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Introduction

When publishing the first extensive overview of the typology
and chronology of Sagalassos Red Slip Ware in 1999, it was
concluded that, as far as the end of the local production of
tablewares was concerned, this ‘should be situated … at the
end of the sixth or during the first half of the seventh cen-
tury AD’. However, ‘a clear chronological yardstick [was]
still lacking … in order to correlate the end of the ceramic
production and the abandonment of the site’1. Two years
later, as reported to the Fautores, ‘the end of the pottery
production at Sagalassos became more clear, allowing the
definition of a specific ceramic assemblage datable to the
second half of the sixth and the first decades of the seventh
century AD’. Still, however, ‘more quantified assemblages
[were] needed to gauge the importance of imported products
and it [was] therefore … too soon to interpret the wider im-
plications for our knowledge of early Byzantine Sagalassos’2.
In this paper, we would like to come back to the problem of
the end of Sagalassos and its pottery with updated evidence,
and sketch some thoughts which may have wider methodo-
logical implications for a non-Sagalassos audience.

The Phase 9 ceramic assemblage

Following the logic of the local relative chronological se-
quence, the final stage of ceramic production at Sagalassos
was defined as Phase 9 (provisionally dated to c. 550/75–
650 AD). Ongoing archaeometrical analyses and quantifi-
cation studies indicate that, from a fabric composition point
of view, the assemblage of Phase 9 was not necessarily diffe-
rent from the previous stages in the local production. Two
major fabric groups still dominated the Sagalassos produc-
tion line: Fabric 1, being the fabric used mainly for the local
tablewares3, and Fabric 4, being the local/regional jug, cook
ware and amphora fabric4.

As far as the tablewares are concerned, production of
Fabric 1 into the second half of the sixth century AD is
attested in the local potter’s quarter, and as the production
technology does not seem to change, we presume that the
seventh century workshops remain to be discovered in the
same artisanal quarter. What seems to be happening at this
stage, however, is that a variety of other fine ware fabrics is
now present at the site, such as the Ba�saray fabric5, the
Asia Minor fabric6, and a new, third group, only identifiable
through archaeometrical analyses (fig. 1). This fabric
consists of a dark-brown heterogenous matrix with elongated
pores (500 µm). The mineral content comprises angular
sandstone fragments (calcite cement, up to 2 mm in diame-
ter), shell fragments (up to 4 mm large) and quartz (100 µm),
pyroxenes and amphibole grains (50 µm).

The typological spectrum of Phase 9 should now be un-
derstood as a next and final step in the evolution of Sagalas-
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sos Red Slip Ware (fig. 2). During Phase 8 the morphological
variety had already diminished when compared to imperial
times and a further reduction is observed in Phase 9 when
mainly bowls and containers were produced. In general,
Sagalassos was offering a regional interpretation of the major,
more commercial types of tableware and this was not to be
different in Phase 9, be it that the logic was perhaps even
more internalised. The shapes were not wholly plain and
undecorated, as both wavy and straight lines became more
common decorative motifs. The quality of the slip was less
well-finished and often mottled in character, most probably
due to less controlled firing conditions. Morphologically the
shapes fit with the major tablewares produced and distributed

Fig. 1: Micrograph of the newly identified early
Byzantine fabric of unknown origin, crossed Nicols.
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in the sixth and seventh centuries, which were equally
restricted to mainly large open shapes7.

As far as the common wares of Fabric 4 are concerned,
continued interdisciplinary analysis pointed out that this
fabric might be seen from a different perspective. First of
all, no indications of the production of vessels in this fabric
have been found in the local potter’s quarter so far. Secondly,
some 12 to 15 different compositions within Fabric 4 were
identified macroscopically. Finally, the nature of the products
in Fabric 4 has to be taken into account as well, including
amphorae, cooking wares and other serving vessels. There-
fore, we now presume this fabric to be a product of the wider
region of Sagalassos, with a multitude of workshops in
suburbia and the wider territory geared towards the produc-
tion of amphorae, in order to pack the agricultural produce,
and adding other common wares such as cooking vessels
and jugs to the batch8. None of these workshops have been
discovered yet, but we look forward to mapping this pro-
duction and distribution in the near future.

