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THE EXCAVATION OF THE EARLY BYZANTINE DISTRICT
NEAR THE PYTHION IN GORTYN (FIELD SEASONS
2011-2013): AN IMAGE OF THE END

OF THE MEDITERRANEAN CITY

EnNRICO ZANINI, STEFANO COSTA,
ErLisaBETTA GIORGI & ELisa TrioLO

The archaeological excavation in the so-called Early Byzantine District near
the Pythion in Gortyn (or GQB, Gortina Quartiere Bizantino) has being carried
out by the University of Siena in synergasia with the Italian Archaeological
School in Athens (SAIA) since 2001.!

The excavation area, a relatively small plot of about 2,000 m?, is located
at the monumental centre of the Roman and Early Byzantine capital of the
island, which has been under investigation by Italian archaeologists for more
than 130 years (Di Vita 2010). Notwithstanding its very central location in the
urban topography — between the shrine of Pythian Apollo and the complex of
the Praetorium -, the GQB area is not dominated by monumental evidence
from previous periods and offers an uninterrupted sequence of changes from
the Roman times until the 8th century. This situation makes the excavation
of GQB a perfect case study for the transformation and the end of an Early
Byzantine Mediterranean city.?

Even if the excavated area represents only a small part (0.12%) of the total
physical extension of the ancient and Early Byzantine city, its original exten-
sion has increased through the years. It is now a very representative part of
the district that was already partially dug in the 1980s and 1990s and is now
under investigation by the Universities of Rome and Macerata (the so-called
“Byzantine Houses near the Praetorium”, Di Vita 2010, 240-258).

From a qualitative point of view, our sample is enriched by its direct con-
nection with two major urban infrastructures: the street system and the water

1 Preliminary reports appear systematically in ASAtene: Zanini 2001; Zanini & Giorgi 2002;
Zanini & Giorgi 2003; Zanini 2004; Zanini, Giorgi & Vattimo 2006; Zanini et al. 2011. Mem-
bers of the team in the years 2011-2013 were, together with the authors of this paper:
Alessandro Carabia, Maria Sole Distefano, Silvio Leone, Samanta Mariotti, Nina Marotta,
Stefania Picciola, Francesco Ripanti and our epoptria Maria Mavritsaki. The considerations
exposed in this paper are the results of seminars and discussions held during the excavation
and study campaigns and will be soon accesible on GQB website (<www.gortinabizantina.it>).
Our approach to collaborative knowledge management is detailed in Zanini 2009a; 2009b;
2009c; Zanini & Costa 2009. We would like to express our gratitude to the 23th Ephorate
of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquitites and the 13th Ephorate of Byzantine Antiquities and
their staff, and to the organisers of the third AEK conference.

2 The almost endless literature on Early Byzantine city is collected in Saradi 2006 and Zava-
gno 2009.
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system. Indeed, the main feature in GQB is the network of roads and water
supply structures that appears in the area after the 365 AD earthquake, when
a new nature of the district emerges, both domestic and productive.

We believe that a city, either ancient or modern, is made of two elements:
the people who live in it and the architectural “shell” in which their lives take
place. From this point of view and in this phase of our research in Gortyn, we
are interested in following the everyday life of these people and we believe that
the best way to do it is by following the road network and the water supply
system. For this reason the results of our last excavation campaigns will be
presented in this paper following these mainlines.

The quarter is crossed by a street.® As far as it has different orientation
from the network of the Roman town, it can be considered a new feature born
in a period of “weakness” of the urban tissue of Gortyn in general (Lippolis
2004) and of the Pythian area in particular. This period starts early in the 4th
century and culminates in the 365 AD earthquake, which therefore can be
considered a terminus post quem for the construction of the road.

The GQB street goes westward from the main Roman road (the so-called
North Street, named after its position north of the Praetorium complex), prob-
ably toward new districts built after the earthquake, namely in the area where
the christian basilicas of Mitropolis and Mavropapas will be built later (Di Vita
2010, 309-328). In late 4th - early S5th century, the street plays an important
role, as it divides the inhabited part of the District from the uninhabited one.

