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PREAMBLE 

 

This trip is structured about but by no means confined to Roman sites in North 

Africa, specifically today’s Libya, Tunisia and Algeria. But we look also at the 

vernacular, the Carthaginian, the Byzantine and the early Islamic in the same 

region. In the event the war in Libya has forced us to omit that country from the 

current excursion, though the notes remain here.  And there are other sites in 

Tunisia and Algeria which we do not expect to get to, but which are covered 

here just in case. 

 

For the Romans this area and a little more to both west and east, was Africa, or 

Ifriqaya. But even to talk about Roman Africa or Roman North Africa is to slur 

over an identity problem in the region.  The autocthonous population is a light-

skinned people who inhabited the whole of the North African hinterland from 

Egypt to the Atlantic.  They spoke and still speak Hamitic, a very ancient form of 

which is preserved in the inscriptions and papyri of ancient Egypt and of which 

forty-seven languages and seventy-one dialects have been identified in Africa 

north of the Equator. The subsequent Greek settlers in Cyrenaica intermarried 

with them and called them barbari, otherwise the Berbers.1  But the Berbers are 

chameleons, whose character seems to change according to time and 

circumstance.   

 

The successive invaders are also to some degree elusive.  Up to the eleventh 

century, even those who remained for hundreds of years seem to have left little 

cultural imprint beyond their actual physical remains.  And even in terms of 

physical remains the Vandals in particular might as well have never existed.  

 

Any serious consideration must begin with Carthage, and Carthage may well 

have learnt quite a lot from the Berbers, such as rammed earth construction.  

But Carthage was so effectively expunged by the Romans that its legacy is also 

questionable.  West of the Great Syrtis one enters a world very different from 

Egypt and Cyrenaica.  Here the Greeks never succeeded in establishing a 

foothold; from Tripoli to Cadiz and across the sea to Sardinia and western Sicily 

Rome was heir not to Greece but to Carthage, and the language, where it was 

not Punic or Berber, was Latin.2 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 329. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 464. 
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HISTORY 

 

 
Map from Rosaccio’s Geografia, based on Ptolemy’s work, with Africa widening south of the 

equator.  Geografia di Claudio Tolomeo Alessandrino (Venice 1598) p 96 final sequence.  
Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 11. 

 

The geological development of this region is clearer than that of most of the 

Mediterranean littoral.  The Balkan and Aegean coasts have been more 

disturbed by recent earth movements, and the Palestinian, Egyptian and even 

much of the Libyan coasts are generally so low lying that the Pleistocene seas 

left few morphological traces, and these have mostly been covered by later 

accumulations. But high level marine terraces have been found  at Tolmeita, 

and a kilometre east of this the Wadi Zuina cuts through a coastal consolidated 

dune, exposing an underlying beach conglomerate lying on bedrock; and 

beneath Ras Aamer and Appollonia fully developed shorelines are well 

preserved.1  None of this has any significant effect upon the cultural history of 

the region, but early human ocupation is attested by the flints collected there, 

none of which show any specifically local characteristics.2  A Neolithic culture, 

which cultivated crops and the domested cattle, as was common around the 

                                                 
1 McBurney, ‘The Cambridge Archaelogical Expedition to Cyrenaica’, pp 33-5. 
2 McBurney, ‘The Cambridge Archaelogical Expedition to Cyrenaica’, pp 37 ff. 



Ifriqaya  7   
 
 
Mediterranean littoral, occupied the coastal plain of Libya from at least 7000 

BC.1   At Hippo too there have been found Palaeolithic flints, as well as 

Neolithic tools and Megalithic dolmens.2 

 

 
Middle Palaeolithic artefacts from Wadi Gahham, south of Derna. McBurney, ‘The Cambridge 

Archaelogical Expedition to Cyrenaica’, p 42 
 

 
Dolmen at Rokia [Roknia], Algeria.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 20. 

 

                                                 
1 St John, Libya, p 3. 
2 Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 11. 
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The Imazighan, or ‘free people’, later called the Berbers, arrived from south-

western Asia sometime after 3000 BC and gradually spread across North 

Africa.1  Egyptian inscriptions dating from the Old Kingdom (c 2700-2200 BCE) 

are the first record of these people, but it is not clear whewn they reached 

Libya.2  The Berbers were presumably responsible for the dolmens of Hippo, 

Bou Noura [Bou Nouara], Sigus, and Rokia [Roknia],3 as well as those of 

Dougga, which are difficult to date.  They were apparently in use at the time of 

Christ, but seem likely to date from at least 2000 BC.4  Even less is known of 

the Gharamantes, a tribal confederation of Saharan people living in what is now 

the Fezzan.5  At the time of the first Greek and Phoenician colonies, the 

indigenous inhabitants of North Africa, mainly Berbers, were still to all intents 

and purposes in the Stone Age.6  But the Phoenician, Greek and Roman 

influence can be deceptive.  Just as today the fact that Iranians drink Coca Cola 

and build glass-clad office blocks by no means makes them American, the 

Berbers, and then the Carthaginians, remained distinct in many ways. 

 

Toward the end of the second millennium BC the Minoan and Mycenaean 

thassalocracies had collapsed, Egypt had been undermined by the Sea 

Peoples, and the Hittite Empire had collapsed to leave a group ot turbulent 

independent kingdoms.  One of these was the Phoenician city of Tyre,7 which 

rose to fill the maritime power vacuum. The Phoenicians were a Semitic people 

on the coast of what is now Lebanon, and spoke a language related to 

Hebrew.8  According to Strabo the Tyrians had reached the straits of Gibraltar 

by about 1300 BC. The African coast was almost uninhabited, but wooded and 

well stocked with game, and the autocthonous people were mostly a Neolithic 

stage, and easily subordinated.  It is claimed that a shrine of Melqart, head of 

the Tyrian pantheon, had been built at Lixus (in Morocco, outside the straits) in 

about 1100 BC.9  The Phoenicians had become substantial traders in the 

Western Mediterranean by about 1000 BC.10 

 

                                                 
1 Di Piazza, Libya in Pictures, p 20. 
2 St John, Libya, p 3. 
3 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, pp 20, 22, 27. 
4 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 25. 
5 St John, Libya, p 4. 
6 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 465. 
7 Picaud, Carthage, p 17. 
8 Picaud, Carthage, p 15. 
9 Picaud, Carthage, p 18. 
10 Picaud, Carthage, p 15. 
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Greek settlement in Libya.  StJohn, Libya, p 7. 

 

Whilst the Phoenicians were dominating Mediterranean trade the Greeks were 

the more systematic settlers, and Cyrene was founded in 631 BC by settlers 

from Thera [Santorini].1  With the four other Greek cities of Apollonia, Arsinoa, 

Ptolemais, and Berenice, it formed the Pentapolis, and became the leading 

member.2  However the Pentapolis was weakened by inter-city rivalries and fell 

prey to the army of the Persian king Cambyses III, fresh from his conquest of 

Egypt, in 525 BCE.  The Pentapolis continued as the westernmost province of 

the Persian Empire for the next two centuries, then in 331 BC returned to Greek 

rule under Alexander the Great.3   After the fall of Alexander Cyrenaica became 

became virtually autonomous.4   

 

Rather as with Attalos and Pergamon, this wealthy and well organised country 

was bequeathed to Rome by its last king, Ptolemy Apion, when he died in 96 

BC.  The Romans were not really geared to the acceptance of such gifts.  The 

Senate made no attempt to formally annex the kingdom, still less to administer 

it properly, and it was left for the next two decades to drift into anarchy.  All the 

Senate did was to divert some of Cyrene’s income to be diverted to Rome, and 

even this without establishing a proper system of tax collection.  Cyrene was 

not organized until 75-74 BC when a desperate shortage of grain and money 

resulted in popular unrest in Rome and compelled action to secure its food 

supplies.5  In 67 BC Cyrenaica was combined with Crete to be a single Roman 

province.6 

 
                                                 

1 Ham, Libya, pp 141 ff. 
2 Ham, Libya, pp 141 ff. 
3 St John, Libya, pp 11-12. 
4 Ham, Libya, pp 141 ff. 
5 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 134. 
6 St John, Libya, p 12. 
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When Cyrene came under the control of Cassius, after the assassination of 

Julius Caesar, it was an insignificant place.1  By the time of the Romans 

Cyrenaica’s population at this time was made up not only of Greeks, but also 

Hellenized Berbers and a large colony of Jews.2  In 12 BC Augustus, at the 

instigation of the provinces of Cyrene and Asia, issued an edict protecting the 

traditional right of Jews to send money to Jerusalem.3  After the Jewish 

rebellion against Roman rule in Palestine and the destruction of the Temple at 

Jerusalem in AD 70, tens of thousands of Jews were deported to the region.  

Some joined the nomads and a number of the tribes were converted to 

Judaism.  In AD 115-6, in the reign of Trajan, the Jews rose in revolt and 

sacked the city of Cyrene.  Disaffection spread to Egypt and on, again, into 

Palestine.  By 118 it had been stamped out, but with great loss of life and 

general destruction.  There was also considerable emigration to Tripolitania.4   

 

Cyrenaica never recovered from the effects of this insurrection, in the course of 

which 240,000 people were slaughtered.  Hadrian, after a visit of inspection in 

AD 125, attempted to fill the deficiency in population left by these massacres, 

by importing peasants from Italy to work the soil, as Mussolini was to do some 

1800 years later, also after a period of bloodshed. The end of Cyrene as a 

Roman city came, as for so many other Roman cities in the Mediterranean, with 

the arrival of the Vandals from Spain in the fifth century, Gernanic-Scandinavian 

predators who moved and fought on horseback.5  

 

                                                 
1 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 23. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
3 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 145. 
4 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvii.. 
5 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
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Phoenician settlement in Libya.  StJohn, Libya, p 5. 

 

One thinks of Carthage as the keystone of Phoenician colonization of the area, 

but Utica was thought by ancient writers to have been founded 1101 BC, and 

only later absorbed into the Carthaginian polity.1  In Libya the Phoenicians built 

three large coastal cities, Oea (Tripoli), Labdah (Lepcis Magna), and Sabratha, 

later known collectively as Tripolis (three cities).2   It is thought that Lepcis 

Magna may also have been a direct foundation from Phoenicia, but the issue 

remains unresolved.3 Carthage itself is traditionally supposed to have been 

founded in 814 BC by Phoenicians under the leadership of Elissa (Queen 

Dido),4 though Dido is possibly a myth, the date itself is far from certain, and the 

earliest archaeological evidence dates from about 750.5  Carthage was at first a 

a staging post for Phoenician trade, not a port of destination,6 and if there was 

indeed a settlement in 814 the Picauds suggest that it was probably little more 

than an anchorage for vessels which called or wintered there, with a few small 

huts, one or two shrines, perhaps a lookout post on the hill of Byrsa, and 

probably no permanent population except a few guards who would return to 

Phoenicia on completion of their term.  It was to be a century before Carthage 

developed an economic, social, religious and political structure.7  

 

                                                 
1 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 14. 
2 St John, Libya, p 4. 
3 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, pp 22-3. 
4 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 5. 
5 Picaud, Carthage, p 3.  Timaeus is the main source for the date of 814. 
6 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 50. 
7 Picaud, Carthage, p 34-5. 
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Punic Carthage.  Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, p 17, after Ennabli, 1997. 

 

 

 

Map of Carthge & vicinity.  Cresy, Encyclopædia of Civil Engineering, p 5. 
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Map showing the extent of Punic territory.  Picaud, Carthage, p 179. 

 

From Carthage explorers sailed out of the Mediterranean, discovered the 

Canary Islands, went to Britain, crossed the Atlantic, and planted settlements in 

Spain and west Africa, by land crossed the Sahara. The docks of Carthage had 

220 alternating quays and hangars, and the public buildings combined 

Egyptian, Phoenician and Greek elements.1  To the south of early Carthage 

was the tophet, an open air sacred enclosure dedicated to the god Baal 

Hammon and containing cremation burials of children and votive deposits of 

small animals and birds.  Initially the tophet contained a chapel that was later 

abandoned and had votive deposits placed around it.  By the fifth to fourth 

centuries it also contained stelae that are identified as being in honour of the 

city’s principal goddess Tanit.2  The tophet was not a feature exclusive to Africa, 

for there is one amongst the Phoenician remains on theItalian island of Mozia. 
 

                                                 
1 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 50. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 18. 
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Sign of Tanit. Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, p 19. 

 

 
Two archaic stelae and one later one from the island of Mozia. Bisi, ‘Un Naiskos Tardo-

Fenecio’, pp 35, 37, 33. 

 

The Carthaginians were a devout people, reputedly sacrificing hundreds of 

children to their god Baal Ammon and the goddess Taanit, strangling them or 

cutting their throats before consigning them to a fiery furnace that stood before 

the image of the god.1  The custom had died out in Phoenicia but was revived 

in the North African colony and horrified the Persians, Greeks, and Romans.2  

One of the benefits of this, no doubt, was that the surviving children were 

exceedingly well-behaved.  According to written tradition, ‘MLKh’ was the name 

given these infant holocausts, which supposedly took place in times of great 

danger, but in fact were very frequent.3  Descriptions by Isaiah, Plutarch, and 

especially Diodorus Siculus, have enabled Février to reconstruct the 

proceedings.   

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 345. 
2 Picaud, Carthage, p 46. 
3 Picaud, Carthage, p 46. 



Ifriqaya  15   
 
 

 
The ceremony took place at night, by moonlight.  In the precinct stood a 
bronze statue of the god and at his feet a pit was dug in which a fire or 
topheth was lit.  Around the statue stood the assistants and the parents 
of the victims, the musicians, and the dancers.  A priest would bring the 
child ‘dedicated’ to the god, already killed according to ‘secret rites’, and 
lay him in the statue’s arms from which he would roll into the flames.  
Then flutes, tambourines, and  lyres would drown out the cries of the 
parents and lead the dancers into a wild dance.  … Terracotta masks, 
representing hideous, grimacing demons, have been found in the tombs, 
and as they had been dedicated to the god of the topheth, it seems likely 
that they were copies of the ones worn by the dancers during the moloch 
ceremonies.1 
 

It is disappointing to have to report, however, that there remains some doubt 

amongst scholars as to the very existence of these child sacrifices.2 

 

The many respects the Carthaginians were not unlike the earlier Romans: 

efficient, ascetic, aggressive, ruthless, technically skilled but creatively 

impoverished. And of course it would be the Romans who destroyed them.  

Most historians have agreed that their society evolved very little during its six or 

seven centuries, and have downplayed the evidence of evolution, but this has 

been challenged because so little is known of the earlier centuries.3  Carthage 

has been described as shrouded in mystery until the mid-C6th when Greek 

historians begin referring to it.4  Classical authors, other than Aristotle, were 

interested in Carthage only so far as it affected Greece.5   

 

The creation of the Phoenician colonies in the early first millennium BC 

stimulated state formation among the native tribes.  According to Pliny large 

kingdoms such as the Mauri, Masaesylii and Massylies, which incorporated 

many smaller tribes, began to appear in the third century BC.6  During the 

Magonid period (c 550-396 BC) Carthage was in conflict with the Greeks for 

control of the western Mediterranean, and formed an alliance with the 

Etruscans which resulted in close cultural links.7  In the first of the three Punic 

wars, which began in 264 BC, Carthage was fighting Rome to maintain her 

position in the central Mediterranean.  But it ended with the partial destruction 

                                                 
1 Picaud, Carthage, pP 46-7. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 19. 
3 Picaud, Carthage, p 1. 
4 Picaud, Carthage, p 56. 
5 Picaud, Carthage, p 3. 
6 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 21. 
7 Picaud, Carthage, p 2. 
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of her fleets, the loss of her bases in Sicily, and, after peace was made, with the 

evacuation of Sardinia, which had been one of her colonies.1 

 

In the Second Punic War, which lasted from 218 to 201 BC, Carthage fought to 

regain the position she had lost in the first one.  It began with Hannibal and an 

army of 90,000 infantry, 20,000 cavalry and 40 elephants crossing the 

Pyrenees from Spain, the Rhone Valley and then the Alps into Italy, probably 

near the source of the Po on Monte Viso, defeating the Romans in a series of 

actions and taking his armies as far south as Taranto, before being forced to 

return to Africa to defend Carthage, after having spent fifteen years on enemy 

soil with his armies unconquered.   
 
 

 
 

The Battle of Zama, which ended the Second Punic War. 
Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient Rome, p 183. 

