordeum vuigare subsp. vulgare, rachis (barley) T2 263 335
Triticum sestivum/ durem , grain {wheat) 1 3 4
Tritfeum durum , rachis (hard wheat) 83 177 260
Triticum durum , ear {hard wheat) 2 2
Triticurn aestivum , rachis (bread wheat) 7 5 12
Pennisetum glaucum , grain (pearl millet) 2 5 T
Pannisetum glaucum . inflorescence (pearl millat) 3 3
cereal culm node 16 37 53
Fruits 0
Capparis spinosa (caper) 2. 3 1 2 2 10
Capsicum sp. (chilli pepper) 1 3 4
Ficus carica (fig) 62 11 4 23 8 3 11
Olea eurcpasa (olive) 1 2 2 4 11
Fhoenix dactylifera , seed (date) g 23 42 3 1 1 1 82
Phoenix dactylifera | perianth (date) 7 22 2 2 a3
Phoenix dactylifera, male flower (date) 3 3 6
Fhoenix dactylifers , rachilla (date) 1 2 1 4
Funica granatum (pomegranate) 1 3 2 ) 14 3 25
Prunus duicis {almaond) 1 1 1 1 4
Vitis vinifera , seed (grape) 14 3 2 2] 12 1z 52
Vitiz vinifera , stalk (grape) 1 2 1 4
Ziziphus spina-christi (jujuba) 1 2 4 1 1 4 13
Wild plants 0
Bets sp. (beet) 1 1
Cifrullus colocynthus (wild watermelon) 1 1 2
Fistacia atlantica (wild pistachio) 2 2
Raphanus raphanistrum (wild radish) 2 2
Retarna sphaerocarpa (white broom) 2 g T
Medicago sp.. pod 1 2 3
Undetermined 4 1 - 3 13
total 92 268 637 9 1 2 51 50 31 1141

one hand and the open farms and qsur of the pre-desert
on the other, where the combination of both sheep and
goat husbandry and gazelle hunting turned out to be a
general phenomenon throughout the ages (Van der Veen
et al. 1996, 259). Furthermore, the find of ostrich eggs at
Bu Njem and Gheriat el-Garbia should be highlighted.?’

Conclusions

By establishing the oasis forts of Ghadames, Gheriat
el-Garbia and Bu Njem, Septimius Severus brought the
Tripolitanian pre-desert under direct Roman control.
This resulted in the sudden presence of a large number
of soldiers and vicani at these sites. An essential require-
ment for the functioning of the new military communi-
ties on the limes Tripolitanus was, as elsewhere, to ensure
the supply of food, including foodstuffs such as wheat,
oil, and wine. The supply of the troops in general prob-
ably followed a similar pattern as in other frontier zones
of the Roman Empire, even though the military was
confronted with particular challenges here due to the
extreme natural environment. In this context, it is sig-
nificant that a large part of the soldiers garrisoned on the
African frontiers in Severan times were recruited from
North Africans who might have been familiar with the
natural landscape conditions (Guédon 2018, 249-50).

The integration into regional and supra-regional
trade networks of the Tripolitanian oasis forts and their
vici during the third century is reflected in the wide
range of foodstuffs available, which can be inferred at
least partly from the archaeological, epigraphic, archae-
obotanical, and faunal evidence: the basic foodstuffs
primarily included cereals, especially barley and hard
wheat, as well as olive oil. In addition, there were other
standard products of Roman military supply such as
wine (probably also posca and acetum) and, to an inde-
terminable extent, also fish products. The latter seem to
have been supplemented by (sporadic) dried or salted
(?) seafood.*® Meat also played a fundamental role in
feeding the troops, including poultry, small game, goat,
sheep, cattle and camel, as has been seen at Bu Njem.
In addition, various fruits of African and Mediterranean
origin, including dates, figs, grapes, olives, almonds,
pomegranates and jujubes, were consumed at Gheriat
el-Garbia, most probably as early as the mid-imperial
period. The same is likely to be true for various legumes
and spices found in the samples from open farms and
gsur in the Libyan Valleys.

As far as the origin of the various foodstuffs is con-
cerned, a fairly complex supply pattern of local, regional
and long-distance trade emerges. The fruits found in
the archaeobotanical evidence probably originated

#Bu Njem: Rebuffat 1976-77, 50; Walas 2022, 50. Gheriat el-Garbia: Schimmer 2011, 317 (backfilling of a Late Antique storage pit).
¥Van Neer (1997, 146) assumed that the Roman stations along the desert routes in the eastern desert of Egypt may have been supplied also with

fresh fish when temperatures were low in winter.
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primarily from the Libyan Valleys or were cultivated
in the oases of the military sites themselves (Morales
and Mackensen 2020, 216-17). Likewise, the supply of
(fresh) meat would have been organized, above all, on a
local or regional level, if only because of how perishable
it is, but the final results of the archaeozoological inves-
tigations at Gheriat el-Garbia are pending. According to
the ostraca from Bu Njem, wheat and barley were prob-
ably also obtained, at least in part, from the immediate
or wider surroundings (see above). In the case of Gheriat
el-Garbia, Morales assumed that these cereals, attested
in the Late Antique deposits, were imported to the site.
Their almost complete absence in the post-Roman lay-
ers seems to indicate the end of the corresponding sup-
ply networks.* It is possible that the Wadi Sofeggin and
the adjoining regions to the south were of particular
importance here. Wheat from the large granaries on the
coast (Lepcis Magna) would also have contributed to
the supply of the limes Tripolitanus on the basis of the
annona militaris, but we do not know in what quantities.
The pearl millet from a Late Antique context at Gheriat
el-Garbia is an exception that would have reached the
site via trade from Fazzan or further south.

The amphora record of the oasis forts and their vici
provides information on the supply of olive oil, wine,
and fish products. Olive oil came, unsurprisingly, first
and foremost from Tripolitania (especially from the Tar-
huna area), as documented by the large number of Tri-
politana 3 amphorae at Gheriat el-Garbia and Bu Njem
(Bonifay 2007, 458). In addition, Gheriat el-Garbia, and
maybe also Bu Njem, received Tunisian oil (Africana 1)
in limited quantities.

A more nuanced pattern emerges in the case of wine,
which also finds some confirmation in the customs tarift
from Lambaesis. Regional products are attested at Ghe-
riat el-Garbia (Dressel 2-4/Schone-Mau 35); however,
their precise proportions remain vague due to the ques-
tion of how many of the Tripolitana 2 amphorae actu-
ally carried wine. The same applies to Bu Njem. On the
other hand, a significant share of the wine was shipped
to Gheriat el-Garbia via long-distance trade from Sicily
(MRA 1a) as well as from Mauretania Caesariensis and
Tunisia (Dressel 30) during the third century. In con-
trast, according to the current state of research, these
products did not reach Bu Njem or Fazzan. Neverthe-
less, evidence documented at sites in the pre-desert indi-
cate that at least Sicilian wine found some distribution in
the region beyond the coastal area. In addition, the pres-
ence of a Kapitdn 2 wine amphora recovered at Gheriat
el-Garbia can be taken as further evidence that the site
was connected to the Mediterranean market.

The quantities of the different fish products trans-
ported in amphorae of Tripolitana 2 and Africana 2A

types are difficult to estimate. It should be noted that
Africana 2A vessels are considerably more frequent at
Bu Njem than at Gheriat el-Garbia, which can perhaps
be explained by different supply routes (Mackensen et
al. 2021, 192). However, fish sauce and salsamenta were
most probably part of the regular supply of the garri-
sons, especially since there is evidence that seafood
also reached the Tripolitanian frontier zone. Regarding
the imports of Mediterranean fish products to Fazzan,
where Tripolitana 2 amphorae are also attested (Leitch
2014, 122), further research on the small-sized ‘desert
amphorae’ could provide important results.

Generally, it seems that certain products were spe-
cifically acquired by the military (see above the example
of Aemilius Aemilianus), while others arrived at the forts
and their vici through free trade. To what degree the Gar-
amantes played a central role in supplying the garrisons,
as suggested by Broekaert and Vanacker (2016, 105-12),
remains a matter of debate. Merchants and suppliers
were probably only granted limited access to the forts. In
this context, the exact meaning of the verbs introire and
supervenire on the Bu Njem ostraca has been discussed
(Marichal 1992, 109; Guédon 2018, 170-71, 175; see also
Walas 2020, 57-58). It was argued that in case of ostra-
con no. 71 the Garamantes and Egyptians were allowed
to pass the gate (introierunt). The same applies to the
Garamantes (?) delivering barley that are mentioned
on ostracon no. 72 (Marichal 1992, 109; Guédon 2018,
171). However, neither the names of the suppliers nor
the quantity of barley were specified. The Garamantes
could therefore, as Stéphanie Guédon (2018, 171, 174)
emphasized, also have voluntarily offered their goods for
sale to the soldiers, without being involved in the regu-
lar military supply system. In contrast, the more general
term supervenire on ostracon no. 73 in connection with
the suriacae could mean that the (textile?) traders or
convoy in question remained outside the fort (Guédon
2018, 175).

The Roman army usually took the regional con-
ditions of the natural environment into account when
supplying its permanent forts with food and fodder
(Deschler-Erb and Groot 2019; see also Mattingly 1995,
152). In this respect, the significant regional component
in the range of foodstufts presented above is not surpris-
ing. However, even in the case of those goods that were
produced within Tripolitania, such as oil, wine or fish
products, longer distances sometimes had to be covered.
It is striking that the roads through the pre-desert and
desert areas, which were unsuitable for chariots, were
no obstacle to the mass transport of amphorae, as both
the evidence from the oasis forts and that from Fazzan
show. At least large containers such as amphorae Tripol-
itana 1-3 may have been carried by dromedaries rather

*Morales and Mackensen 2020, 217; Mattingly 2023, 556. The high ratio of rachis segments in comparison to grains is interpreted as residues of
cereal processing for consumption or as leftovers of fodder: Morales and Mackensen 2020, 215.
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than donkeys or mules (Bonifay 2013, 552, note 102).
Mattingly (2013b, 184-85) assumed that for caravans of
a maximum of 50-100 animals, each camel was loaded
with two large amphorae (maximum 150 kg). Based on
the data from the Garamantian tombs in Wadi al-Ajal,
he calculated this equated to several caravans or 187 to
250 loaded animals per year to have travelled from the
Mediterranean coast to Fazzan during the first to fourth
centuries CE. In the oasis forts and their vici, the super-
vision of the water points and water supply was of par-
ticular importance, not only for the soldiers and vicani,
but also for the caravans. In this context, Guédon inter-
preted the term statio camellariorum (Bu Njem, ostracon
no. 5), which has been intensely debated in recent times,
as a facility near the fort in the sense of a caravanserai,
where the military both registered the arriving caravans
and goods, and also provided the infrastructure for
unloading and supply.** The same can be assumed for
the other oasis forts.

The question remains as to what effects the estab-
lishment of the Severan oasis forts had on the surround-
ing areas of the pre-desert and its inhabitants. It can be
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Chapter 8

THE RELIGIOUS IDENTITY OF ROMAN
SOLDIERS IN TRIPOLITANIA:
ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND EPIGRAPHIC

EVIDENCE

Sebastian Schmid

Introduction

Religion, religious ceremonies and cultic acts played an
important role in the Roman army, but also in the lives
of the individual soldiers. The worship of the same gods,
the celebration of the same festivals and of the impe-
rial cult by the legions and auxiliaries stationed across
the Roman Empire expressed the loyalty of the troops
towards Rome and the emperor as their supreme com-
mander. The festivals and rituals celebrated throughout
the Empire also led to a strengthening of the sense of
togetherness, to the formation of a communal identity
and to the disciplining of the troops.

In this ‘official’ army religion, which was binding
for all parts of the Roman army, the imperial cult in
particular played a decisive role, in addition to the
worship of Roman state gods such as Mars or Jupiter.
This is impressively shown by the so-called ‘Feriale
Duranum’ — a papyrus containing a festival calendar
of the cohors XX Palmyrenorum, which was found in
the 1930s at Dura Europos in Syria (see Haynes 2013,
198-206, with references). On the papyrus, which
can be dated to the reign of Severus Alexander (222-
35 CE), 27 of the 41 entries refer to the imperial cult. In
addition to the reigning ruler and his family, numerous
deified emperors and empresses were also commemo-
rated with sacrifices. In addition, there are individual
(Roman metropolitan) festivals such as the Quinquat-
ria or the Vestalia. Of great symbolic importance for
the Roman army were also the various insignia, espe-
cially the eagles of the legions.

Alongside the Feriale Duranum, inscriptions are
the main source of information on religious practices
in the Roman army. Inscriptions that can be referred
to the official Roman army religion usually mention
the respective units alone or together with their com-
manding officer. However, there is also a large number
of inscriptions set up by individuals - ordinary soldiers,
non-commissioned officers, and officers. These are to be
seen as an expression of the personal need for protection
and security by the gods and thus of the private cults of
individual soldiers. The gods honoured in this way were
in part local deities that were worshipped in the vicinity
of the soldiers stationing place. But soldiers also set up
inscriptions in honour of gods from their regions of ori-
gin. These cults from their homeland were also impor-
tant for entire units and defined their collective identity,
as can be seen in particular in the case of some Syrian
units. In addition, Roman state gods and emperors were
worshipped by soldiers as private individuals. A clear
distinction between official army religion and private
cult is therefore not always possible.!

In Tripolitania, apart from a few auxiliary units,
mainly detachments of the legio III Augusta were
stationed, whose main fortress was at Lambaesis in
Numidia. This chapter examines what sources are avail-
able to understand the religious identity of the sol-
diers stationed in Tripolitania, and whether differences
between auxiliary and legionary soldiers can be ascer-
tained. In addition, it explores whether (and to what
extent) the worship of gods at Lambaesis and in the forts
and fortlets on the limes Tripolitanus differed.

'On the religion of the Roman army, see in general Stoll 2007; Haynes 2013, 189-237, with further bibliography.
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Fig. 8.1. Mid-imperial and late Roman military and civilian sites in Tripolitania (after Mackensen 2022, 182, fig. 1).

Evidence for the religious identity
of Roman soldiers in Tripolitania

For the question of which deities the Roman soldiers sta-
tioned in forts and fortlets in Tripolitania worshipped,
inscriptions are the most important source. Other arte-
facts which could be connected to the religious identity
are missing. Excavations of sanctuaries in or around
Roman forts, which would allow conclusions to be
drawn about the gods worshipped there, as well as about
their builders and worshippers, have hardly ever taken
place. However, particularly worthy of mention are the
investigations in the 1960-70s at Gholaia/Bu Njem by
René Rebuffat, who uncovered not only several cult sites
inside the fort, but also on the hills around it. Excava-
tions were also carried out recently at Gheriat el-Garbia
(2009-10), where several buildings to the east of the fort
were investigated (on both sites see Mackensen, Chapter
6, with bibliography). Furthermore, the fortlet of Tis-
avar/Ksar Rhilane was excavated in the late nineteenth
century. However, a building inside the fortlet that was
referred to as a sanctuary is hardly known. There were
other cult rooms outside the fortification, which have
been described, but their ground plans are not known.

In Tripolitania, the Roman army built several forts,
especially in the late second and third centuries CE,
in which detachments (vexillationes) of the legio IIT
Augusta were stationed (Fig. 8.1). These include the
forts of Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia, Gholaia/Bu Njem,
and possibly Cidamus/Ghadames. However, the exact
location and size of the latter site are not known, and it
may have been only a fortlet. In addition to these vex-
illation forts, there were some forts that housed auxil-
iary units: Talalati/Ras el-Ain Tlalet; Tillibari/Remada;
Thenteos (probably Edref near Zintan); and Secedi,
which is known from ostraca from Bu Njem but has not
been yet located. Another fort is assumed because of its
geographical location at present-day Mizda; however, it
is unclear which unit might have been stationed here.
So far, no inscriptions or other finds are known from
Secedi, Talalati, Thenteos, and Mizda that would point
to the deities worshipped by soldiers there.?

In addition to these larger forts, which ranged in
size from 0.8 to 2.5 ha, there were several fortlets and
outposts in Tripolitania, some of which were occupied
by legionaries (for instance, Vezereos/Sidi Mohammed
ben Aissa near Bir Rhezene, and Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane),
others by auxiliaries (probably Si Aoun). Other

2On these forts see Trousset 1974, 98-102; Mattingly 1995, 87-88, 95-98; Mackensen 2022, 190-95; Schimmer 2012.
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inscriptions that provide clues about the religious iden-
tity of Roman soldiers come from smaller sites in the
hinterland, such as Ain el-Avenia, where fortlets or out-
posts are also suspected on the basis of inscriptions, and
from the large coastal towns (for a general overview see
Mackensen, Chapter 6).

Vexillation forts and auxiliary forts

Myd(---)/Gheriat el-Garbia

The largest, and therefore probably the most impor-
tant, fort in Tripolitania was located at an oasis at Ghe-
riat el-Garbia, about 280 km south of Tripoli. Only the
initials Myd(---) are known of the ancient name of this
place. Here, between 198 and 201 CE, a vexillation of
the legio IIT Augusta built a fortification covering more
than 2 ha (Fig. 8.2), which housed between 600 and
800 legionaries until 238 CE. The composition of the
garrison after the dissolution of the legion is unclear.
It is possible that soldiers of the cohors I Syrorum sagit-
tariorum milliaria were stationed at Gheriat el-Garbia
afterwards. It is assumed that from about 240 CE the
fort was the headquarters of the regional commander
for the limes Tripolitanus (praepositus limitis Tripoli-
tanae). It was abandoned around 275-80 CE, but after
a hiatus of about a century it was again occupied by the
Roman military.’?

Archaeological investigations carried out by
Michael Mackensen in 2009-10 concentrated mainly
on the excellently preserved fortifications. However,
parts of the headquarters building (principia) were also

uncovered inside the fort, including the central room of
the rear row of rooms. This is to be regarded as the forts
shrine (sacellum or aedes). No inscriptions or statues
have survived in situ in the principia, but an inscription
on a statue base was found recycled into a Late Antique
wall in the area of the main gate (IRT2021 1135). Its orig-
inal setting is unknown, but it is possible that it came
from the principia. The statue was dedicated by the com-
mander of the unit, a centurion of the legio III Augusta,
together with the soldiers of the vexillation of Myd(---)
to the mother of the emperor Severus Alexander, Julia
Mamaea. The soldiers refer to themselves in the inscrip-
tion as devoted to their divine power and majesty (devoti
numini maiestatique eorum). On the poorly preserved
sides of the base are numerous names of the soldiers
who may have taken part in the ceremony associated
with the consecration. Among them are possibly also
members of other (auxiliary) units (Mackensen 2010a,
441-47). It should be considered that the dedication of
the statue took place in the second half of August, pos-
sibly in the year 222/223 CE, in honour of the birthday
of the emperor’s mother, which was celebrated through-
out the Empire, as the Feriale Duranum (2.26) shows
(on the dating of the inscription, see Mackensen 2010a,
444). No other references to gods worshipped in the fort
are known.

As part of the UNESCO Libyan Valleys Archaeo-
logical Survey (ULVS), in 1981 a British team investi-
gated not only the fort but also its surroundings. On a
plateau about 220 m east of the fortification and about
17 m above it, they discovered five buildings labelled
GG2-6 (Fig. 8.2), some of which were interpreted as

sanctuaries (Mattingly 1996, 98-102,

fig. 14.1). Of these, GG2 was excavated
subsequently by the German mission in
2009-10, and GG4 was cleared of debris
(see Mackensen 2016, 94-96). The best
known building GG2 was 18 m long and
about 14 m wide (Fig. 8.3). The eastern
wall featured an apse; to its south, the
remains of a small annexed building
were documented. The main entrance
to GG2 was to the west and led into a
courtyard surrounded by columns or
pillars (13.5 x 8.8 m). Between the outer

Fig. 8.2. Gheriat el-Garbia: Severan fort with
sanctuaries on the plateau to the north-east
of it. 1: South-west access; 2: East access;

3: Double cistern; 4: North access;

5: Limestone quarry; 6: Sanctuaries (after
Mackensen 2016, 87, fig. 4).
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*On the history of the fort see Mackensen 2021a, 257-58; 2022, 186-89; Mackensen, Chapter 6. On the sanctuaries see now Schmid 2024.
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died. The other buildings on the pla-
teau cannot be dated, but a connec-
tion with the first occupation of the
fort in the third century CE seems
obvious. For how long GG2-6 were
used is unclear. During a survey
in 2009, small fragments of Late
Antique Tripolitanian red slip ware
and lamps were found, which prove
that the plateau was at least visited
during the second half of the fourth
and the first half of the fifth century
CE (Mackensen 2021a, 179-82).
Mattingly (1996, 98-102) inter-
preted the buildings GG2-4 as
temples, and GG5-6 as possible

walls of the building and the columns, a surrounding
podium (1.4-1.5 m wide and about 50 cm high) was
recorded. This podium was interrupted at three points:
at the main entrance to the west, at a pathway leading
to the annex building, and in front of the apse. Here,
another low podium was constructed, about 3 m long
and 2 m wide and raised c. 20 cm above the level of the
inner courtyard. Its western corners were formed by
two of the columns or pillars of the surrounding col-
onnade. The apse itself was separated from the podium
by a moulded stone, identified as a base. The apse con-
sisted of solid masonry up to a height of 0.5 m. A statue
probably stood on the base formed by this, although
no remains have survived. In terms of its ground plan,
building GG4 is very similar to GG2, being c. 13 m long
and 10 m wide, and was also entered from the west. The
building had an apse, an annex to the south and an open
courtyard, which was surrounded at least partially by a
podium. GG3, on the other hand, had neither an apse
nor any annexed buildings. It could be entered from the
south, but its interior structure is unknown. The two
other buildings GG5 und GG6 are much smaller, with
sides measuring 3 to 5 m. Of these, only the edges of the
outer walls were documented.

Because of the position of GG2 and its orientation
towards the main axis of the vexillation fort leading
through the main gate (porta praetoria), it seems obvi-
ous that it was built when the fort already existed. Fur-
thermore, small fragments of an inscription were found
recently inside GG2, mentioning the emperor Septimius
Severus. These chronological hints lead to the assump-
tion that GG2 was built between 201 CE, when the fort
was constructed, and 211 CE, when Septimius Severus
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funerary cairns. The location on a
hill above the fort and the ground
plans of the buildings GG2 and GG4 speak for an inter-
pretation as sanctuaries, resembling other sacred build-
ings that can be clearly interpreted as such on the basis
of epigraphic evidence or through the associated finds,
for example at Ghirza (Brogan and Smith 1984, 80-92)
and Bu Njem (see below). GG3, GG5, and GG6 have not
been investigated in detail yet, but their location near
GG2 and GG4 suggests that they also served a similar
cultic function. Inside GG3, a large capital was recov-
ered, which belonged to a column about 5 m tall. One
could imagine a single honorary column set up on the
plateau, perhaps with a statue on top of it. The orien-
tation of GG2 towards the main gate of the fort and
the chronology of the sanctuaries suggest that the tem-
ples were somehow linked to the fort. Furthermore, it
seems hard to imagine that the army allowed civilians
to construct buildings that towered above their fort. As
a consequence, it is highly likely that the vexillation of
the legio III Augusta at Gheriat el-Garbia was involved
in the construction of the sanctuaries (a similar situation
can be seen at Bu Njem: see below).