Apart from the already mentioned occurrence of new
tableware fabric groups, imported fabrics at Sagalassos
consisted mainly of amphorae, whereas jugs9 in several
fabrics and late Roman unguentaria10 were found in small
but persistent numbers throughout most of the excavated
areas. This, in a way, should come as no surprise as Sagalas-
sos provided proficiently in its own pottery, while the am-
phorae attest to a wish to import a particular range of goods,

Fig. 2: A reconstructed Phase 9 tableware assemblage.

not necessarily present in the region as such (fig. 3). The
question to be answered at this point is whether the relative
quantities and the fabric variation of the imported fabrics
were different between Phases 8 and 9. Therefore quantified
data from two functionally comparable units, being the
western portico on the upper agora and the so-called shop 7
within the western portico on the lower agora, were collec-
ted11. The pottery from these two groups of deposits was
dated to Phase 8 (c. 450–550/75 AD) and Phase 9 (c. 550/
75–650 AD) respectively. Within these units a divergent pic-
ture of imported wares became apparent, showing a relative
increase of imported pottery. However, the nature of the
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archaeological contexts may downplay too straightforward
interpretations. The material from the upper agora was
chronologically consistent but very fragmented and can be
considered dumped material in secondary position. The
material from shop 7, on the other hand, showed more
consistency, both chronologically and functionally, and was
much less fragmented, although only few complete vessels
(dolia, local amphorae and small jars) could be reconstruc-
ted, suggesting that at least part of the content of the shop
was originally linked to its functioning.

In order to structure future research into these wares a
fabric reference collection is being developed. A range of
early Byzantine imported amphora fabrics was already
included and awaits archaeometrical provenancing, as well
as content analyses. We hope that this series of fabrics may
fill a gap in our knowledge of exchange patterns in this part
of Asia Minor and add to the descriptive framework of the
early Byzantine economy in general12. Particular fabrics of

12 B. LEVICK, The Roman economy: trade in Asia Minor and the
niche market. Greece & Rome 51, 2004, 180–198. — M.
MCCORMICK, Origins of the European economy. Communications
and commerce, AD 300–900 (Cambridge 2001) 25–119.

Fig. 3a–c: Import amphorae found at Sagalassos. —
a LR1. — b Agora imitation M 334. — c LR5/6.
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the series were already identified, however. Late Roman 113

and 414 amphorae were found in some quantity, each in a
variety of fabrics, along with a few LR3 amphorae or similar
products, an amphora of Syro-Palestinian origin and one
amphora Agora imitation M 334. Interestingly, both LR1 and
LR4 were found in several distinct fabrics, which may not
only point to a different provenance but also differing
contents. For the moment, the presence of the imported
amphorae seems to be divergent in the various excavation
units within Sagalassos15. LR1 (variants) were found in the
urban palatial mansion and on the lower agora, among others
within shop 7. The LR4 amphorae were mainly concentrated
in shop 7 and the adjacent room within the western portico
of the lower agora, whereas only few examples were found
in the urban mansion. The LR3 amphoriskos and the Agora
imitation M 334 amphora were found within the north-east
gate building, an early Byzantine encroachment structure in
the north-eastern corner of the upper agora. Detailed
quantification may support a diversified picture of spaces
and places within the urban area having fulfilled different
functions16. On the other hand, the observation that in the
western portico of the upper agora the amount of imports
was negligible, indicates that we should take the specific
nature and formation processes of the deposits into account
when evaluating patterns of importation.

Problems at the horizon?