On the southern side of the street, new structures follow its orientation,
and not the earlier grid: small rooms have been identified in our excavation,
partially visible under later buildings (Zanini, Giorgi & Vattimo 2006, 896-
899). In the northern area, the theatre annexed to the temple of Apollo, already
abandoned before the earthquake, was ruined by the earthquake (Bonetto et
al. 2009), while the area of the sanctuary and its structures undergo several
“poor” reuses. In the past years, we excavated one of these structures (Build-
ing C), originally dating back to the Roman period and reused as stable before
the earthquake and as rubbish dump after it (Zanini et al. 2011, 1110-1117).

In the middle of the 6th century, in the frame of a major revival that the
city as a whole is undergoing (Zanini 2013, 182-184), a large building com-
plex (Building A) is built south of GQB street, directly connected with one
or more fountains-reservoirs (Zanini, Giorgi & Vattimo 2006, 899-900). This
building is perhaps part of a larger complex of the Byzantine Houses near the
Praetorium, now under excavation by the University of Macerata (see Perna in
this volume, p. 575-584), to which it seems to be linked by a wide courtyard.
In contrast, the area north of the street seems to be abandoned, as the few
remains of older structures — already in ruins by the 6th century — show.
It is only as late as the 7th century that a remarkable change in this situation
can be observed and the contrast between the evidence facing the two sides

3 The orientation of this street is north-east/south-west. For practical reasons, in this paper
it is supposed to run east-west, and the relative position of the buildings are given conse-
quently. For the archaeological sequence of GQB street: Zanini et al. 2011, 1104-1106.
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Fig. 1: General view of the Early Byzantine District (GQB) in Gortyn from SW.

of the street becomes even more striking (fig. 1). The large building (Building
A) has no more its focus on the southern courtyard, but it is now divided into
smaller units overlooking the GQB street (Zanini, Giorgi & Vattimo 2006, 900-
904). At the same time, a new complex (Building B) appears in the area north
of the street, whose construction is accompanied by a huge land fill that seals
the older structures.

Up to date, only the southern part of Building B has been excavated, but
it presumably occupies the entire block, stretching until the extension of the
main North Street. The southern rooms of the building (namely rooms 18, 19,
20 and 22 in Chart 1), facing the street of GQB, had been partly brought to
light in previous campaigns (Zanini et al. 2011, 1106-1110).

Since 2011 the research has been focused on the northern part of the
complex, bringing to light a rather irregular, trapezoidal space (room 27
in Chart 1), which probably serves as a courtyard to connect two different
parts of the complex with different orientation (one overlooking the main
North Street, another facing GQB street). The evolution of this space is par-
ticularly interesting as it clarifies the transformations of the building as a
whole, for which we have identified a sequence of three constructive phases.
Stratigraphic data (Zanini et al. 2011, 1108) suggest that the first phase of
Building B dates from not earlier than very late 6th to early 7th century.
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Chart 1: Map of the excavation area of the Early Byzantine District near the Pythion in Gortyn.
Plan by Stefania Picciola and Samanta Mariotti.

The southern part of the building could be accessed from GQB street
through room 19 (fig. 2), a wide entrance when considered in the context of
the contemporary city: both the floor and the wide threshold on the street are
made of large reused limestone slabs, whose primary use was probably in the
paved area in front of the temple of Apollo or in the annexed theatre. Evidence
for similar reuses in Early Byzantine Gortyn is known only from monumental
buildings and churches.* Westward, room 19 opens to a set of two large, not

4 As the christian basilica of Mitropolis in its second phase: Farioli 1998; Farioli & Borbouda-
kis 2005.
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Fig. 2 : GQB, Building B, from E.

paved, rooms (20 and 26 in Chart 1), probably functioning as the service area
of a residential complex that was developed on an upper floor whose presence
can be inferred by its collapse. Furthermore, room 19 on its northern front
opens to the aforementioned courtyard 27, which is also paved with slabs and
placed at a higher level, originally accessible through one or two steps, now
lost. East of room 19 is another open space (18 in Chart 1), which had to be
accessed from courtyard 27.

The importance of Building B can be inferred not only by its dimensions
(some 25 m on the south front, plus courtyard 18) and by the quality of its
building materials, but also by its strict connection with the urban water system
(Chart 2). A number of features from the first phase are clearly intended for the
collection and management of rainwater: courtyard 27 collected and canalised
rainwater, as suggested by the sloping floor and the curb alongside the court-
yard. In room 18, a large water collector connected to an external water pipe
crossing GOB street testifies the need to dispose of a large amount of water.
A second water pipe, made of clay pipes and re-used amphorae, went out from
room 20 toward the street and flowed into another water pipe, made in turn
of clay pipes and amphorae, which runs westward along the street. Overall,
all clues suggest a close connection of Building B with the water supply and
discharge system in this part of the town.

