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THE SHIFTING TIDES OF THE MIDDLE BYZANTINE 
AEGEAN: MARITIME NETWORKS THROUGH THE LENS  

OF THE ECCLESIASTICAL COMPLEX AT HEPHAESTIA 
(LEMNOS - GREECE)*

Riassunto. Nell’intricato spazio geopolitico bizantino, il Mar Egeo ebbe una ragguardevole importanza strategica, economica 
-

trollo su parte dell’Asia Minore, Palestina, Siria, Armenia, Cipro, Creta, Nord Africa e Sicilia, ma si assicurò l’egemonia sul Mar 
Egeo. Questo mare internum bizantino, era, difatti, un nodo nevralgico delle rotte marittime e commerciali lungo la direttrice che 
collegava Oriente e Occidente. Il presente contributo focalizza l’attenzione sui contesti archeologici indagati dalla Scuola Arche-
ologica Italiana di Atene presso il sito monastico di Efestia, sull’isola di Lemno (Grecia), indagato in collaborazione con l’Eforia 

alcuni dei suoi agenti e degli indicatori archeologici delle relative rotte commerciali che collegavano l’Egeo con il Mediterraneo 
know-how artigianale 

e pratiche quotidiane nel periodo medio bizantino.

mare internum 

Abstract. -
th c., with the expansion of the Arab Caliphate in the 

Mediterranean, Constantinople lost control over Asia Minor, various regions in the Near East, North Africa and Sicily. However, 
it secured its hegemony over the Aegean Sea. This Byzantine mare internum served as a pivotal hub within the commercial and 
maritime passage connecting East and West. Nevertheless, short and medium-range maritime cabotage sea networks have tended 

monastic complex at Hephaestia - Lemnos (Greece), excavated by the Italian Archaeological School at Athens in collaboration 
with the Ephorate of Antiquities of Lesbos. The objective is to explore some of the various actors and commodities navigating 
the Aegean maritime pathways, which facilitated the exchange of goods, artisanal expertise and everyday life practices along the 
Aegean coasts and beyond.

1.

Mechanisms of short and medium-range maritime cabotage trade have tended to be overlooked in 
Middle Byzantine historical discourse, since research has primarily focused on the major trans-Mediter-

th c. AD, the 

*

Prof. Emanuele Papi, for granting me permission to study the pottery 
from the excavations of the so-called basilica complex at Hephaestia. 
I also would like to thank for the constructive collaboration Dr. Car-

project. Moreover, I would like to extend my thanks to Dr. Dario 

Anelli (Università di Pavia) and all the regular members of the IASA 

of Corinth Excavations (The American School of Classical Studies at 
Athens, hereafter ASCSA) for granting me permission to study and 
publish the Corinth material here presented.



Aegean Sea and its islands experienced an unprecedented geopolitical and economic importance in the line 
of communication between Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, Mainland Greece, and 
further west towards the Italian Peninsula. Despite the Aegean in this period becoming the route of the 

-
er lost control of those coastlines, but in fact dominated the north-eastern Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea . It is within this strategic and commercial scenario that the island of Lemnos will be discussed here. 
Situated in the heart of the northern Aegean Sea, Lemnos is a key node in Aegean seaways, as for instance 
between Constantinople and Thessaloniki . Theodore Studite’s personal account provides an illustration 

-
nelles in Turkey, to Lemnos. After describing a one week delay in his journey due to unfavourable winds, 

Scholars have hypothesised that Theodore, having received hospitality from the bishop of Lemnos, might 
have landed at Hephaestia, which was the capital of the island at that time . From there, Theodore and the 
other monks continued their journey sailing towards Kanastron, modern Cape Paliouri, in twelve hours, 
and passed by Pallene before disembarking at Embolos on the Chalkidike peninsula. From there they trav-
elled by land to Thessaloniki, as he noted in a letter to his uncle Platon .