Upon original discovery and definition of the Phase 9 as-
semblage, it was hoped that this pottery could contain new
information on when exactly Sagalassos was abandoned. A
key area to understand the process of urban abandonment is
the western portico of the lower agora17. Here, an important
destruction caused by an earthquake was noted. A group of
inhumation burials was laid out in this earthquake rubble,
possibly representing the last inhabitants of a seriously affec-
ted and destroyed town. Unfortunately, these burials con-
tained next to no positive chronological indicators. There-
fore, the pottery of Phase 9, of which an assemblage was
found covered by the earthquake destruction deposits of the
western portico of the lower agora, provided us with an ide-
al opportunity to date this catastrophic event and, along the
same lines, the end of human occupation at Sagalassos.

In the meantime, however, various factors have indicated
that this may actually be a too deterministic approach of the
meaning of the Phase 9 assemblage.

First of all, seventh century deposits do not occur every-
where at Sagalassos. Phase 9 material, for instance, has been
rarely and sporadically attested in the intensive urban survey
campaigns18. In itself this pattern is still difficult to interpret,
but at least it does not seem to indicate a concentration of
the occupation within the late Roman town walls. Phase 9
material was also not noted in both areas of the site, where
in the meantime a mid Byzantine occupation (tenth to thir-
teenth centuries AD) was identified. These areas seem to
have been abandoned in the later sixth/seventh century AD,
and the mid Byzantine occupation stands in no relationship
to the earlier remains. The general area of the library and
the lower part of the slope west of the theatre may also already

have been abandoned, and this process may actually have
started before the sixth century AD19. In general, the pre-
sence/absence of Phase 9 material seems to suggest the need
for a more careful consideration of the process of abandon-
ment of the urban site of Sagalassos, allowing for more than
one scenario to take place within a certain period of time,
and not fixed to one particular moment or event.

Secondly, we need to take a look at the nature of the
deposits in which Phase 9 material occurred. In general, most
seventh century AD material is found under well preserved
conditions, suggesting the presence of some primary refuse,
be it contained in mostly secondary deposits. Therefore, the
presence of the material is related to particular patterns of
occupation behaviour, with material being dumped at specific
places, with other areas kept clean of rubbish. The earthquake
which struck Sagalassos in the course of the seventh cen-
tury AD possibly prevented the material from being re-
worked and replaced in secondary fills or dumps, which
would be the normal pattern in case occupation continued.
The absence of seventh century AD material does therefore
not imply that no activity whatsoever was taking place in
such areas, but compared to the uniform presence of sixth
century AD material, does suggest some type of reduction
of the urban landscape.

The earthquake which struck Sagalassos in the course of
the seventh century AD20 could have sealed the fate of
organised urban life, including the local pottery producing
tradition21. The determination of the chronological position
of the final pottery assemblage at Sagalassos could provide

13 M. DECKER, Food for an empire: wine and oil production in North
Syria. In: S. KINGSLEY/M. DECKER (eds.), Economy and exchange in
the east Mediterranean during late antiquity (Oxford 2001) 69–86.

14 S. KINGSLEY, The economic impact of the Palestinian wine trade
in late Antiquity. In: S. KINGSLEY/M. DECKER (eds.), Economy and
exchange in the east Mediterranean during late antiquity (Oxford
2001) 87–106.

15 WAELKENS ET AL. in press.
16 see T. PUTZEYS/J. POBLOME/P. BES, this volume.
17 M. WAELKENS/J. POBLOME/E. PAULISSEN/P. TALLOEN/J. VAN DEN

BERGH/V. VANDERGINST/B. ARÝKAN/I. VAN DAMME/I. AKYEL/F.
MARTENS/M. MARTENS/I. UYTTERHOEVEN/T. DEBRUYNE/D. DEPRAE-
TERE/K. BARAN/B. VANDAELE/Z. PARRAS/�. YILDIRIM/S. BUBEL/H.
VANHAVERBEKE/C. LICOPPE/F. LANDUYT/R. DEGEEST/L. VANDEPUT/
L. LOOTS/T. PATRICIO/S. ERCAN/K. VAN BALEN/E. SMITS/F. DEPUYDT/
L. MOENS/P. DE PAEPE, The 1996 and 1997 Excavation Seasons at
Sagalassos. In: M. WAELKENS/L. LOOTS (eds.), Sagalassos V.
Report on the Survey and Excavation Campaigns of 1996 and
1997. Acta Archaeologica Lovaniensia Monographiae 11 (Leuven
2000) 367–378. — WAELKENS ET AL. in press.

