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Ports and Port Structures for Ancient Malta

TIMOTHY GAMBIN*

Introduction

In the first ANSER seminar | presented some results of my recent research on the
palecenvironment of the ports and harbours of ancient Malta. It was established that
many of the ports and anchorages of Malta were not only significantly larger chan
today bur also different in outline. One of the main conclusions reached on the basis
of this information is that the ancient harbours of Malta were safer, thus offering pro-
tection to ships during all the seasons.” In this paper I will discuss the way in which
the past inhabitants of the island used these harbours with specific reference to the
ancient harbour complex that was situated around the Marsa area.

Due to large-scale sediment deposition into the ancient harbours and the inten-
sive urban development around the main harbour complex, the search for and loca-
tion of any ancient structures in this area is extremely difficult. Some of the main
developments in the area, such as the early modern fortifications and the historic
dockyards, are today rightly considered as important monuments in their own right.
Their construction and preservation have, over the years, partly contributed to the
destruction and/or concealment of substantial ancient structures. It is therefore
through second hand accounts that today’s archaeologists and historians must
attempt the reconstruction of such structures.

1. Sources
The sources I have used include the following:

a)  Old descriprions: An eighteenth century description has proved to be indis-
pensable for the reconstruction of ancient harbour structures in Mala. Count

* Foundation of International Studies University  thar were vital to this study. To X. Nieto for copies of his

of Malra.
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Barbaro, in his book Degli Avanzi d'Alcuni Antichissimi Edifizi Scoperti in Malta
L'Anno 1768, describes the discovery of large harbour structures in grear detail.
To date this is the only first hand description of these important remains and
his 18™ century site plan is the only drawing.

b}  Old Maps: These are mainly used to study the topography of the area ar the
time of the various discoveries.

¢}  Archaeological Reports: Some of the finds in the area were discovered and
reported by archaeologists and their reports provide reliable albeit limired
information on their discoveries.

d) Photographs: A few old phorographs illustrating some of the discoveries in the
area have recently been discovered and these are used as supplementary evidence.

e)  Newspaper Reports: In the second half of the 19" century a large project was
carried out to extend the innermost reaches of the Grand Harbour. This proj-
ect was followed and reported in detail by contemporary newspapers. These
reports often contain interesting details on discoveries made during the course
of the project.

f)  Engineer’s Reports: The abovementioned harbour extension produced a num-
ber of reports, drawings and letters thart shed light on various ancient discover-
ies made in the area.

2. The Physical Setting

The main harbour of ancient Malta was situated in an area that is today known as
Marsa, which is a word of Semitic origin thar describes an anchorage and/or har-
bour? Today, a small part of the general area referred to as Marsa forms the inner
reaches of the Grand Harbour but the majority of this districe is today dry land. As
already mentioned, the dynamics of siltation in and around Marsa have been
described elsewhere”.

Whereas the entire Grand Harbour complex is sheltered from the prevailing
summer wind, that from the north-west (Majestral), most of the creeks are highly
exposed to the winter gales that blow from the north-east (Grigal). The British reme-
died this situation in the early 20% century when they constructed a massive break-
water across the mouth of the harbour complex. In antiquiry, the Marsa area would
have been the largest all-weather harbour of the Maltese Islands, this because the

2. G. Weninger, Mace-Names of the Mafeese Blandr ca. 3. T. Gambin, op. cir. note 1.
1300-1800, Malta 2000, p. 364.
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Kortin promontory extends towards the south-east and protects the entrance into the
Marsa harbour. From the top of this promontory one commands an excellent view
of the channel leading to and from the main harbour channel. A number of hills sur-
round Marsa and access to the hinterland would have been gained via a series of val-
leys that penetrate inland. The exact nature of the bay in antiquity is yet to be stud-
ied in earnest but one can safely assume thart there existed a beach and/or a marsh on
the periphery of the bay. One cannot be certain about the type of seabed in antiqui-
ty and the quality of holding offered to ships anchoring in the area. However, due o
the constant deposition of sediments via the abovementioned valleys, the seabed of
Marsa must have been similar to the that in the outer reaches of the Grand Harbour
today, which is mainly made up of silt and fine mud.