Lemnos was, moreover, an important gateway in what Michael McCormick has labelled the «ancient trunk 
route running from Rome to the Aegean» in his discourse on the Early Medieval economy . In a context where 

generally done by cabotage, especially in the Aegean Sea where the meltemi could make navigation dangerous 
if not even impossible . While we cannot assume for certain that the ships stopped by the island in this transit, 
archaeological and literary sources allow us to speculate that the island was indeed an important station, as this 
article will discuss (Fig. 1). The historical evidence analysed here is the material cultural data brought to light 



 

AdG
Texte surligné 



by the Italian excavations of the so-called harbour basilica complex at Hephaestia, located in the north-western 
th c., Lemnos became an archbishopric and was included in the theme of the 

Aegean Sea. Since antiquity its capital had been located at Hephaestia
th th c. AD, since, as C. Wickham recently pointed out, this period

saw a considerable increase in agricultural production, in commercial exchange and markets, and in ur-
banization and urban production, both in north-west Europe and around the Mediterranean Sea, whether 

seem to me to be widely misunderstood, even in its most basic elements .

If we wish to describe the forms of local and regional exchange in the Aegean heartland, what was pro-
duced and by whom, where these goods circulated and who consumed them, there are several questions 
that need to be addressed.

Numerous narratives have been presented on the transformation of the landscape of urban centres in 
the Middle Ages in Mainland Greece, Asia Minor and the Balkans, but on the Aegean islands the landscape 
of the Middle Byzantine period remains largely uncharted. Archaeological evidence documents a coastline 
dominated by Christian basilicas, but the character of daily activities, the socio-economic patterns and 
artisanal traditions remain little understood and present necessary questions for further research . This 
appears to be applicable to Lemnos as well.

Over the past decade, archaeological investigations have sought to identify sites and artefacts that could 
th c. onward. This period, often overshadowed by a textually 

driven historical discourse centred on the geopolitics of the Byzantine Empire, witnessed challenges from 
the Persians, Muslims, Avars, Bulgarians and the Slavic invasions

th

that coastal attacks and raids also damaged the islands in the Aegean along this military route. However, the 

major dislocation of the settlement pattern. Safety concerns may have been one of the reasons driving the 
construction of kastra in this period . However, settlements were not exclusively shifting inland. Archaeo-
logical investigations over the last decade in the Aegean have begun to document strongholds, warehouses 
and workshops located both on newly established hilltop settlements and at coastal sites where there seems 

th c. AD . This new data from the archaeological record in-
th th c. 

AD in the Aegean region and beyond. The new dataset of material culture dated to these centuries provides 

degree of socio-economic complexity, as well as evidence of a networks of seaways in this region, that has 
.

Future archaeological research should aim to address the typology and hierarchy of sites and their 
recognisable functions as producers, consumers and potentially even as emporia involved in trade and 
exchange in short-medium range and trans-Mediterranean commerce. Studies such as the Hephaestia ex-

territories under Byzantine control. The attacks of the Avars and the 

land operations with the ultimate goal of capturing Constantinople. 

signalled a shift in the political history of the Byzantine empire. After 
the failed siege of Constantinople, major disruption in maritime com-

th c. 

especially in the Cycladic region.

strategic geography and the wider settlement pattern that emerged by 
th -

stantial level of state investment in technology and resources at a time 
of profound societal and geopolitical transformation of the Byzantine 
empire.

et alii
-

turies proves that the label “Byzantine Dark Ages” is misleading for the 
period (



these ongoing debates. This excavation project has, in fact, brought to light material cultural evidence 
th c. and later, as discussed below.

-
th

working spaces that make the excavators speculate that the religious architecture could be a katholikon of 

 



a monastic complex
sequence of vernacular architecture has revealed signs of artisanal workshops, including constructions for 

.

total discovery of amphora cargoes dated to all periods in Hellenic territorial waters
research, the ongoing Italian-Greek project investigating Lemnian underwater cultural heritage is further 
recording the material culture evidence of Byzantine maritime networks . Meanwhile, excavations of the 
Hephaestia basilica further enrich this dataset.

th th c., among the ceramic transport containers 
imported to Hephaestia, cargo shipments brought those amphoras labelled in the archaeological literature as 
the “globular type”, which according to a microscopic fabric analysis might have been of diverse and multiple 

. At the current stage of research, we can only hypothesise an Aegean provenance, 
perhaps from the Aegean islands or the Anatolian region . However, these were not the only imports in this 
period. It is noteworthy the examples of closed shaped cooking ware dated to this period, which the most 

-
gether with some of these amphoras. This cooking ware is characterised by a fabric rich in gold mica, possibly 

ware” among the Constantinopolitan cooking vessels  Hephaestia, 

 et alii 
 et alii 

 et alii
-

th c. (

see Archeologia Medievale 

 et alii



made using a very similar clay recipe according to a macroscopic analysis. For instance, the cooking vessel with 

but also on Chios , in Constantinople , Cyprus , in Corinth , in Syracuse  and in Rome . Finally, this 
may be the cooking vessel type found among the artefacts of the Bozborun shipwreck . According to this 

 et alii

Id.
et alii



th th c. 