 

Scipo Africanus had already driven the Carthaginans from Spain in 206 BC,2 

and in 202 BC he invaded Africa and secured a major victory on Carthaginian 

soil (at Zama, a site in Tunisia, never accurately located), leaving Hannibal to 

flee to Carthage.  The Romans offered a treaty of friendship,3 under which 

Carthage lost all her overseas possessions, her trade monopolies in the 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 343. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
3 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 52. 
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Mediterranean, and her entire fleet apart from ten ships, and was forced to 

agree to pay an enormous indemnity over a period of thirty years, and an 

annual tribute, rather like Germany after 1918.  All the Carthaginians retained 

was their autonomy within what were called the Phoenician Trenches, which 

more or less approximated to present-day Tunisia.1 

 

Hannibal ruled for six years so effectively that the indemnity was paid off in 11 

rather than 30 years, Rome was alarmed at the resurgence of Carthage and 

demanded that Hannibal be handed over, so he fled, and ultimately committed 

suicide.2 

 

Fifty years later Rome determined to destroy Carthage, and engineered a 

technical violation of the treaty.3 The Romans encouraged Masinissa, king of 

the Massylies from 206 to 148 BC,4  ruler of the neighbouring Berber kingdom 

of Numidia to goad Carthage into attacking him, which it did in 150 BC, thus 

breaking the non-aggression treaty and giving Rome an excuse to invade.5 The 

Carthaginians were offered a reprieve on condition that three hundred members 

of the leading families were sent to Rome as hostages.  Then the Roman Army 

arrived at Carthage and imposed the further condition that all weapons and 

armour be surrendered. 200,000 suits of armour, 2200 large catapults and 

other weapons were handed over, and then the Romans told the citizens to 

leave because they were going to destroy the city anyway.6 The Carthaginians 

therefore reneged on their agreement to surrender, and the Third Punic War 

began in 149 BC.  An almost totally disarmed city confronted the greatest 

military power in the world. 

 

The desperate Carthaginians began a hasty rearmament program, and 

successfully repulsed a number of attacks, and maintained supply lines by sea 

despite Roman attempts at a blockade.  But the Romans finally built an 

embankment of rocks and sealed off the harbour completely.  The 

Carthaginians now secretly built a new fleet of warships from old materials in 

the city, excavated a new harbour mouth and despatched their new navy out 

upon the astonished Romans.  The engagement, however, was inconclusive, 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
3 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 52. 
4 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 21. 
5 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
6 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 52. 



18  Ifriqaya   
 
 
and the blockade held.1  In 146 BC the Romans began to penetrate the 

suburbs,2 and Carthage was defeated.3  ‘Delenda est Carthago’, the elder Cato 

would end his every speech in the Roman Senate; ‘Carthage is to be 

destroyed,’4 and so it was.  Of this, more below. 

 

Rome had confronted Carthage from strategic necessity rather than from a 

desire to expand its territory.  It occupied the Carthaginian land slowly and 

reluctantly, and took less than it might have, extending only to Tabarka and 

Thenae.5  On the periphery of the empire they commonly sought to establish 

protectorates, with rulers well-disposed to Rome, which would insulate Romasn 

territories from external forces. In Africa they gave Masinissa and his 

successors both the kingdom of Syphax and the part of Carthaginian territory 

adjoining the desert, creating Numidia, which constituted a belt to protect the 

fertile plains from the invasions of the nomads.6  The petty kings ultimately 

proved to be a great annoyance, but it was only in the time of Caligula that the 

last of them disappeared, and direct rule was imposed throughout the country.7 

 

When Julius Caesar landed at Ruspina (now Monastir) in 46 BC, Thysdrus 

offered a quantity of wheat as a peace offering, but Caesar rejected this and 

proceeded to conquer the interior of what was then known as Africa Nova and 

Africa Vetus [the term Ifriqya was also used].  Thysdrus supported Rome during 

the third Punic War, and in recognition was grated the status of a free city.  

During the Roman period there was some integration of the Romans with the 

local population, and there is evidence of Romans worshipping Baal, a god of 

pre-Roman Africa.8  The Roman colony initially comprised two provinces – 

Ifriqaya Vetus and Ifriqaya Nova – centred in what is now Tunisia but extending 

eastwards into modern Libya and westwards into modern Algeria.  In 27 BC 

Emperor Augustus merged the provinces to form the single colony of Ifriqaya 

Proconsularis.9 

 

During the greater part of the Empire the Roman possessions were divided into 

Proconsular Africa, Numidia, Cæsarean Mauretania (Mauretania Cæsariensis), 
                                                 

1 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 53. 
2 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 53. 
3 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
4 Usually, but I think less accurately, translated as ‘Carthage must be destroyed’.. 
5 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 92. 
6 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 96. 
7 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 97. 
8 Harris, Tunisdian Sahel, p 91. 
9 Harris, Tunisdian Sahel, p 28. 
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and Mauretania Tingitana (from Tingis, now Tangiers).1  Oea (now Tripoli), 

Leptis (or Lepcis) Magna, and Sabratha, were the three cities from which the 

Roman territory of Tripolitania took its name.   Both Leptis and Sabratha were in 

origin Carthaginian trading stations (emporia).2  The Triumivate allocated Africa 

Africa to Octavian in 44 BC, which was if anything an indication of its 

unimportance, his other territories being Sicily and Sardinia (which was already 

occupied by Pompey),3 but he retained Africa even when his territories were 

extended, following the death of Brutus in 42 BC.4  Within two years Octavian’s 

general in Hispania Ulterior [approximately Andalusia], C Carrinas, faced an 

invasion by a Moorish prince incited by L Antoninus and Fulvia, and Africa was 

torn by confused warfare.5 In 34 BC Statilius Taurus triumphed from Africa,6 

and increasingly Rome came to rely upon the region for its grain.  By 22 BC, 

when Rome experienced famine, Africa was supplying about ten million bushels 

of grain each year, with Egypt sending only five million and Sicily perhaps two 

million.7  In the 2nd Century AD olive oil production began in earnest in Africa,8 

and in due course the seal was to be set upon the importance of the region by 

the accession of an African-born Emperor. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 105. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 465. 
3 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 23. 
4 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 34. 
5 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 37. 
6 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 50. 
7 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 99. 
8 Harris, Tunisdian Sahel, p 28. 
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The altar of the Gens Augusta from Carthage: sculptured side showing Aeneas fleeing from 
Troy carrying his father Anchises and leading his son, Iulus Ascanius.  Bardo Museum, Tunis. 

Earl, Age of Augustus, p 128. 
 

The number of surviving or recorded temples with an imperial dedication 

reflects the rise of this cult after the reign of Augustus, just as elsewhere in the 

Empire, though not always in precisely the same way. In Africa the cult was not 

organized until the reign of Vespasian, under whom provincial leagues or 

councils for cult purposes appear also in Narbonese Gaul and Baetica in Spain.  

Surviving Augustan dedications from Africa in fact, present a heterogeneous 

picture of what Earl calls ‘the exuberant enthusiasm of undirected devotion’.  

The colony of veterans at Carthage possessed a temple and altar to the Gens 

Augusta described as the first with a dedication.  The altar shows the goddess 

Roma, the god Apollo and Aeneas escaping from Troy with his father Anchises 

and his son Ascanius.  It was perhaps here that the colonists worshipped the 

Genius of Augustus as the founder and patron of the colony.  At Leptcs Magna 

there was a priesthood of Augustus recruited from natives, and a chalcidium, 

colonnade, gate and road all dedicated to the Numen of Augustus.1 

 

The Lepcis-born emperor Septimus [Septimius] Severus spoke Latin with a 

strong Libyan accent, and his sister spoke it so badly that she had to be sent 

                                                 
1 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 176. 
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back to her native city.1  Africa was one of the least thoroughly Romanised of all 

the western dioceses of the later Roman empire.  The Roman provinces of 

Africa (including Tingitania) at their period of greatest extent under the Severi 

covered an area equivalent to only about two-fifths of the total inhabitable 

surface area of the Mahgrib.  Even within these theoretical boundaries native 

tribes continued to exist, speaking their own languages, worshipping their own 

gods, and preserving their own tribal structures to a greater or lesser extent 

within the framework of the Roman administration.2  Tripoli was culturally 

dominated by the Berbers, who were themselves much influenced by the Punic 

(Carthaginian) culture. A modus vivendi which had been reached between the 

nomads and the local farmers was upset by the appearance of the Romans, 

who built roads, opened up the country and made the conversion of pasture to 

arable use a desirable and profitable option.  Some of the tribes settled, while 

others decided to fight for their grazing lands.3 

 

Unlike Gaul, which once conquered remained stable, Africa was subject not 

only to continued raids from the wastelands to the south, but to the resurgence 

of the barely suppressed nomadic tendencies of the natives who had ostensibly 

adopted a settled Roman lifestyle.  In the time of Augustus the Gætuli attacked 

the province and were driven back into the mountains, but it was found that 

they were assisted by the Garamantes, who were located behid them, and it 

was thought necessary to conquer them as well.  Cornelius Balbus crossed the 

frontier, penetrated as far as Cidanus (Ghadames) and travelled through the 

oasis of the Fezzan (or Fazzan, Phazania).4 Under Tiberius, the Numidean 

chief Tacfarinas held the Romans in check for seven years.  Under his orders 

Mazippa led forward hosts of raiders down upon the plains, ravaged the farms, 

carried off the herds, penetrated even into the cities and pillaged them, and 

disappeared before the inhabitants could rally. When the Roman army finally 

overtook him he was easily defeated, but then Tacfarinas formed a new army.  

The Romans formed flexible columns to surround him on all sides in a 

contracting circle, but he succumbed only when he was deserted and betrayed 

by his soldiers.5  It was by being forced into such ad hoc campaigns that Rome 

extended its boundaries southwards, almost unintentionally. 

 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
2 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 12. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvi. 
4 Boissier, Ronan Africa, p 99. 
5 Boissier, Ronan Africa, pp 135-6. 
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The Romans were sustematic settlers. An inscription at Henchir-Mettich, of 

116-117 AD, describes the arrangements for sharecroppers working imperial 

lands under Trajan. It specifies the proportion of the crop to be paid as rent, but 

release the cropper from rent in kind for five years after planting vines or fig 

trees, and ten years for olives, thus giving an incentive to invest.  There was 

also reasonable security for doing so, for after a tenant’s death the heirs were 

allowed to continue to use the land.  Two later inscriptions in the neighbouring 

locations of Aïn-el Djemela and Aïn Wassel (AD 170-88, 198-209) A.D.) relate a 

law under Hadrian which encouraged sharecroppers to reclaim forests and 

marshlands for vines and olives, and again offered ten years remittance from 

rent for olive cultivation.1 

 

Centrally located for trade with both the western and Eastern Mediterranean, 

and with what are now Tunisia and Egypt, Tripoli was also at the terminus of 

some of the most important trans-Saharan routes, bringing slaves, gold, ivory 

and animals for the games up from sub-Saharan Africa.  It also had flourishing 

agriculture made possible by skilful water management and produced, among 

other things, millions of litres of olive oil each year for export.  One of the main 

problems of the area was the insecurity posed by the nomad tribes, who both 

attacked from the south and made the road between Tripolitania and Cyrenaica 

unsafe, while pirates preyed on the shipping lanes, especially those between 

Tripoli and Malta, Sicily and Rome. Not until the 1st century A.D could the 

Romans guarantee the safety of their trade and communications routes in what 

was to be known officially as Libya.2 

 

Pliny the Elder indicates that in his time there were in Africa only castellae, or 

fortified stations.3  It was under the Antonines especially that the cities became 

more numerous and more flourishing. The Romans were primarily concerned to 

protect these cities, their trading connections and the centenaria or fortified 

farms, the produce of which helped feed Rome.  Vespasian (60-79 AD) 

therefore began building the forts that marked the Limes Tripolitanus, designed 

to defend the settled areas from the attacks of the nomad Berber tribes, 

beginning from the Chott al-Djerid region in modern Tunisia.  Legion III Augusta 

was assigned permanent duty in Africa for the same purpose and was given the 

title Pax vindex – faithful avenger – by the emperor Septimus Severus in 

recognition of their successes.  Septimus Severus (AD 193-211) had been born 
                                                 

1 Lancaster, ‘Teracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 8. 
2 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvi. 
3 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 193. 
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at Leptis Magna and understood that military vigilance and massive investment 

in water technology would be essential for Tripolitania to remain viable.  His 

system lasted for eight centuries.1 

 

A revolt in Thysdrus in 238 marked the end of the golden period. Resentment at 

the high level of taxation had grown, particularly under Maximianus.  In AD 238 

citizens of Thysdrus stabbed the tax collector to death, then proclaimed 

Gordian, the local Roman proconsul, as emperor.  For a brief period Gordian I 

and his son and co-emperor Gordian II actually ruled the whole Roman empire 

from the Governor’s palace in Carthage.  But Capellianus, legate of the III 

Augusta legion, overthrew them, and proceeded to raid and plunder the region, 

especially Thysdrus.2 

 

It has often been said that Latin Christianity came from Africa, and it was 

certainly the locus of a number of influential Christian theologians and scholars. 

Tertullian (AD ?160-?230), was a trained lawyer and prominent Christian 

polemicist, known especially for his Apologia of AD 197.  Minucius in the third 

century wrote Octavius, the earliest Christian dialogue in Latin. The 

Carthaginian Origen (AD ?185-?254) melded Neoplatonism and Stoicism with 

his Christianity, and his writings were eventually declared heretical.  Marcus 

Victorinus an important grammarian and Neoplatonist of the fourth century, 

converted to Christianity, and influenced Augustine.  Lactanius, another 

Christian convert in the fourth century, tutored Crispus, son of the Emperor 

Constantine.3   

 

It is to Tertullian that Latin Christianity in Africa owed its distinctive form. In the 

second century Christianity was confined to speakers of Greek, and, even the 

Latin or African converts like Tertullian came from urban milieux where Greek 

was the language of culture. The evangelization of the uncultivated masses of 

the population of the rural hinterland had not yet seriously begun in Africa or in 

Italy.  It was in the third century that Christianity in a specifically Latin tradition 

emerged.  Tertullian knew Greek and was to be an intermediary between 

Hellenistic and Latin Christianity.  As a lawyer by training, he introduced 

legalistic concepts into Latin theology, and he was the first to use such words 

as culpa, meritum and satisfacere.  He was familiar with classical Latin literature 

and in philosophy with Middle Platonism, though he was more deeply 
                                                 

1 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvii. 
2 Harris, Tunisian Sahel, p 92. 
3 Naylor, North Africa, p 50. 
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influenced by Stoicism, which was closer to his own down-to-earth 

temperament. 

 

In the mid-third century the Western Church became completely Latin, and the 

acts of the African councils convened by Cyprian in Carthage were recorded in 

Latin.  Cyprian himself had been a rhetor, and wrote a more classical Latin than 

Tertullian’s.  The entire North African coast had been evangelized,1 and the 

Synod convened at Carthage in the year 256 was attended by eighty-seven 

African bishops.  Persecution continued on an intermittent basis. In 250 the 

Emperor Decius sought to promote Roman unity by ordering all citizens to take 

part in a general sacrifice, and Cyprian of Carthage and Dionysius of Alexandria 

avoided arrest by decamping. Persecution was resumed in 257 under Valerian, 

but between 260 and 303 the Church enjoyed a time of peace.  

 

The last and the most terrible of all the persecutions took place in 303,2 but the 

persecution of Christians was generally more bureaucratic than bloody, notably 

the systematic confiscation of church vessels and property. The minutes of a 

confiscation of Christian property in a North African country town in 303 record 

that the police impounded chalices, lamps, and chandeliers in the meeting-

room, clothing for the poor in a storeroom, bookcases and chests in the library, 

and chests and jugs in a dining room.3  Some clergy sought to hide and retain 

these articles, whilst others recognised inevitability and gave surrendered them  

And in this lay the roots of a dispute more damaging than the persecution had 

ever been, for the followers of Donatus insisted that a cleric who had 

surrendered to the pagan authorities could no longer be recognized as a cleric.                            

 

                                                 
1 Daniélou, ‘Christianity as a Missionary Religion’, p 397. 
2 Daniélou, ‘Christianity as a Missionary Religion’, p 398. 
3 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 7. 
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Daniel and the Lions, from Sfax, C6th.  Toynbee, Crucible of Christianity, p 292. 

 

Late Roman Christianity was not a monolithic religion.  There was a 

considerable degree of fluidity between sects and religions, and considerable 

variation  in the understanding of what was correct Christian belief and practice.  
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Augustine criticised the survival of pre-Christian activities in the Church, and 

with Bishop Aurelius of Carthage, led a not wholly successful campaign to 

stamp out feasting at martyrs’ tombs and ritual dancing, both of which reflected 

pagan feasts for ancestors whilst Christians were perfectly comfortable with the 

practice.  On one occasion Augustine discovered that his congregation had, 

during his absence, baptised themselves in the sea following a pre-Christian 

tradition; the congregation were annoyed at  the priests’ [sic] charges of pagan 

behaviour because they claimed that no-one had ever told them that such rites 

were pagan. Others who defined themselves as Christians ignored the clergy 

and also attended temples or made use of magic.  The extent of the overlap 

between faiths can be seen in Augustine’s acerbic comment that many Africans 

could not tell the difference between Saturn and the Christian God ,1 

 

Even in late Roman times the bulk of the rural population spoke Punic, the 

language inherited from Carthage, and even after centuries or domination some 

resentment of Rome persisted.  The schism in African Christianity led by 

Donatus, though expressed in religious terms, seems to have been in part a 

reaction against imperial authority and some perceived economic injustices.  