It is not clear which gods were worshipped in these
sanctuaries. The ground plans of GG2 and GG4, espe-
cially the podiums or benches along their outer walls,
are not a common feature of temples dedicated to gods
of the Roman pantheon. However, some sanctuaries at
Ghirza and Bu Njem have comparable structures. At
least the temples at Bu Njem were dedicated to Mars
Canappher and Jupiter Hammon, as inscriptions show.
Vanammon was worshipped in another smaller sanc-
tuary (see below). Apart from Jupiter Hammon, these
deities - together with Mastiman and Gurzil - are inter-
preted as being of regional, Libyan origin (Mattingly
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1995, 167-68). Due to the similar ground plans, it seems
likely that these local gods were also worshipped at
GG2 and GG4. Furthermore, on another fragmentary
inscription found outside GG2, one can read the let-
ters [---]JPOLITAN, which might indicate a dedication
to a [genius regionis Tri]politan(ae), which is so far not
attested elsewhere in the region. However, a dedication
to Jupiter Heliopolitanus cannot be ruled out as a possi-
ble alternative.

Gholaia/Bu Njem

About 200 km east of Gheriat el-Garbia lies the fort of
Bu Njem. As at Gheriat el-Garbia, a vexillation of the
legio III Augusta built a fort here in 201 CE, but this
was only slightly more than 1 ha in size. Until 238 CE, it
housed a legionary detachment of about 300-500 men,
occasionally reinforced by troops composed of various
units (numerus conlatus). After the dissolution of the
legion in 238 CE, the vexillation probably remained on
site, but under the designation of vexillatio Golensis and
with a changed status. The toponymic term Golensis
refers to the ancient name of Bu Njem, Gholaia, which is
attested on inscriptions (see, for instance: AE 1972, 679
=IRT20211058; AE 1976, 698 = IRT2021 1064; AE 1976,
700 = IRT2021 1066). The fort was evacuated in the early
260s CE, or perhaps as late as the 270s CE (Mattingly
1995, 95-97; Mackensen 2008). A few Late Antique finds
prove that the site was also used in this period. However,
there is no evidence for a new stationing of Roman mili-
tary forces (Mackensen 2021b, 130; 2022, 186).

At Bu Njem, Rebuffat carried out excavations from
1967 to 1980. In particular, the buildings in the central
part of the fort were investigated: the principia, the prae-
torium, the horreum, and the baths. Parts of the barracks
in the front area of the fort (praetentura) and the fortifi-
cations were also uncovered. In addition, investigations
were carried out in the civilian settlement around the
fort. Outside this settlement, several buildings, mostly
located on small hills, were identified as temples. A large
number of inscriptions, grafiti, and ostraca were discov-
ered during the excavations. These provide unique clues
not only for the development of the fort and the organi-
zation of Roman border control in Tripolitania, but also
about the gods worshipped on site. Several fragments
of an inscription were found in the baths of the fort,
among other places (IRT2021 1059; Rebuffat 1990, 149).
Originally, however, it probably stood in the headquar-
ters building (principia). It was erected in honour of the
supreme god of the state, Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and
for the health and safety of emperor Maximinus Thrax
and his son. A centurion of the legio III Augusta, who
was also the commander of the unit at Gholaia (prae-
positus vexillationis), and the vexillation consecrated this
ara cerei. Consecrations of such altars are also known
from Castellum Dimmidi (Algeria); according to the
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inscriptions there, they took place on 3 May, the end of
the feast of Rosalia mentioned in the Feriale Duranum.
Two other inscriptions from the legionary fortress of
Lambaesis and from Menaa (the latter set up by a vex-
illation of the legio III Augusta) do not mention an ara
cerei, but they do mention the date of 3 May. A connec-
tion is therefore obvious. The interpretation of this ara
cerei is unclear; in some cases an interpretation as an
altar of Cerus or Ceres has been suggested. More likely,
however, it is a translation of the term cereus, referring to
a candle that was placed on the altar and lit on the feast
day of 3 May (Schmidt Heidenreich 2013, 56-58, with
note 131).

About 20 m east of the principia, the fragment of an
inscription was found on which the genius vexillationis
is named and the remains of imperial titles (IMP AVG)
are also preserved (IRT2021 1228; Rebuftat 1990, 150).
The inscription may therefore have been set up for an
unknown emperor and the patron god of the detach-
ment stationed at Gholaia. In addition to these two
inscriptions, a statue of a female deity wearing a helmet
and a herm was also documented in the headquarters
building. Furthermore, a small marble statuette of Venus
pudica may have come from there (Rebuffat 1990, 157).

To the right of the principia was the house of the
unit commander (praetorium), to which a smaller build-
ing with pedestals was attached. Besides a statue base,
two altars with inscriptions were discovered in it, which
is why the building was interpreted as a chapel. One
inscription was dedicated by a centurion of the legio III
Augusta to the genius Gholaiae and to the safety of the
emperors on the day of the arrival of the Roman army at
Bu Njem (IRT2021 1066; Rebuffat 1990, 138, 150; Brou-
quier-Reddé 1992, 178). Apparently, it was considered
necessary to secure the protection of the local deity as
quickly as possible. The second inscription dates from
the time after the disbandment of the legion in 238
CE (IRT2021 1065; Rebuffat 1990, 138, 150; Brouqui-
er-Reddé 1992, 178-79). It was erected by a decurio, an
officer of mounted auxiliary units and commander of
the fort during this phase. It is dedicated to the numen
praesens, the divinity who is present. It is possible that
this divinity is also the genius Gholaiae.

Numerous inscriptions were found in the baths on
the left side of the principia. Particularly noteworthy
is a limestone slab over 1.8 m high with an inscription
of several lines in rhyme (IRT2021 918; Rebuffat 1990,
151), with which the commanding centurion Q. Avid-
ius Quintianus consecrated the bath building to the
goddess Salus — a deity that was responsible for per-
sonal health, but also for the welfare of the state (Salus
rei publicae). Especially in the inhospitable environ-
ment of the Libyan pre-desert, the dedication of a bath
building to this deity is self-explanatory. The inscrip-
tion was placed in the frigidarium, and in another room
a small niche was documented in which a small statue
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of Fortuna stood. An altar found there also names
the dea sancta Fortuna (IRT2021 1230; Rebuffat 1990,
151-52; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 179-82). In addition, a
plaster plate with an inscription was discovered, which
testifies to a partial restoration of the bath (IRT2021
1231; Rebuffat 1990, 152). On it the undefeated divin-
ities (numina invicta) are invoked. The inscription was
set up by a non-commissioned officer (principalis) with
all the soldiers (cum omne numerum militum). Several
fragments of an alabaster slab also mention a dedica-
tion to Jupiter Optimus Maximus and to the safety and
security of the emperors (IRT2021 1322). Finally, an
inscription was found in the baths, which was set up by
the vexillation in honour of Septimius Severus and his
sons (IRT2021 913).

A fragment of a bronze tablet was documented at the
forts east gate. On it were apparently written acclama-
tions in honour of an emperor, probably Elagabalus, and
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Fig. 8.4. Bu Njem: Severan fort with civil settlement and
sanctuaries (after Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 149, fig. 83).

of a mater exercitus, probably his mother Julia Soaemia
(IRT2021 1063). The voussoir of an arch was also found
in the fort, but without a more precise location, bear-
ing a dedication to Sol Invictus (IRT2021 917; Rebuffat
1990, 152). The inscription was made by Peticius Pastor
on the basis of a vow, but whether he was a soldier, an
officer, or a civilian is unclear.

Outside the fort and the civilian settlement, c. 300 m
to the south-east and c. 1 km to the north respectively,
five temples were uncovered, most of which were sit-
uated on smaller mounds (Fig. 8.4). On the basis of
the inscriptions found in these buildings, the gods
to whom they were dedicated are known for three of
these sanctuaries. To the south-east was the sanctuary
of Mars Canappher (Fig. 8.5.1). It was built in 225 CE
by the vexillation under the direction of the command-
ing officer in honour of this god and for the safety and
security of the emperor Severus Alexander, his mother
Julia Mamaea, and the whole imperial house. The tem-
ple has a roughly square ground plan of about 7.5 x
8 m and was entered from north-west. Opposite the
entrance was a semicircular apse. Four masonry pil-
lars supported the roof of the building; between two of
these pillars and in front of the entrance to the apse, a
masonry altar was documented. Inside the apse, an ala-
baster base was also found, probably for a (cult) statue.
Between the pillars and the outer walls were masonry
platforms 0.95 m wide. They could be accessed via
stairs and served as a place for the worshippers to sit
or lie down.*

Approximately 20 m south of the Mars Canappher
temple, another small cult site was found, which - as an
inscription shows - was dedicated to Vanammon (Fig.
8.5.2) (IRT2021 1092; Rebuffat 1990, 154-57; cf. Guédon
2018, 256). Once again, a centurion called Aurelius Var-
ixen appears as the donor, but the troops he commanded
are not mentioned. It could therefore be a private dona-
tion by this officer. The building was about 2.7 x 2.7 m
in size and the eastern side had a semicircular apse. The
interior was not accessible, at least on the ground floor.
Rebuffat therefore assumed that it was a base on which
a statue of a god could be placed, and it was probably
protected by a kind of canopy.” A very similar sanctu-
ary, measuring 4.2 x 4.2 m, was found slightly west of
the two mentioned above and 200 m south of the fort.
In contrast to the temple of Vanammon, it did not have
an apse, but rather a niche on the west side (Fig. 8.5.3).
Again, it was not accessible on the ground floor. Due
to the lack of an inscription, it is unclear which deity
the building was dedicated to. Rebuffat (1990, 129, 142,
fig. 12; see also Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 159-60) called
it “Temple Sud’ and referred to its form and that of the
temple of Vanammon as ‘temple-blocs’

*Rebuffat 1976-77, 51-54; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 156-59; Guédon 2018, 255. On the inscription, see IRT2021 1057; Rebuffat 1990, 154.
*Rebuffat 1990, 130, 142-43, fig. 13. See also Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 155-56; Guédon 2018, 255.
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Fig. 8.5. Bu Njem. 1: Temple of Mars
Canappher; 2: Temple of Vanammon;

3: Southern temple (after Rebuffat 1990,
129-30, 132, figs 12-13, 15).

Another sanctuary was uncov-
ered on asmall hillabout 1 km north
of the fort (Fig. 8.6.1). There was a
walled area measuring about 11 X
11 m, which could be entered from
the south. Opposite the entrance
on the north wall was the cella
with a vestibule in front. The build-
ing was surrounded by a portico,
which rested on masonry pillars.
Between the pillars and the outer
wall there was a raised pedestal, as
in the temple of Mars Canappher.
Outside the precinct, a masonry
altar was uncovered. A little to the

east of it, another building was
found, which was probably used
for the preparation of (sacrificial)
food. The temple was built in 205
CE, as attested by an inscription at
the entrance to the cella (IRT2021
1064). The vexillation of the legio
IIT Augusta appears as the builder.
Another inscription, which was
not found in situ but on the slope 5

of the hill, names the god to whom

the temple was dedicated: Jupiter

Hammon (Rebuffat 1990, 153-54; Brouquier-Reddé
1992, 151-54; Guédon 2018, 254). Furthermore, it
names the centurion Tullius Romulus as the dedicator.
Possibly the same officer is behind another fragmented
inscription found at the foot of the hill with the temple
of Jupiter Hammon (IRT2021 1054; cf. AE 2013, 1767).
This was set up in honour of Geta and his mother and
the entire imperial house, and it is likely that Septimius
Severus and Caracalla were also originally named on
the inscription. Unfortunately, the name of the dedi-
cator has not survived. However, the rare designation
of the dedicator with the rank maioriarius, which Tul-
lius Romulus also bears on the inscription mentioned
above (centurio ex maioriarius), the place of discov-
ery, and the dating suggest that this inscription may
also have been set up in honour (and for the security
and safety?) of the Severan imperial house by Tullius
Romulus. From the temple of Jupiter Hammon comes
a coin of the period 330/331 CE and two Late Antique
Tripolitanian lamps, demonstrating that the sanctuary
was still visited in Late Antiquity. However, it is unclear
whether it was still used as such at this time.®

Approximately 300 m south of the Jupiter Hammon
temple, another sanctuary located on a hill was uncov-
ered (Fig. 8.6.2). It consists of a 12 x 13.5 m walled area
that was entered from the south. To the north, opposite
the entrance, is a roughly square cella with a vestibule
in front. A statue base was documented inside the cella.
Once again, a narrow masonry pedestal ran along the
outer wall of the precinct. No inscriptions were found
in the temple or in its surroundings, and it is therefore
unclear which deity was worshipped in it. Rebuffat called
it the “Temple Nord, and on the basis of the associated
finds a date in the third century CE seems probable
(Rebuffat 1976-77, 54-56; 1990, 126; Brouquier-Reddé
1992, 148-51).

Graffiti naming Neptune, Venus, and Victoria
were found in the so-called ‘Batiment aux Niches’ in
the civilian settlement. In addition, there are incised
drawings of Victoria and Venus as well as a lightning
bolt (Rebuffat 1990, 125-26). However, these inscrip-
tions and depictions cannot be definitely linked to the
Roman military. With regard to the numerous ost-
raca from Bu Njem, these give no indication of gods

°Rebuffat 1987, 85, 89, fig. 12; 1990, 147. On the use of the temples after the withdrawal of the garrison at Gholaia, see Guédon 2018, 256.
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Fig. 8.6. Bu Njem. 1: Temple of Jupiter
Hammon; 2: Northern temple (after
Rebuffat 1990, 131, 133, figs 14, 16).

inscriptions attest to the presence
of soldiers of the legio III Augusta
in this place, which was called Cid-
amus in antiquity. However, it has
not yet been possible to locate the
fort they probably built in Severan
times. Its size is therefore just as
unknown as the number of legion-
aries stationed there. Whether it
was a fort comparable to Gheriat
el-Garbia, and especially Bu Njem,
for perhaps 300-400 men, or only
a fortlet remains an open question.

However, the comparable position
of the three forts on one of the
main routes to the south suggests
the presence of a larger number
of soldiers.” An inscription from
Ghadames mentions a tribute to
Severus Alexander and his mother
Julia Mamaea. It was set up by the
vexillation of the legio IIT Augusta
under their centurion (IRT2021
908). Another inscription gives
information about the fulfilment of
a vow by the soldiers stationed at
Cydamae (praetendentes Cydamis)
(IRT2021 907), but the deity to
whom the vow was made is not

preserved. Finally, an inscription
by the centurion of the legio III
Augusta M. Aurelius lanuarius, also
taking the form of a vow, names the
goddess Fortuna Augusta (IRT2021
1109).

worshipped by the soldiers or cultic acts performed
by them. Only the mention of a laniarius, a butcher, in
a daily report for 31 August could be associated with
celebrations in connection with the birthday of Com-
modus (Marichal 1992, 98-99; note that IRT2021 1510
translates laniarius with ‘wool-worker’). An ox was
sacrificed for the emperor on this day, as the Feriale
Duranum (3.1) attests.

Cidamus/Ghadames

Another vexillation fort was located in the oasis town
of Ghadames, about 400 km south of Gabes. Several

7On Ghadames see Le Bohec 1989, 450; Rebuffat 1994; Mattingly 199
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Tillibari/Remada

An auxiliary unit (cohors II Flavia Afrorum) was stationed
in the fort of Tillibari, about 150 km south of Gigthis. This
is attested by an inscription dated to the year 197 CE (AE
1975, 870), which refers to the reconstruction of a build-
ing that had collapsed due to age (vetustate dilapsa). The
builder was the commander (praefectus) of the cohors IT
Flavia Afrorum. Archaeological investigations at Remada
started as early as the nineteenth century and uncov-
ered the defence walls and small parts of the interior
construction. Several building phases could be distin-
guished, whereby according to Mattingly the shape of the

5, 97.
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gate towers indicates that the fort was built in Hadrianic
times. It was evidently rebuilt in the Severan period and
was still occupied by the cohors II Flavia Afrorum in Late
Antiquity (Trousset 1974, 114-18; Mattingly 1995, 90-92;
Mackensen 2021b, 125). The building mentioned in the
inscription is called aedes and should therefore be inter-
preted as a sanctuary. However, it is unclear whether this
refers to a temple dedicated to a specific deity — in the fort
or in the civil settlement — or perhaps to the shrine inside
the fort (sacellum/aedes). The lack of mention of a specific
deity could point to the latter possibility.

Fortlets

The majority of fortlets and outposts along the limes Tri-
politanus have hardly been archaeologically investigated.
Evidence for the worship of gods by the soldiers sta-
tioned there is largely lacking. Exceptions are Vezereos/
Sidi Mohammed ben Aissa and Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane. At
least the ground plans of the fortlets erected there are
known and there are some inscriptions (see also Mack-
ensen, Chapter 6). Further inscriptions were found at Si
Aoun and Ain Wif, but the military buildings located
there are almost unknown archaeologically.

Vezereos/Sidi Mohammed ben Aissa

The fortlet of Vezereos, about 0.25 ha in size, is located
c. 70 km south-west of Gabes. So far, only its defence
walls are known, while the inner buildings are not. How-
ever, there are indications of an extensive civilian settle-
ment around it. An inscription from the year 201 CE
(AE 1909, 151) mentions repairs to the fortlet, and it is
therefore assumed that it had been built under Commo-
dus, perhaps even earlier. It was probably occupied, with
alterations, until the first third of the fifth century CE
(Mattingly 1995, 80-81, 100, 137, table 4.1; Mackensen
2015; 2022, 189-90).

There are two inscriptions from Vezereos which
attest to the worship of gods and the emperor at the site.
A dedicatory inscription was found south-east of the
fortlet (Trousset 1974, 77; EDCS 103000026). It men-
tions the donation of an altar to Minerva, but is also
dedicated to the safety of the Severan imperial house.
The dedicator is Iulius Zeno, an optio of the legio III
Augusta. A second inscription was found inside the
fortlet (Trousset 1974, 76-77; EDCS 08201701). It was
erected in honour of the emperors Septimius Severus
and Caracalla as well as Julia Domna by the vexillation
of the legio IIT Augusta stationed at Vezereos. What is
remarkable about this inscription are the sides of the
stone, where over 300 soldiers are listed by name. Due to
the size of the fortlet, they were undoubtedly not all sta-
tioned at Vezereos. Apparently the soldiers came from
surrounding outposts and took part in the ceremonies
associated with the erection of the inscription.
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Tisavar/Ksar Rhilane

The fortlet of Tisavar is located about 35 km south-east
of Vezereos. It is only 0.1 ha in size, but still very well
preserved. The fortlet has a rectangular ground plan
with rounded corners and could be entered through an
entrance from the east. Above this entrance was a gate
tower. Inside the complex was a central building with a
small courtyard, which can be interpreted as the prin-
cipia. At a later date, another room was added to the east.
The barracks, storage buildings, and also the accommo-
dation for the commander of the small unit stationed in
the fortlet, on the other hand, abutted the inner side of
the defence walls. On the basis of a building inscription
found here (CIL VIII, 11048), the construction of Ksar
Rhilane can be dated to the period 184-91 CE. An exten-
sive burnt layer suggests that the building was destroyed
by fire. The most recent coin is from Maximinus Daia
(305-13 CE). To the east of the fort, a small building
and a series of rooms with different ground plans were
documented, but their function is unclear. Also outside
the fort, the remains of three other buildings with niches
were noted in the late nineteenth century. In contrast to
the fortlet and the buildings to the east of it, however, no
ground plan is known of these (Mackensen 2010b).

Several altars were found in the buildings with
niches, most of them without inscriptions (Mackensen
2010b, 465-66). One, however, did have one, mentioning
a dedication by a centurion of the legio III Augusta to the
genius of Tisavar (Trousset 1974, 94; EDCS 24100103).
The officer commanded a vexillation, but it is uncertain
whether this was the unit stationed at Tisavar. Since the
necessary space was not available to accommodate a sol-
dier of this rank in the fort, the vexillation stationed at
Tisavar was probably commanded by an officer of lower
rank (an optio would be conceivable here: Mackensen
2010b, 462). On the basis of the altars and the inscrip-
tion, the three buildings outside the fort are probably
to be regarded as sanctuaries, which were at least partly
used by the Roman military. However, no information is
available about their ground plan and layout.

Another sanctuary - besides the aedes, about which
little is known - was found inside the fortlet. There, in
the nineteenth century, an inscription was documented
above the door that led into the room, which was subse-
quently added to the principia. It names the god Jupiter
Optimus Maximus Victor, to whom this room was prob-
ably dedicated. In the twentieth century, the inscription
was removed and used as a door lintel (Trousset 1974,
94, fig. 27b; Mackensen 2010b, 465-66, fig. 11).

Si Aoun

Little is known about the fortlet of Si Aoun about 40 km
south of Remada. Judging from the descriptions, it
seems to be a similar complex with a central building
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as at Tisavar. A building inscription attests to its con-
struction in 198 CE and describes it as a praesidium. The
cohors II Flavia Afrorum is named as the unit respon-
sible for its construction. Together with a numerus col-
latus, it probably also provided the garrison (Trousset
1974, 118-20; Mattingly 1995, 102; Mackensen 2021b,
113-14). Another inscription on a fragment of an altar
was found in front of the east gate of the fortlet (EDCS
10300008), attesting to the erection of this altar in hon-
our of Jupiter. The dedicator was Aemilius Emeritus. The
decurio mentioned on the fortlet building inscription
bears the same name; it therefore stands to reason that
this was one and the same person.