18 F. MARTENS, The archaeological urban survey of Sagalassos (SW
Turkey): the possibilities and limitations of surveying a ‘non-
typical’ classical site. Oxford Journal of Archaeology 24, 2005,
229–254.
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cal, geomorphological and geological evidence for a major earthquake
at Sagalassos (SW Turkey) around the middle of the seventh cen-
tury AD. In: W. G. MACGUIRE/D. R. GRIFFITHS/P. L. HANCOCK/I. S.
STEWART (eds.), The archaeology of geological catastrophes. Geo-
logical Society, London, Special Publications 17 (London 2000)
373–383.
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Kolloquium München, 29–31 May 2003, in press.
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a terminus post quem for the seismic disaster, but the lack
of well-defined seventh century AD deposits, especially of
the second half of the century, in this part of Asia Minor or
the eastern Mediterranean in general, hampers drawing firm
conclusions. On strict ceramological grounds there is no
necessity to place the earthquake around the middle of the
century, any point within the second half of the century being
as feasible. On the other hand, the fact that the coin series
found at Sagalassos seems to terminate with Heraclius (610–
640 AD) or early in the reign of his successor Constans II
(641–668 AD) could provide a valuable chronological indi-
cation to situate these events. We would like to be cautious
in suggesting a strong association with the numismatic evi-
dence, as the stratified contexts are mostly not closed in na-
ture, the circulation and use patterns of the coins remain to
be studied, and a general discrepancy between coins and
pottery has already been noted at Sagalassos22. Yet, the fact
that the series as such ends around the middle of the seventh
century AD should be considered of importance when
establishing the end of Sagalassos and its pottery.

In general, earthquakes and other drastic events can leave
dominant traces in the stratigraphy of a site, but their impor-
tance and interpretation should never be approached in si-
milar dramatic ways, in order to avoid one-to-one interpre-
tations of the archaeological record. Therefore, we would
like to argue for a looser link between the event of the earth-
quake and the seventh century AD deposits. These deposits
attest to an interrupted pattern of activity, but there are no
stratigraphical arguments to intrinsically link this pattern with
the earthquake. Things may already have been going bad
before the earthquake. From a stratigraphical point of view,
the earthquake destruction deposits are in a relatively youn-
ger position. The end of the accumulation of refuse in the
seventh century AD deposits could therefore have occurred
in an undefined period before the earthquake struck, allowing
a measure of uncertainty whether these deposits may not
even have been functionally depleted to a certain degree. The
presence of the burials on the lower agora, on the other hand,
should allow for some post-earthquake pattern of activity.

In the same way, we would like to be very careful in
approaching the differences in the specific nature of the
deposits and the assemblages of Phases 8 and 9. This tran-
sition is now placed around the middle of the sixth cen-
tury AD, when the effects of the plague were rampant
throughout Asia Minor23. It is of course very tempting to
suggest a pattern in these events, coupled with indications
of architectural degradation. Also in this case, however, we
would like to be more circumstantial, as we still do not quite
fully understand the logic behind the typological evolution
of the Sagalassos wares. We have reconstructed this evolution
in relative chronological phases, but what exactly the
motivation behind the attested typological changes was, is
not clear, nor is the speed of the process or the necessity to
lump all the attested changes together in time. Phase 8 and 9
are exactly that, phases, or longer periods in time when each
of the deposits may have originated for a multitude of
reasons. Linking such changes to drastic events as earth-
quakes and the plague needs more hard, positive evidence,
which in the case of Sagalassos is still missing in our opinion.