Throughout North Africa most towns had two basilicas presided over by two 

bishops, but the Donatists were in a large majority, and the declaration of 

Donatism as a heresy in 405 did not suppress them.  The schism lingered 

through the Vandal conquest of 430 and Justinian’s reconquest a hundred 

years later, was only finally submerged by the Arab invasion of the seventh 

century.2 

 

The decline of the Empire in Africa is as puzzling as it is in Europe and 

elsewhere.  Certainly it has more the character of a loss of coherence and 

morale, than of defeat by any great power.  Towards the middle of the 3rd 

century, under Decius, the Romans were not yet firmly established in the 

mountains of  the Babor and the Jurjura, from where barbarous tribes on 

horseback penetrated between Roman posts and took booty and prisoners.  It 

was difficult to rescue them from the mountains, and during the decay of the 

Empire in the third century it was found simpler not to mount raids into the 

barbarían heartlands, as in earlier times, but to ransom the prisoners.  A letter 

of Saint Cyprian sends 100,000 sesterces to the priests of Numidia to help pay 

the ransom for Christians taken by the barbarians.3  Thus now (if not earlier) 
                                                 

1 Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, pp 132-3. 
2 Chadwick, Augustine of Hippo, pp 100-115. 
3 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 137. 
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was established the tradition of hostage-taking and ransom which was to be 

developed into a major industry by the slavers and pirates of the middle ages. 

 

At the end of the third century, attacks by Berber tribes, in particular the 

Austuriani, became bolder and more ruthless.1 In about AD 363 the territory of 

Lepcis Magna was desolated by the Austuriani, and the city never recovered its 

morale,2 though it survived into the sixth century.3  At Cyrene, as we shall see, 

the forum had to be fortified in the fourth century against the inroads of desert 

raiders and in the surrounding countryside churches were turned into small 

forts.4 In the 5th century, the Roman Empire generally declined, its military 

power weakened and the Legion III Augusta appears to have been disbanded.5  

Apollonia survived in what Wheeler calls a slum-like condition until after the 

Arab invasion, and it was only in the eleventh century that the population 

reflected entirely to nomadism.6 

 

The Vandals, a group of Germain tribesmen under Gaiseric, took advantage of 

the temporary disarray in the Roman military establishment caused by the 

breach between Boniface, the comes Africae, and of the empress Galla 

Placidia, to cross from Spain into Africa in May 429.7  Within a year, Carthage, 

Hippo, and Cirta were the only Roman cities which had not fallen.  At the 

beginning of 435, Gaiseric concluded a treaty with Emperor Valentinian III 

(ruled 425-55) in which Rome retained Carthage and its province but 

surrendered the surrounding provinces to the Vandals.  Four years later 

Gaiseric attacked Carthage, capturing the city, virtually unopposed, in October 

439.8   

 

Gaiseric now held sovereign power over an area of northern Mauritania 

Sitifensis and Numidia stretching from Sitifis to Calama, with his capital at 

Hippo Regius.  By a new treaty in 442 the emperor recognized Vandal 

sovereignty over Proconsularis, Byzacium, Tripolitania and Mauritania 

Sitifensis.  In return, the remaining part of Numidia and Mauritania Sitifensuis 

reverted to the emperor, but there is no further record of imperial involvement in 

                                                 
1 St John, Libya, p 15. 
2 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 74. 
3 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 58. 
4 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 50. 
5 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvii. 
6 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 56. 
7 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 25. 
8 St John, Libya, p 18. 
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these areas after Valentinian III’s assassination in 455.1  The Vandal acts of 

destruction were not so extensive or random as their name might suggest to us 

today.  At Carthage they destroyed the theatre and the odeon, but there was 

rationale for this, which was to prevent them being used as bases for 

resistance.2 The Zaghouan aqueduct and its associated cisterns, which were 

key to the proper functioning of the baths at Carthage, were kept working into 

the Vandal period.3 

 

The Vandals promoted their interests by alliances with the Berbers, who 

extended Vandal authority into the North African hinterland, and provided much 

of the manpower for the formidable Vandal fleet, which dominated the eastern 

Mediterranean.   This enabled the Vandals to occupy Sardinia, Corsica, Sicily 

and the Balearic Islands and, led by Gaiseric, to pillage Rome for two weeks in 

455. The Byzantines found the Vandal adherence to Arianism, tolerance of 

Donatism, and persecution of the official Church, particularly repugnant, and 

they repeatedly but at first unsuccessfully, tried to expel the Vandals from North 

Africa.4  

 

The kingdom of the Vandals occupied only about one ninth of the total area of 

the Maghrib during the half century before the Byzantine reconquest under 

Justinian, and less than one half of the Roman diocese of Africa as it had 

existed on the eve of the Vandal conquest.  The rest of the area, and much of 

that over which the Vandals exercised nominal control, was populated by 

autonomous Moorish or Berber communities.5  The Vandals themselves 

succumbed to the temptations of civilisation and prosperity, and according to 

Procopius 
 
The Vandals, since the time when they gained possession of Libya, used 
to indulge in baths, all of them, every day, and enjoyed a table abounding 
in all things, the sweetest and best that the earth and sea produce.  And 
they wore gold very generally, and clothed themselves in the Medic 
garments, which now they call ‘serie’ [silk] and passed their time, thus 
dressed, in theatres and hippodromes and in other pleasurable pursuits, 
and above all else in hunting.  And they had dancers and mimes and all 

                                                 
1 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 25. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 118, citing Victor of Vita, History of Vandal 

Persecution, I, 47. 
3 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, pp 119-120, citing Procopius, Vandal War, 2.i,2. 
4 Naylor, North Africa, p 53. 
5 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 9. 
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other things to hear and see which are of a musical nature or otherwise 
merit attention among men.1 

 

In 533 the Vandals were attacked and defeated on both land and sea by the 

Byzantine general Belisarius, who took Carthage and carrying their king captive 

to Constantinople.  They left behind them, after more than half a century of 

occupation and the most horrible persecution of Catholic Christians, nothing but 

ruins, defaced statuary and general misery.2  The reconquest was essentially 

limited to the coastal strip and the major cities, while outlying areas were either 

lost or reverted to buying protection from the tribes. Roman engineering works 

in the core area survived, and Tripolitania continued to be an area with 

considerable agricultural production.3  From now on the Byzantines ruled in 

North Africa until well into the seventh century.4 For 165 years, from Belisarius’s 

capture of Carthage until its fall to Hassān ibn al-Numān in 698, the prefecture 

of Africa formed an integral part of the Byzantine Empire.5  Whilst it was against 

against the Vandals that Belisarius’s expedition was directed in 533, the 

subsequent campaigns of the Byzantine army in Africa, from after the surrender 

of Gelimer in March 534 until the first appearance of the Arabs in Byzacium in 

647, were to be conducted principally against the Moors.6 

 

                                                 
1 Procopius, History of the Wars (Harvard UP, Cambridge [Massachusetts] 1953), p 

257, quoted in Naylor, North Africa, p 54. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxvii. 
4 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
5 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 1. 
6 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 9. 
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Byzantine fortifications in Africa.  Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, p 533. 

 

After the fall of Carthage, Justinian’s attitude towards the Arians was at first 

tolerant.  A law of April 534 made provision for the return of church property, 

including buildings and sacred vessels, to the Catholics; but, for the time being, 

Arian priests were allowed to retain their ecclesiastical positions.  In response 

to the demands made by the council of Catholic bishops meeting in Carthage in 

February or March 535, however, Justinian promulgated a new law on 1 April 

535.  By it the Catholic Church was to resume immediate control of any of its 

former possessions that were still in the hands of Arians; and all non-Catholics, 

including Arians, Donatists and Jews, were debarred from public office.1  In 602 

the Byzantine Emperor Maurice (Maurikios) was murdered.   This provoked 

Heraclius (Herakleios), the powerful exarch of North Africa who sent his son, 

also named Heraclius, against the new Emperor Phocas (Phokas).  The 

younger Heraclius became emperor in 610.2  A subsequent African exarch, 

Gregory, in 645 rebelled and declared himself Byzantine Emperor.3 

 

On the eve of the Arab conquests the population of Roman North Africa must 

have been less than the peak of about three million inhabitants reached around 

AD 300, but the economy was basically healthy.  It still depended heavily on the 

olive and on the production of grain for domestic consumption and for export. .  

Livestock husbandry, of sheep, goats and horses, was common.  The 

                                                 
1 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 12. 
2 Naylor, North Africa, p 55. 
3 Kaegi, Muslim Expansion, p 11. 
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production and export of ceramics remained strong, though below the level of 

the fourth century, and purple dye was being manufactured on the island of 

Jirba [Djerba], though production was declining.  Slavery continued. 1 

 

Mohammad died in 632, and the expansion of Islam beyond the Arabian 

peninsula began under the Caliph Omar from 634.  General Amr Ibn al-As 

invaded Egypt in 640 and founded Fustat (modern day Cairo.  Pushing 

westward, the Islamic forces occupied Cyrenaica in 6442 and headed toward 

Ifriqiyya (essentially present-day western Libya and Tunisia), reaching Tripoli, 

from which they made raids on the Berbers.3  From Muslim-occupied 

Tripolitania the Arabs in 647 struck at Sufutela and its vicinity.  Caliph ‘Uthmān 

authorised his foster brother and governor of Egypt, ’Abd Allāh bin Sa’d bin Ab 

Sarh to lead an expedition which attacked Tripoli, the western Libyan oasis 

town of Ghadāmis, and Elenptien [possibly either Lepcis Magna or Thelepte] 

attempted to capture the Tunisian port of Gabes (but could not breach the 

walls) and then moved to the interior.  Sbeitla, under the control of the exarch 

and imperial pretender Gregory, was an impressive town but without effective 

defensive walls.  At the battle of Sbeitla in AD 647 CE Gregory had probably 

gathered mobile troops from Numidia and other parts of Byzantine North Africa, 

including Mauri, or Moors.  Though no eyewitness account survives, it appears 

that theByzantine forces were routed Gregory himself was killed.4 

 

The Battle of Sbeitla was the turning point which delivered north Africa into 

Arab hands.  It was followed by fifteen months of Muslim raiding, culminating in 

the payment of a massive tribute by the Byzantines to the Arabs.  It also 

provided the springboard for Arab operations against against the autocthonous 

tribes.5  Berber resistance in the Tripolitanian hinterland delayed the Arab 

advance westward, but Uqba bin Nafi invaded the Fezzan in 663, forcing the 

capitulation of Germa, capital of the Garamantes. In 670 Arab armies surged 

through the present day Tunisia.6  Ifriqiya was annexed and Islamic troops 

founded the city of Kairouan, meaning ‘encampment’.7   

 

                                                 
1 Kaegi, Muslim Expansion, p 64. 
2 St John, Libya, p 18. 
3 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 17-18. 
4 Kaegi, Muslim Expansion, pp 123-131. 
5 Kaegi, Muslim Expansion, p11. 
6 St John, Libya, p 19. 
7 Stierlin, Islam I, p 169. 
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The Arab conquest was not easily accomplished: there was stiff resistance from 

the Byzantines, and especially from the Berbers who twice compelled the Arabs 

to retreat.1    The Muslim general, Uqba ibn Nafi, was defeated at Biskra (in 

present-day Algeria) in 682,2 but was able to reach the Atlantic coast in that 

year.3  Kusayla, leader of the Berber insurrection, was then able to put the Arab 

Arab invaders to flight, and they had to undertake a new expedition in order to 

seize Carthage in 698.  The resistance was led by a Berber queen al-Kahina, 

who held off the Muslims, becoming a legend in the Aurès Mountains (in 

present-day Algeria). Her defeat in 702 led to the Arabisation of the country, 

and of a large part of the Maghreb, under a governor who was dependent on 

the Ummayads of Damascus.4 
 

The first wave of Arab conquest was widely perceived as a liberating force, 

driving out the Byzantines, who were hated for their over-taxation and 

intransigent attitude towards local forms of Christianity which they regarded as 

heresies.  Over the next centuries Islam and the Arab language gradually 

replaced Christianity and Latin, and, to some extent, the various Berber 

dialects, while the surviving productive areas were maintained through 

continued attention to defence and irrigation.5 

 

The new Arab empire in North Africa conformed to the limits of the old Roman 

Empire,6 but the original invaders did no more than form a military aristocracy, 

often restricted to a series of fortifications along the coast.7  They had 

conquered only by recruiting some of the Berbers, a people whose lifestyle was 

similar to their own.8  From the time of the conquests in the mid-seventh 

century until the end of the eighth, North Africa was ruled from the Caliph’s 

capital through a series of governors.9 But theBerbers were not passive 

subjects.  In the summer of 710, a small body of men under the command of 

Tarif ibn Mâlik, a Berber, landed to the west of Gibraltar, at a point later known 

as Tarifa.  This first reconnaissance was promising, so in the following spring a 

7000-strong army crossed the Straits in ships provided by the Visigothic faction 

headed by Akhila.  This overwhelmingly Berber force was led by Târiq ibn 
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Ziyâd, a freedman of Mûsâ ibn Nusayr, and probably himself a Berber (though 

one source says he was Persian).1 
 

Within Africa the Berbers also affirmed their independence by embracing the 

eastern Kharijite heresy (a doctrine which proclaimed the equality of all 

Muslims).   The followers of this strictly communal sect seized Kairouan in 745, 

just before the fall of the Umayyads.  There followed a period of uncertainty, 

during which the reins of power slipped from the orthodox Sunnis.2  The 

Abbasids overthrew the Ummayad caliph in 750, and moved their capital to 

Baghdad.   Ifriqiyya was ruled by the caliph through local emirs3 but was 

opposed to the Abbasid power in Baghdad, and gradually seceded.4 Long lines 

of communication, the tendency of the Berbers to religious schism, and the 

ever-present example of Spain, which split from the Caliphate in 756, led to 

rebellion and anarchy.  This was only finally dampened by allowing local 

dynasties to exercise independent authority while acknowledging Caliphal 

suzereinty.  In 800 Caliph Harun ar-Rashid appointed Ibrahim ibn al-Aghlab as 

his governor, and from his castle, Kasr al-Khedim, near Kairouan, he launched 

a vigorous campaign to regain power.5  His descendants, the Aghlabids, 

became effectively independent of Baghdad except in spiritual matters.6 His 

successor, Ziyadatallah I, launched expeditions against Sicily, which he 

managed to conquer in 827, and it was he who built the minaret of the Great 

Mosque of Kairouan in 836.7 

  

In fact there arose a series of states along the North African littoral, none of 

which succeeded in unifying the whole area, but effectively the Caliphs had no 

power west of Egypt.8  Of these states the Aghlabids played a leading role on 

the Mediterranean stage, ruling Sicily and even controlling for a period part of 

southern Italy. Under the Aghlabid dynasty, which lasted from 800 to 809 in the 

eastern part of North Africa, religious orthodoxy was restored in a province 

which was to continue to be semi-independent.9 
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The Aghlabids themselves were Arabs, officially the governors of the Caliphs.  