Thenadassa/Ain Wif

At Ain Wif, 80 km south of Tripoli, Mattingly (1982)
assumed the existence of two Roman military camps.
They were located to the south of an extensive civilian set-
tlement on a slightly higher plateau. One of these camps
could have been up to 0.5 ha in size and had rounded cor-
ners; the other was smaller and had rectangular corners.
The two inscriptions from Ain Wif, which name military
units or soldiers, can be dated to the Severan period. Mat-
tingly, however, did not want to exclude the possibility that
a fort existed at Thenadassa as early as the second century
CE, perhaps under Commodus. One of these inscriptions
(IRT2021 868) was found within the civilian settlement,
about 200 m north-west of the two forts postulated by
Mattingly. However, it is unclear whether it might have
been transported there at a later date, perhaps as building
material (Mattingly 1982, 76-77; Brouquier-Reddé 1992,
173-75). The inscription is engraved on an altar to Jupi-
ter Optimus Maximus Dolichenus and dedicated to the
safety and victory of the Severan imperial house. The ded-
icator is a high-rank officer of equestrian rank who was
commander of the cohors II Hamiorum and at the same
time of a vexillation of the legio III Augusta. This unit is
not otherwise attested for Tripolitania and may have been
stationed in Numidia (Mattingly 1982, 77). The presence
of such a high-rank officer at Ain Wif is surprising. Per-
haps he and the troops he commanded were not perma-
nently stationed there, but might have come to the place
in the course of a special mission.

Other sites
Auru (?)/Ain el-Avenia

From Ain el-Avenia, a small settlement east of Zintan,
some inscriptions and also brick stamps are known that
name the legio III Augusta. It is therefore assumed that
there was a military outpost in the village. However,
there is no archaeological evidence of this (Mattingly
1995, 102). One of the inscriptions is a dedication to
Sol Hierobolus and to the safety of the Severan imperial

house (IRT2021 1099; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 206). A
vexillation of the legio III Augusta and soldiers of the
cohors I Syrorum sagittariorum are named as dedicators.

Lepcis Magna

In addition to smaller settlements or military sites in the
Tripolitanian hinterland, a dedicatory inscription is also
known from Lepcis Magna, which was set up by a Roman
officer (IRT2021 292; Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 119-21). It
was found on an altar that was discovered in front of the
stairway of a temple on the south side of the harbour (on
the temple see Mugnai, Chapter 3). The altar was ded-
icated to Jupiter Optimus Maximus Dolichenus on the
birthday of Septimius Severus, 11 April, and to the safety
and victory of the three Augusti and their return to their
city (Rome or Lepcis Magna?).

Conclusion

The few references to the religious identity of the sol-
diers on the limes Tripolitanus show that the official
Roman army religion played an important role there.
There are 13 epigraphic records of the emperor’s cult.
Most of these inscriptions or altars were not only ded-
icated to the health, safety and security of the emper-
ors, their son(s) and wives, but also to certain gods (nine
examples). Three of these are the Roman gods Jupiter
Optimus Maximus and Minerva, three are the oriental
gods Jupiter Dolichenus and Sol Hierobolus, two are
local deities (Mars Canappher, genius Gholaiae), and one
is the genius vexillationis. The worship of Roman gods
is attested eight times, with Jupiter Optimus Maximus
dominating with four attestations. Local gods were wor-
shipped with similar frequency (six records). On the one
hand, these appear in anonymous form as genius of the
place (genius Gholaiae, genius Tisavar, possibly also the
genius regionis Tripolitanae at Gheriat el-Garbia). How-
ever, Mars Canappher, Vanammon, and the Libyan Jupi-
ter Hammon are also attested at Bu Njem (on this latter
god see Brouquier-Reddé 1992, 255-65; Mattingly 1995,
168). Based on the ground plan of the sanctuaries out-
side the fort at Gheriat el-Garbia, these buildings were
probably also dedicated to local deities.

Evidence of the worship of oriental deities is much
rarer. It is striking that the dedicators of the inscrip-
tions for Sol Hierobolus at Ain el-Avenia and for Jupi-
ter Dolichenus at Ain Wif both have connections to
the Roman East. At Ain el-Avenia, in addition to a
vexillation of the legion, one finds the cohors I Syrorum
sagittariorum, at Ain Wif the praefectus named there
commanded the cohors II Hamiorum. To what extent
the dedicator of the inscription for Jupiter Dolichenus
at Lepcis Magna had connections to the Near East is
unclear, although the corresponding altar was found
in front of the probable temple of this deity. At Gheriat
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el-Garbia, where the interpretation of an inscription for
Jupiter Heliopolitanus is not certain due to its fragmen-
tary state of preservation, the presence of (parts of the)
cohors I Syrorum sagittariorum is expected after the dis-
bandment of the legio III Augusta in 238 CE (Mattingly
1995, 83, 87; Mackensen 2010a, 448). Here, too, the wor-
ship of an oriental deity could be explained by the unit
stationed in the fort. However, the inscription dates to
the Severan period, when a vexillation of the legio III
Augusta was stationed at Gheriat el-Garbia. Due to the
lack of mention of a unit or the rank of the dedicator, it
is unclear in the case of the inscription for Sol Invictus at
Bu Njem whether it was set up by a soldier, by an officer
of the troops stationed at the fort, or by a civilian.

Other deities are rarely attested on the limes Tripolit-
anus. The genius vexillationis is known once at Bu Njem,
and the worship of such genii by units or parts of them
is frequently attested elsewhere (see Stoll 2007, 462). The
numina invicta also occur at Bu Njem. There are no ref-
erences to the worship of gods popular in North Africa,
such as Dea Caelestis or Saturn, or to Egyptian deities.

The dedicators are named on 20 inscriptions. Eleven
times it is the commanding officer together with the unit
he commands or the unit(s) themselves, without nam-
ing an individual. Nine times no unit is named, but an
officer (usually a centurion) or a non-commissioned
officer (principalis) is. Ordinary soldiers do not appear
as dedicators. Collective regimental dedications men-
tioning the unit, or the commander and the unit, con-
cern not only the imperial cult and Roman gods, but also
local deities (Mars Canappher, Jupiter Hammon, genius
Tisavar).

The collected testimonies mainly concern soldiers
and officers of the legio III Augusta, who were detached
from their main fortress at the Numidian site of Lambae-
sis to the various outposts along the limes Tripolitanus.
A comparison of the epigraphic sources from Lambaesis
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Chapter 9

IN SEARCH OF THE ROMANS IN
JABAL NAFUSA AND SURROUNDING AREAS

Isabella Welsby Sjostrom

The Jabal Nafusa, also referred to as Jabal Gharbi or West-
ern Jabal, corresponds to the western part of the chain of
mountains that runs from west to east between the Jafa-
rah plain and the Hamada el-Hamra. It is the least well-
known part of Roman Tripolitania, as it has not benefited
from the same amount of archaeological research as the
Eastern Jabal and the Tarhuna Plateau. The reasons for
this apparent neglect are first, that the Jabal Nafusa has
none of the spectacular classical remains that dot the
coastal area. Second, there is no late Roman settlement of
the size of, for example, Ghirza (Brogan and Smith 1984)
to warrant a larger project, nor the need to study the
means by which the pre-desert was able to sustain surplus
agriculture, which launched the UNESCO Libyan Valleys
Archaeological Survey (ULVS) in the 1980s. The eastern
end of the mountain range that tapers out into the richer
agricultural land around Tarhuna is easier to access than
the craggier western side. The Western Jabal rises to some
680 m asl (Fig. 9.1) and is cut by deep gorges and wadis,
making its terrain ideal for avoiding invaders (Fig. 9.2).
The population was originally wholly Berber, but Arab
tribes have also settled in the area
since the eleventh century CE (see
the useful schematic map in Prevost
2016, map 2, and Prevost, Chapter
10, on the relationships between Jabal
Nafusa and Jerba in the Islamic era).
Despite sparse rainfall, with careful
husbanding of the water resources,
particularly through the use of wadi
walls, the Western Jabal is nonethe-
less able to produce olives and grain,
and has clearly done so from the
pre-Roman period onwards with no

Fig. 9.1. Jabal Nafusa escarpment,
looking east from Tarmisa (photo
I. Welsby Sjostrom).

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 173

173

significant interruption. While it is generally known that
Jabal Nafusa was settled and subject to Roman adminis-
tration, few sites dating to the Roman and Byzantine eras
are published, or have received the attention of archaeol-
ogists. Fieldwork has been undertaken there by Barbara
Barich and her colleagues on prehistoric sites (see, for
instance, Barich et al. 2010), but this is not pertinent to
the present discussion.

Little is known about the road network in Roman
times in Jabal Nafusa, as no milestones have been found.
The map published by Richard Goodchild (1949, fig. 3)
shows a dotted line heading west from Thenadassa/Ain
Wif, tentatively passing Zintan and heading for Dehibat
in Tunisia. Milestones have been found to the south of
Zintan, in conjunction with roads leading to the pre-de-
sert (IRT 963-69). A tantalizing statement by Renato Bar-
toccini (1926, 82) suggested that Sabratha was supplied
by an aqueduct originating in Fassato, some 70 km to the
south. While an aqueduct of such length would hardly
have been beyond the means of the Romans, there is
however neither much spare water in the Jabal nor any
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Fig. 9.2. General map of Tripolitania, showing Jabal Nafusa and the coastal cities (basemap Google Earth, data SIO, NOAA,
US Navy, NGA, GEBCO, image Landsat/Copernicus, 14/12/2015).

material evidence of such a conduit. Years later Bartoccini
(1964, 23) withdrew the aqueduct theory, attributing it to
a local myth, while stating that there was no trace of such
a structure ever having existed; the water required for the
baths and fountains of Sabratha was by then understood
to originate from wells dug in Roman times, not far to the
south of the city.

A trawl through the more obscure published lit-
erature in conjunction with Google Earth (GE) does,
however, reveal quite an extensive body of information
including potential sites in the Western Jabal. The Eastern
Jabal has been more intensively studied and will not be
included in this brief overview.! In the attempt to expand
and improve our knowledge of the area, the aim of this
chapter is to draw together what information is already
published, especially the sites described by Francesco
Coro in the 1920s, focusing on the mountain area roughly
demarcated by Nalut in the west and Gharian in the east,
and taking into account the occurrence of classical-period
spolia in mosques. Spolia may well have been used in pri-
vate dwellings as well, but these have not been published in
sufficient detail. The same geographical division between
the two parts of the Jabal was also used by the authors
of The Inscriptions of Roman Tripolitania (see Reynolds
and Ward-Perkins in IRT, 204) and by Ward-Perkins and
Goodchild (1953, 35-43) - both interregional studies.

The area of Jabal Nafusa is vast, some 180 km long

'See Goodchild 1951; Oates 1953; 1954; Ahmed 2019.

and 23 to 30 km wide, including the foothills to the north.
It is challenging to present a meaningful overview, given
the size of the area involved and the relatively uneven
quality of information available. It remains impossible
to assess the density of settlement in the Roman period,
as we do not know how much has been missed on the
ground. Locating some of the sites from earlier published
descriptions can be problematic, and some of the loca-
tions presented here are only approximate, especially in
the case of Cord's work. In the present we are faced with
a further problem, the need not to make the sites easy to
find for looters of antiquities by publishing their coordi-
nates. For this reason the sites under discussion are shown
on maps in Figs 9.2-3, 9.5, 9.12 and 9.16, while the KMZ
file with the locations will be logged at the Archive of the
British Institute for Libyan and Northern African Studies
(BILNAS). A team of the Department of Antiquities in
Tripoli has launched a survey in the Jabal, and it is hoped
that in future the collated information may prove helpful.

Previously known sites

Sites already published include the mausoleum and for-
tified farm at Henscir Suffit (Bartoccini 1926, 71, fig.
42; 1929, 106-10), and the remains of mausolea and
the farms at Henscir el-Ausaf (Brogan 1965)* and Qasr
el-Gezira (Brogan and Oates 1953) (Fig. 9.3).

*Henscir el-Ausaf, a few kilometres north-east of Tiji is not strictly speaking in the Jabal proper, but on the edge of the Jafarah plain.
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Inscriptions: IRT

(Numbers and the location descriptions are taken virtu-
ally verbatim from the publication).

IRT 856-57: Ain el Auenia, near Yefren (Auru on the
Tabula Imperii Romani).

IRT 859: el-Ghélaa, 4 km east of Yefren.

IRT 860: Saniet el-Kréma, on a small hill 200 m east of
the well.

IRT 861: in situ in the church 1 km south of Ras el-Uadi
and 3 km north-west of the mudariya of el Asabaa.

IRT 862: Asabaa plain area, exact location unknown.

IRT 863: Henscir Taglissi a ditched ruin on the right
bank of Wadi en-Nzasat, 500 m south-west of the
village of el-Msufiin.

IRT 864: fragmentary inscribed block built into the wall
of a small mosque at el-Msufiin.

Latin inscriptions on the whole are rare and have not
been recovered further west than Qasr el-Gezira within
the Jabal, found the year after the publication of IRT.?
None have been found in the Jafarah plain. Coro (1928,
61) records an apparently nonsensical brief inscription
in Latin characters on the plaster decoration at Qasr
el-Girl; this could be in Berber, which is known on
occasion to have been written using Latin characters:
PONT / NOTA(?)O.

An additional contribution to the list of Roman-
period sites in Jabal Nafusa is a ‘tip’ the author received
from Olwen Brogan (then Mrs Hackett) many years ago:
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Fig. 9.4. Sketch plan by Olwen Brogan (photo I. Welsby
Sjostrom).

a ‘possible area in Libya for a modest survey, between
Garian and Yefren, by the Wadi Zaret, ‘(an) area with
traces of Roman pottery, mounds, etc. (Fig. 9.4). A dam
has been built 3 km downstream from Wadi Crema
on the Wadi Zaret, near Rabta, but it is not clear if
this may have disturbed the area indicated by Brogan,
which appears to be to the west of Wadi Zaret, south of
Bir Ghnem and east of Yefren, on the plain below the
mountains. A mound found on GE in this approximate
location is labelled ‘OB’ on the map in Fig. 9.3.

While looking for the above sites on GE, a number
of gsur were located. No names are attached to them,
and as far as the author is aware they do not feature in
other publications. They are shown here in Fig. 9.5, and
a qasr (no. 5) is shown as an example in Fig. 9.6.

Christian (Byzantine) sites

Archaeological evidence of Byzantine settlement is
sparse, especially in the Western Jabal. This is not to say
that the area was not settled in that period, but simply
that not enough work has been carried out. A number of
gsur mentioned by Coroé and found on GE may well date
to this period. Below is a list of Christian settlements/
sites listed by Ward-Perkins and Goodchild (1953), with
page references given in the text. The sites are marked
on Fig. 9.3 (churches identified with a cross in a square).
From west to east:

o el-Asabaa (35-37, pl. 12a—c and e). The church is
now in a very poor condition; note that the later
fortified granary c. 3 km to the north-west (Kenrick
2009, 75), is called Qasr Asabaa al-Atiq according
to GE.

o Bir el-Cur Church (37). Giuma Rumi Cur, as it
is known locally, lies 24 km south-east of Garian,
but was nonetheless included in the Western Jabal
sites by the authors, and to retain consistency it is
listed here. The original record was a letter in the
archives of the Superintendency of Antiquities
dating to 1934, without the orientation of the
apse being stated. It is now located on GE, 1 km
south-south-east of Bir Kur. The apse appears to
be to the west (but if the curved wall that can be
seen is indeed the apse, this is an internal apse,
rather than a projecting one). The dimensions as
given by Ward-Perkins and Goodchild are roughly
compatible;* the outline is clear, and judging by the
shadows, three arches in the south arcade are still
standing, and one in the north. There are several
modern buildings nearby that have not encroached
on the church (Fig. 9.7).

*See Reynolds and Ward-Perkins remarks in IRT, 204-8; Brogan and Oates 1953, 79-80, pl. 22b.

436.6 x 18.5 m as measured on GE, vs approx. 30 x 11.5 m - but the width measurement probably does not take into account the thickness of the

walls.

11/12/2024 12:41



IN SEARCH OF THE ROMANS IN JABAL NAFUSA AND SURROUNDING AREAS 177

(s107/21/#1 ‘smorurado)
frespueT adewt ‘OOFAD ‘VON 44BN SN VVON ‘OIS eiep ‘yreg 9[3005 dewaseq) €11 pa1oquuinu ‘yiieg 98009 U0 punoy msb (ssappure 1ej os pue) umowyun A[Snotadid *s'6 “31g

asvo| O
NMOL NIIAOW

11/12/2024 12:41

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 177



1 NEEE @ | D | [

178 ISABELLA WELSBY SJOSTROM

which does not appear to be 500 m to the north, nor
anywhere else in the vicinity. The distances given by
Ward-Perkins and Goodchild of the Tebedut church
from the Asabaa church also appear to be wrong
(too low).

o Tarmisa (43). Limestone block with a chi-rho
monogram, now in the Tripoli museum.” Note
that the right-hand block of the arched lintel of
the doorway of the mosque has carved decorative
roundels, different in character to the block with
the monogram, but reminiscent of other carvings,
such as in the Breviglieri/el-Khadra church in the
Eastern Jabal (pl. 17c—d). The fact that the carvings

: are only on one side of the entrance supports the

Fig. 9.6. Close-up of gasr no. 5. Dimensions of bulldmg within possibility that the block was recycled (Kenrick

the ditch: c. 22 x 20 m (Google Earth, image CNES/Airbus, 2009, 81) (Fig. 9.8). Inside the building there is
02/01/2019). what may be a blocked doorway (the whole wall

is covered in several layers of white plaster) with
various niches; the two at the bottom have a curious
half-moon shape, one vertical and one horizontal,
reminiscent of a carved stone in the mosque at Abu
Maaruf in Sharwas, thought to possibly be part
of an Islamic (but not Ibadi) gravestone (Warfalli
2007, 101-2, figs 131-33).

3 : - - :IJ--‘I, .'.
_‘ ft"':‘...#"’ A '""-‘ PR e
Fig. 9.7. Giuma Rumi Cur church (Google Earth, image
CNES/Airbus, 05/10/2019).

o Wadi Crema (37). A church by the junction of Wadi
Crema and Wadi Zaret, 6 km west-north-west of
the church at el Asabaa. The junction is marked on
the map; a possible location of the church is some 80
m to the east, now right on the bank of Wadi Zaret,
an unlikely place to have built the church, even if the
bank was some distance away 1500 years ago?

o Msufiin, Henscir Taglissi (37-43), one of a group
of buildings on the right bank of Wadi Nzasat, west
of and below the hilltop village of el Msufiin, 12
km south of Garian. Note a stone block from here
found in the Usaden mosque 2 km to the north. It
is impossible to make out any structural detail apart
from what looks like filled-in trenches/rooms of
the building, but the location seems accurate when
comparing it with GE. Fig. 9.8. Doorway of the mosque in Tarmisa: note the carved

+  Church near Tebedut (43). I could only find the  decoration on the upper right-hand side of the lintel (photo
nearby Henscir Auensi on GE, but not the church, I Welsby Sjostrém).

o

*Bartoccini 1926, fig. 86; Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953, 43, pl. 13d; mentioned by Kenrick 2009, 80-81.
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Francesco Cor0’s sites

Francesco Cord's brief monograph, Vestigia di colonie
agricole romane: Gebel Nefusa, was published in 1928.
Coro (1878-1975) was an officer in the Italian army, who
in 1922 was put in charge of the Italian occupation of the
western part of Jabal Nafusa, and in the course of this
mission collected information on the archaeology of the
area (see Coro 1928, introduction). The resulting book
is a mine of information on Roman sites in the western
Jabal Nafusa proper as well as in the northernmost parts
of the Hamada el-Hamra and the southernmost parts of
the Jafarah plain. Cord’s military duties meant that he
focused on the area between Kabaw and Nalut. The area
between Nalut and Dehibat is virtually devoid of traces
of Roman settlement, the reasons for which perplexed
Cor0. No gsur nor mosques are known west of Nalut; it
is not a particularly fertile area, although wadi walls have
been constructed across most wadis and siah, often with
only one tree per terrace. Nor could Coro find informa-
tion about Roman sites in this area, with the exception
of Khascem el-Roman. According to a brief survey of
the area between Nalut and Wazzen (Tancioni 1933-34,
186-89), there are many cave dwellings used by seasonal
workers at harvest time here, which explains the lack of
visible settlement on GE.

Coro mentions about 100 sites (if including individ-
ual mausolea) in varying degrees of detail, giving some
idea of the range of Roman sites present. Although the
impression given is that he was very thorough, constantly
asking the locals about ancient remains, his work was not
the result of a systematic survey, and therefore is hardly
definitive. Cord was a keen observer of both the ruins
and the surrounding areas, looking for both evidence of
water cisterns as well as relief fragments from the mau-
solea. The book is illustrated with several sketches of
architectural fragments as well as of occasional standing
remains and the silhouettes of hills, but there are few
photographs, not surprisingly given the date of the book.
Coros work has been referred to in passing by many
scholars® as evidence for a Roman presence in the West-
ern Jabal, but where exactly are the sites?

Locating the necropolises on GE with only the aid of
Coro's descriptions of his route and the use of a map has
generally proven impossible; only the general area can be
indicated, a minor step forward, but ground-truthing is
essential to find them. The qsur and gusbet he mentions
are somewhat easier to locate, depending on whether
the description begins from a fixed point (the approx-
imate centre of a village, for example); when it is only
stated that a qasr lies within the territory of a settlement,

it becomes more difficult, unless some useful landmark
is mentioned. Already in Coros day (almost exactly a
century ago) many of the sites - the tombs or mauso-
lea in particular - were reduced to heaps or scatters of
stones, used as convenient stone quarries by the locals. It
is almost impossible to identify such small structures on
satellite images, even when searching across large, still
undeveloped empty spaces. In some areas the reverse is
the case: along the southern edge of the Jafarah plain/
foothills of the Jabal, some disturbance has been caused
by modern farming and construction projects.

The spelling has changed considerably with differ-
ent ways of transliterating the original Berber or Arab
place names, and few of these are on GE. While it is
possible to recognize a place name in Coro’s Italianized
Arab transliteration, the doubt then arises as to which
form should be used. Except for the better known
towns or villages, the spelling of place names has been
left here as Cord wrote them down. The colonial-era
maps are a helpful guideline: the 1 : 400,000 series
from 1916 is clear enough and the spelling generally
matches that used by Coro, but this early map is some-
what inaccurate and the scale is too small (in fact it is
labelled ‘schizzo dimostrativo, demonstrative sketch).
The author himself in 1922 may well have had access
to a better map. Consulting the American Military
Service (AMS) maps based on the later (post-1916)
series of the Istituto Geografico Militare (IGM) maps at
scale 1: 100,000 provides more accurate information.”
It has been possible to locate some of the structures/
settlements Coro mentions by following his itinerary
(often described), but this is also beset with problems,
as the distances he gives (4 km, 500 m, etc.) are clearly
approximates, and although he on occasion specifies
whether he was riding, in a car or on foot, a statement
such as ‘15 minutes’ travel from el-Cherba’ leaves a fair
margin of error (and in this instance nothing could be
found on GE within the range of any means of trans-
port). Thus all that can be done is to mark the town
and village names as well as any qsur in the vicinity, at
least giving an idea of where the sites might be located.
Ultimately ground-truthing is clearly essential. The
purpose here is to draw attention to Coro’s work, oth-
erwise easily lost in a not easily accessible publication.®

In order to better appreciate the criteria by which
Coro identifies structures as Roman or local, as well as
to illustrate the kind of decorative architectural elements
Coro found at many of the sites, see Figs 9.9-11, show-
ing a wall in the Berber village of Tarmisa and an ashlar
wall at Qasr Suffit, as well as a detail of the decoration on
the nearby mausoleum of Henscir Suffit.