The very importance of this relationship is that, if considered together with
the small houses/productive units of Building A facing the same street, it
clearly shows how the street is actually no longer a street, but it has become
a kind of elongated courtyard, annexed to Building B. The road is becoming
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residential/official part?

prospecting on
‘the main colonnade street ?

staircase to the
second floor?

Chart 2 : GQB. Schematic plan of Building B and its connection
with the urban water system.

Chart 3: GQB. The district in the 7th century.

less linear and defined, and buildings added to its sides begin to encroach on
it (Chart 3).
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The transition from the first to the second phase, occurring during the 7th
century, does not mean significant transformations of the spaces of Building
B, that retain their original extent with some changes of use. One of the cov-
ered rooms west of the entrance becomes a storehouse of globular amphorae
(more than 20 were found crushed under the collapse of the roof and the upper
floor). Transformations are more significant in open/uncovered areas, where
the excavation has yielded traces of productive activities similar to those from
Building A and, more generally, from the whole city in its last phases.

In detail, in courtyard 27 the second
phase is marked by the installation of
a roofing, four pillars of which have
been identified. In this context, some
finds from the collapse of the building
are particularly significant. A marble
slab with a cruciform monogram was
found in room 20, broken in several
fragments by the collapse from the

upper floor (fig. 3). The monogram is :
still under study and hasn’t been read Fig. 3: GQB. Marble slab with monogram
yet, but the features of the artifact (in from room 20 (inv. 8327).
particular traces of red on the back-

ground field and the possible traces of gilding on the letters) and the typology
of the monogram seem to indicate a 7th-century chronology and maybe its rel-
evance to a public authority. The findspots of the fragments and the absence of
any evidence for mortar on the slab surface suggest that it was not reused as
building material, but rather set on a wall as part of the room decoration and
fallen down during the collapse of the building.

Furthermore,
several fragments
of painted plas-
ter with red lines
(maybe letters)
and vegetal deco-
ration on a white
background were
recovered from
the collapse of
room 19 (fig. 4),
and could be
dated at the time
of  construction
of the building or

at a later time. In
room 27 the com- Fig. 4 : GQB. Fragments of painted plaster from room 19.
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plete skeletal remains of two Ovis sp.
were also found, which clearly indicate
the different use of the building in the
second phase, when indicators only at
first glance in contrast coexist. A dec-
orated chafing dish in Glazed White
Ware I, produced in Constantinople not
before the beginning of the 8th centu-
ry, completes the set of relevant finds
(fig. 5).

The second phase ended with the
collapse of roofs throughout the build-
ing, perhaps as a result of an earth-
quake during the first half of the 8th
century.

The third phase consists of the
last reuse of the ruins of Building B.
Little is known of this very late use
(from the mid-8th century onwards, as
fragments of glazed pottery produced
in Constantinople, perhaps in the 9th
century, indicate): some fireplaces and
the bases of some pithoi. A small hut
with a fireplace was built in room 18, F*
left free from ruins. These traces show e
that in this phase the entire area was
devoted to poor and temporary activ-
ities, probably related to the reuse of
building materials.

. . Fig. 5: GQB. Skeletal remains of two Ovis sp.

To sum up, beyond their specific (bottom) and a decorated chafing dish in
meaning, the painted plaster, the slab Glazed White Ware | (top): a contrasting
image from courtyard 27.

with the monogram, the chafing dish
and especially the quality and the overall size of Building B indicate that it is
maybe connected to some public (religious or civil) use or otherwise belongs to
a member of the urban élite of Gortyn. This new feature enhances the knowl-
edge of this area of the city. In fact, the presence of a member of our urban
élite or the seat of an important public authority must be contextualized within
a district where we know to have been the seat of civil authority until the era
of Heraclius, in an area that seems to keep a strong public role until a very
late age. A neighborhood where the public infrastructure seems to continue to
operate as well and in which, precisely because of this, the working and living
spaces of urban life are reorganized until the mid-8th century.

The traces of the most recent phase are few in number and too difficult to
date accurately. It is possible that they are the result of occasional activities.
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In any case they suggest clearly that the experience of urban life that had
lasted for 15 centuries came to an end even in Gortyn, leaving space to forms
of human occupation that can be generically defined “medieval”.
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