They met a certain amount of hostility from the Berbers, but it was amongst the 

Arabs themselves that dissension mostly arose.  Various sects within Islam 

were embraced, and a particularly strict form was adopted by the majority of the 

population, but not by the rulers, who therefore founded separate royal cities 

away from the censure of the capital’s religious leaders.  They moved in 

particular to Kairouaan.1   In this they were doing much the same as the rulers 

in Jordan who in the earliest days of Islam established their desert castles for 

hunting and more relaxed courtly pleasures than would be tolerated in the 

urban centres.  However, alienated from the majority of their subjects, and with 

their strongest forces deployed in Sicily, the last Aghlabids were unable to 

withstand the attacks of the Fatimids and their Berber converts at the beginning 

of the tenth century, and the last degenerate ruler died miserably in exile.2 

 

The orthodox ‘Abbasid Caliphs in Baghdad persecuted members of the Shi’a 

sect, which maintained the principle of hereditary legitimacy as opposed to 

election or transfer within the tribe of Muhammad.  The Sh’ia always appealed 

to those dissatisfied with the rulers, which in North Africa was true of the 

Berbers, and one tribe, the Kotama, took up the Shi’ite cause so 

enthusiastically that they conquered Ifriqiyya and delivered it to the Fatimids, 

The Fatimids were descendants of the family of the Prophet and thus principal 

representatives of the Shi’a. The Fatimids (909-1171) established a general 

hegemony over the whole of North Africa before taking Egypt in 969, and they 

even controlled Palestine for a time.3  In 909, ‘Ubayd Allâh, the leader of the 

movement in Tunisia, assumed the title of Caliph.  His explicit claim to universal 

authority in the Islamic world, coupled with an effective ineffective propaganda 

system, posed a clear threat to the Umayyad dynasty in Andalusia.4 

 

A number of campaigns were required in order to defend the Umayyads’ North 

African sphere of influence, which extended approximately from Sijilmâsa to 

Algiers.  ‘Abd ar-Rahman III sought on principle to exert influence indirectly 

rather than through direct military intervention, and his North Africa territories, in 

vassal relationship which was at best fragile.  But he captured Ceuta in 931 and 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 18. 
4 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 54. 
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Tangier  in 951, substantially strengthening the Umayyad position in North 

Africa, and these were both ruled directly from Cordova.1                 

 

The Fatmids were undermined not only by the Umayyads of Spain but by 

opponents within Africa.2 The area broke up into different principalities before 

the Fatimids initiated a counter-attack by two Bedouin Arab tribes, the Banu 

Hillal [Beni Hilal] and the Banu Sulaym [Beni Sulaym], who devastated the 

country between 1050 and 1052, wiping out great areas of agriculture, reducing 

major towns to villages, Arabising the region generally, and replacing the 

Berber language with a form of Bedouin Arabic which is still used in some tribal 

areas.3  As the nomad tribes, both Arab and Berber, moved in, it became 

impossible to maintain the vital irrigation systems and watercourses, or defend 

the settled areas.  The population declined and the cities were abandoned.  The 

remaining inhabitants of Leptis and Sabratha withdrew to Tripoli.  The twelfth 

century Sicilian, Muhammad al-Idrisi, wrote: 
 

Until recently, Tripolitania was well-exploited and covered with fig trees, 
olives, date palms and other fruit trees.  But the Arabs [Bedouin] have 
completely destroyed this prosperity.  The peasants were forced to leave 
the country, the orchards were destroyed, and the canals were blocked.4 

 

  

From the Senegal basin in the Western Sahara, a nomadic Berber tribe, the 

Lamtûna, who belonged to the Sanhja group, emerged in 1056 to launch a 

wave of conquests in the north, in the name of religious renewal.  The tribal 

army, inspired by mystical and religious ideas, soon became the leader of a far-

reaching coalition, and before long had conquered the whole of Morocco and 

western Algeria. The preaching of the religious reformer Abd Allâh bin Yâsîn al-

Jazûlî combined with the energy of one of his converts, the Berber leader 

Yahyâ ibn ‘Umar, to create a new distribution of power.  Tribal feuds and love 

affairs played a decisive role, leading to the foundation of the Almoravid empire 

under Yûsuf bin Tâshufîn.5   The name ‘Almoravid’ is derived from al-Murâbitûn 

(people of the Ribât). 

 

Now the Christian capture of Toledo in 1085 caused al-Mu’tamid of Seville – 

probably with the approval of the local Ziridic Berber rulers – to call for help 

                                                 
1 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 54. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 19. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 18. 
4 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxviii. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 20. 
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from the Almoravid Berbers.  Yûsuf bin Tâshufîn responded, and achieved a 

spectacular victory over Alfonso VI at Zallâqa near Badajoz in 1086, but at this 

stage had no intention of remaining in Andalusia.   The Almoravids returned to 

Morocco,  but immediately disorder broke out again on the península.1 Yûsuf 

was again called upon to help, and landed in the spring of 1090.  This time he 

had to survive lengthy battles, and also deal with the treachery the petty Islamic 

rulers, who secretly formed an aliance with the Christians against him.  Having 

created some semblance of order for a second time, Yûsuf decided to 

incorporate Andalusia into the Almoravid Empire.2  The Almoravids ushered in a 

period of new religiosity, which led to outbreaks of intolerance towards the 

Christian and Jewish minorities,  During this period, many Christians and Jews 

were deported to North Africa.3 
 

The Almohads succeeded the Almoravids, covering the whole North Africa as 

far west as Cyrenaica, and annexing Muslim Spain by 1160.4  The Almohad 

empire also had its roots in a North-west African religious revival centred on 

Berber tribes,  But while the Almoravids were nomads from the Sahara, the 

Almohad doctrine was spread by their traditional enemies, the sedentary 

Masmûda Berbers of the High Atlas. The religious reformer Ibn Tûmart had 

come into contact with new philosophical and religious movements while on a 

trip to the Orient in the early 12th century.  His teachings are distinguished from 

those of the Almoravids by their greater originality, and his struggle was 

directed against the ‘anthropomorphists’ and the ‘polytheists’: that is against the 

widespread tendency to invest God with human attributes.  The name 

‘Almohad’ is derived from al-Muwahhidûn (those who affirm the unity of God). 

For the Almohads, God was pure spirit, eternal and infinite and so absolutely 

sublime that even such attributes as goodness and mercy appear blasphemous 

if taken literally, so that where they appear in the scriptures, they must be 

understood figuratively.  Under the Almohads the Koran was translated from 

Arabic into Berber,5 long before the first translations of the Christian bible into 

modern tongues. 
 

Ibn Tûmart, with the help of his disciple and pupil ‘Abd al-Mu’min, succeeded in 

stirring up the population of large areas of Morocco against the decaying 

Almoravid regime in Marrakesh, which itself fell in 1147. The Almohads 

                                                 
1 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 111. 
2 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 112. 
3 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 133. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 20. 
5 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 134. 
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continued to conquer North Africa, including Tunisia, and then invaded and 

conquered Andalusia in 1161.1  By the middle of the 13th century North Africa 

was divided into three areas under rival Berber dynasties.  In the 16th century 

the eastern part fell to the Ottomans.  During the three centuries of Berber rule 

there were wars in the east and west and the dynasty controlling the centre 

struggled to maintain control around its capital of Tlemcen.2  The Maranids who 

ruled in the west rivalled the Zayyanids of Tlemcen and in the early C14th laid 

siege to the town and finally captured it, building the adjoining city of Mansura 

during the process.3   The great Ibn Kahaldoun [Khaldun], who was born in 

Tunis in 1332 and died in Cairo in 1406, was renowned as an Islamic historian 

and philosopher of civilisation.  During a period of exile in Algeria from 1375 to 

1379 he wrote his most influential work, the foreword (muqqaddama) which 

became the first volume of his universal history (kitaba-I-abru).4 

 

The neglect of agriculture and water management caused repeated famines, to 

which Libya, once one of the great exporters of food to the Roman Empire, 

remained prone well into the 20th century.  Eastern Libya, once the granary of 

the Romans, was in complete agricultural decline by the eighteenth century, it 

has been said due to a climatic change which resulted in a decline in rainfall.  

But it seems more attributable to the decay and destruction of the Roman works 

of warter conservancy and irrigation, for the area had always been described as 

waterless, and in the time of Hadrian there was a period of five years during 

which no rain fell.5  As Boisier says: 
 
the Arabs have let it all perish.  Thanks to their apathy and improvidence, 
the springs have dried up, the dams have given way, the rivers have again 
carried all their waters to the sea; and this is why the plains, that seemed 
so beautiful to the companions of Sidi Okbah, and which they called ‘a 
flower-garden,’ have almost everywhere become a desert.6 
 

In ancient Byzacium, whose weath was boasted of, Boissier finds ‘great 

stretches of reddish sand where nothing grows, and which are almost 

uninhabited’.7 

 

                                                 
1 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 134. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 21. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, pp 21-2. 
4 Harris, Tunisdian Sahel, p 29. See also Naylor, North Africa, pp 9-10. 
5 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 151. 
6 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 156. 
7 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 142. 
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With the end of any effective centralised power, the trade routes fell into the 

hands of the nomads, who held merchants and travellers, and even the pilgrims 

performing the hajj, to ransom, while the ports of North Africa became a series 

of what are commonly referred to as pirate strongholds.  These were in fact 

privateers, operating with the backing or acauiescence of their own 

government.  As Europe, recovering from the Black Death of the late 1340s, 

became more prosperous and its trade relations more active and widespread, 

the activity of the privateers inflicted serious damage.  They were interested not 

only in ships and cargo, but in slaves, for the slave trade was the basis of an 

economy now largely deprived of both agriculture and industry.   Black slaves 

were brought up by the trans-Saharan route, but white slaves, who were much 

more valuable, could be had through piracy or by constant raids against the 

villages along the coasts of Europe.  Privateering was officially approved not 

only on economic grounds but because it was considered to be a form of jihad 

or holy war. 
 
 

 
Porta Nuova, Palermo, Sicily, 1535.  The arch celebrates the Habsburg Spanish emperor 

Charles V’s military conquests in North Africa, and the figures represent conquered Moors and 
Berbers.  Miles Lewis. 

 

Spain was not only affected by the loss of ships, fisherman and peasants, but 

was also deeply concerned – with good reason - that a Muslim reconquest of 

the Iberian peninsula might be planned from the ports of North Africa.  In 1510 
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the Habsburg Spanish fleet attacked and occupied Tripoli in a successful effort 

to dislodge the pirates, and in 1523 the Knights of St John strengthened the 

defences and built much of the original Castle – al-Saraya al-Hamra.  From 

1531 they were, however, in an extremely vulnerable position, because the 

redoubtable corsair Khir al-Din Barbarossa had established a base at Tajura 

some twenty kilometres to the east of Tripoli for the express purpose of retaking 

the city and driving out the Christians, with the help of the tribes and the 

blessing of the Ottoman Porte.1  The Spanish Habsburg Emperor Charles V 

now took up his grandfather Ferdinand of Aragon’s project of conquering North 

Africa, and capturd Ḥalq al-Wādī and Tunis in 1535, though did nothing to 

diminish the strength of the Ottomans under Süleyman.   
 

In 1538 Barbarossa captured Tripoli,2 and in 1551 the Ottomans themselves 

entered Tripoli, the Knights were expelled, and the port again became a major 

base for piracy.  Ten years later, the Ottoman sultan appointed another famous 

corsair, Dragut (Turgut Reis), as governor.  He used the city as a base for a 

series of daring raids on the Mediterranean and Adriatic coasts including, 

among dozens of other examples, enslaving the entire population of Gozo in 

1551, and sacking Reggio in Italy in 1558, where again most of the inhabitants 

were carried off and sold.  The profits from piracy and slaving enabled him to 

endow Tripoli with a mosque on the site of the Knights’ chapel, a fort guarding 

the northern approach to the city and a palace complex, the Saray Dragut.3 
 

Algeria came into the hands of the Ottomans fortuitously when the Algerians 

turned to Barbarossa for help, and Barbarossa turned to the Porte.  But after 

the Battle of Lepanto in 1571 it became clear that the Ottomans were not going 

to win the western Mediterranean, and the relationship cooled to nothingness.4  

Under the Ottomans the Maghreb was divided into three provinces, Algiers, 

Tripoli and Tunis, and after 1565 the administrative authority was in the hands 

of a pasha appointed from Constantinople.5  

 

The Ottomans achieved a limited control over the Tripolitanian tribes due to 

their superior military power, and eventually managed to impose a minimal level 

of authority in Cyrenaica.  Their efforts to impose direct control over the Fezzan 

and hence the trans-Saharan caravan trade failed, however, and they were 

                                                 
1 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxix. 
2 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 3. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxix. 
4 Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons, p 287. 
5 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 3. 
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forced to accept the virtual independence of the local rulers in exchange for 

tribute in the form of gold and slaves.1 Nor had the Ottomans much control over 

the sea, for they were poor sailors, and no match for the corsairs who were 

notionally their subjects. ‘God had made the earth for their Dominion, and 

Enjoyment,’ the Ottomans privately confessed, ‘and the sea only for Christians’. 

Only the Barbary corsairs, Rycaut believed, ever lost sight of dry land, and 

Ottoman maritime operations always lagged several years behind land 

campaigns.  The great naval clashes of the sixteenth century were an extension 

of land wars, with the Turks striking at Spain to weaken its hold on Austria.2 

 

Tripoli’s importance to the Ottomans, much as to the Romans, was its location, 

which enabled it to control the shipping lanes as well as being at the head of 

three major trans-Saharan routes: south through the oases of the Fezzan to 

Lake Tchad, south-west to Timbuktu via Ghadames and Ghat, and south-east 

to Darfur and the Sudan.  The road to Egypt was also the hajj route for North 

Africa.3  While Tunisia had a local economic base, Tripoli did not, and its 

income came from goods brought up from Africa and, above all, from the slave 

trade. African slaves from Darfur and other regions were simply sold, but 

European slaves were a more complicated issue.  Ever since the 13th century 

Europe, especially Spain, had had arrangements, generally in the hands of 

religious orders such as the Mercedarians, for ransoming Christian slaves.  This 

meant that Christians enslaved in North Africa might be more valuable to their 

captors if they were ransomed than if they were sold. 

 

The norther African principalities became notorious in Europe as the Barbary 

states, and, as Seaton Dearden puts it: 
 
... these small, remote dependencies of the Ottoman Empire were 
comparatively unknown and uninteresting to the West.  Though they 
harassed and perplexed the European powers for more than 300 years, 
they played no other part in European life or culture.  Such influence as 
they had was hostile, negative, marginal; they were, in fact, nothing more 
than a discreditable footnote to the history of the times.  The 
contemporary world, going about its occasions, considered them not as 
states, or political entities, with a corporate life of their own, but as 
something added to the hazards of trade and travel; alien shapes 
emerging on the horizons of anxious sea captains; sources for fireside 
tales of pagan licence and enforced bondage; pests, drawn from behind 
the mysterious curtain of Islam to haunt Mediterranean seaways.  A 

                                                 
1 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxix. 
2 Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons, p 124. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxix. 
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reproach, perhaps, to the conscience of civilized nations; but nothing 
more. 1 

 

The European powers made repeated but uncoordinated attempts to dislodge 

the Barbary pirates, and Spanish fleets disputed all the ports of North Africa - 

Algiers, Tunis, Oran, Bizerta, and Tripoli.2  It was only in 1653 the British 

admiral Robert Blake sailed into the Mediterranean to confront the pirate states.  

The Bey of Tunis alone refused compensation, and with fifteen ships Blake 

destroyed the two shore batteries and nine Algerian ships in Porto Farina, this 

being the first time that shore batteries had been taken out without landing men 

ashore.  He forced the Bey to pay compensation, and this was the Barbary 

coast’s first experience of England’s growing power at sea.  A treaty was signed 

between England and Tripoli to further commerce and peace and to specifically 

guarantee that British subjects should not be enslaved.3 A British Consulate 

was set up in Tripoli (with which the French already had diplomatic relations) in 

1658.4   

 

The Ottomans could do little more in the eighteenth century than send out 

governors and garrisons, and make judicial appointments; Egypt and Algiers, 

Syria and Tunisia, stuck to their old ways, at best supplying the empire with a 

fixed sum in tribute, but more often in default.  In Tunisia, the tradition of a 

peripatetic ruler, the Mahalla, was so entrenched and efficient that the 

Ottomans appointed a governor to Tunis, and a Bey of the Camp to supervise 

the interior.5  Turkish soldiers settled in North Africa and intermarried with the 

local women, forming a sector of the population known as kulughlis.  In 1711, a 

kulughli chief of cavalry at Tripoli, Ahmed Karamanli, usurped power while the 

Ottoman governor was away in Istanbul, massacred three hundred of the 

janissaries and appointed his son heir to the throne.  After ineffective attempts 

to dislodge him by the Ottoman army, he was officially appointed Pasha in 1722 

in exchange for rich gifts and promises of loyalty, as well as taxes.  He founded 

the Karamanli dynasty, which lasted until 1835. 
 

Ahmed Karamanli 1711-1745 
Mohammed Karamanli 1745-1754 
Ali Karamanli 1754-1795 
Yusuf Karamanli 1795-1835 

                                                 
1 Dearden in Tully, Letters, p 5. 
2 Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons, p 124. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxi. 
4 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxii. 
5 Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons, p 285. 
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The survival of the Karamanlis depended on their relationship with the nomadic 

tribes, and it necessitated their maintaining an expensive militia and having 

sufficient money to bribe the tribal sheikhs, as well as pay the taxes due to the 

Ottoman Porte.1 

 

One of the most significant events in the history of Algiers was a major 

earthquake experienced on 3 February 1716.2  The Spanish War against 

Algiers in 1770 was meant primarily to liberate the ten thousand Spanish slaves 

held among the total of 18,000 white captives in the bagnios of that city.3 

Goodwin describes the port as 
 
the nest of pirates, nominally under Ottoman suzerainty …, full of swarthy 
men with daggers in their teeth, and vaults heaped with jewels, with 
harems filled with European heiresses and willowy Nubian girls, where the 
air was thick with musk and sweat, and the plight of the prisoners 
grotesquely miserable, there swaggered the terrible corsair chieftains, 
among who once were counted six Greeks, an Armenian, and a face as 
Dutch as Edam cheese, red rind and all.4   
 

In 1784 Tripoli made peace with Spain, and Miss Tully records the displeasure 

expressed by the reis or captains at the loss of their income from loot and 

Christian slaves.5  By 1785 the Spanish had established peace with Tunis and 

Algiers as well.6   

 

However Algiers, according to Goodwin, remained a hotbed of piracy well into 

the nineteenth century, when even the Americans primly demanded an end to 

the pirates’ activities.  The Porte hardly dared to admit that it had no control.  