°For example: Reynolds and Ward-Perkins in IRT, 205; Mattingly 1995, xv; Sheldrick 2021, 12. Ward-Perkins and Goodchild (1953, 80) specifically

reference some of the sculptural fragments Coro describes.

"These were the two sets of maps available while undertaking this research.

SHowever, an Arabic translation was published in 2003 by Maison Arabe du Livre and a new edition was made available in 2015 by Tawalt Cultural

Foundation Archaeological Series.
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Gazetteer of Cor0’s sites

Unless otherwise stated, all page references are to Coro
1928, as are the chapter titles in italics, translated from
the Italian. The area between Kabaw and Nalut is cov-
ered from east to west (Fig. 9.12).

Kabaw

Ch. 1. Gsur el-Berber (Cabao) (7-22): c. 20 km south
of Kabaw. On sheet 1670 of the USA map based on the
IGM map there is marked a ‘castello romano’ (but much
closer to Kabaw, c. 10 km).

Fig. 9.9. (top left) Wall in the Berber
settlement at Tarmisa. This is the kind
of masonry that Cord would have
termed ‘Berber’ and in some instances
suggested these structures were

built by the local Berber population,
contemporary with Roman buildings
(photo I. Welsby Sjostrom).

Fig. 9.10. (top right) Detail of the
carved decoration on the mausoleum
of Henscir Suffit, typical of what Coro
found in other cemeteries (photo

I. Welsby Sjostrom).

Fig. 9.11. (left) Close-up of the external
wall of Qasr Suffit, a good example of
the first- and second-century CE ashlar
masonry, easily identified as Roman
(photo I. Welsby Sjostrom).

Ch. 2. Siah el-Nakhla (23-32): south-east of Kabaw,
between Kabaw and Haraba, located on a rise, but not
identified. At least eight Roman mausolea, with sculp-
tural decoration.

Ch. 3. The Roman eagle at Henscir ez-Zarizera (Cabao)
(33-37): c. 5 km east of Kabaw, on the bank (not clear
whether right or left) of Wadi Zarizera. The name comes
from a relief of an eagle on one of the fallen blocks of
one of the mausolea, hence ‘Henscir ez-Zarizera' (a kind
of bird). Two mausolea at least and a farm, 200 paces
east of the mausolea, which sit on the edge of the wadi.
On a piece of broken architrave are a few almost illegible

11/12/2024 12:41



IN SEARCH OF THE ROMANS IN JABAL NAFUSA AND SURROUNDING AREAS 181

‘snoruzadon/respue afewt ‘OO VON 44BN SO “VYON ‘OIS erep

[ueeIqDS 'M|

(ST0T/T1/%1
ey o[doon) dewaseq) paedso] aq pinod sade[[ia 10 SIpem £qIeau oY) A[UO U210 :$3)1S $OI0D) "7I'6 "SI

SALIS / SNOLLVDOT| ©
NAMOL NIAAON]
INQRIRIA RSV ng PIN

ourwOy O[[PISe)
J1IQIG-]9 ased) ©

©

JeIEN-U YeIS| © |qely-P yeIs

| JesaLiog ‘|

J1duwd) e3RIG-S3 JrISND
: o LAPISIIN A580)]
(21D} : 7o | WRLIRY -] ASEQ) : D
QI L SeusHE A 11931135 R P10

nnquy eieqeq

©
(5007 sey

Rz AT

Jesny- 1sudy|

11/12/2024 12:41

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 181



TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 182

182 ISABELLA WELSBY SJOSTROM

Fig. 9.13. The mausoleum of Henscir Suffit in 2010, looking south. Qasr Suffit lies c. 250 m to the north-east of the
mausoleum, on an adjoining hillock. Note the commanding views of the surroundings (photo I. Welsby Sjostrom).

Latin characters (36); all the structures are in a state of
collapse. Only Wadi Zarizera was located.

Haraba

Ch. 4. The south of Haraba (the Roman farms of Giue-
maat, Scibiaan and Senu Bellel) (39-46): a little south of
the caravan track from Kabaw to Jadu, 15 km (south-
east) from Bighighila. Roman (open) farms of Giue-
maat, Scibiaan (3 km from Giuemaat) and Senu Bellel
(7 km west of Scibiaan), with accompanying mausolea
in ruin, their vaulted subterranean chambers well made.
Impossible to locate on GE; this area lies in the north-
ern edge of the Hamada el-Hamra, and while it has been
possible to locate Wadi Scibiaan, no structure could with
any confidence be related to the farms or tomb monu-
ments. The wadis in this area are shallow and a great deal
of sand is present.

Ch. 5. A large Roman centre at Gusrat es Siaga (Gber
el-Hilali and the necropolis of Essnan el-Bagla (47-58).
Gusrat es-Siaga: almost certainly the four parts of this
site have been located; see GE and map sheet 1671. How-
ever, Gber el-Hilali (possibly located) and the necropolis

of Esnama el-Bagla, in Wadi el-Bagla, a tributary to the
Wadi Berresaf, are impossible to locate, and the same
goes for the Berber Qasr Legef. Along Wadi Bighighila,
mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the Berber
(?) qasr Bu Resnac, according to local tradition built c.
1000 CE; Coro could see no sign of earlier walls or set-
tlement. Further east lies Qasr el-Kartam, also Berber.

Ch. 6. Agricultural colonies of Haraba (Roman remains
of Kasr el Girl and Resciadet el Tual) (59-64): between
Merghes, Umm Soffar, Tenzeghet, Gerigeni (northern
and eastern border); Wadi Bighighila is to the south and
to the west lies Wadi Sarus (Sharwas). Qasr el-Girl and
the Berber remains of Qasr Kusbet are in the territory
of Gerigeni, and Qasr Kusbet is c. 2 km north of Qasr
el-Girl, but unfortunately the location of the latter is not
specified, beyond stating that it sits on a rise with a good
overview of the surrounding area (like Henscir Suffit; see
Fig. 9.13, which gives an idea of the dominant location
of this and many other gsur).” Three unidentified qsur
with surrounding ditches were found in the area on GE,
and among these may be the site(s) described by Coro.

Probably precisely because of its commanding viewpoint, Henscir Suffit became part of a battleground during the 2011 revolution. The monument
was slightly damaged, but the area at the foot of the mausoleum is now the burial ground of many combatants.
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The following gsur are not built with ashlar blocks, nor
do they have any ‘Roman’ decoration: Qasr Mestab at Um
Saffar, Qasr Iahia c. 500 m from Tenzeghet, and Qasr el
Uast in the territory of Bighighila. Coro interprets them
as Berber constructions contemporary with the Roman
period (60). To these may be added the ruins of small
inhabited centres, such as Taghlis (by Ibughturin, see
below for description of the spolia in the mosque) where
there are many remains of old buildings, vaulted under-
ground rooms and large caves once used as dwellings or
for storage, now partly filled in, such as Mazel Tarat in
the territory of Gerigeni. Most of the above are Roman
in date but probably of local construction, for the local
inhabitants, even if some are built on earlier founda-
tions. Coro0 thinks there is a castrum (Qasr el-Girl, with
a watchtower) and an open farm, Tuilet er-Resciadet, of
late Roman date in the territory of Haraba.

Ch. 7. The Libyco-Roman necropolis in the Wadi Garsof
(Haraba) (65-70): the exact location of the necropolis,
al-Essnan, could not be found in the Wadi Garsof. It is
located on flat ground next to the mountain ‘that closes
the wadi off to the south’ Described as three Berber
mausolea (built without ashlar masonry, and no worked
stone in general), thought by Coro to be contemporary
with the Roman period. On a height is a ‘Berber’ fortifi-
cation, Qasr Garsof.

* There is also a brief description of a mine near Zaar-
ara, on the east side of the spur the old village is located
on, according to local tradition used in Roman times.
Apparently, in the last years under Ottoman rule a com-
mission formed of three Europeans had examined the
‘mine’ and proclaimed it of Roman date (65).

Auamed

Ch. 8. Remains of Roman farms at Siah el-Arab (Auamed)
(71-76): classical-period ruins in the territory of
Auamed are particularly poorly preserved.

Siah el-Arab was located with the aid of AMS 1 :
1,250,000 sheet NH32-4 series P502, first edition,
1953. The three sites described by Coro could however
not be found, particularly as the author does not spec-
ify where along the wadi the first site is located. Dafta
Nethra necropolis: located on a slight rise in the terrain,
apparently tumuli arranged on three lines, with five or
six tumuli each, with only the central one having dressed
blocks visible; no houses were found nearby. Dafta el
Boggar on the right hand of the head of the small Wadi
Boggar, four mausolea, large dressed blocks. Traces of
buildings 50 paces to the east. Ras Siah Buzid lies 3.5 km
west of Dafta el Boggar. There are two mausolea, made of
ashlar blocks, one with a figure carved in a niche; some
50 m to the north are the ruins of a building.
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Ch. 9. Henscir el-Melia (the farm of abundance)
(Auamed) (77-83): Qasr Tuil el-Resciada (15 minutes
from el-Kerba - unclear by what means of transport?)
tentatively marked on GE. A farm or qasr heavily ruined
but built with large dressed blocks. Henscir el-Melia - is
a mausoleum with underground chamber, rather distant
from the qasr and to the west of it; as no other build-
ing could be found in the vicinity, it has been associated
with the qasr mentioned by Coro. Various sculptural
fragments.

Nalut

Ch. 10. Rodet Auled bu Aescia (85-88). Roman remains
(necropolis) within some 600 m west and an Islamic (?)
qasr 1 km to the north. Only the marabout at the foot
of Rodet could be located with some degree of confi-
dence, although the resolution is clear and there has only
been minimal modern activity. Wadi walls are however
visible.

Seaan

Ch. 11. The Roman colony of Giosc el-Kebir. The ruins
of Kasr el-Lamir and the Roman tombs of Ras Zebs and
el-Hagiar (Seaan) (89-93): qasr and tombs near Giosc
Kebir (west of?). Not possible to identify on GE, but
there is a Roman presence in the area, as evidenced by
the cemeteries at Ras Zebs (200 m from Giosc el-Kebir,
tentatively marked on the map), and el-Hajar. Coro him-
self warns that ‘soon no trace will remain of the tombs),
their stone blocks used as building material for the
Ottoman, and then the Italian, forts as well as burnt in
lime kilns, some within the apogee themselves; no trace
seems to remain of Kasr el-Hamir itself, which is sur-
prising. According to the description given, Ras el-Zebs
is 200 m from the village (direction not specified, but
where it is marked fits with the fact that it is a narrow
rise in the lime rich terrain); west of this (no distance
given, and unclear how Coro travelled at this point) is
the qasr (with a footprint of 120 x 100 paces), and 400 m
west of this is the cemetery of el-Hajar.

Ch. 12. The Roman remains of Dahara Ahbuub (Seaan)
(95-99): the (a?) mosque at Giosc Seghir, with Roman
columns in arcade (99). Between Giosc and the Jabal,
there are at least two groups of Roman tombs and Qasr
Ahbuub along Wadi Teghluf, but nothing is visible along
wadis on GE. To the east of the wadi that Cord most
likely refers to there is a vast new agricultural project
which may have further obscured the lone grave mon-
uments, but the qasr is meant to have been on the west
bank.

Ch. 13. The agricultural colony of el-Duera (Seaan).
The Roman remains of the qasr and of the necropoleis of
el-Benia and el-Ruegia (101-6): Qasr near Duera, tombs
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1.5 km distant at Duera el-Benia, between 10 and 12 km
north-east of Tiji. 2 km east of the qasr there is another
necropolis, with at least 14 collapsed monuments; noth-
ing could however be found on GE. An el-Duera is
marked on the AMS 1 : 100,000 sheet 1569, Umm el-Far,
sheet 1570, Tigi, but this is only c. 7.5 km from Tigi.
Further out in the same direction nothing can be found
either; the terrain appears flat and sandy, without any
notable changes in altitude.

Ch. 14. Henscir el-Ausaf. The farm of the figures. North
of Tigi (107-18): Henscir el-Ausaf, 7.7 km north of Tiji,
Gefara of Seaan, on 1 : 100 000 map sheet 1570, Tigi,
T699882. The main sculptural fragments were brought
to the Tripoli museum in 1955 (Brogan 1965, 47), to
the author’s knowledge the only architectural fragments
among all that Coro describes in his book to be rescued.
The others are presumably still in situ or lost.

Ch. 15. The Roman necropolis of Garaet el-Ahsan (Seaan)
(119-25): the Roman necropolis of Garaet (Henscir)
el-Ahsan (Seaan). 15 tumuli, only two with articulated
masonry in the 1920s (119-23). Located on the same
line as Henscir el-Ausaf and Henscir el-Filus, or so Coro
says; unfortunately the maps do not help locate it in the
almost featureless landscape (there is a ‘Garaat el-Hsun’
on the AMS map, but it is located c. 2 km south-south-
west of Henscir el-Ausaf, and there is nothing visible
there, but neither would we expect to identify the cem-
etery on GE).

Ch. 16. Henscir el-Filus. The farm of the money (Seaan)
(127-33): Henscir el-Filus. Tumuli rather than grave
monuments, finds suggested a date in the fourth century
CE. Some 47 km east of Jawsh, in the Jafarah north of
Nalut, at the head of Wadi Maghargar. Also evidence of
an olive oil press and water tank, the former interest-
ing because there were no olive trees further north than
Nalut, 40 km to the south in this area in the early twen-
tieth century.

Tunisian border

Ch. 17. A Roman farm on the Tunisian border (Khascem
er-Ruman) (135-39): Khascem er-Ruman (approximate
location, just within the Tunisian border). Cor6 found
the remains of a Roman mausoleum here, following
local information - some of the sculptured fragments
were incorporated within the walls of Dehibat fort by
the French in 1916-17.

Ch. 18. The remains of the Libyco-Roman village of
el-Ghorria (141-44): Cord does not state where this is
located beyond saying it lies within the territory of the
Seaan tribe, and that according to local tradition it was
originally inhabited by a Berber tribe from Tunisia.
As the book more or less progresses from east to west,

logically it should be near the Tunisian border, but for
the present purposes it does not matter, as Coro writes
that, although he believes it to be contemporary with
the Roman-Byzantine period, he could find no trace or
Roman architectural fragments, foundations or small
finds. Again, according to local tradition, its origins go
back to the Byzantine period; at the time of Cor0’s visit
it had been uninhabited for a considerable time. There
is a Ghorria marked on the Ufficio Politico Militare
(UPM) ‘sketch’ map from 1916 (1 : 400,000, sheet III,
Nalut-Ghadames), more or less where the village of al-
Hawamid now stands. However, Qasr Tekut some 13 km
to the west would fit better with the description that
Coro gives; certainly al-Hawamid does not appear to
have an old town.

Islamic sites with spolia in the Western Jabal

Another way of tracing ancient occupation in the Jabal
is through the use of spolia from classical or Byzan-
tine buildings in later medieval edifices, particularly
in mosques. The use of ancient spolia is not limited to
the Jabal, but is also amply documented in Tripoli (for
instance, at the Arbaa Arsat crossroads in the medina,
and in the Jamaa en-Naga, also in the medina: Mes-
sana 1977, 131-46, pl. 26), at the Dargouth mosque in
Tajurah (alternatively Dragut Pasha, or Targut Reis in
Turkish: Messana 1977, 124-31, pl. 24), at the mosque
by Ras el-Hammam (see Zocchi in Munzi et al. 2014,
236, fig. 23), and at Ghadames (Pinna Caboni 2020), to
name but a few instances. Spolia from Lepcis Magna
have famously travelled as far as Virginia Water near
Windsor (Lane 2004; 2012). Of course the practice is
not confined to Libya: it occurs all around the Medi-
terranean, and elsewhere, as the motive is fundamen-
tally practical and pragmatic. The following instances
have been taken from publications (and a few personal
observations). Note that as the publications do not
principally deal with the occurrence of spolia, other
sites published within them may also contain reused
materials.

It should be stressed at this point that the intention
here is not to discuss or take into account the date of the
buildings in which the spolia occur, nor the exact date
of the reused blocks, beyond qualifying them as of the
Roman or Byzantine period where possible. The former
is a difficult exercise, as the mosques in particular have
been restored on several occasions and only few have
inscriptions that give us some premise of date of con-
struction as opposed to restoration: for example, Abu
Ma’ruf at Sharwas (Prevost 2016, 97), Abu Mansur Ilyas
in Tendemira (Prevost 2016, 91), and Tnumayat mosque
(Warfalli 2007; Dell’Aquila et al. 2011; Prevost 2016, 58).
Nor is the date of the original building from which the
blocks were taken easy to assess. Instead, the simple fact
that spolia blocks have been incorporated in a structure
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Fig. 9.14. (above) Mitewnia mosque. In the centre of the
arcade note especially the spiral column (photo A. Rahebi).

Fig. 9.15. (right) Jadu mosque before restoration.
The mihrab niche is flanked by reused columns (photo
A. Rahebi).

will be taken as an indication of earlier settlement in the
area, whether of the Roman or Byzantine (Christian)
period. To draw such a conclusion is possibly reckless,
but deserves further investigation. In many cases there
is no visible evidence (on GE; ground-truthing is clearly
needed to assess each instance) of nearby ruins from
which the blocks could have been reused, and the ques-
tion will have to remain open as to over what distance the
blocks could reasonably be expected to have been trans-
ported to enhance a new building project. For example,
in the case of the Tmezda Kanisiyya mosque (see below),
the mosque has 12 columns, no less than nine thought
to have been reused from a Roman-period building (or
buildings), and further architectural elements are also
reused, such as column capitals and/or bases. How-
ever, looking at the site on GE, it is surrounded by olive
groves and there is no sign of any buildings in ruin for
kilometres around, nor of fields left unploughed, which
tends to be the case where there is dense settlement,
even if it cannot be seen clearly in satellite photographs.
On the other hand, it is possible that there was a struc-
ture here in the same location in the Byzantine period

and the building has subsequently been adapted for use
as a mosque (the mihrab, while inset in the south-west
wall, is made of smaller stones than the walls). None-
theless, whoever built the structure must have quarried
the stone from somewhere and brought it at a minimum
across the c. 3 km from the nearest rocky outcrops at the
plateau edge.

Although one of the main types of spolia are col-
umns, recycled from earlier monuments (churches,
mausolea, peristyle courtyards or temples) to support
the arcades in mosques, it is not always easy to be cer-
tain that they are indeed reused and not purpose made
(DellAquila and Fiorentino 2014, 23). That said, some
of the reused columns are clearly from Roman-period
buildings or tombs, such as the Corinthian capital in
Umm at-Tubul and the spiral column shaft in Mitewnia
mosque, or the fluted and partially fluted columns in
the mosque of Abu Mussa al-Tarmisi (Figs 9.14-15).
While some spolia are usually more exotic than plain
dressed or ashlar masonry blocks, for the purposes of
the present chapter we will consider any reused classi-
cal or Byzantine building material as spolia.”” There is

"When assigning plain blocks, such as ashlar, to the category of spolia, this may seem rather culturally prejudicial - surely the autochthonous
population of the Jabal would have been capable of quarrying neat blocks? It does however remain the case that such masonry is rarely used in the local

mosques and other older buildings, and when they are used, it is in such small quantities and so randomly that it is only logical to assume they were

brought in from a limited source.
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an obvious practical reason for reusing such items, but
in some instances, fragments of friezes or other carved
blocks have been used to decorate a secular building (for
instance, the entrance to the home of Ahmed Ben Aber-
rahman in Tarhuna).!" A reasonable supposition might
be that the smaller and the more pleasingly carved a
piece was, the farther it may have travelled, but when
it comes to dressed blocks, followed by columns, the
shorter the distance.'? Fig. 9.16 shows the approximate
locations of the sites with spolia.

Nalut

Nalut, Jami’ al ‘Ali (arch with regular stonework). In this
case it would not be spolia but high-quality masonry
contemporary to the arch (Allan 1972-73, 149, no. 2, pl.
51b). Also at Nalut, there were reused columns and cap-
itals in the house of the ‘caimacan’ (Laronde 1997, fig.
59). The capitals appear to be somewhat battered and of
the Corinthian order.

Tanumayat/Tnumayat. A rock-cut underground
mosque (DellAquila et al. 2011, fig. 8; Prevost 2016,
55-59). One of the oldest in the Jabal, with an inscrip-
tion dating it to 454 AH/1062 CE. The arches of the two
arcades rest on short, rather rough, limestone columns,
at least two of which (in the eastern arcade), may be clas-
sical spolia.

Kabaw (Kabao)

Forsetta Abu Yahya, niches for lights in the spandrels
(Allan 1972-73, pl. 52b; Prevost 2016, 80-83). At least
two reused columns are present (Allan 1972-73, 149-
51, no. 4; Prevost 2012, 60).

Forsetta Hawariyyin. Reused limestone columns in
the arcades, as well as a number of dressed blocks,
some used as steps (Allan 1972-73, 151, no. 5; Prevost
2016, 72).

Tatauzin mosque (DellAquila and Fiorentino 2014,
18, fig. 17; Prevost 2016, 76) has remarkably well-
constructed arches in the arcade in front of the mihrab,
with regularly cut stone blocks and open lamp niches
in the spandrels. Note similarity in arches of the
lower mosque at Nalut, albeit of inferior masonry (Pre-
vost 2016, fig. 16). The arches rest on rough but slender
columns.

Haraba
Abu Mansur Ilyas mosque at Tendemmira (Tandamira);

the gibla wall and mihrab are made with (reused?) ashlar
blocks (Prevost 2016, fig. 62).

Taghlis mosque at Forsetta. No visible spolia, but late
Roman pottery was found outside the mosque (Allan
1972-73, 151, no. 7; Prevost 2016, 76-79).

Ibughturin/Bughtura Taghlis. Several dressed stone
blocks are incorporated within the building; on the right
upper corner of the exterior lintel there is a carving with
a flower, possibly from a Roman mausoleum? Outside
the building, also pottery sherds from the second to
sixth century CE (Allan 1972-73, 151, no. 8, pl. 56b;
Prevost 2016, 106-7).