Marsa lies at a distance of approximately 7km from Mdina and Rabart, the site of
the ancient city of Melite. Although Melite was the main urban setdement of the
Maltese archipelago during ancient times there also existed a number of other nucle-
ated sertlements, which enjoyed access to the sea via the numerous bays and anchor-
ages around the island. Being such a large and well-protected harbour, Marsa had a
number of settlements in its environs. Most of these sectlements were set on high
grounds commanding strategic views of both the harbour and the surrounding land-
scape. This can be deduced from the pattern of romb distribution around the general
area. The choice to settle and/or bury on high ground was probably dicrated by peri-
ods of insecurity that were brought about by events such as the Punic Wars. As rela-
tive peace gradually spread through the Roman Mediterranean, it the inhabitants of
thf harbuur arca Fflt SCCUIC EﬂDL'I.gh o i:lur}' d?.fil' CI.Cﬂ.d. CIDSCT o t].'.I.C sCa th,an in pre-
ceding centuries. Although settlements can only be deduced from burial sites there
can be little doubt that the lives of the persons who occupied these sites were intri-
cately linked to the sea.

3. Economic Activity

The main economic activities on the island of Malra in ancient times were the pro-
duction of fine linens as described by various ancient authors such as Disdorus
Siculus and Cicero®, and the production of olive oil. An elevated plain to the south-
west of Marsa, precisely in area known as Tad-Dawl, must have been a fertile area and
a Roman farm was discovered and excavated there in 1888.% Products from this and
perhaps other surrounding farmsteads would have been brought down to the har-
bour area to be loaded onto ships for export. Other farmsteads on Malta seemed 1o
have enjoyed some form of ‘autonomy’ from the harbour at Marsa as these were built
close to other bays and anchorages.

4. Civerg, Vern 11, 2, 183 Dviodorss Sécufus, V.12.2-3. Archaeology and of the History of the Fine Arre 4, 1888,
5. AA Caruana, Remaing of an Anciene Greek Building  pp. 430-454.
Discovered in Malta, in The American Jowrnal of
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In the abovementioned passage by Diodorus Siculus the author clearly describes
the islands’ inhabirants as being quite affluent. The income that the islanders earned
from the export of textiles was supplemented by profits that stemmed from other
interaction with visiting seafarers:

«This island is a colony planted by the Phoenicians, who, as they extended their
trade to the western ocean, found it a place of safe retrear, since it was well supplied
with harbours and lay out in the open sea; and this is the reason why the inhabitants
of the island, since they received assistance in many respects through the sea-mer-
chants, shot up quickly in their manner and living and increased in renowns.”

It is in the light of such maritime interaction that I shall now proceed to
describe the various port structures that have, over the ages, been discovered around
the Marsa harbour. I

4. The Port Structures

Given that none of the remains of port structures in Malta have been scientifically
studied we have, as yet, no definite chronology for the construction of these various
buildings. When the Romans, under Sempronius, invaded the island in 218 BC they
found the island protected by a garrison of 2000 Carthaginian soldiers.” This frag-
ment of informartion suggests that the island must have been considered imporrant
and may have served as some form of advanced naval base for the Carthaginian navy.
A further indication lending to this hypotheses comes from the same passage in
which Livy states thar once the island of Malta was caprured Sempronins felt that the
southern shore of Sicily was now safe thus highlighting the strategic position of
Malta, dominating the Sicily channel.® Tombs from the Punico-Roman phase are
found in various areas around Marsa providing further evidence for the use of the
harbour during this period. However, to date we do not have evidence for naval facil-
ities such as ship sheds but such strucrures may still lie undiscovered.

Circumstantial evidence apart, the first clue that thar large manmade structures
of some form existed in the environs of the Grand Harbour can be inferred from a
written description of the island penned by a knight of Malta during a visit to the
island around in the 1520s and subsequenty published in 1536. Its author, Jean
Quintin D’Autun, describes two ancient temples that were still extant and visible in
the first decades of the sixteenth century, one ar the southern harbour (Marsaxlokk)
and the other described as being berween the castle and the town.