When the American colonies were part of the British imperial system, American 

ships engaged in the Mediterranean trade had enjoyed the immunity which the 

British government bought by payments of tribute to the rulers of Algiers, 

Morocco, Tripoli, and Tunis.  But with the American declaration of 

independence, this protection was immediately withdrawn; and indeed the 

corsairs proved useful to Great Britain in throttling the commerce of its 

rebellious possessions.  In 1785 the regency of Algiers seized two American 

                                                 
1 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxix. 
2 Abdessemed-Foura & Benouar, ’The 1716 Algiers Earthquake’, pp 275, 279. 
3 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxii. 
4 Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons, p 126. 
5 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 80 [20 September 1784]. 
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schooners, the Maria and the Dauphin,1  but a treaty of peace and friendship 

between Tripoli and the United States, guaranteed by the dey and regency of 

Algiers, was signed on 4 November 1796. 2 

 

 

The Barbary states in 1800.  StJohn, Libya, p 39. 

 

In May 1801 Pasha Yusuf Karamanli of Tripoli demanded an increase in the 

tribute which the United States had paid since 1796 for the protection of its 

commerce from piracy, but the demand was refused and the US navy 

blockaded Tripoli. Desultory hostilities dragged on until 1805.  In 1815 war 

again broke out between the United States and the Ottoman regencies of 

Algiers, Tripoli and Tunis, collectively known as the Barbary states.  This is 

known as the second Barbary War or Algerian War.3  The British of course had 

already reached their own accommodation, but when in 1815 Consul Broughton 

brought the Dey of Algiers a musical snuffbox with a clasp garnished with 

emeralds and brilliants, the Dey took it and asked if the English King ‘took him 

for a child to be pleased with the ting ting thing! (which had in fact cost fifteen 

hundred pounds).4  It was in 1815 that the Congress of Vienna finally 

determined to stamp out piracy and Christian slavery. Anglo-French fleets 

entered the Barbary waters and imposed conditions which sounded their 

doom,5 and it was the French conquest of Algiers in 1830 which finally put an 

end to slaving.6 

 

                                                 
1 St John], Libya, p 38. 
2 St John], Libya, p 41. 
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The sandy plains and the steep mountains of Gouriana [Jebel Nafusaof which 

Gharian was the principal town] were inhabited by numerous tribes, of which 

Miss Tully identified the Tahownees, Acas, Benoleeds, Nowalles, and 

Wargammas, all of whom she called Arabs.  Her first category were those who 

came from Arabia, her second ‘the Arabs of Africa’, perhaps Berbers, and the 

third, the wandering Bedouin.  The first two, she said 
 
are equally warlike, handsome in their persons, generous in their temper, 
honourable in their dealings, grand and ambitious in all their dealings 
when in power, and abstemious in their food.  They possess great genius, 
and enjoy a settled cheerfulness, not in the least bordering on buffoonery. 
Each of these tribes are [sic] governed by a chief, whose title is Sheik, by 
whose laws all those under him are directed, judged, and punished.  Each 
family has a chief of its own kindred, whose authority in the same manner 
extends to life and death.  Their trade is war.  They serve as auxiliary 
troops to whoever pays them best: most of them are at present 
considered as being in the interest of the Bashaw of Tripoli.  The Bedouins 
are hordes of petty wandering merchants, trading with what they can carry 
from place to place.  They manufacture a dark cloth for barcans, and thick 
webs of goats’ hair, used to cover tents, which they sell to the Moors.1 

 

The seasonal migration, as it still existed in the nineteenth century, was 

described by Wahl: 
 
At the approach of summer, the caravans set out on their route towards 
the Tell; they reach it after the harvest is over; the herds still find 
pasturage in the despoiled fields.  In the autumn, when the first rains fall, 
they return to the high plateaus and the Great Sahara. It is a curious sight, 
that of a tribe on the march; the camels advance solemnly in single file, 
bearing the provisions, the tents, and the household utensils; then follow 
some oxen or lean cows, the goats, and the dense flock of sheep covered 
with a cloud of dust; the women walk on foot, their children on their backs; 
only the great ladies of the desert take their place in the attatouch, the 
palanquin, which is placed on the camel, The men, gun in hand, walk in 
advance, in order to keep an outlook on the road, or at the rear, in order to 
protect it; others run along by the side of the long column, watching the 
beasts and keeping them from wandering away or being stolen.  When 
evening comes they halt and encamp.2  

 

In 1814 the Ottomans took advantage of local disturbances to reassert direct 

control in Tripoli, and retained it until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.3  In 

the 1830s, the Islamic scholar and holy man Sidi Muhammad Ali al-Sanusi 

(known as the Grand Sanusi) came to Libya.  He was a Sufi, a member of an 

                                                 
1 Tully, Letters, pp 11-12 [3 July 1783]. 
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Islamic mystical sect, and a scholar of the Quran, and he organised the Sanusi 

Brotherhood.  The Sanusis  brought unity to the feuding clans of the desert and 

organised resistance to the Ottoman Turks and the European colonial powers 

who had begun occupying many parts of Africa.1 

 

But Tunisia and Algeria were to pass to the French.  The French occupation of 

Algeria seemed somewhat uncertain in 1830, but it was an enduring one.  By 

1891 there were 267,672 French living in the country, in addition to 215,793 

other foreigners, mainly Spanish and Italian.2  Tunisia was to follow.  The last 

communication of the Dey of Constantine with the Sublime Porte was in 1837 

and was somewhat grovelling, on account of the fact that the French were 

poised to reduce the city, as they had taken Algiers seven years before.  ‘The 

enemy of God marches on us ... we do not have the power to attack without the 

help of God and the Sublime Porte ...  This land is yours, these people are 

yours also, we are faithful and obedient servants of your Imperial majesty’.3  

Muhammad Bey of Tunisia proclaimed himself a sultan but wrote in an almost 

equally ingratiating way to the Sultan in 1855: ‘Your slave has been brought up 

under the shade of your empire’.4  French interests came under threat during 

the corrupt and incompetent rule of Bey Mohammed as Sadiq (1859-82).  He 

suspended the constitution in 1864 and actively discredited its liberal principles, 

and he turned a blind eye to the growth of the Islamic movement.5 The French 

occupied Tunisia in 1881.  

 

MODERN ALGERIA 

 

The French conquest of Algeria began in 1830, the government speaking 

grandly of avenging the insult to its consul, who was struck with a fly swat by 

the Dey of Algiers in 1827.  It spoke of securing maritime commerce, which had 

been disrupted by piracy, and it was also concerned about its domestic 

popularity, and about economic expansion, and competition with other 

European powers for colonial acquisitions. By 1834 a compromise was reached 

in the occupation réstreinte (limited occupation) by which France would control 

the main coastal towns and native rulers the interior, but this gradually changed 

to thoroughgoing occupation.   
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Resistance centred upon Abdelkader, an emir in the west, who was finally 

defeated in 1847; there were further insurrections in 1864-5 and 1871, but 

nothing to compare with Abdelkader until 1954.  In 1870 the settlers owned 

480,000 hectares of land, and by 1900, 1,480,000.  Eventually they had 2.5 

million hectares of the most productive land. The European community, mostly 

French, was 109,000 in 1847, 272,000 in 1872, 578,000 in 1896, 829,000 in 

1921, and 984,000 in 1954. Officially, Algeria was a part of France. Algerian 

peasants were forced to overwork the land they retained, causing deforestation, 

erosion, and economic trauma. French legislation broke up the leading religious 

families, and abolished the common lands.  The economy became 

monetarised, which undermined the tribal structure.  Many of the poor migrated 

to the cities or to mainland France, where by the 1930s they comprised the 

majority of migrant population of the cities.   

 

Within Algeria the French confiscated religious land, turned mosques into 

churches, hospitals and museums, and restricted the teaching of Arabic. The 

rights of Muslims were less that those of French settlers in terms of voting, 

employment, education, citizenship and justice.1  From 1884 to 1946 Algeriands 

were governed by a separate legal system, the Code de l’Indigénat, which 

made even ‘insolence’ a criminal offence.2 

 

Algerians fought with the French in World War I and 25,000 died,3 but in 1916 

there was a new type of insurrection in the south of the Constantinois, no longer 

centred on the religious brotherhoods.4  In subsequent years, especially in the 

1930s, a number of distinct movements emerged to challenge the status quo. 

One of the local leaders was the Emir Khaled, who died in 1936 and is 

remembered as a father of the nationalist movement, though he was in fact 

calling for equal rights rather than independence from France.5  Indeed his 

words, which then seemed audacuious, now sound emarkably subservient: 
 
The people of Algeria are all, without distinction as to religion and race, 
equally children of France and have an equal right in her home ...  The 
desire we have to create within the bosom of France a status worthy of us 
and worthy of France is the best proof that we are good Frenchmen and 
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wish only to strengthen the bonds that attach us to the mother co 
Frenchfied intellectual advocating reconciliation untry.1 

 

 

Ferhat Abbas was a moderate reformist with rather similar goals to those of 

Khaled, but he lived longer and acquired a more equivocal reputation2 as a 

Frenchfied intellectual advocating reconciliation.3  The assimilationists led by 

Abbas were generally known as the évolués or Jeune Algériens.  Other groups 

were Ben Badis’s ulémas, who belonged to a wider Arab movement for Islamic 

reform; the Algerian Communist Party [PCA]; and Messali Hadj’s populist and 

pro-independence Mouvement pour le Tromphe des Libertés Démocratiques 

[MLTD]4 which enjoyed a love-hate relationship with the French Communist 

Party [PCF].5  All of these were later depicted as irrelevant by the Front de 

Libération Nationale [FLN] and by the subsequent Algerian state,6 but the reality 

reality is that the FLN was a latecomer.  By the beginning of World War II the 

synthesis of the three ideological currents – traditionalist, assimilationist and 

socialist was well under way, with Messali Hadj as the leader most closely 

identified with radical nationalism.7 

 

The aftermath of World War II again provoked expectations in Algeria, but they 

were no longer expectations only of a better future within France.  Libya’s 

independence in 1951 provided the closest model.  But Ho Chi Minh proclaimed 

Vietnam’s independence from France in 1945, while other European colonies 

attained independence in the following years: India gained its freedom in 1947, 

the Dutch were forced out of Indonesia in 1949, and anti-European movements 

developed in Palestine, Malaya, Kenya and Cyprus.  Mao Zedong’s revolution 

in China was successful in 1949.   France had already been defeated in the 

War, and in 1954, while it was being defeated at Dien Bien Phu, a new battle 

developed in Algeria.  In 1955 the Front de Libération Nationale was invited to 

attend the Bandung conference of twenty-nine heads of state from Africa and 

Asia, and a resolution calling for Algeria’s independence was adopted 

unanimously.8 

 

                                                 
1 Malley, Call from Algeria, p 46. 
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At the end of the war in Europe, victory celebrations being held in the town of 

Sétif on V-E turned into a protest against colonial occupation.  Messalist 

sympathisers and others brandished banners.  The protests degenerated into 

riots in which about twenty-eight Europeans were killed.  French settlers, 

soldiers and police responded by killing about seven thousand Muslims.1  The 

Sétif incident radicalised the nationalist movement,2 and Soldiers returned from 

World War II, having risked their lives for France, were outraged.  In 1946 

Ferhat Abbas established the Union Démocratique du Manifeste Algérien 

[UDMA], but it was too conciliatory to gain much support.   Meanwhile Messali 

Hadj’s MLTD tore itself apart in internal divisions.3  This left the field largely 

open to the Front de Libération Nationale, which was formed on 1 Novermber 

1954 by a merger of small groups impatient with the political manoeuvring and 

ineffectiveness of the main players. 

 

The intellectual Albert Camus cuts an interesting figure in all this.  He was a 

pied-noir, born in Algeria to a working class family, with a Spanish mother and 

an Alsatian father who was killed in World War I.  As is common in such 

situations, it was the lowest socio-economic group amongst the colonists which 

was most determined to distance itself from the indigenous population, and in 

consequence Camus was blinkered by his upbringing.  Although he was 

conscious of the inequalities of Algerian society, and as a journalist in 1939 

reported on the extreme poverty villages in the Kabyle, he remained committed 

to a French Algeria.  He condemned violence at a rhetorical level, but often 

accepted uncritically the arguments used by the military to justify repressive 

methods.  It can be said, however, that he condemned outright torture, plenty of 

which was now to occur.4 

 

On 1 November 1954 the FLN launched its revolt.  It proved to be fairly minor 

and badly disorganised, and the violence was condemned by all Algerian 

political parties, except the Messalists, as being provocative or suicidal.5  But 

the FLN persisted and gradually nationalists of all types threw in their lot with it, 

including even Abbas, who joined in 1955. The Algerian Communist Party 

refused to disband, but in 1957 accepted the FLN’s leading role.6 Only the 

Messalist Mouvement National Algérien resisted the FLN monopoly, resulting in 
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serious internecine strife.1 In 1958 the FLN formed a provisional government, 

the Gouvernement Provisoire de la République Algérienne [GPRA] headed by 

Ferhat Abbas. 2 

 

As the battle for independence progressed, French attitudes to Algerians did 

little to encourage a belief that the civilising standards of Europe could be 

beneficially applied in North Africa.  In Algeria torture was used regularly.  In 

2001 a French general, Paul Aussaresses, published a book describing this, 

without any hint of remorse.3   Even Algerians settled in France were not 

immune. 
 
On the night of 17 October 1961, thousands of French Algerians, 
protesting peacefully against the curfew that had been imposed on them, 
were rounded up by the Paris police.  Though records have disappeared 
and though official figures still disagree with scholarly estimates, it is 
certain that many Algerians were tortured, maimed and stuffed into 
dustbins, and that about two hundred were beaten up by policemen and 
thrown into the Seine, where they drowned, in the heart of Paris. In 2002, 
despite the furious opposition of right-wing parties and the Paris police, a 
discreet commemorative plaque was attached, at knee level, to a corner 
of the Pont Saint-Michel.  Four-fifths of the French population are still 
completely ignorant of the events of 17 October 1961.4 
 

Although the French and Algerians signed an agreement at Evian in March 

1962, French settlers in Algeria formed the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète 

[OAS] which instigated a reign of terror in Algiers and Oran.  By the time a truce 

was signed the OAS had killed 2360 people and wounded 5000 (three times as 

many civilian victims as the whole FLN war from 1956 onwards).5 

 

During 1962 an internal division erupted in the FLN in which Ahmed Ben Bella, 

supported by the army under Houari Boumedienne ultimately prevailed.  Ben 

Bella now ruled a country with ravaged pasturage and the quantity of livestock 

approximately halved.  Two million peasants returned to the land from French 

concentration camps and five hundred thousand refugees returned from 

Morocco and Tunisia requiring to be resettled.  4.5 million Algerians were living 

in poverty.6 Ben Bella, who has been seen as a romantic leftist and was being 
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advised by pieds rouges [red feet] or European political activists1 (in 

contradistinction to pieds noirs [black feet], the term for Europeans living in 

colonial Algeria),2 was ill-equipped to cope with the situation, and in 1965 army 

officers staged a coup against him and installed Boumedienne.3 
 

Under Boumedienne Algeria became a leader of the Non-Aligned Movement,4 

and in 1993 hosted its fourth summit.5  In 1974, as President of the Non-

Aligned Movement, he called for a special session of the General Assembly of 

the United Nations on the subject of raw materials and energy, and in his 

opening speech decried the existing economic order as being  
 
as unfair and as antiquated as the colonial order from which it gathers its 
origin and substance.  Because it sustains itself, consolidates itself, and 
prospers according to a process that ceaselessly impoverishes the poor 
and enriches the rich, this economic order constitutes the principal 
obstacle hindering any chance of development and progress for the 
countries of the Third World.6 
 

The final text adopted by the UN largely reflected Algeria’s views, and Algeria’s 

foreign minister, Abdelaziz Bouteflika was chosen as President of the General 

Assembly.7 

 

President Boumedienne was a somewhat enigmatic figure, and he became 

progressively more radical over time.  He nationalised the French oil companies 

in 1971, embarked on a program of agrarian reform in 1971-2, and instituted 

free medical care in 1974.  In 1976 came debate over the adoption of a national 

charter, by which Boumedienne hoped to engage the people in a radical 

transformation of society, in which militant salaried workers were employed by 

the state or its cooperatives.  He died in 1978 after fourteen years in office,8 

and was succeeded by a compromise figure, Colonel Chadli Benjedid.9 

 

Dependence upon imported food rose from 10% in 1969 to 75% in the early 

1980s, while the  population rose from 8.7 million in 1959 to 11 million at 
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independence, then over 35 million by 1996.1  In 1985 there were 

demonstrations and clashes, arising in part from demands for the rights of the 

Berber minority.2  In autumn 1986 mass demonstrations swept through eastern 

Algeria, fuelled by opposition to proposed educational reforms, and by 

worsening living conditions.  In October 1988 demonstrators destroyed scores 

of public and private buildings in Algiers, targeting specifically those which 

appeared to represent the state apparatus, corruption and economic inequality.  