Wighu. No direct evidence of spolia, but interesting
use of small squared blocks in the houses, especially in
the so-called ‘House of the Mihrab, where especially the
mihrab wall is of very fine masonry (Warfalli 2007, 115-
18, figs 167-72). Warfalli describes the walls as having a
clay core faced with small, squared blocks of stone. This
construction style is similar to the masonry in the church
at Suq el-Lhoti (Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953, pl. 24)
and to some extent also in the church at Chafagi Aamer
in the Wadi Sofeggin (Ward-Perkins and Goodchild 1953,
50-52, pl. 22; Mattingly 1996, 289-90, fig. 37.13). On the
map, the location of the main mosque is indicated.

Abu Shayba mosque, in the territory of Dijji. It con-
tains reused columns and capitals (Allan 1972-73, 154,
no. 11).

Jadu

Jami’ Sudga or al-‘Amirat (alternative spelling: Shaykh
Sidga), west of Jadu, in the centre of el-Kerba. I could
not find the exact location on GE; the marker is in the
centre of the old town next to the modern mosque of
Jamaa el-Kerba (Allan 1972-73, 155-56, no. 13; Prevost
2016, 178).

Mitewnia mosque (Rehibat). Two spiral columns as
well as plain columns, all probably reused from Roman
buildings (Abdulla Rahebi pers. comm.). Two columns
appear to be horizontally banded. Also one column in
the mosque in Jadu (below) has the same effect (see Fig.
9.13).

Tmezda Hawariyyin mosque, one ashlar block in the
entrance doorway (right-hand side: Allan 1972-73, 157,
no. 16; Prevost 2016, fig. 91).

Kanisiya mosque, south of Tmezda. A courtyard of the
mosque with regular arcades, with ashlar blocks protect-
ing the roof and several other ashlar blocks redeployed
in the surroundings, as part of the courtyard wall, or
protecting a cistern or well. In the interior there are
several Roman columns used in the arcades, six with

Uhttps://www.gettyimages.it/detail/fotografie-di-cronaca/entrance-to-ahmed-ben-abderrahmans-house-fotografie-di-cronaca/929555164.

12 Alternatively, it might be that the decorative elements were chosen precisely because they were local and in fact gave greater gravitas to the modern

house owner.
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Roman bases, as well as three bases lying about inside
the mosque (sic). According to Allan, nine of the 12
columns are probably Roman. On the whole, this is an
unusually regular and well-built mosque, the inside of
the entrance being reminiscent of that of a qasr (Allan
1972-73, 157-59, no. 17, pl. 64a-b; Warfalli 2007, figs
173-88; Prevost 2016, 118-24, see fig. 85 especially for
the entrance doorway).

East of Tmezda Buqar (Abu Kar) mosque, a carved
relief showing camel ploughing found nearby, and sev-
eral ashlar blocks redeployed in the south-west wall,
visible from the exterior (Allan 1972-73, no. 18, pls 64c
and 65a; Warfalli 2007, fig. 207; Prevost 2016, figs 201-3,
with plan at fig. 204).

Umm al Tubul mosque (or Tayishaqt, Ta Ishaq), 2 km
north of Bugar (Abu Kar) and 1 km south-west of Mash-
had Taghlis. Reused Corinthian capital and olive press
upright used in restoration to support a vault. A spiral
column has been inserted in the original arcade. A fur-
ther column with a reused Corinthian-style capital and
decorated base (Allan 1972-73, 160, no. 19, pls 65b,
66a-b; Warfalli 2007, figs 189-200; Prevost 2016, 133,
figs 103-4).

Mashad Taghlis, two columns, a large ashlar block and
part of a lintel (?) seen on exterior by the door (Allan
1972-73, no. 20, pl. 67¢c). A new mosque was built
recently, according to Prevost (2016, 138) ‘tout a coté;
the old one, a tiny building measuring 3.5 x 6 m, is diffi-
cult to make out on GE.

Tmezda mosque of Abu Nasr, double columns/pilas-
ters in arcade of indeterminate date, but a single column
(most likely spolia) has been inserted by the tomb (Allan
1972-73, 161, no. 21, pl. 68a; Prevost 2016, fig. 80).

Damriyya mosque, two squared (ashlar) blocks func-
tioning as threshold. There are also two column bases,
one built into the structure and one in the proximity.
There are remains of a ruined Berber (?) settlement near
this mosque, to the west (Allan 1972-73, 162, no. 22, pl.
69a; Prevost 2016, 139).

Taragh of Wifat mosque, four reused columns and one
column capital (base?), used in a pier and in the north
wall, visible on the interior (Allan 1972-73, 162, no. 23;
Prevost 2016, figs 98-100).

Abu Zakariyya al-Tukiti mosque. There is a Roman
stone block outside the mosque door, at the foot of the
staircase leading down to the mosque (Allan 1972-73,
162, no. 24).

Abu Zayd al-Mazghurati. This mosque, with a Roman
column base in the courtyard, is located in the centre

of old Mezghura. It has now been entirely rebuilt (Allan
1972-73, 164, no. 25; Prevost 2016, 138).

Abu Suleiman al Majdali (Abu Sulayman el-Majdali)
mosque in Mezghura has a column and base with a
rope-effect decoration on the torus (Fig. 9.17). The exact
location of this mosque could not be found; according to
Dr Rahebi it is in Mezghura, but according to Allan and
the historical sources there is only one other mosque
in the village, that of Abu Mansur Ilyas. However, no
mosque other than Abu Zayd is marked on GE.

Abu Mussa al-Tarmisi, near Tarmisa; it has not been
possible to locate this structure precisely on GE. Several
flat-fluted and partially fluted columns, as well as plain
ones (Fig. 9.15). The mosque has recently been beauti-
fully restored and is open to worship.”

Jami Shubat Miri. The mosque has an enclosure in front
of the entrance. Several Roman stones have been used
both in the original building and in subsequent repairs,
including uprights from one or two olive presses (Fig.
9.18) (Allan 1972-73, 164, no. 26, pl. 71a).

Fig. 9.17. Column with decorated base in the (ruinous) Abu
Suleiman al Majdali mosque in Mezghura (photo
A. Rahebi).

'3 Abdulla Rahebi pers. comm. and post on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=4947881855300234&set =pcb.4947893838632369.
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Fig. 9.18. Miri mosque. Note the fragment of an olive press
upright used as a column, second from the far end (photo I.
Welsby Sjostrom).

Jami’ Azzabi Yunis. A fluted column has been built into
the south-west corner; all the columns are round (as
opposed to being square pilasters) except for one, but as
they vary in size and character, they most likely do not
all come from the same structure (Allan 1972-73, 164—
65, no. 27). Located on GE with the aid of AMS sheet
1672 (Giado), though confusingly on GE it is labelled as
a synagogue.

Khirbet al-Harah/el-Harith mosque, near Jadu. Nine
columns, two column bases and three-quarter capitals
have been reused in the structure (Allan 1972-73, 165,
no. 28).

Conclusion

The source material for this brief overview of the traces of
classical (Roman) settlement in Jabal Nafusa is disparate
in most aspects: the area covered, the periods focused
on, and the lack of systematic coverage. Cor0’s research
only covers the western part, between Kabaw and the
Tunisian border; that of Ward-Perkins and Goodchild
only the easternmost area of the Western Jabal (as well
as the mention of a reused block at Tarmisa), while
the mosques that are known to contain spolia range
between the environs of Jadu in the east and Nalut in
the west. The coverage is not consistent, affected by the

TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 189

research interests and the practical constraints placed
on the authors. Cord’s surveys were made while he was
on active service in the Italian army and were limited
by the remit of his official military duties; the listing of
Christian antiquities was by default single-period, and
the published mosques, while located throughout Jabal
Nafusa, are focused on Ibadi structures.

One point that arises from looking at the evidence
presented is that Roman sites are by no means concen-
trated only in the eastern end of the mountain range and
among the gentler hills in the Tarhuna district. There are
Roman-period sites throughout the whole Jabal, but it
remains unclear what the density of Roman-period set-
tlement was and to what extent there are Byzantine-era
remains. Some sites are thus dated by Coro, but with-
out visiting these with the expertise gained from a sub-
sequent century of research it is not possible to say for
certain. The still elusive terms hawariyyin, taghlis, and
kanisiyya attributed to some mosques in Jabal Nafusa
are still not fully understood, or rather no evidence has
been found to definitively link them to Christian origins.
The Christian cemeteries of Ain Zara and en-Ngila near
Tripoli have shown that there was a Christian commu-
nity, atleast in the coastal area, until the eleventh century,
but whether the same was the case in the Jabal remains
uncertain. The evidence presented here suggests that it is
the absence of a multi-period approach that has resulted
in this apparent gap.

Coro (1928, 18-19) suggests that there was a line
of (fortified) farms along an east-west line both to the
north (Jafarah) and south (Hamada el-Hamra) of the
Jabal. He also mentions a large number of cisterns,
mostly sanded in, which he, rightly or wrongly, attrib-
utes to Roman agricultural endeavours.

Another point that emerges from looking at the sites
on GE is how few, if any, have been destroyed by modern
agricultural, industrial or construction projects (but see
Kenrick 2009, 74 regarding the church at Asabaa). Some
sites are hard to locate, such as isolated mausolea, but
there is no sign on GE that they may have been bull-
dozed to make way for new developments. Often new
buildings can be seen near ancient gsur or churches, but
the earlier structures have not been touched. In other
instances, in the midst of good agricultural land the
remains of a settlement of unknown date are still visible
on GE, although disturbed. The traces of buildings vis-
ible near the mosques of Miri and Umm al-Tubul, not
themselves affected, are examples of this.

The degree of preservation of the ancient sites can
be explained by various factors. Nucleated settlement
prevailed over to isolated farmsteads in the pre-mod-
ern eras because of the scarcity of water resources in the
Jabal, and this has meant that ancient isolated farms/
qsur have remained safe from destruction by looters
or the construction of new buildings. As for destruc-
tion by farming, it is difficult to plough a field full of the

11/12/2024 12:41



TRIPOLITANIA-chapters 7-11 pp142-226.indd 190

190 ISABELLA WELSBY SJOSTROM

stone walls of an abandoned settlement and were thus
avoided. In antiquity, as in the present, settlements were
founded away from arable land and potential flood-
ing, leaving the sites largely untouched by the forces of
nature. Finally, in some cases the ruins are respected for
their own sake. Many were given names by the locals
(Qasr el-Girl, Henscir el-Filus, etc.) and associated with
local legends (Coro 1928, passim). Less so some of the
mosques or Islamic shrines: the Metewnia mosque has
written on it ‘Hadim’ (must be destroyed), presumably
by a passing salafist (Rahebi pers. comm.).

It must be stressed that, in the case of the hitherto
unknown qsur (Fig. 9.5), this is in no way an exhaustive
survey, and many more remain to be located, whether
on GE or on the ground (on the use of GE and satellite
imagery for archaeological surveys, see also Nikolaus
and Sheldrick, Chapter 5). The same goes for the sites
with spolia (Fig. 9.16), where the author has relied on
publications and photographs whose primary purpose
was not to illustrate this particular attribute. Much more
remains to be discovered and documented through field
research. The presence of Roman remains in the Jabal
should be assessed within the context of the whole of

Maps consulted

Roman-period Tripolitania. More detailed research
should give us a better understanding of how far the
influence of Rome extended in the region, and how
intensively the Jabal was settled, whether by Romans or
the autochthonous populations. It will also allow us to
trace not only the routes used in antiquity, but also the
lines of contact, both economic and cultural, between
the coast and the interior — not just between the coastal
cities and the mountains, but also with the settlements
beyond, such as Ghadames/Cidamus and parts of the
pre-desert investigated by the ULVS in the 1980s and
early 1990s.
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Chapter 10

SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE CULTURAL
PROXIMITY BETWEEN TRIPOLITANIA AND

THE ISLAND OF JERBA

Virginie Prevost

It seems that relations have always been very close
between Tripolitania (western Libya) and the Island of
Jerba (southern Tunisia). This is of course explained
by geographical proximity, the island being situated in
the Gulf of Gabes, at the latitude of the northernmost
extremity of the vast mountainous chain that includes
Jabal Dammar in Tunisia and Jabal Nafusa in Libya
(Fig. 10.1).! Indeed, Jerba and the surrounding area were
part of the region of Tripolitania itself in Roman times
(on Tunisian and Libyan Tripolitania see Mattingly,
Chapter 11). The exchange of Berber populations and
their early rallying to Ibadi Islam also brought together
these two regions, which were opposed to the central
Islamic power and which shared a rather similar fate for
centuries. This chapter aims to highlight some of these
relationships between the two areas from a historical
and architectural standpoint.

Firstly, it is useful to present in a few lines the Ibadis
who constitute, alongside the Sunnis and the Shiites, the
third branch of Islam. Originally linked to Kharijism,
they founded an independent movement during the
first half of the eighth century in the Iraqi port of Basra.
Fighting against the hegemony of the Umayyad and
then Abbasid caliphs, they demanded that their leader,
the imam, be chosen by virtue of his science and piety,
regardless of his ethnic origin. The Ibadis defend a rigor-
ous ethic based on moral purity, the importance of edu-
cation and the transmission of traditions, and respect
for the memory of ancestors. Their doctrine presents
some particularities — the fate reserved for sinners, the
dogma of the created Quran, the impossibility of seeing
God - and some minor differences with the Sunni ritual,

such as the position of the hands during the prayer.
Ibadism quickly attracted crowds in many regions, but it
only took root in the Maghreb and Oman, where it still
dominates.

In North Africa, the Arab conquest was very pain-
ful and the Ibadi missionaries easily succeeded in set-
ting the Berbers against the Umayyad governors. After
the failure of a first attempt at imamate, a certain ‘Abd
al-Rahman ibn Rustum founded the Ibadi dynasty of the
Rustamid imams in Tahert, in the west of present-day
Algeria, around 778.* The territory recognizing Rusta-
mid authority was very vast: it extended northwards to
the Mediterranean, included part of the Aures, the Alge-
rian oases of Wadi Righ and Ouargla, as well as Jerba
and all of southern Tunisia. In Libya, Ghadames, Jabal
Nafusa, Tripolitania and Fazzan are Ibadi. For these
regions far from Tahert, however, the imam represents a
spiritual guide rather than a real ruler or military leader.
The reigns of ‘Abd al-Wahhab (c. 784-823) and his son
Aflah (c. 823-71) constitute the apogee of the Rustamid
imamate, whose trade flourished. Three major trade
routes developed towards present-day Mali, Niger and
Chad: the Ibadis exercised a real monopoly on trans-Sa-
haran trade for several centuries, which brought them
great wealth. But alongside these commercial successes,
several schisms occurred and divided them. If the reigns
of the first three imams were prestigious, the Rustamids
then lost themselves in internal quarrels. Tahert was
taken by the Shiite army of the Fatimids in 909 and many
Ibadis took refuge in the region of Ouargla. In 969, after
a vain attempt to refound an imamate, they gave up this
idea and later set up religious councils, the halga-s, to

'Jerba is pictured as a star shining in the middle of the lunar crescent formed by the Dammar and Nafusa Jabals: pers. comm. Naceur Bouabid,
former President of the Association for the Safeguarding of the Island of Jerba (Assidje), 23 January 2016.

2Unless otherwise stated, dates are to be intended as CE.
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Fig. 10.1. General map, with key sites in the area between Tripolitania and the Island of Jerba (image M. Favresse).

which we will return. Some of the Ibadis settled in the
Algerian Mzab valley, their last land of refuge, as their
territory, once so vast, began to shrink ineluctably.
Today, the Ibadis are concentrated in three regions of
the Maghreb: in Jerba, in the Mzab and in Tripolitania,
in Jabal Nafusa and the coastal town of Zuwara.

In the first part of this chapter, we will show, through
the Ibadi written sources, how much the intellectual and
religious life of the island was dependent on Tripolita-
nia. It is not possible to be exhaustive in this chapter, and
we will only give a few examples from among the oldest
texts available. As the Jerbian Ibadi sheikh E al-Ja‘biri
(1975, 287-89) pointed out a long time ago, the history
of the relations between these two regions would require
extensive research, of which he himself had gathered the
main leads in a few pages. In the second part, we will
discuss some architectural similarities between Jabal
Nafusa and the Island of Jerba.

The (modest) contribution of written sources

The first successes of Ibadism in Tripolitania cannot be
precisely dated, but it appears that it had already largely

conquered the Berber population by the middle of the
eighth century. In 132 AH/749-50 CE, in fact, a leader
from the Nafusa tribe, Isma‘il ibn Ziyad, was elected
imam by the Ibadis of Tripolitania; he was, however,
quickly defeated by the Umayyad governor of Ifriqi-
ya.’ There is every reason to believe that Jerba, whose
inhabitants are said by Ibn Khaldan (1992, VI, 475) to
have been converted to Kharijism since its appearance
among the Berbers, adhered to this doctrine already at
this time or in the decades that followed. Unfortunately,
documents on this subject are lacking.

The father of Jerbian Ibadism, Abu Miswar
al-Yahrasani, whose work on the island seems to have
been decisive in the first half of the tenth century, is the
best example of the close relationship between Jerba
and Tripolitania. Abt Miswar belonged to the Bani
Yahrasan, a fraction of the Zanata who lived in Tripol-
itania and south-eastern Tunisia. He studied in Sharts
(or Sharwas) in Jabal Nafusa, under Aba Ma‘ruf and
other famous scholars of his time, married in this region
and then moved to Jerba with his wife. Several factors
may explain Abii Miswar’s settlement on the island. The
first is the terrible defeat that Jabal Nafusa suffered at the

*Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam 1922, 225; Ibn Khaldan 1992, VI, 135. On the beginnings of Ibadism in Tripolitania, see Prevost 2016, 20-21.
*Abu Zakariyya 1985, 239-40. Al-Darjini 1974, 1, 158, insists on his wife’s origin. Al-Shammakhi 2009, 778, mentions a certain ‘Aqila from Jerba

who has an opposite background as she lives in Yefren in the Jabal.
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hands of the Aghlabid army in 283 AH/896-97 CE at
Mani, south of Gabes. In this disaster, a good part of
their scientific elite disappeared, which interrupted the
tradition of teaching that they had been providing until
then among the Ibadis; a transfer of some of the scholars
to Jerba took place. Abti Miswar, who earned his living as
a copyist, was undoubtedly able to provide the Jerbians
with some of the books of the scholars who died on the
battlefield, assembling a rich collection that would have
served as the basis for the island’s first libraries. The sec-
ond factor is religious: the pious scholar would have cho-
sen a land of adoption conquered by the dissident Ibadis
(Nukkaris and Khalafis) in order to be able to impose
Wahbi Ibadism there, i.e. the ‘orthodox’ Ibadism, which
is in the majority and which remains faithful to the
Rustamid imams of Tahert and to the original doctrine.’
Thirdly, economic considerations were undoubtedly
taken into account. Aba Miswar would have frequented
the island as a merchant before settling there as a pious
scholar: he would have been a fine connoisseur of Saha-
ran trade networks (Barba 2018, 351-52). To this we
may add that the texts sometimes present Jerba as a land
of easily accessible food, far more nourishing than the
arid Jabal; this is to be qualified, however, since there is

Fig. 10.2. Jabal Nafusa: the Abai Manstr Ilyas mosque in Tandamira, drowned out by the modern developments imposed
by Colonel Gaddafi (photo V. Prevost, 2010).

also talk of dearth and drought, necessitating the need to
fetch date supplies from the Nafzawa.®

Like Aba Miswar, many Tripolitanian inhabitants
probably joined the refuge that the island provided
after the defeat of Manu. At the beginning of the tenth
century, the fall of the Rustamid imams of Tahert,
defeated by the Shiite Fatimids, marked the end of the
only important Ibadi state that existed in the Maghreb;
this event undoubtedly caused the arrival of new immi-
grants. Unfortunately, written sources provide little
information on these population movements, the most
documented being that of the Zawagha. The Zawagha
occupied certain regions of south-eastern Tunisia and
the Tripolitanian coastline; they were nomads who
earned their living by grazing flocks of sheep and cam-
els, particularly in the Jafarah plain (Ben Tanfous 1994,
16). Some of them were Khalafi dissidents, supporters
of the son of the rebel Khalaf ibn al-Sambh, others were
Nukkaris. When Aba Mansar Ilyas (Fig. 10.2), the Rust-
amid governor of Jabal Nafusa,” came to fight Khalaf
ibn al-Samh’s son at the very end of the ninth century,
the latter sought protection from the Zawagha who
obeyed him. The confrontation was very violent and the
Zawagha were put to flight; the survivors took refuge in

*Gouja 2016, 89. For more details about Aba Miswar, see Prevost 2021, 68-71.
¢ Abu Zakariyya 1985, 189-90, 242-43. This is also recorded in the region of Tripoli, which involved going to Ifrigiya (present-day Tunisia) for food:

Al-Bughtari 2017, 364.

7Tt seems that by the end of the ninth century the island was under the Rustamid governor of Jabal Nafusa and no longer under the governor of Gabes
as had been the case previously, under imam ‘Abd al-Wahhab: Prevost 2007, 127-28.
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Fig. 10.3. Jerba: the jami ‘ al-kabir (photo A. Derriks, 2010).

Jerba. This episode seems to be the origin of some of the
Khalafi settlement that Aba Miswar fought against on
his arrival on the island.?®

From the ninth century onwards, there was a con-
siderable expansion of rural settlement on the island,
where the number of sites doubled by the tenth century
and small farmsteads covered the landscape. There is a
striking change in the location and type of sites from
the Roman period onwards, which may be related to
the arrival of Ibadi groups on the island. In Tripolitania,
there is also a significant increase in the density of rural
settlement from the late eighth century onwards, par-
ticularly in the coastal area near Lepcis Magna, where
new fortified villages appeared in quantity.’

The Bant Yahrasan quickly established themselves
as the main Wahbi tribe in Jerba: Aba Miswar converted
the Khalafis and then attacked the Nukkaris, against
whom he succeeded in imposing himself after having
received the support of the Zawagha, the Bani Dammar
and the Nafusa of the neighbouring regions (Al-Darjini
1974,1, 337-38; al-Shammakhi 2009, 522-23; al-Wisyani
2009, I, 280-82). The Berbers of Tripolitania were thus
involved in the establishment of Wahbi Ibadism in

Jerba. Ibadi scholarly activity, previously concentrated
in Tahert and Jabal Nafusa, moved to southern Tunisia
and to Jerba, which became a refuge for the persecuted
and an asylum for intellectuals.”