Turkey . However, at this point in our research, this variability of shapes makes it impossible to establish a 
clear typology for this ware, and here a systematic typological, petrographic and chemical study is advocated 
for to clarify this ware’s provenance and distribution.

Indeed, it is noteworthy that this was not the sole imported cooking vessel during this period. Globular 

th to the early 
th c

th th

th c
for the Spartan contexts in which this ware was found . Petrographic analysis conducted at the University 
of Salento suggests an Aegean-Asia Minor provenance . Moreover, ongoing petrographic investigation 
of the Sparta theatre ceramic material suggests, at the current state of research, the likelihood of a western 
Anatolian origin, possibly in the Ephesus area

 and Therasia 

et alii

ongoing as part of a major research program, Byzantine Heritage of 
Southern Italy -
sity of Salento under the auspices of the Italian Ministry of Univer-
sities and Research.

from the British School at Athens excavations at the Fitch Laborato-
-

ent with Peloponnesian geology and that the area of origin should be 
sought within the so-called metamorphic Cycladic unit which spans 
Southern Euboea through the Cyclades to Samos and Western Anato-
lia (  forth.).

Melos (Guy Sanders, personal communication).

 
(photo P. Dellatolas and drawing C. Kolb, ASCSA, Corinth Excavations).



in the Cyclades , at Isthimia , Corinth , Sparta , and as mentioned at Otranto. Altogether this new 
evidence suggests the course of one of the sea routes that connected the Eastern Aegean to the Italian pen-

th th c.
To articulate the variety of importation in Hephaestia, the question might be raised whether or not 

these gold and white micacecous stewpots were travelling in association with another of the ovoid ampho-
. 

Samos or on the opposite coast of Asia Minor  and in the Ephesus region . Interestingly, the cargo of 
this shipwreck gives an indication of what these transport containers might potentially have contained 

. The chronology of these 
th th c. AD.

also by the so-called Günsenin type I, which dominates among the imported megarika in Hephaestia . 

th th c. AD . Produced in the Sea of Marma-

been linked to a thriving monastic settlement and pilgrimage site. Additionally, other workshops were 
-

. Worth noting is that recent studies conducted by F. van 
Doorninck are highlighting a certain degree of standardization pointing out a relationship between body 
dimensions of the amphora as weight capacities increased or decreased .

Among the Middle Byzantine assemblages from Hephaestia, in an 11th-c. context, a radial stamp on a 

th-c. shipwreck discov-
-

idue analysis run on these amphoras suggests that this transport container held grapes seeds as well as fruits 
like plums, peaches, apricots and pomegranate, nuts such as almonds and even spices like sumac . Worth 

Ead  forth.

-

bibliography currently available on the content of the Bozburum am-
phoras. On this topic also 

-

-

number of Günsenin type I amphora brought to the port police and 
local museums in the Northern Aegean. According to the indication 

to be found in the area of the waters of Lemnos with a minimum num-

number of Middle Byzantine shipwrecks, which ranges between the 
number of four to nine. Byzantine seafaring in the Northern Aegean 
is further documented by this material which potentially was trawled 
from Lemnos towards Kavala and the Chalkidiki peninsula, suggesting 
the existence of seafaring from here then heading towards the channel 

reaching the major Byzantine centres of Chalkis, Athens and Corinth 
(

th-c. date for the end of the production of this amphora has so 
-

vations (Ead
amphora in contexts from Corinth (ASCSA excavations) where it has 
been found in association with glazed table ware like Green and Brown 

th c. It is worth noting that this ampho-
ra has also been found in association with imported cooking wares in 
Corinth, which resemble the types with everted rim, ovoid body and 

Ead

metrological system the capacity was measured in weight, one litra cor-
ibid



Archaeology by E.L. Garven, who noticed that the capacity of the Günsenin type I corresponds to a modi-
os tripinakion . The modios tripinakion equates to ¾ of a thalassion modios
unit generally adopted for bulk transportation of goods, which according to written sources are generally 

honey was also stored and transported in them .