«The foundations can be seen in many places: stones of stupendous height and
width. [ think that the temple of Juno, as one can see from the remains which sill
exist, could be considered not only as one among the great, bur also among the mag-
nificent temples of antiquity; it is situated about halfway berween the town and the

6. Dodores Siesdus, V12.2-3, 8. b,
7. Livy, XX, 50.
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castle. The ruins lie scattered through many acres of land; the foundations of the tem-
ple cover a large part of the harbour, even far out into the sea, built there on a hilltop,
on a plain; and sheltered from winds on all sides by very steep slopes. The name of this
place is very difficult to pronounce except by the local Maltese tongue. On the hilltop
there is a shrine dedicated to the Blessed Virgin, called “Ta’ Qort™ (Tal-Qortin)».”

This description has, since its inception, been taken to mean thar the remains
described by Quintinus lay berween the castle of St. Angelo and its suburb Birgu.
There are, however, a number of difficulties with the placing of these remains in this
area. Firstly, the author describes the remains as lying half way berween the castle
and the town; in early modern times only Mdina was referred to as a town where-
as the very place name Birgu originates from the medieval term for suburb: «burgi
insule Meliveti (1357); in contrata burgii prope castrum maris (1420); suburbia
castri maris (1466)»'%. On the other hand the very meaning of the term Mdina
(from Medina) is town.'! Added to this, one must here consider that on a peninsu-
la as narrow as that of Birgu, there probably did not exist many acres of space
berween the castle and its suburb. Also, the sea and mud in the area are not con-
ducive to supporting large structural remains as described, the bedrock drops dra-
maticaﬂ}' tﬂWﬂ[dS t].'.I.C cenire ﬂf‘ t].'.I.C subrncrgcd "-"E.].IC}" tha.l' 15 tﬂdﬂ.}' knuwn as
Dockyard Creek (fig. 1).

It is more likely that Quitin D’Autun was referring to an area thar coincides
with Marsa. There are a series of archaeological remains in the area that fir his
description as well ather factors, such as place name evidence, that point to Marsa as
being the place described in the passage. On the plain of Kordin, to the south-east
of the Grand Harbour, there still exist a number of prehistoric remains that, when
these were observed in the early 1500s, must have been similar in size to other sub-
stantial Neolithic monuments elsewhere on the island. It therefore comes as no sur-
prise that the author of the passage describes the stones as being of «stupendous
height and widths. The remains that have been somewhat enigmartic are those
referred to as «lying far out to seas. However, maps and nautical charts from the nine-
teenth century show this area as being muddy rather than awash.'? This indicates
that the process of siltation was not yet complete and may have been even less so in
the early sixteenth century when the account was penned.

Proof of the existence of structures at the foot of Kordin Hill were to be brought
to light in the second half of the nineteenth century when dredging machines work-
ing in the area broughr to light a number of architectural remains of which only two
(partial) marble columns and the torso of a small marble statue were retained (fig. 2).
One column measures approximartely 165 cm in heighr and the other 105 cm. Both
measure 52 cm in width. A contemporary newspaper reports the discovery of the

9. C.R Vella, The Earliers Description of Malte (Lyons  Madalema Pr. Surveyed by Lo G.R Wilkinon and Mr [

1336) by Jean Quintin d Aurun, Malra 1980, p. 23. Millard Mast. Asistant under the direction of Caprm
10. G, Wertinger, op. ofs. note 2, p. 54, Graves ¢ Sprars, LN, 1860. Published: London.
11, fbid., p. 367. Hydrographic Office, 1871, 1861 first pub., Makes:

12. Malta: Valewte Harbours and the coast wespvard s Grear Brinain. Admiralry. Hydrographic Office.
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F15. 2 - Marble statue brought up during dredging works
ar the toor of Kordin Hill. (Photo by N.J. Cardona).
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torso of a statue originally thought to be that of the Goddess Diana.'? In November
1877 during construction works that were taking place in the same area a whole pil-
lar of identical material to the aforementioned pieces was uncovered from «under six
feet of earths.!® This column is kept in a private collection and is unavailable for
study. Although one cannort define the exact nature of the structure that once stood
at the foor of this hill there can be no doubt that the discovery of these columns in
this area point to the presence of a substantial building at a prominent place that
dominates the entrance to the harbour at Marsa (see fig. 5.¢).