Fasil, Aba Miswar’s son, took over his father’s work,
continuing the construction of the great mosque of
Jerba, the jami‘ al-kabir (Fig. 10.3), the first important
centre of Wahbi Ibadism on the island and the seat of
power of the Bant Yahrasan. He maintained good rela-
tions with Tripolitania: for example, he is seen travelling
to Tripoli with his son (Abt Zakariyya 1985, 343). But
despite the influx of students to the island, he dreaded
the gradual extinction of the Ibadi communities, geo-
graphically isolated from each other and subject to a
regime with which they were in deep contradiction. Fasil
was convinced that the era of the imamate was over and
that his co-religionists had to resign themselves to living
in clandestinity (kitman). The scholar then envisioned
the /alga - an organization in which each geographical
community elected from among its most pious members
a council of men of religion called ‘azzaba (Cherifi 2005,
40-45). Ibadi texts report that in 409 AH/1018-19 CE,
Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Bakr, the best disciple

8Abu Zakariyya' 1985, 148 and al-Darjini 1974, 86. Despois 1935, 294-96, emphasizes the constant movement of people from Jabal Nafusa into

Tunisia from the eleventh century.

°Fenwick 2022, 431. See also the details provided by Leone 2019, 266, 271-73.
®Gouja 2016, 94-95. Fatimid persecutions took place in the Jabal which may have caused a wave of migration to Jerba: see Prevost 2016, 25-26.
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of Fasil, reached the region of Wadi Righ, settled with his
followers in a cave and created the first halga, a system
that later spread to other Ibadi communities (Al-Darjini
1974,1,167-70; Abi1 Zakariyya 1985, 252-55). The halga
is based on the tradition of the scholars of Jabal Nafusa,
transmitted in Jerba by Abai Miswar to his son Fasil, and
on the personality of Aba ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn
Bakr (440 AH/1048-49 CE), whose family came from
Fursata in Jabal Nafusa (Al-Shammakhi 2009, 569).

An important step in the development of the halga
seems to have been the collective writing of the Diwan
al-‘azzaba, a 12-volume legal encyclopaedia; it took
place on the island, in the cave of Majmaj where the
seven ‘people of the cave’ (ahl al-ghar) met. The editors
were four scholars from the Mazata tribe, as well as Aba
‘Imran al-Numayli, Aba Muhammad ‘Abd Allah ibn
Mangj al-Lama’i, and Aba Zakariyya Yahya ibn Jinan
al-Nafusi (Aba Zakariyya 1985, 284). The latter, whose
name varies according to the authors although they
agree on his Naftsi origin, is presented in the texts as
a scholar who rendered fatwd-s in Tripoli (Al-Darjini
1974, 393; Abu Zakariyya 1985, 343-44; al-Shammakhi
2009, 580). Of all the scholars in the cave, he is the only
one who testifies to a collaboration between Jerba and
Tripolitania, which is quite surprising when one consid-
ers the importance of this writing.

In the absence of political unity and of state frame-
work, only the teaching of doctrine and the training of
scholarly and religious elites within the context of the
halga could ensure the continuity of the Ibadi tradi-
tion (Cherifi 2005, 44). The scholars set up a veritable
travelling school and their travels multiplied, facilitated
perhaps by the respect that the ‘azzaba commanded
(Al-Darjini 1974, 380; Abu Zakariyya' 1985, 264). These
long journeys allowed for frequent exchanges between
the scholars of the different communities, spread the
news from the East, provided material aid to the needy,
and above all revived the faith of the most isolated com-
munities. The Ibadi sources are full of examples of these
trips, which brought together students from all the Ibadi
regions, including Tripoli (Abu Zakariyya 1985, 275).
This organization undoubtedly contributed to strength-
ening exchanges between Jerba and Tripolitania, and in
particular with Zuwara, west of Tripoli, which had close
contacts with the island."

Al-Bughtiri, whose work was completed in 1203,
thus reports that, during the period evidently following

the fall of Tahert, the Ibadis from Jerba, Tripoli, and Ifri-
qiya gathered in a village in the Jabal called ‘Imasin’ in
numbers of about a thousand, sometimes more, some-
times less, requiring the presence of interpreters; they
worshipped at shrines and sometimes also gathered
in the desert that separates the Jabal from the Fazzan
(Al-Bughtari 2017, 105-6). According to al-Wisyani, the
people of Ifriqiya, probably here the Ibadis of the Djerid,
wanted to visit their co-religionists in Tripoli and the sur-
rounding area and began their journey towards ‘“Tripoli
whose border was at Gabes’; this formula confirms that
for medieval chroniclers Tripoli referred not only to the
city but also to its region, presumably to the coastline.
They first passed through Jerba where they attended a
scholarly meeting at which Aba Miswar was present."
Later on, we see scholars returning from the pilgrimage
to Mecca first to Tripoli and then to Jerba (Al-Wisyani
2009, 476). We also read that a group of ‘azzaba from
the Jabal broke the Ramadan fast only with dates from
Jerba (Al-Bughtari 2017, 322). These intellectual and
religious relations were certainly most often coupled
with commercial relations, as many scholars were also
merchants, and Jerba represented one of the outlets for
trans-Saharan trade.”

For centuries, scholars from the Jabal came to
study and teach in Jerba, and many Jerbian scholars
were trained in the Jabal. This is the case of two impor-
tant figures from the late tenth century, Aba Misa
‘Isa ibn al-Samh al-Zawaghi and Aba Salih Bakr ibn
Qasim al-Yahrasani, who twice underwent a lengthy
apprenticeship there; two old mosques on the island
still bear their names and are believed to house their
tombs (Al-Shammakhi 2009, 434; Prevost 2023, 68-74,
200-4). In the fourteenth century, Abu l-Fadl Abu
1-Qasim al-Barradi, the author of al-Jawahir al-mun-
tagat, studied in the Jabal before pursuing his career
in Jerba and the famous Isma‘il al-Jitali, a native of the
Jabal, frequented the jami‘ al-kabir."*

The examples of contacts provided here are all related
to the Ibadis, but it would also be interesting to exam-
ine the links within the Jewish community, which had
a whole network of settlements in Tripolitania, notably
in Sharas and Jadu in Jabal Nafusa, but also in Lebdah
(Lepcis Magna), Tripoli, and Ghadames (Hirschberg
1974, 130-32; Abitbol 1982, 234). Around the mid-
twelfth century, the documents of the Cairo Geniza con-
cerning the island refer to the Jews captured during the

""Gouja 2016, 60. Several ancient poems in Berber language have been found in Jerba and in Jabal Nafusa, which explain in a simple way the main
principles of the Ibadi doctrine, intended to spread knowledge of the dogma more easily. They arguably belonged to a vast poetic corpus, a sort of ‘oral
catechism;, undoubtedly intended for a largely illiterate population. These poems, which had to be understood in all the regions populated by Ibadis, were
obviously written in an ‘Ibadi koine’ used for religious teaching: see Brugnatelli 2005, 139-41.

12 Al-Wisyani 2009, 338. On the question of the designations of Tripoli and Tripolitania, see Abdouli 2019, 125-27.

“Fentress 2018, 247-48 notes that the slave trade, reported in Jerba during the medieval period, was probably much older; the Garamantes sold
enslaved people, often children, acquired in sub-Saharan Africa to Lepcis Magna and it is likely that Jerba was another terminus of this trade, especially

when the security of Lepcis Magna collapsed in the fourth century.

" Al-Ja‘biri 1975, 208, 242; al-Shammakhi 2009, 806-7. There are many other examples of these scholarly exchanges in Prevost 2023.
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Norman raid of 1135. Among the many pieces of infor-
mation preserved is a letter that was sent from Tripoli to
Cairo. The author of the letter signs Tsaac, son of Rabbi
Sedagqa, the cantor, captive among the captives of Jerba.
He describes the difficult times experienced by his fam-
ily members, his father, brothers and nieces, who were
in Tripoli at the time. It is not clear whether Isaac was
a Jerbian whose family had found refuge in Tripoli or
whether he was born in Tripoli and was only serving as a
cantor, officiating at prayer, in one of the Jewish commu-
nities of Jerba at the time of the arrival of the Normans.
In any case, he experienced dramatic events on the
island (Valensi and Udovitch 2022, 16). Another letter,
dated 1136, indicates that Isaac’s father was forced, after
a famine, to sell their house in Jerba to cover debts."”

Like the fate of the Ibadis, that of the Jews of Jerba and
Tripolitania is linked, and they were probably victims in
the same way;, if we are to believe Ibn Ezra’s elegy of the
Almohad persecutions (Hirschberg 1974, 134-36; Abit-
bol 1982, 239). The Nafusa had two synagogues named
Ghriba, as did the most famous synagogue in Jerba
(Merimi 2020, 152). One of these synagogues, located
in Yefren, is still in good condition and it is striking to
note the resemblance of this building and its decoration
with the neighbouring mosques and with those of Jer-
ba.'* Numerous comparisons can also be made between
the traditional costumes and adornments worn by the
Jerbian women and those of the women of Tripoli; it is
clearly through the Jewish community of the island and
especially through its jewellers that very ancient models
of adornment from Tripolitania were imposed on Jerba
(Ben Tanfous et al. 1978, 185-87).

The special links between Jerba and Tripolitania
continue to this day. At the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, one of the villages on the island was called ‘Nafusa’
(Bertholon 1897, 582). The Jerbians have kept many
property deeds originating from the Tamezda and Jadu
region (Despois 1935, 239-40). Studying the similarities
between the Naftsi Berber language and that of Jerba,
Vermondo Brugnatelli (2009, 357) insists on the fact
that many Jerbian families of Guellala keep the mem-
ory of their origin from the Jabal and cites many fam-
ily names that still attest to this: Jadoui, Ben Tanfous,
Kebaoui, Fassatoui, etc. Today, exchanges remain very
strong between these regions. Since the war in Libya,
the island appears to be a sort of Eldorado where many
Libyans come to rest, have fun and temporarily escape
the distressing situation in their country. Relations are
still very close within the Ibadi community between

Letter T-S 10J15.26, to be found at www.geniza.princeton.edu.

the island and the inhabitants of Jabal Nafusa. This can
be seen on the website of the Berber Ibadi community
of Jerba, where news from the Jabal, its mosques and a
number of reports on the Ibadis of this region are regu-
larly given.

The hypothesis of an architectural filiation:
could the Aba Ma‘raf mosque have been
a model for the jami‘ al-kabir of Jerba?

In 2010, the photographer Axel Derriks and I made a
study trip to Jabal Nafusa: this was a simple recon-
naissance of this little-known region and several other
trips were planned to study in detail the Ibadi mosques,
which were poorly documented at the time. In 1969,
1971 and 1973, three archaeological missions under the
auspices of the Society for Libyan Studies (now the Brit-
ish Institute for Libyan and Northern African Studies)
had brought together British and Libyan archaeologists
under the supervision of James W. Allan to study 29
places of worship (Allan 1972-73); Muhammad War-
falli, who had participated in the last two missions,
subsequently devoted his doctoral thesis to some of
these mosques (Warfalli 1981). A few rare publications
complemented these two essential studies (on the recy-
cling of classical-period spolia in some mosques of Jabal
Nafusa, see Welsby Sjostrom, Chapter 9). The war broke
out a few months after our trip, and several years later,
with no hope of continuing this research for a long time,
we resigned ourselves to publishing the little material we
had been able to gather on the spot (Prevost 2016).
Sobriety, even austerity, and the simplicity of the
materials used are characteristics common to all the
Ibadi regions without exception. At the time of writing
the book, many common features between the mosques
of the Jabal and those of Jerba, partly linked to this rig-
orous doctrine, already seemed obvious: the profusion
of places of worship, which is mainly explained by their
central role in the life of the Ibadis, the protrusion of
the mihrab, whose niche is often extremely simple, the
smallness of the prayer rooms and the maximum reduc-
tion of their openings, intended to preserve cool temper-
atures.” The absence of a minbar is almost systematic;
there is traditionally no minbar in the Ibadi mosques of
the Maghreb because since the fall of the Rustamids of
Tahert, the Ibadis no longer have an independent imam
at the head of their community and therefore no longer
deliver the khutba - the Friday sermon delivered in the
name of the sovereign in power. In Jerba, however, the

'*Some photos of the decoration of the vaults, mixing Hebrew epigraphy and ‘hands of fatma’ are visible on archive.diarna.org/site/detail/public/1983

et sur udayen.com/yefren/.

7Prevost 2016, 153-81. On the other hand, other elements differentiate the mosques of the Jabal from those of Jerba; they rarely have a courtyard,
and in several cases they have a very particular pointed arch shape. Most of the older mosques have given priority to a space reserved for women, by
creating one or more bays for them, separated from the rest of the prayer room by a wall, to which a private entrance often leads. The mihrabs of the Jabal
are distinguished by the large size of their niches and by the fact that their multiplication, both in the prayer room and outside, is rare.

11/12/2024 12:41



®

SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE CULTURAL PROXIMITY BETWEEN TRIPOLITANIA AND THE ISLAND OF JERBA 199

Fig. 10.4. (top right) Jabal Nafusa:
the main mosque in Nalut (photo
A. Derriks, 2010).

Fig. 10.5. (bottom right) Jerba: the
Bazin mosque in Mezrane (photo
A. Derriks, 2021).

obligation to perform the Friday
prayer was imposed on the Ibadis in
the main mosque of Houmt Souk as
early as 1079 AH/1668-69 CE and a
minbar was therefore added in this
mosque and in many others thereaf-
ter (for more details on the minbar
issue, see Prevost 2016, 177-79).

The frequent absence of a min-
aret in the form of a tower can also
be noted: as in early Islam, the call
to prayer was in fact once made
from outside the mosque or from
the roof. Jabal mosques often have
a sum ‘a, a kind of pinnacle, some-
times openwork, placed on the roof;
its role would be limited to indicat-
ing the position of the building but
this pinnacle is sometimes consid-
ered, rightly in our view, as a kind
of miniature minaret.'® The sum ‘a is
present in the four mosques we have
studied in Nalut, where it consists of
three or four legs that meet and are
surmounted by a cylindrical element
(Prevost 2016, 43-44, 181) (Fig. 10.4). This element is
abundantly found in a similar form in the mosques of
the island (Fig. 10.5).

‘Primitive decoration’ is frequently seen in the
sanctuaries of the Jabal and Jerba; it consists mainly
of geometric motifs (sets of dots, chevrons, crosses
inscribed in squares, triangles, six-pointed stars, circles,
etc.) and appears in relief on the plaster covering the
walls of the prayer room or is engraved on them. Rarely
very abundant, it is generally limited to certain portions
of the vault, to certain intrados of arches, especially in
the bay parallel to the gibla wall - the wall that indicates
the direction of Mecca (Prevost 2016, 188-93) (Figs
10.6-7). Another architectural element, a determining
factor in Jerba, is sometimes present in the Jabal: the
staircase-minaret, a few steps that allow the muezzin to

place himself high up to call for prayer (Fig. 10.2).” It is
said in southern Tunisia that Jabal Nafusa is the conti-
nuity of Jerba, and that Jerba is the open-air museum of
Jabal Nafusa (mathaf jabal Nafiisa).*

Today, after having gathered a great deal of infor-
mation on the island’s mosques (Prevost 2023), we are
particularly struck by other connections, which concern
in particular the Aba Ma‘rif mosque in Sharas,” a set
of ruins located between Kabaw and Jadu. We studied
this mosque in 2016 but unfortunately did not have
the opportunity to visit it (Fig. 10.8). Its name evokes a
renowned scholar of the end of the ninth and beginning
of the tenth century, master of Abti Miswar, whose biog-
raphers praise his great science and decisive role in the
transmission of the Ibadi traditions (see, for example:
al-Shammakhi 2009, 417-20; al-Wisyani 2009, 240-45).

“The sum ‘a is the same as the sawma ‘a (rooftop pavilion) of some early mosques; the word persisted in North Africa as the name for the tower
minaret in later times. I am very grateful to Jonathan Bloom for his insightful comments on this chapter.

This element was recently studied in detail in Prevost 2022.
»Naceur Bouabid pers. comm. (23 January 2016).

?'The photograph was taken in September 1971 by Anthony Hutt. I am very grateful to Felicity Crowe and Philip Kenrick for their help in finding

the old photographs of the British Mission to Libya.
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Fig. 10.6. (top left) Jabal Nafusa:
decor of a mosque in Kabaw (photo
V. Prevost, 2010).

Fig. 10.7. (top right) Jerba: decor of
Sidi “Umar mosque (photo
A. Derriks, 2021).

Fig. 10.8. (right) Jabal Nafusa: the
Abua Ma‘raf mosque in Sharas in 1971
(photo The Khalili Research Centre
Image Database).

Comparison of its plan with that of the jami ‘ al-kabir
at Jerba shows several similarities, both buildings strik-
ing for their spaciousness and imposing, massive charac-
ter (Fig. 10.9). The measurements of the Shars mosque,
partly underground, are about 15.3 m twice, 12.9 m and
14 m, with five vaulted bays parallel to the gibla wall; there
are five naves perpendicular to the gibla wall but they are
in various places interrupted by walls (Warfalli 1981, fig.
113; Prevost 2016, 97). The Jerbian prayer hall also has
five bays and five naves, is square and measures 15.3 m
on each side. The entrance to both buildings is placed in
the same place, in the third bay; the location of the second
entrance, however, differs now;* apart from these two
doors, the buildings originally had no other openings.
At Sharis, a partition wall separates the first three bays
from the last two, which appear to have been reserved
for women; this is a common arrangement in the Jabal.
In the jami* al-kabir, it is the fifth bay that is reserved for
women, but this arrangement seems to be very recent.
Both sanctuaries show traces of ancient decoration.

The Aba Ma‘raf mosque has a staircase of a few
steps to the west of the second bay, which originally led

to the roof to call for prayer; the opening was blocked
during renovation work (Warfalli 1981, 128-29, figs
125-26). The great mosque of Jerba also includes a
staircase-minaret that rises outside, parallel to the main
facade, in the north-east corner below the minaret
(Fig. 10.3). Moreover, in the buildings we compare, this
north-east corner is isolated from the rest of the prayer
hall: at the jami ‘ al-kabir, this enclosed space houses the
staircase that provides access to the minaret and the roof
of the mosque. At Sharus, this small square room found
in other shrines in the Jabal was clearly intended to store
the mosque’s possessions, presumably mainly manu-
scripts (Warfalli 1981, 137).

It is striking that in the Shartis mosque the sum ‘a is
not openwork and dominates the roof exactly above the
mihrab; this is also the case in the very old Aba Manstr
Ilyas mosque in Tandamira (Fig. 10.2), which is still the
object of pilgrimage (ziydra) among the Ibadis of the
region and those of Jerba (Gouja 2016, 68-69). The jami ‘
al-kabir has a minaret in the form of a low, squat tower
at the north-east corner, surmounted by a solid lantern,
which can be reached by a staircase from the hall. This

21t is likely that the entrance to the women’s section of the Sharas mosque was originally located in the middle of the north-west fagade, as evidenced
by an archway that has been blocked off: Warfalli 1981, 137. It thus occupied the same place as in the Jerbian building.
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lantern, which is distinctive because it is not openwork,
bears a strong resemblance to the sum ‘a of the two Jabal
mosques just mentioned (Fig. 10.3).

Thus, these two key shrines share many similar-
ities in plan and general appearance, although the
geographical setting is not at all the same. The main
difference, a priori, is the orientation: the gibla wall
points much further south in Jerba and a niche for the
minbar was added to it late in life, when the Ibadis on
the island were forced to make the khutba. With regard
to aesthetics, one may add that it seems that unlike
the jami‘ al-kabir, the Aba Ma‘raf mosque was never
whitewashed.

Given the surprising scale of these two buildings
and the many similar aspects that distinguish them
within their respective regions, it is tempting to hypoth-
esize that it was in the Aba Ma‘raf mosque that Aba
Miswar studied and that this building may have influ-
enced him when he much later began the construction
of the jami‘ al-kabir. However, and this is mostly the
case with ancient Ibadi mosques, this proposal runs
into the question of the dating of these buildings. The
Jerbian mosque is fairly well documented in the writ-
ten sources, through the biography of Aba Miswar,
and it seems very likely that the prayer hall was built
around the middle of the tenth century, with its large
size justified by its role as the main centre of Ibadism
and the Bana Yahrasan.

The Shartis mosque appears to be very old, being
recorded in written sources to date to the ninth century
but not explicitly associated with Aba Ma‘raf (Al-Sham-
makhi 2009, 461; al-Bughttri 2017, 117). Warfalli (1981,
141) believes that the building, which has certainly been
much altered, dates back to at least the ninth century

and that Aba Ma‘raf may have restored it rather than
founded it. It is certainly this place of worship that Ibn
Hawqal refers to when he mentions the Sharas minbar
in the tenth century.”® Nicholas Lowick (1974, 14, 16)
has dated the inscription on the tympanum of the west-
ern entrance in a ‘Kufic floriated provincial’ to between
the second half of the tenth century and the twelfth cen-
tury. It should be noted, however, that these two lines,
which are not a foundation inscription, but a formula
inspired by the Quran, may have been added at a later
date. Although it is very likely that there was an impor-
tant mosque on this site as early as the time of Abu
Ma‘raf, there is nothing to confirm that its prayer hall
was already of this impressive size. Unfortunately, our
investigation stops here, like many other investigations
we have carried out on ancient Ibadi buildings; only new
elements brought to light by archaeological excavations
could allow us to continue it.

The question of underground mosques

What seems to us to bring the culture of Jabal Nafusa
closest to that of Jerba is the importance of caves and
underground mosques.”* We can only launch a few
lines of thought here, in the hope of being able to
resume investigations in the Jabal in the future. From
the Rustamid period, the Ibadis celebrated the cult of
caves just as their Berber ancestors did before Islam.
The numerous anecdotes reported in the written
sources clearly show the different functions of the cave:
it is the dwelling place of the jinns, a beneficial place in
which miracles take place, and lamps lit by mysterious
forces await the faithful. It can also be a simple place
of devotion where pious people shut themselves up for
long periods to pray and recite the
Quran. Indeed, it was in a cave he
had dug for this purpose that Abtu
‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Bakr is
said to have founded the first ralga
and lived with his ‘azzaba. The cave
favours study and concentration, it
seems to be for the Ibadis the place
of scholarly meeting par excellence
and it is probably for this reason
that the Diwan al- ‘azzaba was writ-
ten by the seven scholars in the cave
of Majmaj. While Berber traditions

Fig. 10.9. Jerba: the great mosque,
jami“ al-kabir (photo A. Derriks,
2018).

»Tbn Hawqal 1939, 94. On Aba Ma‘raf mosque see Prevost 2016, 96-102, and especially Warfalli 1981, 119-38, pls 112-46, who offers several illus-

trations.