Within a week the movement had spread to other parts of the country, the army 

had intervened, and between five hundred and a thousand people had been 

killed. Subsequently the parliament  agreed to reforms which removed the 

restrictions upon various social organisations, and by February 1989 Algeria 

had adopted a constitution which deleted any reference to socialism or the FLN, 

guaranteed the right to establish political associations, as well as rights of  

expression, association and organisation, privacy, the separation of powers, 

and the protection of private property,3 
 

The Front Islamique de Salut [FIS] was founded on 18 February 1989 and 

received official recognition in September 1989 the first religious party to do so 

in the modern Arab world.  It was a semi-clandestine organization which proved 

the most effective of the many political parties now emerging,4 and by a 

combination of civil disobedience and local control undermined the authority of 

the state.5  It attracted 54% of the popular vote in local and municipal elections 

on 12 June 1990, compared with 28% for the FLN,6 In elections on 265 

December 1991 the the FLN vote declined but was enough to secure 188 of the 

231 seats decided in the first round, and the outcome of the second round was 

not in doubt.  But the army stepped in, President Chadli resigned and was 

placed under house arrest, the second round of the election was cancelled, and 

a five man council assumed presidential powers.  Subsequently the FIS and 

related Islamic organisations were outlawed and years of violence ensued.7  In 

1992 the new president, Mohamed Boudiaf, was assassinated either by or 

indirectly due to the FIS,8 and between February 1992 and the spring of 1996 

an estimated forty thousand people were killed.9  Moves towards a 
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reconciliation between the government and the FIS, especially in autumn 1994, 

were unsuccessful.1 

 

 

MODERN TUNISIA 

 

Algiers had fallen to France in 1830, and in 1881 France sent 30,000 troops 

into Tunisia on the pretext of countering border raids by Tunisian tribesmen into 

French Algeria.  It imposed the Treaty of Bardo, which established Tunisia as a 

protectorate of France, still nominally ruled by the Husaynid beys.2 The Bey 

remained in nominal conrol but was forced to sign the Treaty of Kassart Saïd, 

under which real power was in the hands of the French Resident-General.  The 

British accepted this in exchange for France’s acquiescence in the British 

occupation of Cyprus.3  It was the fall of Kairouan to French troops in October 

1882 that really marked the end of Arab rule.4  In 1883 the Convention of La 

Marsa established parallel justice systems, under which Europeans were 

judged under French law and local Tunisians under amodified form of Islamic 

law.5   

 

In its first two decades the protectorate provided greater administrative 

efficiency than had the pre-colonial semi-control by the French consul. The 

Resident Minister, Paul Cambon, successfully managed and eliminated 

Tunisian debt.6  French policy was less brutal than in Algeria, and large scale 

colonisation did not occur, but the imposed order had a similarly demoralising 

effect.  A major impact was the establishment of large colonial estates, 

particularly in the Sahel region, which reduced tens of thousands of 

independent famers to landless day labourers.7  Without confiscating property 

from individuals, the French were able to take over large tracts of land on the 

Cap Bon Peninsula and the Medjerda Valley, which had been controlled by the 

Bey, or had been used by nomads for grazing.8  Despite the discovery of 

phosphates in 1885 and the development of the olive industry, agriculture was 

depressed from 1888 to 1900.9  The south was too arid for agriculture and was 
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ignored until the beginning of the twentieth century, when a massive French 

phosphate mining operation began in the hills west of Gafsa.1 

 

By 1900 5% of the population was European: 25,000 were French, but the 

majority were Italians fleeing the impoverishment of the mezzogiorno in 

southern Italy.2  In 1911 the commune of Tunis had 69,500 inhabitants with 

17,800 French and  34,200 Italians.  The general European population grew 

from 19,000 in 1881 to 143,000 (88,000 Italians; 46.000 French) in 1911 to 

255,000 (180,000 French; 67,000 Italians) in 1956.3  The French established 

monopolies and filled senior positions, but they also made significant 

contributions education and to infrastructure such as wells, roads and dams.4  

Resistance started at the beginning of the twentieth century with the Young 

Tunisians, who emulated the Young Turks of the Ottoman Empire, and were 

similarly drawn from the elite and intellectuals.  The Destour party, founded in 

1920, was similarly based upon professionals and the middle classes, rallying 

to the 1861 constitution (destour means constitution in Arabic).5  A Eucharistic 

congress held in Carthage in May 1930 upset Muslim sensibilities and 

nationalist sentiments were further inflamed.6  The Neo-Destour party split in 

1934, led mainly from the Sahel and Djerba, and was much more successful in 

mobilising workers and peasants.7  Their Secretary-General was the young 

lawyer Habib Bourguiba. 8    

 

But on 9 April 1938 the French gunned down demonstrators in Tunis, the party 

was banned and Bourguiba deported to France.9 After France’s capitulation to 

Nazi Germany in 1940 the Tunisian colonial government remained loyal to 

Pétain’s Vichy regime, and amongst other things enacted anti-Jewish laws.10 

However Munsif Bey proposed a rather Destourian reform, a consultative 

parliamentary body, which was rejected by the Vichy government.11  In 

November 1942, after British forces had defeated Rommel at El Alamein, and 

the Americans had landed in Morocco and Algeria, German troops were 
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transferred from Sicily to North Tunisia to resist the advance of the Allied 

armies from both sides.  There was a stalemate until the Battle of Kasserine 

Pass, near Tébessa in Algeria, in February 1943.1  American troops suffered 

heavy losses and were pushed back eighty kilometres, but recovered, while 

British troops advanced from Libya, and Tunis fell in May.2 

 

After the German defeat De Gaulle’s Free French took control of Tunisia and 

imposed antinationalist policies. Munsif Bey was deposed as an Axis 

collaborator, but the real reason was his nationalist agenda.3  Bourguiba, who 

had returned, now fled to Cairo and from there mounted a sucessfdul 

propaganda campaign.4  Bourguiba’s popular nationalism was augmented by 

the formation in 1946 of the UGTT, a Tunisian-only trade union federation.5  By 

1951, when Libya gained its independence, the French seemed ready to make 

concessions: a nationalist government was established and Bourguiba 

returned.6  But in December 1952 Farhat Hached, secretary-general of the 

UGTT, was assassinated in Tunis by French settlers,7 and in the same year 

fellaghas or guerrilla fighters began operations against Europeans in the south.8    

south.8    

 

The French changed their minds about Bourguiba and he was again exiled.  

Nationalist guerilla violence continued until in 1954 the French entered into 

serious negotiations.9  In 1955 Bourguiba returned to Tunis, having accepted 

autonomy rather than full independence, which gave rise to some opposition 

within the UGTT and the Neo-Destour party, but on 20 March 1956 full 

independence was achieved, with Bourguiba as the first president of the 

republic.10  In April 1956 he became prime minister as well, and appointed a 

cabinet of seventeen, all but one from the Neo-Destour party.  In July 1957 he 

abolished the position of Bey, thus reinforcing his own position as head of 

state.11 
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Bourguiba’s policies were socialist and secular: he reformed the laws, and 

modernised and westernised the economy.1  He is most renowned for his Code 

Code of Personal Status, which took significant steps towards equal rights., 

outlawing polygamy, and emancipating women:2   indeed women were given 

the right to vote in Tunisia before they were in Switzerland.3  Bourguiba also 

worked to liberalise Islam and weaken the religious establishment.  Tunisia kept 

the French weekend of Saturday and Sunday, in contrast to Algeria, where 

Friday became the end of the week.  However his domination of politics was 

sometimes ruthless. 

 

And conflict with France was not over.  Tunisia supported the Algerian freedom 

fighters, and in 1958 French aircraft, pursuing Algerian rebels, bombed a 

Tunisian border village and killed 62 civilians.  In 1961 Bourguiba demanded 

that the French leave the base which the French still retained at Bizerte, and 

then Tunisian troops invaded the base: in retaliation French paratroops were 

flown in from Algeria, killing more than a thousand Tunisians.  Hower the 

French left Bizerte in 1963.4  During the period 1960-4 there were other 

challenges.  An assassination plot against him was uncovered in December 

1962, which provided the excuse to imprison or execute several military 

officers, and in January 1963 to ban the Communist Party.  In 1961 the Neo-

Destour Party was renamed the Destourian Socialist Party [PSD].5 

 

Bourguiba regarded Islam as a reactionary influence.  He closed religious 

schools, abolished Sharia lawcourts, and confiscated more than 60,000 

hectares of the land which financed mosques and other institutions.6  An 

Islamist movement emerged in the early 1970s, partly in response to 

Bourguiba’s social reforms, the most influential group being that which in 1979 

adopted the name Mouvement de la Tendence Islamique [MTI].  The Labour 

movement also developed, and the UGTT held the first national strike in 1978.7  

In the 1970s Bouguiba responded to the increasing opposition by liberalising his 

regime and reappointing several officials who had been out of favour, but in 
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1974 he appointed himself President for Life.  Politics became increasingly 

conflict-ridden and the PSD more monolithic and ineffective.1 

 

The economy began to fail in the later 1970s.  In 1983 the government 

instituted austerity measures, and on 5 January 1984 the ‘bread riots’ occurred.  

These were suppressed by the Minister for the Interior, Zine el Abidine Ben Ali, 

who became a powerful figure, in in November 1987 had Bouguiba removed 

from office on the grounds of his poor health and indications of senility.2 In the 

general election of April 1989 six opposition parties fielded candidates, counting 

independent candidates representing the Islamist Al Nahda party (political arm 

of the MTI) which had been banned from participation.  The declared result 

showed Ben Ali winning 99% of the vote, though commentators were generally 

agreed that the Islamists alone had won about 18%.3  Ben Ali led a Tunisia 

which was was largely stable and attracted little international inererest, but in 

2003 an Amnesty International report criticised the regime for abusing human 

rights in ways including arbitrary arrests, torture, and lack of access to legal 

representation.  Elsewhere the regime was also criticised for its lack of 

democratic accountability, politicisation of the judiciary, and suppression of the 

freedom of speech.  Nonetheless, civil society appeared to be stronger than in 

many comparable countries.4 

 

In January 2011 a popular revolt forced out the president of twenty-three years, 

Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali.  In June, after police found large amounts of cash and 

jewellery in their palace, he and his wife Leila Trabelsi were sentenced in 

absentia to thirty-five years in prison and a fine of €45 miillion for 

misappropriating public funds. He denounced this as a ‘parody of justice’ and 

‘political liquidation’, but in another case on 4 July he was sentenced to a 

further 15½ years in gaol and fined €54,000 for the the possession of arms, 

drugs and archaeological artefacts. Then at the end of July Ben Ali was 

sentenced to a further sixteen years for corruption and property fraud, and in 

separate cases his daughter Nesrine was sentenced to eight years and his son-

in-law  Sahkr al-Materi to sixteen years.5 
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The disturbances of 2011 seem from outside almost unreal.  However my friend 

Dr John White was caught up in them, and his account is interesting: 
 
We took four days to get out of Tunis with snipers on the roof opposite 
our hotel room the curtains remained closed - gun fire all night and 
explosions - a tank outside the hotel - a dash just after the curfew was 
over to spend the whole day at the airport hoping a 'plane would come (I 
bought four tickets out, only Tunisair left in the end - to Cairo of all 
places). We slept on the marble at the airport or made a dash back to the 
hotel - at one time the only car on the road with five tank stops being told 
off for being on the road - we saw looters run cars into shops and 
stealing - people walking along the streets with doors and luxury French 
table legs in the hands - a bank on fire - the hotel ran out of food (I 
always pack some dried camp food so we enjoyed steak and teriyaki 
sauce; sweet and sour etc) - the credit card was full on airline tickets and 
the final one that took us out was paid for in cash which I had secured in 
the secret inner zipper of a normal belt where I kept rolled up US dollars 
for such an occasion - my daughter once asked why I put money there 
and I explained it might get me out of a bad place one day - indeed it did! 
The people as always near us were wonderful and kept apologizing ‘This 
is not like Tunisia we are not like this’ - After arriving in Cairo it started all 
over again but we got out before it got too ugly. 
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MODERN LIBYA 

 

 

Map of Libya. Di Piazza, Libya in Pictures, p 6 

 

The Mediterranean region, which concerns us here, makes up less than 10% of 

Libya and is composed of two coastal lowlands – the Al-Jifarah Plain to the 

west and the Al-Marj Plain to the east – separated by a narrow section of desert 

called the Sirte.1 

 

In the later nineteenth century Libya remained in Ottoman hands, but the 

vultures were circling.  Following the assassination of three French missionaries 

in Ghadames in 1881, the Ottoman authorities prohibited Europeans from 

entering the Libyan interior without a visa.  Although it was intended to reduce 

the possibility of future conflict with France or Great Britain, this attempt to 

isolate Libya from European travellers was to some degree counter-productive, 

for it resulted in a dearth of knowledge of the interior which only stimulated 
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European appetites.1  It was partly to promote French interests in the area that 

in 1890-1 Lieutenant-Colonel Parfait-Louis Monteil undertook a trek in which he 

struck inland from St-Louis in Senegal, almost due east to Lake Chad, and then 

turned almost due north to Tripoli, following what was in fact the old caravan 

route.  How he obtained  permission for this excursion is unclear, for it seems to 

have escaped the attention of modern historians. 

 

Monteil’s trip is not of significance for our purposes in the sense that he 

describes any of the sites which concern us, but rather the reverse.  He sees 

the Libya of the desert, and only in the last few days, as he approaches the 

coast, does he encounter any traces of the Roman or even the vernacular 

architecture so interesting to us.  From Marzouk he undertakes the ‘terrible 

march’ of four days to Bir-Godefa, the only source of water before Sokna,    
 

 
 

The departure from Marzouk. Monteil, De Saint-Louis à Tripoli, p 433. 

 

On 27 November 1891 
 
 … nous sommes à Bonn-Djeim.  Quelques pauvres maisons, un kasr en 
ruines construit par ordre du Sultan Abdul-Medjid, les restes ensablés 
d’un chateau romain, quelques maigres dattiers, de rares figuiers, telle est 
la petite ville perdue entre Beni-Oulid et Sokna.  
 
… we are at Bonn-Djeim.  Some poor dwellings, the ruins of a qasr 
constructed by order of Sultan Abdul Medjid, the sand-covered remains of 

                                                 
1 St John, Libya, p 46. 
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a Roman castle, some scrawny date palms and a few figs – such is the 
little lost town between Beni Oulid and Sokna. 
 

Bonn-Djeim is the place now known as Bu Ngem or Abu Nijayn, inland to the 

south of Misratah, and not nearly as remote as it was in Monteil’s time - only 

about sixty kilometres from the coast as the crow flies. 
 
Le 1er décembre, nous pénétrons dans l’Oued-Néfet,  Là se trouve un 
puits magnifiques, très ancient, creus dans une roche clacllaire tender, 
dans laquelle les grosses cordes de fibre de palmiers ont creusé de 
multiple sillons et poli les surfaces à les render brillantes comme de vieil 
ivoire. 
………. 
 
On 1 December we entered Oued Nefet,  There is found a magnificent 
and very ancient well, hollowed out of the soft limestone, into which the 
palm fibre ropes have cut numerous grooves, and polished the surface as 
smooth as old ivory. 
 

Monteil passes more Roman and Arab forts before reaching the valley of Beni-

Oulid, which is dominated by a modern Turkish castle, where he is made 

welcome, and stays for a few days before proceeding to Tripoli.  Of the physical 

form of Tripoli he says nothing whatsoever.1 
 

 
 

The Turkish fort at Beni-Oulid.  Monteil, De Saint-Louis à Tripoli, p 429. 