  



At the current stage of research, and on the basis of the material cultural evidence available, it is not 
possible to specify whether in the case of the Hephaestia Byzantine settlement these amphoras were exclu-
sively importing wines for the inhabitants of this religious context or if fruits and spices in secondary use 
were also imported for the daily and culinary necessities of its inhabitants . However, it is worth noting 
that at Hephaestia -
esting case of an imported table jug with trefoil rim, ovoid body and strap handle and plain, undecorated 
surface. The manufacturing technique of this pitcher and a macroscopic observation of its fabric makes a 
very strong case for associating this table vessel to the workshops manufacturing the Günsenin type I (Fig. 

For the consumption of imported wines and food, the dining and drinking ceramic set adopted by the 
religious community inhabiting the Hephaestia complexes included imported vessels, like the so-called 

all reasonably imported from Constantinople. This provenance is based mainly on the studies elaborated 
by Hayes in his major pottery study from the Saraçhane excavations  and on the preliminary chemical 

. Subsequent petrographic analysis on the 

an “Altered Feldspar” fabric class relating its provenance to the region of Constantinople . Worth noting 
are the very recent chemical investigations conducted by Sylvie Yona Waksman on the kiln bars and the 

which supports the Constantinopolitan origin of the Middle Byzantine Glazed White Ware II . The 
petrographic study of imported Glazed White Wares at Corinth has recognised diverse fabric groups in 

appear to be related to diverse clay sources, but rather to diverse technological practices, such as in the 

to have been produced by the potter without the intentional addition of any temper. In fact, the inclusions 
seem to be naturally present in the clay and their variation within this fabric class due again to natural 

.
On the basis of these petrographic evaluations, it is here hypothesised that the same Constantinopo-

litan group of workshops producing Glazed White Wares could be related to the production of a series 
of utilitarian vessels which were left completely unglazed or sparsely glazed. According to a macroscopic 

Digital Microscope, closed shape ceramic pots are attested with a white-grey micromass or pinkish fabric, 

case of the unglazed examples, intentionally adding temper in order to make these vessels resistant to ther-
mal shocks. The unglazed or sparsely glazed fabric appears, based on a macroscopic observation, to be a 
coarser version of the clay recipe adopted for the glazed counterparts. These unglazed vessels are character-
ised by sub-angular spherical inclusions, white opaque in colour, potentially quartz, which can reach up to 
cm 1 in length. Among the vessels produced in this coarser fabric are pitchers with concave bottom, central 

-
eter to below lip. The outer surface of the body is not smoothed or burnished, but it is rather left wheel-



 

  



by analysing the evidence in the inner surface, which is often covered by a layer of calcium carbonate 
-

dence. This has been interpreted to be the residue caused by water boiling and it is therefore argued that 
these jugs may have been used mainly as kettles. Finally, a few examples of unglazed beakers produced in 
the same white potentially Constantinopolitan fabric, made with very thin walls like the kettles, are also 

-
ported in lower quantities than the glazed Constantinopolitan wares. Though their importation might 

worthwhile, the thin walls of which otherwise make them quite fragile. At the current stage of research, 
these unglazed white wares have been recorded in Constantinople and Athens in addition to Hephaestia 
and Corinth . These types are so far registered in the Middle Byzantine contexts at Hephaestia and can 

th c., and certainly to the 11th th c. AD.
Byzantine urban contexts document the practice of using imitations of shapes of Glazed White Table 

Ware in the dining set, especially cups, plates and bowls which appear among locally produced table ware, 
although this imitation was exclusively a matter of shape, leaving the vessels completely unglazed and un-
decorated . However, this appears not to be the case in the dining set adopted on the tables of the Hep-
haestia community, which preferred to use only the glazed Constantinopolitan dining ware. Additionally, 

this ceramic type appears only in Constantinopolitan White Ware
-

gar, wine, or oil . Dipping raw radishes into garum was a common practice, as often depicted on Middle 
and Later Byzantine representations. Also served as an opening dish, this culinary tradition was believed 

reported by Middle Byzantine textual sources .
The Middle Byzantine dining set was also enriched by plates and bowl imported from Euboea. More 

noted. These fragments, according to a macroscopic observation of the fabric, appear to belong to the 
so-called “Middle Byzantine production” manufactured in the Chalcis region . These are not the only 
imports from this region. Middle Byzantine Günsenin type II amphora are documented in a total of six 

th th c. 
AD, these transport containers have been generally been related to wine and olive oil .