With regards to remains that can be specifically linked to port structures at
Marsa, Commmendatore Abela published the first available reference in 1647. He
describes a: «molo di grossissime pietre edificato su la sponda del mare er un tratto
di mille, e cinquecento passi fatto in tempo de’Romanin.'” It would seem that the
author reached this conclusion based on a fragment of a marble plaque that read: «in
statione... mille... quincent pass [sic]. I say this because he goes on to explain that
only some of the mole was extant at the time that he was writing: «E n‘appare fin'og-
gi qualche vestigio delle pietre nella punta del Cortinos.'® It is not exactly clear as to
how large Abela thought the mole to be, as 1500 passus would mean a mole of aver
wwo kilometres!"” Even if one included the quay, a structure of this size would sim-
ply not fit in the area. However, some form of structure must have existed as during
the nineteenth century some worked stone blocks were subsequently excavared from
the mud in the area. These had traces of pozzolana pointing to a probable Roman
origin of these structures (for possible site of mole see fig. 5.h)."?

It was not until over a century after Abela that further port structures were to
be discovered in Malta. Count Barbaro found these on the Kortin promontory in the
year 1768 during major restructuring works that were being carried out in the area.
Despite his self confessed shortcomings «che da persona poco, o nulla versate nel-
I'antiquaria» he proceeded to publish an accurate and derailed account of his find-
ings 26 years later in what remains our only first hand information on the site (fig.
3; for the location of these horrea see fig. 5)."% I shall now proceed to describe these
remains in derail.

This site was discovered in relatively good condition with the arched roof still
surviving in parts of the main building. The main edifice was spread over a large area
and consisted of a central chamber with corridors on each side. In turn, these corri-
dors provided access to a series of chambers, precisely five on either side.”” These
chambers had roofs that were supported by three arches and each room measured

13.Malta Times and United Service Gazerte, 21st
Drecember 1855,

14 AA, Caruana, Report on the Phoenician and Roman
Anziguirier in whe Croup of the filands of Malts, Malea
1882, p. 90.

15.G.F Abela, Della Descricione &f Mala: Joole nel
Mare Siciliane con le sue Anvichita, ed alter notisse, Malta
1647, p. 16,

16, fbid., p. 17.

17,125 passus = 1 staafum (180m),

18.Malta Times and United Service Gazerte, Sth
Movemnber 18665,

19, C.A. Barbaro, Deglf Avenss D'Aleuni Antichisami
Edifizi Scoperti in Malsa Lidrng 1768, Disserrazions Sio-
rico-Critica del Signor Marchese D. Carl'Antonio Barbars,
Malra 1794,

20. AA. Caruana, ap cit. note 14, p. 96
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Fii. 3 — The plan of the large structures discovered in 1768 as published by Barbarg.
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ing from Marsa,
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approximately nine by four metres or 36 square metres.”! A vaulted portico measur-
ing just over three metres in width distinguished the entrance to the main chamber;
it was oriented to the south-west and was located approximately 35 metres from the
shore of the ‘inner-harbour’.*” Artached o this large complex was a substantial struc-
ture that seems to have been in a lesser state of repair and was described simply as
arovine di fabriche».” Its dimensions were larger than those of the aforementioned
lateral rooms measuring approximately 14 metres in length and eight metres in
width. The roof of this room seems to have been supported by a series of five central
columns and one also notes the remains of a smaller room.

The last two rooms and the north-east portico were built over excavated cham-
bers, which at the time of their discovery were filled with fresh water. Apertures for
the retrieval of water were situated in the corridors of the main buildings. The ceil-
ings of these two chambers differed, one was vaulted (farta a testuggine) and the
other consisted of a series of arches built from large stones (pietre enormi).?* The sec-
ond building of the complex also had an m_c;:avattd chamber under one of the rooms
that was dry at the time of the discovery and contained a significant number of
amphorae in good condition.” The third large underground chamber was situated
under the abovementioned «rovine di fabricher attached to the large building.
Among some of the explanations given by Barbaro is the possibility of this area being
a reutilised romb.?®