 

                                                 
1 Monteil, De Saint-Louis à Tripoli, pp 435-444. 
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In December 1902 France and Italy concluded a treaty recognizing the ‘special 

interests’ of France in Morocco and Italy in Libya.1  The lacklustre 

administration of the Ottomans in the later nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and the Sanusi [Senussi] resistance movement to Ottoman rule, 

encouraged Italy to launch an opportunistic attack upon Tripoli in 1911, under 

the pretence of liberating the country.2  In November 1911 Rome announced its 

annexation of the North African province; and the war for control of Libya was 

joined.3  The beleagured Ottomans ceded their provinces of Tripolitania, 

Fezzan and Cyrenaica to Italy in the following year, but in Cyrenaica especially 

the Sanusis resisted the new power.4   When World War I began the Sanusis 

sided with the Ottomans and Germans against Italy and Great Britain.5  After its 

defeat in World War I the Ottoman Empire collapsed and was replaced by the 

Turkish Republic, and in 1923 the republic surrendered its former Ottoman 

territories.6 A Tripoli Republic existed briefly in 1918-22,7 but meanwhile in 1920 

the Italians recognized Sheikh Sidi Idris, the hereditary head of the Sanusi, as 

Emir of Cyrenaica.8  In the end, Italy took more than two decades to subdue 

Libya; and the cost of that prolonged struggle, in terms of both men and 

material, far exceeded its most pessimistic expectations.  The results of the 

Italian occupation were even more catastrophic for the population of Libya.  

Italian colonial policies, which included scorched-earth tactics, concentration 

camps, deliberate starvation, and mass execution, bordered on genocide, 

devastating the Libyan people.9 

 

Italian control was largely ineffective until the late 1920s.  In the wake of the 

Fascist takeover in October 1923 the Mussolini regime soon rejected the 

Liberal practice of collaboration with local Libyan elites, which had been in place 

since 1911. The Riconquista took place in 1923-32,10 when General Pietro 

Badoglio, and then Marshal Rodolfo Graziani undertook pacification 

campaigns,11 while peasant colonists were brought in from Italy.12   Graziani 

accepted his commission from Mussolini on the condition that he was to be 
                                                 

1 St John, Libya, p 47. 
2 Di Piazzi, Libya In Pictures, p 27. 
3 St John, Libya, p 57. 
4 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
5 Di Piazzi, Libya In Pictures, p 27. 
6 Di Piazzi, Libya In Pictures, p 28. 
7 St John, Libya, p 67. 
8 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 4. 
9 St John, Libya, p 57. 
10 St John, Libya, p 71. 
11 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 52. 
12 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
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unencumbered by the constraints of either Italian or international law, and he 

engaged in increasingly brutal acts of repression.  Wells were blocked, killing 

livestock and destroying pasture, and many Bedouin were forced into exile.1  

The Italians put 100,000 people in concentration camps, where thousands died 

of illness and starvation.  A barbed wire fence was built from the Mediterranean 

to the oasis of Al-Jaghbub to sever the communications of the resistance; the 

people of the Jebel Akhdar were deported to remove the popular support base 

of the rebels; and more than a hundred thousand people ended up in 

concentration camps in Suluq and Al-Agheila, where the squalid conditions 

kIlled tens of thousands.  The total number of Libyan deaths through combat, 

starvation and disease is believed to have been at least eighty thousand, and 

perhaps a third of the population of Cyrenaica.  The rebel leader Al-Mukhtar 

was capured in 1931 and executed in Benghazi, after which active resistance 

petered out, leaving Sheikh Idris as the main focus for dissidence.2 

 

Under the governrship of Italo Balbo, beginning in 1934, a degree of integration 

between the Italian and Arab populations was achieved.3 In 1937 Mussolini 

made a state visit, opened a new military highway running the full length of the 

country, and had himself declared ‘protector of Islam.’4  But by 1938 the native 

population of the country had been halved from 400,000 to 200,000,5 as a 

result of the brutal deportations and restrictions.6   Now Mussolini’s plan of 

‘demographic colonisation’ was implemented.  Twenty thousand settlers – the 

ventimili – arrived in October 1938,7 and by 1939 the Italian population was 

108,419, or 12.37% of the total.  The Italian famers cultivated lands which had 

been lost to the desert for centuries, and undertook extensive public works, 

while the economy flourished.8  Censuses carried out by the Italians gave a 

figure of 17,196 Jews in 1936, or 25% of the population of the city, and forty-

four synagogues.  In 1942 the Fascist and Nazi policy of deportations and 

forced labour camps began to be implemented.9    

 

In 1940 Mussolini’s new highway was used by the Italian forces invading Egypt.  

British troops under Wavell successfully counter-attacked, and then Rommel 
                                                 

1 Di Piazzi, Libya In Pictures, p 28. 
2 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, pp 55-6. 
3 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 56. 
4 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 56. 
5 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 330. 
6 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
7 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 58. 
8 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 57. 
9 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
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entered the battle.  In November 1942 the Allies retook Cyrenaica, and by 

February 1943 the last German forces were driven from Libya.  Britain now 

administered Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, while the French controlled Fezzan.1   

In 1944 Idris returned from exile in Cairo.  In 1945, the Libyan Muslims initiated 

their own pogroms against the Jews, and the British, unable to protect them, 

facilitated their emigration to Israel.2   

 

Libyan border; Oil and gas deposits in Libya.  StJohn, Libya, pp 187, 251. 

 

 

In 1951 the independent state of Libya was established, with United Nations 

approval, under the rule the Sanusi king, Idris. Libya became the first African 

state to achieve independence from European rule, and remained the only state 

to be created by the United Nations General Assembly.3  However it was one of 

of the poorest countries in the world, and its main trade resources were esparto 

grass, used for making fine paper, and leftover scrap metal from armed warfare 

4 But the discovery of oil in 1959 turned one of the world’s poorest countries 

into a very wealthy one.   

 

On 1 September 1969 a small group of military officers led by the twenty-eight 

year old Colonel Muammar Qaddafi staged a coup d’état, abolishing the 

monarchy and establishing the Libyan Arab Republic. 5  In 1970 all theItalian 

settlers were expelled.6 When Qaddafi took power in 1969, there were five 

                                                 
1 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 56. 
2 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
3 St John, Libya, pp 84-5. 
4 Di Piazza, Libya in Pictures, p 7 
5 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
6 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 58. 
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hundred Jews in the whole of Libya, and by 1974 only twenty remained.1  In 

1973 Qaddafi began his remodelling of Libyan society with a so-called cultural 

or popular revolution, which was designed to counter bureaucratic inertia and 

public alienation.  ‘Peoples committees’ were established within businesses, 

government agencies, universities and the media, until by the middle of 1973 

there were more than twenty thousand of them.  The aim was to establish a 

system of direct democracy, as propounded by Qaddafi in the first volume of 

the Green Book, published in 1976. The centerpiece of the system was the 

General People’s Congress, which on 2 March 1977 adopted the Declaration of 

the Establishment of the People’s Authority and proclaimed the Socialist 

People’s Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, or popular rule.2  Libya took an increasingly 

militant stance against the West, nationalising most of the oil industry, 

antagonising the United States, and being implicated in the bombing of Pan Am 

flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988. But in 2003 it renounced terrorism 

and its programs to develop weapons of mass destruction.  Its relationships 

with the rest of the world underwent an increasing degree of normalisation.3  

This process was brought to an end by the popular uprising early in 2011.  

 

 

The Great Manmade River Project.  StJohn, Libya, p 248. 

 

In an attempt to bring more water to the north for people and agriculture the 

Libyan government in 1984 began the Great Man Made River (GMR), a five-

                                                 
1 Stone in Tully, Letters, p xxxix. 
2 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 77. 
3 Jeffrey, Modern Libya, p 82. 
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phase development intended to be completed in 2034. This system of pumps, 

canals, and reservoirs is the world’s largest water development project and, at a 

cost of $25 billion, the most expensive.  It links desert wells to coastal regions, 

and Tripoli began receiving water from it in 1996.  But the GMR also threatens 

the livelihood of the desert’s nomadic herders, who depend on the wells for 

themselves and their livestock, and some scientists believe that the GMR could 

empty the aquifers by 2070.1 

 

 

TIME LINE 
 
AFRICA BC THE WORLD 
arrival of the Berbers c 3000  

Tyrians at the Straits of 
Gibraltar 

c 1300  

Alleged foundation of 
Utica 

1101  

foundation of Carthage 
(Timaeus) 

814  

 753 foundation of Rome 
(Varro) 

foundation of Carthage 
(Apion) 

751  

building of the Cintas 
chapel’ in the topheth of 
Carthage 

c 725  

earliest tombs in Carthage 725-700  

foundation of Lepcis 
Magna 

650-600  

foundation of Cyrene 631  

reign of Hasdrubal, son of 
Mago 

c 530-510  

Cambyses III takes the 
Pentapolis 

525  

reign of Hamilcar, 
grandson of Mago 

c 510-490  

Darius sends an embassy 
to Carthage 

c 500-490 Darius in Persia 

Hanno the Navigator, king 
of Carthage 

c 480-440  

Hannibal king of Carthage  c 440-406  

 410 Hannibal invades Sicily 

death of Hannbal 406  
Himilco king of Carthage 406-396  

                                                 
1 Di Piazza, Libya in Pictures, pp 14-15 
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Mago king of Carthage 396-375  

Punic expeditionary force 
in southern Italy 

382  

end of the Magonid 
dynasty; Hanno I (the 
Great)  seizes power 

c 370  

fall of Hanno the Great; 
aristocratic regime 
established 

c 360  

Hasdrubal and Hamilcar in 
Sicily 

341  

Gisco, son of Hanno the 
Great, king of Carthage 

339  

Hamilcar king of Carthage 319  

Hamilcar, son of Gisco, 
king of Carthage 

313  

Agathocles lands on Cap 
Bon 

310  

Hamilcar, son of Gisco, 
put to death at Syracuse;  
Bomilcar king of Carthage 

309  

Mago’s Carthaginian fleet 
before Ostia 

279  

beginning of the first 
punicwar 

264  

Theveste occupied by the 
Carthaginians 
?birth of Hannibal 

247  

Hamilcar sent to Spain 237  

death of Hamilcar;  
Hasdrubal commander-in-
chief in Spain 

229-8  

Hasdrubal assassinated, 
Hannibal commander-in-
chief in Spain 

221  

Second Punic War 218-201  

Roman army sent to Spain 
Hannibal crosses the Alps 

218  

Hannibal marches on 
Rome 

211  

Carthaginians driven from 
Spain 

206  

Scipio lands in Africa 204  

truce between Carthage 
and Rome 

203  

Hannibal elected suffete; 
Hannibal leaves Carthage 

196  

Hannibal commits suicide c 183-2  

Carthage attacks 150  



Ifriqaya  67   
 
 
Masinissa 

Third Punc War begins: 
Romans lay siege to 
Carthage 

149  

capture and destruction of 
Carthage 

146  

 AD  

Jews deported to 
Cyrenaica, following the 
revolt in Palestine 

70 following  

revolt in Cyrene 115-6  

rule of Septimius Severus 193-211  

revolt at Thysdrus: 
Gordian becomes emperor 

238  

Decius presses Christians 250  

Synod of Carthgage 256  

renewed persecution 257-260  

last and worst persecution 303  

Lepcis desolated by the 
Austuriani 

c 363  

Donatism declared a 
heresy 

405  

Vandal conquest of 
Ifriqaya 

429-30  

Carthage falls to Gaiseric 439  

new  treaty between the 
Vandals andnthe 
Byzantines 

442  

 455 Gaiseric pillages Rome 

Belisarius defeats the 
Vandals 

533-4  

law to restore Catholic 
church property 

534  

non-Catholics debarred 
from public office 

535  

the African, Heraclius 
become Byzantine 
edmperor 

610  

the African exarch, 
Gregory, declares himself 
emperor 

645  

Arabs enter Byzacium; 
Battle of Sbeitla 

647  

Uqba bin Nafi invades the 
Fezzan 

663  

Arabs take much of 
Tunisia; foundation of 
Kairouan 

670  
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Uqba bin Nafi defeated at 
Biskra, but neverthess 
reaches the Atlantic 

682  

Carthage falls to Hassān 
Ibn al- Numān 

698  

defeat of the Berber 
queen, al-Kahina 

702  

 710 Tarif ibn Mâlik lands in 
Tarifa, Spain 

Kharijites seize Kairouan 
from the Sunnis 

745  

 750 Abbasids oust the 
Umayyads and move 
their capital to Baghdad 

 827 The Aghlabid, 
Ziyadatalah I, conquers 
Sicily 

Ziyadatalah I builds the 
minaret at Kairouan 

836  

‘Ubayd Allâh assumes the 
title of Caliph 

909  

‘Abd ar-Rahman III 
captures Ceuta 

931  

‘Abd ar-Rahman III 
captures Tangier 

951  

the Banu Hillal & Banu 
Sulaym devastate Ifriqaya 

1050-2  

the Lamtûna, from the 
western Sahara,  launch 
threir conquess of 
religious renewal 

1056  

 1085 Christian capture of 
Toledo 

 1086 Almoravid victory near 
Badajoz 

 1090 Yûsuf bin Tâshufîn 
returns to Spain and 
Annexes Andalusia 

fall of the Almoravid 
regime in Marrakesh 

1147  

 1160-1 the Amohads complete 
the annexation of 
Muslim Spain 

he Maranids capture 
Tlemcen from the 
Zayyanids 

early 14th century  

 1340s Black Death in Europe 

Habsburgs occupy Tripoli 
and displace the pirates 

1510  

Knights of St John build al- 1523  
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Saraya al-Hamra, Tripoli 

the Habsburg emperor 
Charles V captures Halq 
al-Wādī and Tunis 

1535  

the corsair Khir al-Din 
Barbarossa captures 
Tripoli 

1538  

Ottomans enter Tripoli 1551  

 1551 the corsair Dragut 
(Turgut Reis) enslaves 
Gozo 

 1558 Dragut sacks Reggio, 
Italy 

Dragut appointed Ottoman 
governor of Tripoli 

1561  

 1571 Battle of Lepanto 

Admiral Blake’s victory 
over the corsair fleets 

1653  

British consulate in Tripoli 1658  

Ahmed Karamanli takes 
Tripoli 

1711  

Algiers earthquake 1716  

Karamanli appointed 
Pasha 

1722  

Spanish war on Agiers 1770  

Spanish peace with Tripoli 1784  

Spanish peace with Tunis 
and Algiers 

1785  

Algiers seizes two US 
ships 

1785  

US treaty with Tripoli 1796  

US blockade of Tripoli 1801-5  

Ottomans reassert control 
in Tripoli 

1814  

Second Barbary War 1815  

French conquest of Algiers 1830  

assassination of French 
missionaries at 
Ghadames, Libya 

1881  

French troops enter 
Tunisia 

1881  

Convention of La Marsa in 
Tunisia 

1883  

expedition of Parfit-Louis 
Monteil 

1890-1  

French Italian treaty 
recognises the special 
interests of France in 

1902  
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Morocco, Italy in Libya 

Italians attack Tripoli 1911  

insurrection against the 
French in Algeria 

1916  

Tripoli Republic 1918-22  

Italy recognises the 
Sanusi, Sheikh Sidi Idris, 
as Emir of Cyrenaica 

1920  

Destour party founded in 
Tunisia 

1920  

Turkey surrenders the 
former Ottoman territories 

1923  

Italian riconquista of Libya 1923-32  

Neo-Destour party 
founded in Tunisia with 
Bourgiba as Secretary-
Generak 

1934  

Mussolini visits Libya 1937  

Itainan ventimili settlers 
arrive in Libya 

1938  

French gun down 
demonstrators in Tunis 
and deport Bourguiba from 
Tunisia 

1938  

 1940 France capitulates to 
Germany and Pétain 
establishes the Vichy 
governmemt 

British defeat Rommel at 
El-Alamein 

1942  

last German forces driven 
from Libya 

1943  

Battle of Kasserine Pass, 
Algeria 

1943  

Idris returns to Libya after 
exile 

1944  

Ferhat Abbas founds the 
UDMA in Algeria 

1946  

Libyan independence 1951  

French settlers in Tunisia 
assassinate Farhat 
Hached , Secretary-
General of the UGTT. 
Guerilla wafare begins 

1952  

FLN founded in Algeria, 
revolt begins 

1954  

Independence of Tunisia 
under Bourguiba 

1956  

FLN creates a provisional 1958  
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government of Algeria, the 
GPRA 
oil discovered in Libya 1959  

Bizerte incident with the 
French in Tunisia 

1961  

 1961 atrocities against 
Algerians in Paris 

Evian agreement on 
Algeria 
Ben Bella gains control ogf 
the FLN 

1962  

Boumedienne ousts Ben 
Bella in Algeria 

1965  

Coup against Idris installs 
Colonel Muammar 
Qaddafi 

1969  

French oil companies in 
Algeria nationalised 

1971  

 1974 Algeria convenes a 
special UN session on 
raw materials and 
energy 

Boumedienne dies and is 
succeeded by Benjedid in 
Algeria 

1978  

Great Man-Made River 
Project initiated in Libya 

1984  

Bourguiba replaced in 
Tunisia by Zine el Abidine 
Ben Ali 

1987  

 1988 Libya implicated in the 
Lockerbie disaster over 
Scotland 

New Algerian constitution 
FIS founded in Algeria, the 
first Islamic party to be 
officially recognized in 
modern times 

1989  

Election in Algeria, the 
Army steps in, Boudiaf 
becomes President, but is 
assassinated 

1991-2  

Algeria hosts the Non-
Aligned Summit 

1993  

Popular revolt in Tunisia 
forces out Zine el Abidine 
Ben Ali 

2011  

civil war in Libya 2011  
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PRE-ROMAN ARCHITECTURE 

 

Of ancient Berber architecture we have nothing, though the vernacular 

structures discussed below may well have ancient origins.  And while the 

remains of the art and architecture of the Phoenician colonies in the west are 

belatedly being recognised and discussed, they are essentially derivative and 

colourless in character. This is particularly true of the later pre-Roman period, 

when the distinctively Oriental influences had dwindled and the primary source 

of contemporary inspiration was the Hellenistic art and architecture of South 

Italy and Sicily.1   

 

 
Plan of the Cintas chapel, Carthage.  Picaud, Carthage, p 302. 