At the current stage of research, this absence of local imitations of Constantinopolitan White Ware 
shapes is unlikely to be linked to the absence of local production of ceramic utilitarian vessels in the 

made in what could be a calcareous clay . These wasters have been located in the northern sector of the 
monastic complex, with one example partially covered in mortar as it had been reused in the masonry 
of one of the adjunct rooms to the katholikon . To bolster this argument, it should be noted 

evidence of what may be a kiln. At the current stage of research, it is not possible to conclude with 

-
tinople examples: 

is based on the drawings published by 

examples in the ASCSA – Agora storerooms.

 
the Saraçhane excavations (

 

et alii 

-
face and fabric in break where halos and white spots have been identi-

observation can be proved or dismissed by petrographic analysis con-
ducted in combination of SEM investigation to study the state of the 



. On the basis of its dimen-

kiln belonging to the artisanal spaces related to the Middle Byzantine complex. Moreover, the example 
of a tile with what appears to be a dripping of brown glaze and diverse examples of Middle Byzantine 
sparsely brown glazed cooking vessels give rise to the question of whether manufacturing of glazed 
pottery occurred alongside the manufacturing of unglazed coarse and cooking wares in this workshop 

.
Among the Middle Byzantine utilitarian vessels, there are examples of table service pots, like pitchers 

characterised by excisa, th- and 11th-c. artisanal tra-
dition documented at diverse sites throughout the Byzantine Empire such as in Constantinople, Cherson, 
Ephesus, in the Aegean area such as at Naxos, in Butrint, in Athens, Corinth and on the Italian Peninsula 

-
cording to the typology presented by -
praisal of Cuomo di Caprio’s studies on kiln typology also in 

th c. AD. This workshop is located in the Me-
dieval castle of Kotzinas, documenting local production of glazed 
wares, such as subtypes of Zeuxippous Ware (  



including from Apigliano in Salento (Apulia) . Moreover, another typical pitcher of the Middle Byzan-

fabric these may also be examples of local production.
In essence, one can envision a ceramic dining set that incorporated both Constantinopolitan and 

potentially local tableware. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that glassware and potentially 

examples: et alii or an overview of the other men-
tioned sites: 

 



wooden and metal vessels were also quite probably integrated into the cooking and dining wares of the 
Hephestian community.

The morphology of the ceramic cooking vessel is an informative piece of material evidence on culinary 
practices, cooking furniture and therefore of a certain degree of cultural unity. The majority of Byzantine 

 excavations appear 

cooking ware shape documented in the Middle Byzantine period at Hephaisteia. At the current stage of 

th th c. 
AD. This collar rim stewpot type is well documented in Mainland Greece, especially in the Peloponnese 
and Attica, and in southern Apulia, where it has been included in the cooking ware Corinto-Mitello, as la-
belled by archaeologists working in Italy . At this point in the investigation, it is not possible to determine 
whether on Lemnos these examples were imported or locally produced. Nevertheless, the morphological 

that morphological similarities in cooking wares are not consistent throughout the entire Byzantine Em-

the Byzantine Empire, including Asia Minor and Crimea, and documented at sites like Constantinople, 
Hierapolis and Chersonesos, spherical stewpots were not commonly produced and were not commonly 

. The case of Hephaestia further supports this 

in which the round shaped ones were widely used, like in the Peloponnese. It is likely that this shape was 
. 
-

th and the 
th th th c.) series do not seem to have been found elsewhere, which is surprising in 

view of their superior quality» . Petrographic and chemical analyses could provide a further perspective 
on this topic. Examples of cooking ware found in Hephaestia, characterised by an everted thickened rim 

. Were these 

these examples of a shared know-how in artisanal manufacturing traditions and culinary habits?