From the opposite extremity of the main chamber ran a large passage measur-
ing approximately three metres wide and forty-three metres long that was oriented to
east-north-east, and its entrance faced the ‘open-harbour’ that lay circa nineteen
metres (from its end) in the same direction. A second complex was situated off this
passage although no direct entrance from the latter can be identified in Barbaro’s
plan. The entrance to this second complex enjoyed the same orientation of the
abovementioned passage. Access to the five rooms would have been via a large
vestibule measuring twenrty by three metres with each room measuring approximare-
ly three by fourteen metres. To the north of these rooms are two narrow corridors
that were also accessible from the vestibule whereas to the south are a series of four
rooms thart are drawn by Barbaro as incomplete. This would indicate thart these were
probably in a state of ruin when the discovery was made. The narrowest of these
rooms measured two and a half metres whereas the widest measured approximarely
five metres across. _

A third complex of buildings, separate from both the aforementioned structures
lay to the south of the main complex. The entrance to this building was through a
vestibule that measured eight by two and a half metres. From here one could access the
three chambers that measured approximately nine by four metres. The dividing walls
contained pillars and these were made from large stones placed one over another. Large

21. C.A. Barbaro, ep. cir. nowe 19, p. 4. 24. C.A. Barbaro, gp. it note 19, p. 7.
22.C_A, Barbaro, gp. &t note 19, p. 4, 25. Ser concluding remarks.
23, Tbid. 26. C.A. Barbaro, op. cir. note 19, p. 9.
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building blocks were used for the rest of the structure and the simple architecture of
this particular building led Barbaro to conclude that this highlighted the antiquity of
the building: «manifesta la rimota antichica’ dell'edifizio».””

It was not until the abovementioned great harbour extension of the 1860s that
further port structures were discovered in Marsa. Whilst dredging in the area the
contractor entrusted with the removal of mud from the area consistently complained
that he had to remove large stone blocks from beneath the seabed. It is not known
whar structure these blocks belonged to but contemporary reports state that many of
these blocks had considerable traces of pozzolana on them. One of the early and
accurate hydrographic surveys in the area of Marsa was carried our in the second
decade of the 1800s by Captain W.H. Smyth and subsequently published in 1823.
It shows a series of ‘objects’ that fouled the seabed in the area.”® A subsequent hydro-
graphic survey of Marsa, this time carried out by Caprains Graves and Sprart and
published in 1861, shows this area as clear of these objects. This could only mean
that the dredging works thar were ongoing at the time removed these ‘obstacles’. It
would not be unreasonable to assume thar ar least some of the obstacles noted by
Smyth consisted of the worked blocks described by the dredging contractor. Should
this be the case it would follow that the mole described by Abela extended into the
entrance of the harbour. Such a structure would have offered extra protection from
incoming waves and large swells that are known to build up in the Grand Harbour
complex.

Nearly a century after the great harbour extension other work on the island’s
infrastructure contributed to the discovery of further structures that formed part of
the harbour complex. In April 1939, «during the excavartion of a trench for the lay-
ing of foundations in a field at Race Course Road, Marsa, at a depth of abour ten feet
from the surface, remains of a Roman building were uncovereds.*” The limited infor-
mation available conrtains a description of a floor covered with clay riles and of rec-
tangular pits covered with plaster and curt into the bedrock. The area contained «a
great quantity of potsherds of the Roman type» as well loose tiles and plaster.™ It is
not possible to precisely define the use of the building bur it is seems to be relared
more to industrial activity rather than to storage facilities (see fig. 5.c).

In the mid 1950s further remains were unearthed in Marsa. During the laying
of foundations for a new school workmen uncovered a building that «covered an
area of at least 170 feet [51 metres] in length and 100 feet [30 metres] in width and
consist of the lower courses of walls in opus guadratum. The walls uncovered so far
appear to belong to large rectangular rooms or enclosures and the quality and work-
manship of the Globigerina limestone blocks with which the walls are constructed
show that the building originally constructed on this site must have been of some
importance».®’ Very large quantities of pottery, including «amphoras, flagons and

27. Jbid. p. 6. 29, Musesimis Annwal Repore 1946-47, p. 3.
28.WH. Smyth, The Hydrography of Sicily, Malta and ~ 30. Thid.