**This phenomenon is present, perhaps to a lesser extent, in other Ibadi regions such as the Mzab and Ouargla, or in Djerid. For numerous examples

of this cave cult, see Prevost 2012, 47-53.
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remain particularly rooted, Islam also develops a spe-
cial link with caves, whether it be the cave of Hird
where Gabriel is said to have appeared to the Prophet
or that of the Seven Sleepers.

Both Tripolitania and Jerba have a tradition of
underground buildings: one thinks of the innumerable
troglodytic dwellings in the Gharian region or, on the
island, the tombs of the Punic period and the numerous
underground oil mills. Some contemporary authors
have tried to explain the abundance of underground
places of worship by a desire on the part of the Ibadis
to defend themselves or to hide from persecution (for
example: al-Murabit 1996, III, 178-79; Lauricella 2019,
37). This hypothesis has always seemed unconvincing
to us because access to these places does not seem to
have been concealed and because these so-called ref-
uges would have been extremely dangerous to use in
the event of an attack: the Ibadis would have been
caught there like rats. In reality, it seems that the main
reason for their construction is the almost constant
and very pleasant temperature that these rooms offer.
To this must be added the ease of construction: digging
the cave does not require any materials and especially
no water, which is very appreciable in these regions.

Alongside the caves there are real excavated
mosques: we know of nine underground rooms with a
mihrab in Jerba.” It is very likely that there were many
more in the past, and older people sometimes remem-
ber that there was an ancient underground mosque
in the very close vicinity of their
modern mosque, now condemned,
but whose location has remained in
the collective memory.”® As far as
Jabal Nafusa is concerned, unfor-
tunately, we have documentation
(sometimes very briefly) for only
six underground places of worship.
There are certainly many more, as
suggested by surveys conducted by
an Italian team (notably Dell’Aquila
et al. 2009; Dell’Aquila and Fioren-
tino 2014) and by medieval written
sources: the Tasmiyat mashahid
al-jabal - a list of worshipped

Fig. 10.10. Jabal Nafusa: the
Hawariyyin underground mosque
in Fursata (photo V. Prevost, 2010).

places in Jabal Nafusa dated between the fourteenth
and sixteenth centuries — records, for example, five
cave-related places of worship (Basset 1899, 372-73).
As in Jerba, they are most often found right next to
built mosques, probably because they preceded them.
This is the case of an underground mosque, which the
inhabitants called Ghazala, a few metres from the great
mosque of Wighi, to which Warfalli (181, 144) makes
a simple allusion. Unfortunately we do not know what
it looked like.

Another entirely subterranean mosque, reached by a
deep ramp cut into the ground with walls made of neatly
arranged stones, is about eight metres from the Hawari-
yyin mosque of Fursata, near Kabaw (Fig. 10.10). As we
passed, this ramp, parallel to the mosque’s fagade on the
north-west side, was too cluttered with litter to enter, but
others were able to access a large, almost circular prayer
hall with bare walls, a mihrab, and a very small room
contained within the circular space that may contain the
remains of a tomb.” In Jerba, in the Cedghiane region,
there is still a mosque of this type, the mosque of Sa‘id
ibn Salah, with a similar access ramp, but one now has
to crawl to reach the prayer hall, the floor of which is so
covered with rubble that one can only stand bent in half
(Fig. 10.11).

It seems that in the Jabal, simple underground
prayer halls are in the minority.?® Curiously, the
reverse is true on the island, judging by the small
number of preserved places of worship. Like Sidi Ba

»The Majmaj cave does not have a mihrab and is therefore considered a simple sacred cave, not a real mosque.

*In the garden behind the Sidi ‘Abd al-Qadir mosque in Khnensa, for example, a few stones and a saucer used to collect water for birds still indicate

the former underground mosque, which was active around 1925.

¥ Allan 1972-73, 151; DellAquila and Fiorentino 2014, 17-18 (with a plan); Prevost 2016, 72-76. The prayer hall has clearly remained as it was
excavated. The underground prayer hall of the mosque of Aba ‘Ubayda ‘Abd al-Hamid in Ijnawun, on the other hand, was completely renovated in the

1970s: see Prevost 2016, 139-42.

#DellAquila and Fiorentino 2014, 21-23 were also able to visit the mosque of Takaut, to the west of the Jabal, which appears as a long, more or less

rectangular, room cut into the rock under the fortified granary.
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Sa‘id, Bardawi and Sidi Zakri, Ben
Miamin and Luta have a single
underground hall (Prevost 2023,
176-81, 184-88, 207-12). The Ben
Mamin underground mosque in
Khnensa adjoins, in the same space
bounded by a low wall, two built
mosques, a small old mosque and
a modern one. One can see very
clearly the entrance to the under-
ground hall on the left, an outer
mihrab in the foreground, oppo-
site the old mosque, and the new
one on the right (Fig. 10.12). The
prayer hall is rectangular, entirely
carved out of the rock, with an
extremely simple mihrab and a sort
of high bench on which the faithful
light candles (Fig. 10.13). The Luta
Mosque of Sedouikech is, like the
previous one, clearly visible from
the outside with its two large domes
(Figs 10.14-15). It could date from
the thirteenth century (Al-Murabit
1996, 111, 51). It is still the object of
pilgrimage by sterile women who
believe they can find a remedy for
their illness by offering eggs there.
Underground mosques with
several rooms are the most com-
mon in the Jabal, such as Tanamayt
in the Kabaw area, which includes
a prayer hall with three naves and a small annexed
room, probably intended for women’s prayer; the
date 454 AH/1062 CE is engraved on the semicircular
plaque over the entrance to the mosque (Warfalli 1981,
65-69, pls 18-34; Dell’Aquila et al. 2011; Prevost 2016,
55-59). Sidi Abu Raghwa has a more elaborate plan. A
long corridor in the form of a staircase, overhung by a
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Fig. 10.11. (left) Jerba: the
underground mosque of Sa‘id ibn
Salah (photo A. Derriks, 2019).

Fig. 10.12. (below, top) Jerba: the Ben
Muamin mosque (photo A. Derriks,
2021).

Fig. 10.13. (below, bottom) Jerba:
the underground prayer hall of Ben
Muamin (photo A. Derriks, 2020).

small minaret, descends to the underground mosque
and leads to a covered vestibule which opens on the left
side into two passages; the first leads to the mosque and
the second to a burial chamber in which the deceased
are prepared before being buried. On the right, a par-
tially walled passageway opens into a shapeless room.
In several places the date 1321 AH/1903-4 CE is noted,
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Fig. 10.14. (above) Jerba: the
Lata mosque in Sedouikech (photo
A. Derriks, 2010).

Fig. 10.15. (top right) Jerba: the
underground prayer hall of Lata
mosque (photo A. Derriks, 2010).

Fig. 10.16. (bottom right) Jabal
Nafusa: the underground mosque
of Abui Zakariyya al-Tukiti (photo
A. Derriks, 2010).

which may correspond to the addi-
tion of the minaret. The plan of
this underground mosque and its
long access corridor bear similari-
ties to the older Tanamayt mosque,
whose plan may have been copied
(Dell'Aquila and Fiorentino 2014,
19-20; Prevost 2016, 59-61). In the
same vein, the ‘Tatauzin’ mosque in
the vicinity of Fursata has a deep
ramp leading to a vestibule giving
access to the prayer hall framed by
two rooms, one of which would be
for women (Dell’Aquila and Fioren-
tino 2014, 18-19, with plan).
Another example of a more
complex underground mosque
is Abn Zakariyyd' al-Tukiti (Fig.
10.16), next to which a modern
mosque is built. The personage for
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whom it is named was a kind of spiritual leader of the
Jabal in the first half of the ninth century. The entrance,
made of a long flight of stairs, was refurbished a few
decades ago. One enters a large rectangular room with
no pillars, extended by two burial chambers, one to the
west and the other to the east (Allan 1972-73, 162-63,
pl. 70; Prevost 2016, 109-13). In Jerba we know of only
three examples of underground mosques with a com-
plex plan: Wilhi and Sidi Ya‘ish have been studied in
detail (Prevost 2023, 74-89), the third is the Barradi

Fig. 10.17. (above) Jerba: the
Barradi underground mosque
(photo A. Derriks, 2019).

Fig. 10.18. (right) Jerba: the prayer
hall of Barradi mosque (photo
A. Derriks, 2022).
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mosque of Wadi Zbib which is also called ‘the white
birds. A long ramp, the steps of which were carved into
the stone but have now disappeared, gives access to a
first room with a bench, then to a long room with a
mihrab. Although the ramp has recently been cleared
by volunteers, it is still difficult to enter the prayer
room. Next door is a small mosque (Figs 10.17-18).

Further research is needed, but here too it seems to
us that Jabal Nafusa may have influenced Jerba. The fact
that the underground mosques there often have a com-
plex layout is explained in our opinion by the very large
number of cave dwellings. Several thousand of them
still existed in the 1930s, with very different structures
and sometimes multiple rooms (Dell’Aquila et al. 2009,
6-12). Among these mosques, some are still important
places of prayer for today’s Ibadis, such as Abu Zakari-
yy& al-Tukiti in the Jabal or Ben Mimin in Jerba. Asso-
ciated with certain very ancient rituals, it seems exciting
to us to try to document them better.

Ibadi texts show that the island’s scholarly life drew
its main resources from Tripolitania. Several historical
events caused the intellectual activity to move from
Jabal Nafusa to Jerba, but the Jabal remained a deci-
sive centre of study for the islanders and many scholars
from Tripolitania made their careers on the island. We
tend to think that the same influence may have been
exerted in the architectural field, in landscapes that are
nevertheless very different. Only a few lines of thought
have been developed here, concerning two of the most
emblematic mosques and underground sanctuaries,
but many other subjects could give rise to a compar-
ison: this is the case of tombs for example. One area
seems particularly promising, although our knowledge
of Jabal Nafusa is still too sketchy to address it, and that
is the use by the Ibadis of places of worship as part of
their defensive system, both in the mountains and on
the island.
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Chapter 11

TRIPOLITANIA: CONCLUSIONS AND
PROSPECTS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

David ]. Mattingly

The state of the field

The coastal lands of south-eastern Tunisia and
north-western Libya saw initial urban development
in the first millennium BCE, traditionally explained
as the initiative of Phoenician ‘settlers’ - though our
ancient sources describe the population of the zone as
Libyphoenices. While designated as an outlying territory
of the province of Africa in the first to third centuries
CE, Tripolitana later became a separate province in the
early fourth century, was conquered by the Vandals in
the fifth century and reintegrated into the Byzantine
African province in the sixth century, before being an
early target of the Islamic raiders in the 640s. These dra-
matic shifts in political affiliation need to be contextual-
ized alongside the evidence of regional wealth and high
culture - exemplified in brilliant artworks (statuary,
sculpture, mosaics) and monumental marble-adorned
architecture. Tripolitania may have been climatically
and geographically on the margins of the rich African
provinces, but it was by no means inconsequential in the
story of the Roman Empire - sending a string of men
into imperial service as equestrians, senators and ulti-
mately emperors, with Septimius Severus and his sons.
The foundational study of this region was carried out by
Italian archaeologists during the early twentieth-century
period of colonial domination, with a long-term contin-
uing impact into the post-colonial age.! The great urban
monuments of the classical cities of Lepcis Magna and
Sabratha have thereafter been a prime focus of study and
conservation efforts.”

Tripolitania has also been an important component
of my research throughout my academic career (Mat-
tingly 2019, for some biographical notes). In the early
1980s I carried out PhD research on Tripolitania, while
at the same time participating in the UNESCO Libyan
Valleys Archaeological Survey (ULVS), whose results
were published in Barker 1996; Mattingly 1996a. Two
edited books relating to Tripolitania came out in the
1980s (Buck and Mattingly 1985; Mattingly and Lloyd
1989 = Libyan Studies 20, 1989) and this work was then
further developed into a monograph (Mattingly 1995).
That book attempted to provide an account in English
of the history and archaeology of the region and later
Roman province known as Tripolitana (often rendered
as ‘Tripolitania’ in modern times). Nearly 30 years
on, Niccolo Mugnai is to be congratulated in bringing
together the present book, which provides an impor-
tant opportunity to take stock on the progress of the
field in some key research areas in the intervening years.
With a number of broader English-language overviews
of North Africa under Roman rule now available, it is
worth reflecting further on the distinctiveness of Tripol-
itania.® The chapters of this volume certainly stand out as
original contributions to these ongoing debates.

In the colonial era, archaeological work was concen-
trated at the major coastal cities (see below), and while
this continued to a degree in post-colonial times there
were fewer opportunities for major new projects by the
foreign missions under the Gaddafi regime.* The situ-
ation for fieldwork and research in Libya has become
even worse since 2011, due to the long-term political

'Merighi 1940; cf. Di Vita et al. 1999; Rizzo and Di Vita-Evrard 2015; Rizzo 2017. On the colonial context: Mattingly and Hitchner 1995; Munzi

2001; 2004; Mattingly 2011, 43-72.
*Kenrick 2009; Balice 2010; Di Vita 2010; Musso and Turjman 2022.

*Mattingly and Hitchner 1995; Mugnai et al. 2016; Hitchner 2022; Mattingly 2023, for a synthesis with many reflections on Tripolitanian specifics.

*Among important new fieldwork initiatives in Libya since the 1990s, I would highlight the work of Roma Tre University around Lepcis Magna
(Musso et al. 1997; 1998; 2010; 2014); the German Archaeological Mission at Gheriat el-Garbia (Mackensen 2021a-b; 2024); and the French Archaeo-
logical Mission’s excavation of the baths to the east of the harbour at Lepcis Magna (see essays in Michel 2015).
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instability that has followed the Arab Spring and the
overthrow of Gaddafi. Tripolitania is thus very distinct
from many other parts of the former Roman Empire in
terms of the pace, volume and character of new research.

Before going further it is worth asking what we mean
by Tripolitania in geographical and historical terms.
The name clearly relates to the three large ancient cities
(emporia) of western Libya — Sabratha, Oea (Tripoli), and
Lepcis Magna - but the ancient province extended into
south-eastern Tunisia up to the eastern flank of the Chott
Jarid and the port of Tacape (Gabes) (Mattingly 2000a, for
an attempt to capture this cartographically). The coastal
zone of western Tripolitania, along with the Island of
Jerba, included a number of other important urban cen-
tres (Meninx, Tipasa, Gigthis, Zitha), as well as at least
one inland oasis town at Telmine (Turris Tamalleni). Tri-
politanian territory also technically continued around the
Greater Syrtis, with the border with neighbouring Cyre-
naica at the eastern end of the desert coastland (Mattingly
2000c, for mapping of sites in the Syrtica region).

A key aspect of my approach in my 1995 book Tripoli-
tania was to reunite data on both the Tunisian and Libyan
territories, but many studies before and since tend to align
to one side or the other of the modern border - indeed
the editor’s introduction here (Chapter 1) acknowledges
a greater focus on the Libyan part for the volume.’ Edited
volumes, such as the present one, are inevitably depend-
ent on authors who are willing and able to deliver on
promised contributions; many of the contributors here
are British-based, German, or Italian researchers whose
work relates primarily to Libya, though not all the active
Italian Missions are represented. As the editor flags up in
his introduction, it is unfortunate that no North African
researchers feature among the final contributions, as they
have helped advance research in important ways. The
essays collected here do however succeed in advancing
new ideas or providing a clear synthesis on aspects of the
archaeology of Tripolitania, especially when read along-
side both older and newer syntheses.

Most chapters in this volume focus on Roman-era
archaeology, with the important exception of Prevost’s
essay on mosques on the Island of Jerba and their archi-
tectural links to the rural mosques of the Jabal Nafusa
region (Chapter 10). The mosques of the latter zone
are also mentioned in Welsby Sjostrom’s contribution
and are noteworthy for their reused stonework from
Roman-period sites (Chapter 9). Islamic Tripolitania is
a subject that merits a larger and more focused study in
its own right (see Leone 2019; Fenwick 2020). In order
to contextualize the contributions to this volume within
broader debates, my comments are structured beneath a
series of themes.

The Roman garrison deployment
and military community

The Roman army in North Africa is known primarily
through epigraphic records rather than modern field
investigation of military bases and installations (for
summary accounts, see Mattingly et al. 2013a; Guédon
2018). Mackensen’s masterful account of the Roman
military garrison (Chapter 6) is an example of a chap-
ter that does provide a broad overview of developments
across time in both east and west Tripolitania. Building
on his transformational fieldwork at the desert fort of
Gheriat el-Garbia, the author is able to make significant
revisions to previous knowledge — most notably with
the now attested late reoccupation of that fort in the
fourth-fifth centuries CE. This makes much better sense
of the Notitia Dignitatum entries, which seem to imply
that substantial elements of the third-century CE sys-
tem of regional limes commands were still intact in Late
Antiquity, rather than the prior assumptions of a very
substantial shrinkage of the garrisoned zone (Mack-
ensen 2021b; Mattingly 2023, 271-77; cf. 1995, 186-93).
On the other hand, some elements of the overall pres-
entation remain much as they were in the 1990s, reflect-
ing the lack of significant fieldwork advances (with the
obvious exception of Gheriat el-Garbia). While Mack-
ensen rightly questions some of my more speculative
suggestions in earlier works, there is equally a lack of
conclusive evidence in some cases for alternative sug-
gestions. For example, the argument that the clausurae
(linear barriers) were purely a late Roman innovation
in Tripolitania remains unproven and is unlikely to be
resolved until and unless there is excavation of related
installations, such as gates.® Likewise, for all periods,
there are some notable gaps in the mapped distribu-
tions of epigraphically attested forts and we can specu-
late on the one hand that some locations were military
bases (Mizda), and from another perspective there are a
number of ancient toponyms related to garrison points
where no certain modern location can be proposed
(Thenteos, Secedi). The simple truth is that, in the
absence of excavation, or indeed modern research, at
many known Roman army bases or locations that may
have been military positions (as Mackensen himself
points out), we have a lacunous narrative and a thread-
bare distribution map. Even with known military sites,
the occupation history may have been vastly different to
what is established epigraphically. Where modern exca-
vations have taken place, as at Gheriat el-Garbia and Bu
Njem, these have revealed unexpected complexities of
garrison units, phases of occupation and activities that
took place there.

>Sheldrick 2021 has admirably clear maps of the entire territory from southern Tunisia to the border with Cyrenaica.

®Mattingly 1995, 106-15; 2023, 258-62 on a potentially longer chronology — backed up in part by my observation of surface pottery at some of these

locations.
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In my most recent work I have moved away from
referring to Roman ‘frontiers’ as I think this gives a mis-
leading idea of a Roman defensive line facing the desert,
whereas forts and minor installations were spread across
a broad and deep ‘security zone, with the garrison
equally involved with supervising peoples inside as out-
side the notional limits of Roman territory (Mattingly
2023, 247, 251). This has important implications for our
understanding of the work of the garrison.

The other contributions on the military theme are
more focused case studies: Schimmer (Chapter 7) on
military food supply in the third century CE and Schmid
(Chapter 8) on religious practices in the military com-
munity. Schimmer is particularly good in combining
different sorts of data (botanical and faunal information,
ceramic evidence and textual indications) to construct
an overall picture that relates primarily to the two main
excavated forts. The extent to which this picture applied
across the entirety of the Tripolitanian Jabal and desert
landscapes is debatable of course, but the significance of
the existence of oases in the northern Sahara is at any
rate clear. Schmid recapitulates the evidence from reli-
gious epigraphy and shrine/temple construction related
to the army, with updates from the Gheriat el-Garbia
work again underpinning some new insights.” What one
could add to this picture is a consideration of how these
military practices related to, or differed from, local reli-
gious behaviour. In my own recent work, for instance, I
have argued for a clear separation between the military
community and the rural populations of North Africa
in terms of their religious preferences and behaviours.®

Urbanism

There is no overall chapter on urbanism in Tripolitania
senso lato, though the two contributions on aspects of
the urban history at Sabratha (Aiosa, Chapter 2) and
Lepcis Magna (Mugnai, Chapter 3) are both insightful
and novel in their arguments relating to those specific
sites and specific phases of their development. The major
Italian colonial-era excavations exposed a stunning suite
of urban monuments at Lepcis Magna and Sabratha,
which publication has only slowly been catching up

on. Thus, while there have been important advances in
knowledge in the last few decades, it needs emphasizing
that some of these relate to the long delayed publication
of old excavations from the time of the Italian colonial
regime,” or the British military mandate and Libyan
Kingdom that followed the Second World War."* Many
of those early twentieth-century excavations had been
essentially clearance and reconstruction programmes,
with relatively little attention to finds beyond coins,
architectural and sculptural elements, and inscriptions
(the Sabratha excavations under Kathleen Kenyon and
John Bryan Ward-Perkins are an important exception).!!
Although it is tremendously important to have (at last)
monographic reports on many of the major monuments,
the essentials of these monuments have been widely
known for many years from preliminary reports and
incorporated into the standard accounts (see Di Vita et
al. 1999; Kenrick 2009). Moreover, with the exception of
a few instances of modern sondages into surviving stra-
tigraphy,'? the sequences of construction, use and aban-
donment of these structures are often poorly established.
The earliest phases of the Tripolitanian cities (often
unreached by colonial excavations) and the latest occu-
pation levels (generally removed with minimal record by
the same) are the most elusive."” The epigraphic evidence
is especially rich from Lepcis Magna, with a significant
body from Sabratha, but drastically fewer texts from the
many other urban centres (compare IRT2021 with the
known texts from Tunisian sites published in CIL VIII,
ILAfr, and ILT). Thus, while we have two of the best
studied ‘Roman’ cities in the region from an architec-
tural perspective, the typicality of these in relation to the
wider Tripolitanian urban pattern is frankly impossible
to assess fully."*

Aiosa makes especially novel arguments about the
second-century CE developments at Sabratha, while
Mugnai gives a fresh and balanced account of Sever-
an-period construction at Lepcis Magna that takes into
consideration both the monumental schemes and minor
building projects of that era. These will be important
points of reference. Mugnais chapter is an excellent
complement to his recent reflection on Roman architec-
ture at Lepcis Magna in the first and second centuries

7For a previous overview see Brouquier-Reddé 1992. See also relevant discussion of religion in the military community in Mattingly 2023, 310-14.