This preliminary overview of some of the archaeological evidence from the Hephaestia religious com-
plex is part of an ongoing research project that aims to address network distributions in the Aegean, in 

-
dence of networks of distribution is to quantify these data, which in the case of Hephaestia is currently in 

estimation of the varied nature and degree of seaborne network distribution in the Aegean region. Quan-

th th c. AD.
Archaeology, and especially ceramics, can contribute to evaluating the development of regional eco-

nomic complexity, which was based on local demand, both of military, religious and civilian landowners 
on lower classes as merchants, artisans and peasants. The aforementioned methodological approach ap-
plied to this category of archaeological evidence could also prove fruitful in assessing the interplay and 

-
shop producing this form of stewpot has been discovered (  et 
alii

-

-

Ibid



on ports in the Middle Byzantine Aegean is a fruitful theme of investigation predominantly centred on 
. However, the exploration of the 

cargoes, encompassing both perishable and non-perishable items loaded and unloaded at these ports, has 
received comparatively less attention . Ceramics, especially utilitarian vessels, continue to be widely ne-
glected in Eastern Aegean excavation publications.

social elite and the urban middle class in Middle Byzantine Constantinople, which manifested in evolving 
consumption patterns related to food, clothing, and other goods. This increase of purchase power over 

and manufactured commodities. The instances of requests for Cretan cheese, various brands of wine, ol-

period can serve as paradigmatic examples . The case of the Middle Byzantine amphoras, moreover, and 
their high degree of standardisation has been interpreted as a functional measure to estimate the capacity 

there was an increasing demand for bulk exchange, the knowledge of the weight and capacity of the am-
phoras would have been an important point of practical information for preparing cargo for shipping . 
The diverse varieties of wines shipped to Hephaestia, like the sweet and dry wines imported from the 
region of Ganos, can be interpreted as an example of local and short-medium distance exchange of goods 

territories, though many peasants produced mainly small amounts of wine for the household consume, 
as for instance, documented by the Praktika of the monasteries of Mount Athos . However, elsewhere, 
like in the Ganos region, a large surplus was produced for the supply of consumers like the inhabitants of 
Hephaestia. Moreover, this trade also incentivized the market of utilitarian ceramics, like table ware and 
cooking vessels, which would probably be shipped as secondary cargo. The dining and drinking ceramic 
set in Hephaestia appear to follow mainly the Constantinopolitan cooking and serving manners, as the 
White Wares glazed ceramics and kettles for instance suggest.

The overall material culture presented here creates a picture of how, on the short peninsula of Hephaes-

Palaiopolis, a lagoon basin. At the current stage of research, the Italian-Greek underwater investigation 
-

over, the coastline of Hekaton Kephales cape, the eastern section of the peninsula of Hephaestia, appears 
to have been an unfavourable coastline for landing being exposed to the winds. Nevertheless, along this 

. 
It will be the object for future investigations to clarify if this could have been a proper port or a sheltered 

-

well integrated in the sea-routes of the North Aegean and beyond. This monastic community was capable 
of taking part in maritime connections with the broader Byzantine world.

to the northwest of Hephaestia, 
document how in the Late Byzantine period, some of the port infrastructures at Kotzinas were managed 
by a monastery there to ship the agricultural production from the Lemnian metochia to the monasteries in 
Mount Athos and for the distribution of production surplus to nearby markets . The Middle Byzantine 
topography of this north-eastern side of the island of Lemnos is still very little investigated. It is, therefore, 

ports, see 

the networks by which mercantile, political, religious and cultural in-
teractions took place cfr. 

 et alii
-

-
asteries of Late Byzantine Lemnos cfr. 



 



not yet possible to assert conclusively, though it might be raised as a hypothesis, that the anchorage instal-

distribution and importation of agricultural and artisanal goods .
In conclusion, the overall consumption patterns documented by the material culture from Hephaes-

tia set this monastic community in the wider Byzantine network of exchange, which facilitated not only 
the distribution of agricultural products, but also social contacts, cultural exchange of daily habits and 
working practices. This monastic community, in fact, adopted culinary traditions, table manners, and 
storage strategies shared with other regions of the Byzantine Empire. The Middle Byzantine Aegean can, 
therefore, be conceptualized as a network of maritime trade, fostering the interchange of not only goods 
but also of artisanal expertise and daily ways of life.
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