the Adiacent [dlands, surveyed in 1814, 1815 and 1816, 31, Musewms Arnual Repore 1955-56, p. 7.
London 1823.
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storage jarss were retrieved from this site. What is of interest here is thar some of the
pottery from this site showed signs of being water worn and were encrusted with
marine growth.?® This is interesting because such remains would indicate that part
ﬂ{"'l:heﬁe STrucoures Werc once Sl.lblTICl'ECd.. Dﬂt can lﬂﬂk at owo Fﬂﬂiblf explm‘latiﬂns:
firstly, that the land on which these structures were built subsided over the centuries
and lay for a period (until the silting up of the area) below sea level; alternarively,
some of the ceramic material from this site originated from the great harbour works
mentioned above from which «numerous pieces of carthen amphorae, urns and
water jars, were also being continually brought up from the deep».*® The mud was
dumped in a variety of places in and around the area so it could well be that some
of the ceramics discovered in this site originated from the spoil of the harbour
dredging in the 1860s. Despite the uncertainty regarding the origin of the ceramic
deposits from this site I believe that there can be little doubt that the structures
described in the brief report constituted the remains of horrea. It is similar in
dimensions to the horrea at Myra exceprt that the latter is slightly larger. Based on
the similar dimensions 1 have attempted a hypothetical reconstruction of those
described above (figg. 4 and 5.b).

Further ancient buildings were discovered in the area in 1959 when «during
building operations along the north side of Racecourse Streer, Marsa.. several
lengths of heavy masonry, buried in levels containing nothing but Roman sherds,
came to light... they seem to represent the remains of massive warehouses».*
Although the brief report states that «detailed plans and drawings were taken for
record purposess these have since been lost and thus at this point in time it is diffi-
cult to comment further on the nature of these remains (fig. 5.d).

Throughout the ages a series of baths and fishponds were also discovered
around Marsa. On Korrin hill, the remnants of what were thought to be bath com-
plexes were discovered but no detailed description of these has reached us. A bath
complex had been discovered in 1729, this time opposite Kortin Hill under whar is
today Floriana. This too was decorated with a series of mosaics depicting «diverse fig-
ure di pesci, di draghi, e d'altri simili animali di ben inteso lavoros.”®

Other evidence pointing to economic activity in the area includes a series of
fishponds discovered around Kortin Hill. In 1865, the government at the time «was
informed that Mr. Gabrielli [the contractor working on the great harbour extension]
has lately mert with some further obstructions in his operations of dredging in the
shape of two ancient fish ponds, and that he is, in consequence, abour to put in a
further claim of £2,000 or £3,000 to defray the extra expense of removing the
masonary».*® The contractor may have inflated the sum requested but it does repre-
sent a rather large amount of money for the time, which may be reflective of the sub-
stantial nature of the structures discovered (fig. 5. f).

32, Jbid, 35.C.A. Barbara, ap. cir. note 19, p.10.
33. Malta Times and United Service Cazzerse, Sth  36. Malte Times amd United Semwice Gazzerse, 16th
Movember. March 1863.

34. Musewms Anmsaal Repore 1959-60, p. 5.
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Finally, a large number of burial sites around the Marsa harbour area also shed
light on human occupation around the Marsa area. Tombs that date from between
600 BC and 50 BC have been recorded in the surrounding landscape.” A substan-
tial catacomb complex (circa 3™ and/or 4™ century AD) was discovered on Kortin
Hill in 1874. OF interest are a number of ‘dolia bunials’ thar were discovered on and
around Kortin Hill.*® It was never ascertained whether these burials were contem-
porancous of when the dolia were in use or whether ar some later stage, some per-
sons reutilised older containers for burial purposes. Whatever the case, the use of
these containers, two for each burial, in such a context points to a completely differ-
ent burial style to what is normally recorded on Malra, i.e. rock cut tombs of various
sizes and shapes. Dolia burials may have been reserved for foreign persons such as
seafarers for example. Such burials also pmn[ to the large number of dolia that must
have been present in the area.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks -

The style of the majority of buildings discovered in the Marsa area point towards a
Roman origin. Although one can safely assume thar the area must have already been
in use as a harbour complex during the Punic period no substantial evidence, except
perhaps for the third building on Kortin Hill, has vet been unearthed that can be
definitely artributed to this period. Small objects, such as coins, that predate the
arrival of the Romans have been found in the area bur their context is not clear.”
However, there can be little doubt that the Carthaginians did have some form of
port complex in this area. At some point the Romans contributed towards the eco-
nomic development and activity in the area and this can be deduced from the style
of building so common in ports around the Empire, the horrea.™® The construction
of horrea in Malta can also be seen in the context of increased exports of various
products from North Africa to Iraly.*! This growth in North African exports
brought about an increase in shipping between the southern and northern Me-
diterranean and Malta would have been caught in the crosscurrents of this ex-
change.

The lack of any scientific excavations at these sites prevents us from investigar-
ing whether the Romans reutilised some buildings that were already extant or
whether altogether new structures were constructed. Whatever the case, there can be

37.C. Sagona, The Archarolegy of Pumic Mala, in  40. G.E. Rickman, Roman Gramaries and Seore Buildings,
Anciene Near Easeern Studlies Supplemens 9, 2002, pp.  Cambridge 1971, p. 135.
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were found ar one of the Marsa harbour buildings discov-
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no doubt that the total area available for storage of goods around the Marsa harbour
was large. But what were these stores used for? Although no certain population fig-
ures for the island exist for the Roman period. I believe that 8,000-10,000 persons
as a realistic figure. Where these storehouses built to make sure the local popularion
were guaranteed a constant supply of grain and other foodstuffs? If this was the case
then surely it would have been more convenient to have storage facilities built close
to Melite, the main centre of habitation. Added to this, is the fact hat despite not
having the facilities enjoyed by Marsa, the harbour of Burmarrad further north
would have provided a shorter route 1o the town. Burmarrad was large enough to
accommodate ships of any size and although no port structures have yer been dis-
covered the potential for such discoveries remains high.*? Furthermore, I believe thar
the sizes of the horrea described above are slightly disproportionate to the needs of a
small island like Malra. I state this on the basis of comparisons with horrea elsewhere
in the Roman Empire. The storage space available in the various horrea situated on
Kortin hill are approximately equivalent to that on the east mole at Leptis Magna.*?
The latter had numerous other horrea around the harbour and one must also con-
sider the size and wealth of this city as well as the vast hinterland thar it served.*
Marsa too had other substantial buildings that formed part of its harbour complex
bur the similarities stop there for Marsa did not serve vast expanses of agricultural
- land and the town of Melite was incomparable in size and wealth to the city of Leptis
Magna.

It is not certain how many quays were available for the mooring of ships at
Marsa. However, the complex at the Kortin promontory seems to have enjoyed
access to sea from two sides: a) the inner side that faced south-west (fig. 5.g and b)
an outer quay that faced the north-east. This can be deduced from the fact that the
inner side had the so-called ‘molo’ described by Abela and is the natural place for the
location of a quay, protected from the winter gales of the north-east. On the other
hand the road leading away from the complex of warehouses situated on the Kortin
promontory seems to indicate the existence of an outer quay, remains of which were
discovered during excavations in 1993 (fig. 5. g).*> Such a quay would have been
ideal during the summer months, as it would have been protected from the prevail-
ing winds of the season. Probably, this quay was used for vessels needing to stop for
short periods of time, cither for freshwater from one of the many cisterns available at
Kortin and/or for the quick transhipment of goods.