22 POBLOME 1999, 276–283.
23 A. CAMERON, The Mediterranean world in late Antiquity, AD 395–

600 (London 1993) 111; 123–124; 164.
24 W. VAN NEER/O. LERNAU/R. FRIEDMAN/G. MUMFORD/J. POBLOME/

M. WAELKENS, Fish remains from archaeological sites as indicators
of former trade connections in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Paléorient 30, 2004, 101–148.

25 I. C. FREESTONE/M. PONTING/M. J. HUGHES, The origins of Byzan-
tine glass from Maroni Petrera, Cyprus. Archaeometry 44, 2000,
257–272. — D. FOY/M. PICON/M. VICHY/V. THIRION-MERLE, Ca-
ractérisation des verres de la fin de l’Antiquité en Méditerranée
occidentale: l’émergence de nouveaux courant commerciaux. In:
D. FOY/M.-D. NENNA (eds.), Echanges de commerce du verre dans
le monde antique (Montagnac 2001) 41–78. — V. LAUWERS/P.
DEGRYSE/J. POBLOME/M. WAELKENS, Le verre de Sagalassos: de
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Française pour l’Archéologie du Verre (Paris 2005) 26–29.
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One other aspect of the period under discussion is the
general perception of decline of sociological patterns,
basically picturing the seventh century as negative. Occu-
pation is reduced to squatters and the urban framework
declined to rural proportions. Also in this respect, we wish
to stress the need for open interpretations of the material. In
ceramic terms, sociological patterns can, for instance, be
deduced from reconstructing patterns of importation of
products and fabrics. We have mentioned the presence of a
limited series of imported tablewares at Sagalassos in the
seventh century AD. In the context of the period, this could
be taken as a sign of decline of the local potting industry,
which lost its monopoly on the market, or even suggesting a
model of decentralisation of the artisanal production with
the urban centre losing out to rural secondary production
units. Funnily enough, if the same phenomenon of imported
tablewares was to be noted in the first century AD, these
facts could be interpreted in a totally different way. In an
early imperial context, the attested imported fabrics could
be seen as a sign of a well-functioning exchange pattern
linking an economical viable Sagalassos to its outer world.
The fact that in the very same seventh century deposits we
still find bones of Nile fish24 and HIMT vessel glass25,
possibly also imported from Egypt, could also be used to
support this notion.

However, none of these absolute scenarios holds true.
There is no need for the mentioned seventh century imported
material to come directly from Egypt, but these goods may
have arrived in indirect ways, through Pamphylian port towns
for instance. If we are correct in presuming that the produc-
tion of Fabric 4 was organised mainly in the territory of Sa-
galassos, an important part of the artisanal production was
already decentralised at least from early imperial times on-
wards. The aspect of ruralisation, on the other hand, should
also not be approached by contrasting a second century urban
landscape with an early Byzantine one, and the logic of both
urban landscapes should be understood within their own
context, allowing for mixed messages. One local indicator
of ruralisation at Sagalassos, is, for instance, the transfor-
mation of one of the lower rooms of the baths building into
a human waste collector, possibly providing manure for the
neighbouring agricultural plots. Yet, at the same time, at least
the splendid frigidarium and apodyterium stayed open on
the upper floor of the same building26.
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Clearly, this type of material warns us to stay close to
the value and speaking power of our evidence. We need the
larger context to understand patterns in our evidence, but
the very nature of the evidence, being humble bits of broken
pottery, should keep us at least as humble, or to put it in a
positive way, stay open to many options. The early Byzantine
age is one of transformations, and we may have to transform
our mind-sets accordingly. In this way, our case-study of the
decline and fall of Sagalassos could indicate that archaeology
is necessarily as good as it gets, and that the best ways for-
ward are continued methodological scrutiny and advances

with the aim of better measuring and comparing the expla-
natory value of our archaeological data.
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