8 Again, see discussion of Gaetulian religious practices among rural communities in Mattingly 2023, 505-16.

°De Miro and Polito 2005 (Lepcis Magna, Old Forum, including pre-Roman levels); Di Vita and Livadiotti 2005 (Lepcis Magna, north-west temples
in the Old Forum); Tomasello 2005 (Lepcis Magna, fountains and nymphaea) and 2011 (Lepcis Magna, Temple on the decumanus maximus); Aiosa 2013
(Sabratha, Temple of Hercules); Montali 2015 (Sabratha, amphitheatre); Mazzilli 2016 (Lepcis Magna, Arch of Trajan); Livadiotti and Rocco 2018 (Lepcis

Magna, curia); Ricciardi 2018 (Lepcis Magna, amphitheatre).

"Kenrick 1986 (Sabratha, excavations around the forum area and related material culture); Ward-Perkins 1993 (Lepcis Magna, Severan buildings).
!Sabratha finds: Dore and Keay 1989; Fulford and Tomber 1994; Allason-Jones and Greep 2023.
2For example: De Miro and Polito 2005; Tomasello 2005, 215-74; 2011, 119-80; Aiosa 2013, 101-60; Montali 2015, 161-84; Livadiotti and Rocco

2018, 395-402.

“Though see Kenrick 1986 (Libyphoenician levels at Sabratha and Lepcis Magna); Tantillo and Bigi 2010 (Late Antique Lepcis Magna). For a general

reflection on Late Antique cities, see Leone 2013; 2019.

“Brouquier-Reddé 1992; Baratte et al. 2018; Mattingly 2023, 405-11 for a range of views on the nature of urban religious practices and architectural

embellishment in the Roman era.
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CE (Mugnai 2021); elsewhere, he has also contributed
an important synthesis study on Roman urban architec-
ture in North Africa (Mugnai 2022).

For a larger view of urbanism in the region across
time one should look also at the sites in Tunisian western
Tripolitania and on Jerba, where there has been much
important work.” The chronological framework of the
present volume understandably does not encompass
the pre-Roman period, but one should point out the
significance of work on the origins of the urban sites of
Henchir Bourgou and Ghizéne on Jerba, where the ear-
liest phases are related to distinctive handmade pottery
and extend back before the earliest imported pottery,
indicating sedentarized or semi-sedentarized Libyan
communities in the early first millennium BCE (Ben
Tahar 2014; 2018; Ben Tahar et al. 2020; 2022). With
other sites in western Tripolitania also yielding signs of
early sedentarization of the local population groups, this
changes our understanding of the nature of Libyphoeni-
cian societies.'®

A separate issue concerns the nature and develop-
ment of urban centres at oases such as Turris Tamelleni
(Telmine) and Cidamus (Ghadames) (Mattingly et al.
2020b, 195-98, 202-5). There is no particular reason to
think that these closely resembled the coastal cities in
terms of their layout and monumentality, though both
sites undoubtedly featured some monumental architec-
ture by later antiquity (Mattingly 2023, 369-71).

Artistic works

Wootton’s essay (Chapter 4) is an important summary
of the rich evidence of mosaics, and to some extent the
painted mural art, drawing out distinctive influences
from the eastern and western Mediterranean. Perhaps
more explicit consideration of the material from western
Tripolitania would have been helpful as this might have
highlighted some contrasts between the different parts
of the territory. The chapter also points out the serious
conservation issues relating to mosaics and the valuable
remedial measures that have been taken as part of recent
international programmes.

Sculpture features strongly in three chapters: that by
Aiosa presents new ideas on the reliefs from the stage
pulpitum of the theatre at Sabratha and comments on
Severan-period sculpture from Lepcis Magna also fea-
ture in Mugnai’s chapter, while the work of Nikolaus on
rustic funerary reliefs from the pre-desert region fea-
tures in the co-authored Chapter 5 (see also Nikolaus

2016; 2017; Mattingly 2011, 246-68). These chapters
speak to very different cultural engagements. The cos-
mopolitan Roman artistic engagement of the leading
citizens — evident in the exceptional quality of much of
the mosaic and painted decoration and marble sculpture
and statuary — cannot be denied, but there is also mate-
rial evidence of more diverse cultural influences (for
instance, in the painted decoration related to tombs: see
Di Vita’s papers collected in Rizzo and Di Vita-Evrard
2015, 363-92, 559-66, 819-34, 859-90). Art in Tripol-
itania was both extremely hybridized and reflective of
a variety of influences, not simply from Rome but also
from centres such as Alexandria among others, and this
determined very specific, local idiosyncrasies. I return to
this theme of cultural diversity below.

Rural settlement patterns

Rural settlement has been an area of considerable pro-
gress in Tripolitanian archaeology over recent decades,
though there is a critical lack of excavations of sites
recorded by survey."” The desert landscapes of Syrtica
have revealed details of a mixed farming and certainly
semi-sedentarized peoples (Reddé 1988; Longerstay
1999; Le Quesne et al. 2010). In eastern Tripolitania,
the UNESCO Libyan Valleys Archaeological Survey
recorded the remarkable landscapes of Romano-Lib-
yan floodwater farming regimes and this work has
been enhanced by recent remote sensing work.'® The
co-authored essay by Nikolaus and Sheldrick (Chapter
5) is another important update for this area, covering
both settlement and funerary monuments. Important
work by Muftah Ahmed (2019) has followed previous
studies of olive oil production in the Tarhuna Plateau
(cf. Mattingly 1988a). The immediate hinterland of
Lepcis Magna has also been intensively explored.” The
Jabal Nafusa area is to a degree a bit of a blind spot at
present, which makes Welsby Sjostrom’s contribution
in this volume (Chapter 9) all the more important (see
also Nebbia et al. 2016 and ongoing survey in this area
by Libya’s Department of Antiquities). Western Tripoli-
tania has also seen extensive survey under the Tunisian
national mapping programme (Mrabet 2011; 2014), as
well as through the systematic study of Jerba (Drine et
al. 2009).

Perhaps the most significant change in perception
of Tripolitania’s landscapes in recent years concerns the
relationship between this territory and its desert hinter-
land. The changing picture represents more a deepening

1*See, inter alia, Drine 1991; Drine et al. 2009 (for surveys of various urban sites on Jerba); Fentress 2009; Ritter et al. 2018 (for excavation and geo-

physical survey at Meninx); Ritter and Ben Tahar 2022.

'*Ben Tahar 2004; 2016. See also Mattingly 2016 for a first exploration of the Libyan contribution to the take-up of agriculture and urbanism.

'”Mattingly 2023, 437-47. See also Sheldrick 2021 for the best current overview of data from all parts of the region.

ULVS: Barker 1996; Mattingly 1996a; there are also numerous reports published in Libyan Studies. Remote sensing and updated synthesis: Shel-

drick 2021.

See, inter alia, Munzi et al. 2004; 2010; 2016; Zocchi 2018a, 139-75, 211-24; 2018Db.
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of understanding, rather than a radical reorientation.
The Garamantes of the Libyan Sahara had already
achieved a level of scholarly prominence through the
work of Charles Daniels in the 1960s-70s, with indica-
tions of sedentary settlement and oasis cultivation from
about 1000 BCE onwards (Mattingly 2010 provides a
good summary of Daniels’ main work). As a result of
further work between 1997 and 2011, knowledge of the
scale and sophistication of Garamantian oasis settle-
ments has been dramatically enhanced (Mattingly 2003;
2007; 2010; 2013; Mattingly et al. 2020a). It is now clear
that in the time of the Roman Empire, Tripolitania was
bordered to the south not simply by a rag-tail assortment
of ‘nomadic tribes, but that the evolution of oasis settle-
ments supported some really large population clusters,
with the Garamantian kingdom most prominent among
them and arguably displaying the hallmarks of a pol-
ity (Sterry and Mattingly 2020b; Mattingly 2022; 2023,
174-89). In recent publications I have proposed that we
use the more neutral term ‘peoples’ rather than ‘tribes’
when describing the indigenous populations of North
Africa to avoid some of the obvious colonial baggage of
the latter term (Mattingly 2023, 115-16); it is good to see
that the editorial policy in this volume has also followed
this course. Although the Garamantes were perhaps the
most successful and influential oasis society, it is clear
that oasis settlement was becoming significant in many
other parts of the eastern, central and western Sahara
during the Roman era.

The late Roman/Late Antique landscapes of Trip-
olitania have long been characterized by the presence
of so-called fortified farms (qsur), though on occasion
these have been confused or conflated with minor mil-
itary installations.?! That rural settlements came to
emulate military style fortifications should come as no
surprise. The late Garamantian rural landscape also
contained many fortified villages, whose architecture
evoked the form of late Roman quadriburgi from the
Roman garrison zone far to the north (Sterry et al. 2011;
Sterry and Mattingly 2013).

Funerary practices

The ancient burial practices of Tripolitania also varied
greatly between coast and interior and between desert
and settled communities. An important marker of the

advanced societal development in pre-Roman times is
the prestige funerary monuments clustered at multiple
urban sites: Lepcis Magna, Sabratha and the centres
on Jerba.”? The tradition of subterranean hypogea and
rock-cut burial chambers initially continued strongly in
the early Roman period, with elite Lepcitanian families
continuing the use of traditional Libyphoenician monu-
ments.” Although these have tended to be convention-
ally presented as of Roman or Phoenician inspiration,
there are aspects that clearly also evoke what seem to be
Libyan identities and practices (Mattingly 2023, 427-29).

In the mid-late Roman period, there was a gradual
rise of mausoleum culture, with striking above-ground
monuments to the ancestors of elite families. This is
evident both around the main cities, but also on estate
lands in rural districts, extending well beyond the terri-
toria of the coastal cities into the pre-desert zone (Zoc-
chi 2018a, 87-108). The joint chapter by Nikolaus and
Sheldrick presents an excellent discussion of the links
between the evolution of rural settlement and society as
manifested in these monuments. Recently, I have pushed
further into speculation about the belief systems that lay
behind the visible funerary practices and the associated
iconographies, suggesting that in the pre-desert in par-
ticular we see the evolution of a distinctly Libyan tradi-
tion of ancestor worship related to the Gaetuli peoples
(Mattingly 2023, 510-16).

Economy

Tripolitania was always a somewhat marginal part
of Africa in the Roman Empire (see Mattingly 2023,
18-32). Rainfall across the territory was sparse and
irregular, making agricultural productivity of even the
better watered parts of the upland Jabal unpredictable
(Mattingly 1995, 1-13). Much of the territory consti-
tutes pre-desert or fully desert terrain. In light of this
the achievements of the Roman period were considera-
ble, especially if one starts with the largest and wealth-
iest cities, whose monuments attest to very significant
local resources in olive 0il.** Work on the mechanics
and capacity of ancient olive oil and wine produc-
tion have highlighted the potential scale of regional
exports.” Studies of amphora production sites in both
eastern and western Tripolitania confirm that this
was a significant and long-lived industry and in some

*Garamantian Fazzan: Mattingly 2000b; 2003; 2007; 2010; 2013; Mattingly et al. 2020a (including the Wadi ash-Shati area surveyed by Merlo). Cf.
Mattingly et al. 2020b for the oasis belt running from Libya to Algeria. For other work exploring the wider Saharan context of the Garamantes, see Mat-
tingly et al. 2017 (trade); Gatto et al. 2019 (mobility, funerary practices and identity); Duckworth et al. 2020 (mobile technologies); Sterry and Mattingly

2020a (sedentarization, urbanization and state formation).

' Classic studies by Goodchild 1976; Brogan and Smith 1984; see also Mattingly 1989; 1995, 202-13; Mattingly et al. 2013b; Munzi et al. 2014.
2Lepcis Magna: Zocchi 2018a, 88-94; Sabratha: selected essays by Di Vita in Rizzo and Di Vita-Evrard 2015; Jerba: Akkari Werriemi 1985; 1995a-b;

2003; Ben Younés 1996; Drine et al. 2009, 100-28.

»Di Vita-Evrard et al. 1996; 1997; Zocchi 2018a, 66-81; Mattingly 2023, 419, 425-29. For other Tripolitanian hypogea of Roman date, see Di Vita’s

essays in Rizzo and Di Vita-Evrard 2015, 363-92, 819-34, 873-90.

*See Hobson 2015 and Ahmed 2019, following up earlier work by Mattingly 1988a-b.
»Mattingly 1988c; 1993; 1996b; Mattingly and Hitchner 1993; Ahmed 2019, 105-38.
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cases amphora manufacture can be linked directly to
olive oil production centres and to the region’s leading
families.*

There is also considerably more evidence now for the
development of Saharan trade between the Garamantes
and Rome (and also arguably between the Garamantes
and people further off to the south and south-west).”
Saharan trade was almost certainly another impor-
tant area of economic activity that brought profit to
the Mediterranean port cities. This changes our over-
all understanding of the regional economy and raises
questions about the supervisory role of Roman garrison
arrangements.?®

Libyan population groups and culture

A major change in considerations of the cultural history
of the region is the shift away from a colonial-era empha-
sis on external cultural groups, which had also tended to
ignore or minimize local agency. To put it simply, where
at one time the role of colonists from elsewhere in the
Mediterranean was highlighted above all as lying behind
politico-cultural advances and economic prosperity in
classical antiquity, there is now a greater appreciation of

the contributions of ancient Libyans to both Libyphoe-
nican and Roman society in Tripolitania.” The colonial-
ist discourse that lay behind the previous exaggeration
of the achievements of outsiders has been deconstructed
(Mattingly 2011, 43-72; 2016; 2023, 51-65). However,
echoes of these interpretative tropes linger on to some
extent in the scholarship.

In the first place, we need more explicit discussion of
the cultural complexity of Libyphoenican society — this
is still too much dominated by the idea of Phoenician
colonists being of pre-eminent importance and a search
for eastern parallels and origins of cultural and reli-
gious behaviours. The recognition of a pre-Phoenician
commencement of sedentarization of the Libyan (Gae-
tuli) communities in northern Tripolitania necessitates
reappraisal of their partnering role in the evolution of
Libyphoenician society. Here as well as comparing and
contrasting sites along the North African coastline that
have been at various times been dubbed ‘Phoenician’
or ‘Libyphoenician’ emporia, we need to connect with
wider arguments about the nature of the Punic western
Mediterranean and the agency of North African popu-
lations they came into contact with (see Prag and Quinn
2013; Quinn and Vella 2014; Quinn 2018).
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Fig. 11.1. Finds of rural inscriptions in Tripolitania (after Mattingly 2023, fig. 11.4).

*Hobson 2015, 119-23; Jerray 2015; 2016; Ahmed 2019, 145-71.

¥See Mattingly ef al. 2017 for a detailed exploration of the evidence for pre-Islamic Saharan trade.
#Mattingly 2017 (for a list of the probable commodities of trade); 2023, 208-9, 545-59 (on the links between garrison deployment and trade).
» Although the theme was explored already in Mattingly 1995, 160-70, the arguments are now much more developed theoretically in Mattingly

2023, 48-70.
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Fig. 11.2. Distribution of Saturn cult in North Africa. A: Saturn temples and stelae/statues; B: Saturn inscriptions (after

Mattingly 2023, fig. 11.7).

In the Roman period, the process of sedentarization
extended much further through the pre-desert zones.
It has long been recognized in eastern Tripolitania that
this was achieved by people of broadly Libyphoenician
culture, given the prevalence of neo-Punic and Lati-
no-Punic texts rather than Latin inscriptions at rural sites
(Fig. 11.1).* As the map shows, this is not the whole story,
as there is a hitherto somewhat underappreciated sub-
strate of Libyan epigraphy across the region. The occur-
rence at the key site of Ghirza of Latin, Latino-Punic and
Libyan texts illustrates the linguistic complexity of a rural
society in which a few elite people could speak and write
Latin, perhaps more were conversant in Punic and the
majority were probably Libyan speakers (though this is

the least represented language in terms of the epigraphic
habit). While non-military related Latin inscriptions were
rare throughout the region, we can also observe signifi-
cant divergence between eastern and western Tripolitania,
with Latino-Punic inscriptions essentially an epiphenom-
enon of the eastern pre-desert zone and Libyan inscribing
tendencies more marked closer to the oases of Nefzaoua,
Ghadames (Cidamus) and Bu Njem (Gholaia).

The cultural ramifications of these local patterns
are clearest in terms of the practice of religion. The evi-
dence of the archetypal African stelae cult of Baal (later
Saturn) is essentially limited to a few of the coastal
towns in Tripolitania (Fig. 11.2), and I have argued
that the cult was most diffused in the core territory of

**On neo-Punic and Latino-Punic texts, see Kerr 2007; Wilson 2012; Barron 2020; Mattingly 2023, 484-90.
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Carthage in northern Tunisia and in the neighbouring
heartlands of the old Numidian kingdom and certainly
among elements of the Roman garrison (Mattingly
2023, 497-504). The map shows an extremely low pen-
etration of the cult among the Gaetuli (and Mauri)
even at Libyphoenician towns associated with the Gae-
tuli. The nature of much excavation at the coastal cities
to date (with its focus on the monumental and the elite
end of society) and the lack of detailed examination of
daily material culture also means our view is heavily
skewed to the epigraphically attested cults, practices
and behaviours that may well not fully represent the
overall preferences of these communities. These maps
really demonstrate some fundamental cultural differ-
ences between Tripolitania and other parts of the Afri-
can provinces.

There are also remarkably few identified rural reli-
gious sites from Tripolitania — whether stelae finds, tem-
ples or churches, and this indicates a very distinctive
pattern of religious behaviour among the rural major-
ity of the Tripolitanian population. The most visible
manifestation of religious behaviour among these rural
communities appears to have been a form of ancestor
worship focused on the elite burials.*’ While the patterns
are striking, this is clearly an area where fresh archae-
ological investigation of rural communities could yield
important additional data.

Finally, it is evident that improved knowledge of
desert peoples like the Garamantes offers a window on
the cultural outlook of ancient Libyans in contact with
Mediterranean societies. Nonetheless, there is a need to
amplify this with further investigation of identity pres-
entation (based on analysis of material culture use and
behaviours) across a wide range of sites.

Future prospects

At the time of writing Libya remains relatively unstable
politically and though foreign archaeologists are start-
ing to venture back into the field, this is predominantly
focused on the relatively well-policed coastal cities.
Southern Tunisia is archaeologically more active, but
again with a focus on Jerba and the coastal zone. As and
when more extensive field research becomes possible, I
would identify the following seven priorities for further
exploration.

1. Urban origins

A prime requirement is deeper excavations targeting
the earliest phases of coastal sites by excavating beneath
the open spaces of the Roman-era cities, following a
model established by the Catalan-Tunisian team at Alth-
iburos (Kallala and Sanmarti 2011). On Jerba, the site

of Henchir Bougou is a key location, because of its less
monumental Roman-period development (Ben Tahar
2014;2018; Ben Tahar et al. 2020; 2022). This needs to be
accompanied by a holistic study of pottery assemblages,
including handmade wares, and radiocarbon dating,
rather than a reliance on imported wares from other
parts of the Mediterranean. Again, the work on Jerba has
shown the way here.

2. Roman urbanism

While the urban monuments are a precious resource,
to better understand their place within the local soci-
eties, we need more excavation on non-monumental
elements of the cities. This can be achieved through
application of modern geophysical survey techniques,
including Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR), to exten-
sive areas (as exemplified by Ritter et al. 2018), but
ideally needs accompanying excavations of domestic
and commercial quarters. The physical character of an
oasis town needs establishing archaeologically (Turris
Telmine, Cidamus or Tacape for instance) — at present,
there is a strong sense that these were rather different
sorts of urban community in terms of size, layout and
monumentality.

3. Rural society

Knowledge of rural settlement can be enhanced by
remote sensing and surface survey, but there remains a
critical lack of excavations of rural sites. There are also
myriad questions about the character, function and
dating of many of the different forms of site recognized
through survey work, not to mention their associated
material culture. Again, only with widespread work will
we be able to fill in the suspected picture of regional dif-
ferences and distinctiveness. A major lacuna is the lack
of proper excavation of one of the really large olive oil
production facilities (oileries), to enhance our under-
standing of the organization and scale of production
there.

4. The military community

The military garrison was a key institution of the Roman
period, but due to modern colonial associations it is
understandably uncherished by the national heritage ser-
vices of Libya and Tunisia. Yet, a fuller knowledge of the
nature of military occupation and supervision of provin-
cial territory is essential to understanding the impacts
of the ancient Roman Empire. A particular lacuna is
excavation of the installations (gates and towers) associ-
ated with linear barriers (clausurae), which would eluci-
date their origin and history of use. For the moment the

*' Mattingly 2011, 246-68; 2023, 513-16; see also Nikolaus and Sheldrick, Chapter 5.
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third-century CE forts of Bu Njem (Gholaia) and Ghe-
riat el-Garbia (Myd...) are by a distance the best-known
sites, but with earlier and later garrison posts less well
known and sites in western Tripolitania generally poorly
investigated.

5. Desert societies

Priorities for future work should be the oasis-based soci-
eties of Fazzan, the Jofra, Ghadames and the Nefzaoua,
but other minor oases could also repay investigation.
Work on the funerary material culture of the Garaman-
tes was interrupted in 2011 and needs completion when
conditions allow. This material potentially has much to
contribute to knowledge of Saharan trade.

6. Economy

As noted, there is a pressing need for excavations of the
productive facilities at a major oilery and/or amphora
production facilities on a rural estate in eastern Tripol-
itania. More focus on possible differences in amphora
production between eastern and western zones could
also amplify understanding of the rural economy. Rel-
atively little is known in detail about urban production
— at least for the eastern cities — and time is running out
as the suburban areas (where much productive indus-
try was located) around sites like Sabratha and Lep-
cis Magna are increasingly encroached on by modern
development.*
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Roman-period Tripolitania conjures up images of the monumental architecture of Lepcis Magna
and Sabratha, but it was much more than this. This new volume provides up-to-date research by an
international team of scholars who tackle important topics such as the urban development, artistic
works, rural settlement, culture, religion, and the role of the military on the frontiers of this North
African region. Spanning the Roman and later phases through to the early Islamic era, the chapters
offer an accessible account of key aspects of Tripolitania’s archaeology for students, researchers, as
well as general readers.
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Niccolo Mugnai is Assistant Professor at the Institute of Classical Archaeology, University of
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at Rome, and the University of Leicester where he completed his doctorate in 2016. His principal
research interests encompass the archaeology and history of North Africa (Libya to Morocco),
Greco-Roman architecture and urbanism, and the material culture of the ancient Mediterranean.

Front cover: Lepcis Magna, view of the Severan Forum piazza
from south-west (photo N. Mugnai).

Rear cover, top left: Amphitheatre mosaic from the villa of Wadi
Lebdah near Lepcis Magna (photo W. Wootton); top right:
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Sabratha, pulpitum of the theatre with relief of sacrificing emperor
(photo 5. Aiosa); bottom: Mausoleum of Henscir Suffit and Qasr
Suffit on the adjoining hillock (photo I. Welsby Sjostram).
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