42 The plain of Burmarrad and the surrounding coun-
tryside remain largely unexplored from an archasologi-
cal point of view. During some of my fieldwork in the
area many farmers have rold me of incidents when they
{or their relatives) have come across walls built of large
stones buried deep in the sedimens. One farmer in the
area is also said to have found a bollard but my efforts wo
see the object have so far proved furile,
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There are two further hypotheses that deserve menrion and one does not neces-
sarily exclude the other. The first is that the buildings may have been used to store
grain for ships that were wintering in Malta: « the safe limit of moisture in stored grain
is usually between 10 and 15%» and therefore any ships involved in the transport of
this essential commeodity and spending the winter months in the safety of a Maltese
harbour would have the facility of unloading its cargo of grain to keep it dry. Once
the winter months were over and the sea ‘reopened’ the grain would be reloaded onto
a ship which would have then proceeded on its journey north. One such ship from
Alexandria carried St. Paul to Rome via Syracuse after wintering in Malta.* The har-
bour at Marsa would have been both large and deep enough to accommodate several
grain ships of any size. The discovery of a large Roman anchor stock measuring four
metres in length and weighing over one ton provides further evidence supporting this
sugge_s[ionfi? Malta would therefore have formed part of Rome’s ‘fagade maritime’,
one of a series of interrelated ports throughout the Mediterranean thar served Rome
and the Roman world.*® :

The second hypotheses hereby suggested is based on a theoretical model thar
recently suggested by Xavier Nieto.*” In this seminal work on cabotage and redistri-
bution in antiquity, Nieto bases his work on both epigraphic and archacological evi-
dence. He suggests thart various ‘economic zones enjoyed the services of primary and
secondary ports whereby incoming cargoes were delivered to the former and redis-

- tributed to the latter. On the other hand, he suggests that outgoing cargoes from a

particular economic zone were delivered from secondary to primary ports and sub-
scqu:ntl}' transpnrl:td o l:lthl'_‘f ccunumic Zﬂﬂcﬁ.jﬂ

Malta’s geographic location in the Sicilian channel makes it an ideal offshore
location where ships could not only seek refuge from foul weather but also where var-
ious products could be purchased for redistribution elsewhere, a form of modest
entrepdt. What evidence exists to support such a hypotheses? The presence and size
of the horrea themselves provide the physical evidence. As has been suggested abave,
these seem to be disproportionate to the size and requirements of the island. Most of
the olive oil producing Roman farmsteads were located within easy access to bays and
anchorages where amphorae could be directly loaded onto waiting ships and/or
boats. This situation presented two options to local farms: a) to send their produce
to one central storage area (Marsa) for redistribution or b) to load their produce
directly onto visiting ships in the nearby harbours. One practice does not exclude the
other. That Malta was an important stopover for ships sailing in the central
Mediterranean can be gleaned not only from the various shipwrecks that have so far
been identified around its coasts bur also through various harbour deposits that have
been discovered and studied in the past decade. The latter point to the use of many
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harbours and anchorages throughout the Roman and Byzantine periods.”’ Malra is
ideally situared for the redistribution of goods on both the east-west and north-south
axis. In practical nautical terms, the use of Malta as a redistribution centre could
potentially trim the length of journeys for ships. This is especially significant when
one considers the treacherous reputation enjoyed by the Sirte Gulf in antiquiry.’
Should any vessels sailing south from Italy miss Malta they risked getting lost in the
relatively large expanse of water to the south-east of the island. Thus, by shipping to
and from Malta, vessels would have shortened sea journeys as well as rendering them
safer.

For a period after the fall of the empire in the west, the Maltese Islands may
have been taken over by the Vandals and the Ostrogoths. Eventually the island came
under Byzantine rule (circa 535 AD), approximarely around the conquest of Sicily
by Belisarius, Justinian’s gcnv:mf.sa' Some the buildings around Marsa seem to have
remained in use throughout the Byzantine period in Malta. That the complex on
Kortin Hill continued to be used can be deduced from the 260 amphorae thar were
still in place when the buildings were discovered in the 18" century. The illustrations
of the amphorae published by Barbaro seem to point to some form of Late Roman
amphorae, a few of which had Greek inscriptions on them.”® Some Byzantine coins
with dares varying berween 527 and 829 are also indicartive of continued use of the
building during this period.”® However, exactly when the abandonment of the porr

‘complex occurred at Marsa remains one of the main unanswered questions of Mal-
tese archaeology.

51. One such deposit, consisting mainly of late Roman
amphorae, was excavated in 1993 ar Marsaskala Bay by
DRASSM in partnership with the Museums Department
of Malta but due to the danger posed by sports divers in
the area no report has been made public. The present
suthor i currently studying other deposics, consisting
mainly of Roman marerial, from Mistra Bay. Lazarerto
Creek and Sliema Creele.
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