 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 465. 



Ifriqaya  73   
 
 

 
 

Sections of the Cintas chapel.  Picaud, Carthage, p 303. 

 

The earliest example of Punic architecture is the minute chapel which P Cintas 

found on bedrock in Carthage.  It was probably part of the original royal 

necropolis, and is dated by the Greek pottery found in it to about 725 BC, but it 

is a very rudimentary mud brick structure (discussed below), and Cintas thought 

the Carthaginians might have been camping at the site prior to the 

connstruction of the permanent settlement.1 Carthaginian dead were buried 

with requisites for the afterlife, including pottery, jewellery and toilet articles, but 

only occasionally an article such as a fish hook to indicate the owner’s 

occupation. All have the same furniture, and only the type of pottery and 

richness of the jewellery give an indication of financial status. We know nothing 

of buildings or construction methods, larger artefacts like ships and tackle, 

craftsmen’s tools or soldiers’ weapons.2   

 

                                                 
1 Picaud, Carthage, p 37. 
2 Picaud, Carthage, pp 35-6. 
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The earliest tombs, dating to round about 700 BC, are rudimentary pits, but it 

was not long before slabs were placed above the grave, and stone or wooden 

sarcophaghi were used to house the corpses.  From the sixth century onwards, 

the rich built themselves ‘halls of eternity’ in dressed stone laid dry.  Often the 

tomb had a cedar ceiling with a pitched roof of stone slabs above it to carry the 

weight.  The interior walls were plastered and sometimes there was a moulded 

cornice.1 The pitched roof may be evidence that the same form was used in 

regular buildings, for it was common practicvein te encomw                         

Like the stone slab roof, there are also door openings with triangular heads.  

These forms are not very common elsewhere: they occur occasionally in Egypt 

but are more typical of Etruscan architecture, and here might be the result of 

Etruscan influence. 

 

 
Entrance to a 6th century BC tomb at the Antonine Baths, Carthage; Mausoleum of of a 

Numidian prince, Dougga, 2nd century BC,Picaud, Carthage, p 304. 

 

Although there is almost no architecture to demonstrate this, other objects show 

that the Greek and Etruscan influences was at times overwhelmingy strong, 

and suggest that there was no enduring Punic style, but rather a blotting paper 

culture which absorbed whatever was politically or culturally relevant at the 

time.  Gsell records a mausoleum near Khroub, in Algeria, whuich he regards 

                                                 
1 Picaud, Carthage, p 49. 
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as Graeco-Punic.1  The mausoleum at Dougga, in Tunisia, was the tomb of a 

Numidian prince of the second century BC, and has been claimed to be the 

only intact example of Punic architecture to have survived,2 but by any objective 

standard it is Hellenistic if not Roman in style.  Finally the Royal Mausoleum of 

Mauretania, while not technically Roman, is also highly derivative of Rome. 

 

 

GREEK & ROMAN ARCHITECTURE 

 

In the Ptolemaic period the Five Cities of Cyrenaica, or Pentapolis, consisted 

Cyrene, Apollonia, Ptolemais [Tolmeita], Taucheira [Tocra] and Berenice 

[Benghazi].3  But this little Greek world has no very distinctive architectural 

character.  There are none of the classic temples of sixth and fifth centuries and 

most of the surviving buildings are of Roman date and more or less influenced 

by Rome, It is true that there some striking Hellenistic details at the Palazzo 

delle Colonne, Ptolemais, and elsewhere, but they seem to be of dates 

consistent with similar details elsewhere in the Roman world. 

 

Roman Africa is, as Perkins puts it, ‘almost embarrassingly rich in monuments’.  

Not only did classical civilization strike very deep, but the circumstances of the 

country’s subsequent history have favoured the survival of many of its ancient 

cities and buildings.  And yet, with a few notable exceptions, these buildings are 

more remarkable as documents of a vanished civilization than for any great 

artistic originality.  The architecture of Roman Africa remained to the end very 

largely derivative.4  The Severan buildings at Lepcis Magna are perhaps the 

exception, but Perkins considers it beyond doubt that the architect was a 

newcomer to North Africa, almost certainly from the Greek-speaking world, and 

probably from Asia Minor.  The lotus and acanthus capitals are Attic in design 

and materials, and the little acanthus ring between the base and the column, 

ultimately an Egyptian and Syrian feature, is found in Asia Minor.5   

 

                                                 
1 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, pp 62-4. 
2 Picaud, Carthage, p 343. 
3 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 565. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 465. 
5 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 478. 
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Large house at Saint-Leu, Algeria, plan, showing the peristyle court.  Gsell, Monuments 

Antiques, II, p 19.  The residence area of the House of Bacchus and Ariadne. Thuburbo Maius, 
by G Peirce. Jashemski, ‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, p 561. 

 
 

 
Plan and sections of a cistern in the courtyard of house 5, insula IV, Djemila.  Allais, ‘Le Quartier 

Occidental’, p 112. 
 

The typical Romano-African house did not have the atrium so characteristic of 

houses in Italy – a small courtyard roofed except for a central opening or 

compluvium, from which rainwater fell into the central pool or impluvium.  There 

were exceptions, including one at Djemila, but generally in Africa the rooms 



Ifriqaya  77   
 
 
were grouped around a court, usually enclosed by a portico.1  This more 

resembles the Greek-derived peristyle, which in larger Italian houses such as 

those of Pompeii would be beyond and additional to the atrium.  Beneath the 

court would commonly be a cistern to store rainwater.  A surprising number of 

houses contained small suites of baths, complete with frigidaria, tepidaria and 

caldaria.   
 

 
 

Plan of the House of Small Baths, Djemila; Plan of the House of Stuccoes, Djemila.  Allais, ‘Le Quartier 
Occidental’, pp 104, 106.  

. 
 

In Bulla Regia, an area where temperatures can reach 50° in summer, houses 

had cool underground dining and sleeping rooms, insulated by concrete 

vaulting from the ground floot lrbrlabove,.  There are nine examples of these, all 

but one of them using tubes as the base for the underground vault.2 

 

Mosaic floors are also particularly well represented in African houses, but it may 

be merely fortuitous that so many more have survived here than elsewhere.  

One such mosaic floor is found in the Chamber of seven apses at Djemila, now 

confidently identified as a banqueting hall, as discussed below.  This seems to 

be a rare example of a building form appearing in Africa before it appears in 

othe parts of the empire, contrary to thegeneral picture of Roman African 

architecture as being derivative and retardataire. 
 

                                                 
1 Jashemski, ‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, p 559. 
2 Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes, p 10. 
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Hortensius Gaudentius‘s factory near Tipasa, Algeria, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 

32. 
 

In many cases early Roman buildings were recycled at later Roman or post-

Roman dates.  A house south-east of Tipasa, Algeria, was grand enough to 

have at least two rooms with hypocaust floors, but it was destroyed by fire, and 

at towards the end of the third century AD was reconstructed as a factory, 

containing presses for the production of grape oil or wine.  An inscription of 274 

records the proprietor as Hortensius Gaudentius.1 

 
 

Monumental buildings also differ from those of mainland Italy. Lyttelton says 

that the buildings erected by Septimius Severus were not, as one might have 

expected, much influenced by the architectural style current in Rome.2   In fact 

there are all sorts of aspects which link the Roman architecture of North Africa 

with Syria and Anatolia, rather than with Greece and Rome – not only details of 

the classical language, and styles of carving (see below) but elements like the 

tetrakionen or quadrifrons arch, as at Gerasa (though not totally unknown in 

Italy), and the Medusa heads which are so common in Anatolia.  The 

quadrifrons arch occurs at Tripoli and Lepcis Magna, as it does at Gerasa in 

Syria 

 

Lepcis and Sabratha were established within an existing urban civilisation, 

whereas Timgad and Djemila were not:3 they were military colonies placed 

strategically so as to control land routes.  This is reflected in their layouts and to 

                                                 
1 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, pp 31-2. 
2 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 284. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 479. 
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some extent in their architecture.  Timgad is one of the classic examples of the 

castrum plan, based upon that of the standard military encampment, a 

rectangle containing as grid of blocks but divided principally by the cardo 

maximus in the lengthwise direction, and at right angles to this but off-centre, 

the decumanus maximus.  It is surprising that no mithrea seem to have been 

identified in the military settlements.  The cult of Mithras was especially 

associated with the Roman army, and in the military colony of Italica, Spain, 

almost cognate with those of Africa, is whjat I believe to be a large mithraeum, 

though it is not recognized as such by the archaeologists. 

 

The Capitolium, the official religious centre, is much more in evidence in Africa 

than in the East or elsewhere in the Empire.  It derives from the state Temple of 

Jupiter, Juno and Minerva on the Capitol in Rome, but various enormously in 

design.  Some examples are copies or adaptations of the parent building with 

its three separate cellas;  some are indistinguishable architecturally from any 

regular temple; some have a single cella divided by columns into nave and 

aisles  (Cuicul); some have or with three separate apses (Thugga, Timgad); 

some consist of three almost identical temples, side by side (Sufetula); and 

some have a double cella (Lambaesis).1   Apart from the typical arrangement of 

the capitolium at the head of the forum, an individual temple might have its own 

large forecourt, as in the case of the Temple of Saturn at Thugga.  The form 

becomes analagous to the hypaethral sanctuaries of the Hittites, though any 

connection is extremely improbable. 

 

The construction of amphitheatres seems in some places to exceed any 

reasonable practical requirement, and it may be that they became civic 

monuments for their own sake. The inhabitants of Thysdrus [El-Djem], for 

example, built three amphitheatres over a period of two centuries.2  There are 

some remarkable examples, though not in Cyrene, which was basically a Greek 

city.  Mortimer Wheeler points out that the Greeks did not share the Roman 

liking for dispassionate bloodshed, and in the whole Greek world it is hard to 

find a single amphitheatre worthy of the name. For the most part, in Greek 

lands humanity triumphed, but in Africa west of Cyrenaica the Roman mode 

prevailed.  There the substratum of Romanisation was Phoenician, and a 

sinister and brutal culture.  The brutalities exhibited in the amphitheatres of 

Carthage, Sabratha and Lepcis Magna probably exceeded those of Rome 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 310. 
2 Sears, Citiesof Roman Africa, p 34. 
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itself.1  However there was a sharp decline in amphitheatre construction in 

Africa generally after the second century AD.2  Roman Cyrenaica was a poor 

province and has few Roman buildings of more than local significance.3  

According to Perkins the use of the Doric at the Caesareum, Cyrene, is 

symptomatic of the staunch conservatism of the city.4  

 

Theatre stage buildings of the Roman world have been classified into an 

Eastern and a Western group, the former with continued emphasis on the 

facade of the stage building articulated about its three monumental entrances 

and variously enriched with columnar aediculae or continuous orders, whereas 

the latter is developed in depth, with an elaborate alternation of re-entrant and 

projecting features, which tends increasingly to throw emphasis upon the 

decorative screen at the expense of the wall behind it.’  The terms are 

unfortunate, as, for example, Syrian theatres belong to the ‘western type’, but 

there is a real difference between, for example, the theatres at Aspendos in 

Asia Minor and Sabratha in Africa.5  The ‘western’ type seems characteristic of 

those provinces like Greece and Asia Minor which had a long tradition of Greek 

theatre.6 

 

The five decades 235-285 were a period of crisis in Roman the Empire, and 

archaeologists have tended to push the dating of monuments back into the 

Severan period or forward into the Tetrarchate.  But this was in fact a vibrant 

time in Africa.7 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 40. 
2 Sears, Citiesof Roman Africa, p 33. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 462. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 462. 
5 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 375. 
6 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 376. 
7 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 98. 
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Mosaic of a Roman country house, from Tabarka, now in the Alaoui [Bardo] Museum, Tunis.  
Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 115.  

 

Despite a lack of surviving examples, the dome seems to have found a home in 

Africa earlier than in Italy itself.  It is striking that the rock-cut baths at Cyrene, 

BC in date, already simulate domed chambers, while later the mosaic of a 

Roman villa from Tabarka, shows a line of small domes unlike anything in 

Roman Italy, and seeming to presage the use of such domes in the Moslem 

world (including Sicily). Such domes may have become feasible in this region 

because of the extensive use of concrete, as discussed below. There is another 

type of dome constructed in stone, that of the quadrifrons arch at Tripoli, where 

a square plan is converted to an octagon by means of slabs spanning the 

corners at 45º (just as in many structures in Syria) from which rise three 

courses of ashlar, still octagonal in plan, then a capping stone.1   This, however, 

is not a true dome at all, but a cloister vault, like those of the Domus Aurea and 

other buildings in Rome. 

 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 80. 
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Reconstruction of the use of vaulting tubes; vaulting pots and tubes .  Lancaster, ‘Terracotta 
Vaulting Tubes’, pp 4,6. 

 

The use of terra cotta tubes in vaulting was more extensive in North Africa, 

especially what is now Tunisia, than in Italy or other parts of the Empire.  The 

use of recycled amphorae within mass concrete, to extend the material and/or 

lighten the mass, was fairly widespread, but the use of purpose-made terra 

cotta tubes to form vaults is rather different. Lynne Lancaster reports their 

presence as early as the third century BC in a bath building at Morgantina in 

Sicily, but in North Africa they date from the third century AD.  They were light 

in weight and could be joined with quick-setting gypsum plaster to construct 

vaulted shapes rapidly and with little or no centering. Concrete was placed over 

them, and they remained as permanent formwork.  Subsequently the gypsum 

plaster commonly degenerated in moist conditions and the tubes fell away, 

leaving only with the impressions of tubes on the soffit of the concrete vault.   
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Map of Tunisia showing the locations of vaulting tubes, 

in relation to rainfall isohets and known pottery workshops.  
Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 7. 

 

Lancaster has plotted the locations where tubes have been discovered in 

Tunisia, together with the known sites pottery kilns to establish the geographic 

spread of the industry, which she believes to be determined largely by climatic 

factors.  At some point, according to Lancaser, builders realised that they could 

omit the concrete and build in tubes, and this is especially common in the apses 

and domes of Christian churches.1  It is not clear wherher she refers to 

unnamed churches within Africa, or to what developed at Ravenna in the fifth to 

sixth centuries.  There the tubes themselves, typically in two layers, actually 

became the vault or dome, and no concrete was placed on top. 

 

It was Roman engineering which turned a largely arid land into a major 

agricultural exporter.  There survive today the remains of many aqueducts and 

cisterns, but the most interesting practice was, if we are to believe Boissier, that 

                                                 
1 Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, passim. 
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where there was no water available at ground level, wells were dug to lead it 

along subterranean beds.1  This sounds very closet to the qanat, which is 

generally thought to have developed in the Middle East, probably Iran.  But the 

basis for that is not clear.  There is plenty of evidence of canals and above-

ground aqueducts in ancient Mesopotamia, and these probably influenced the 

Romans.   But there is no clear evidence of substantial  tunnelling (so far as I 

know)2 before the Evpalinos tunnel on Samos, of 524 BC. Later Roman 

aqueduct tunnels commonly had vertical shafts descending into them at 

intervals, and the (rather humble) tunnel at Palmyra is very like a qanat, except 

that its source is an open reservoir rather than an aquifer.  Boissier seems to 

describe something even more like a qanat, in that it draws upon an 

underground source, though it is not clear whether the channel finally emerges 

above ground (or whether the water has to be drawn up).  The earliest securely 

dated qanats are those of Andalusia, built by Moors who would have been 

familiar with such works in Africa. 
 
 

 
 

The arch of Septimius Severus, Lambaesis, view before restoration.  Gsell, Monuments 
Antiques, I, p 59. 

 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 153. 
2 There is a claim that quanats were used to drain mine workings in Armenia by the 

sixth century BC, but the basis for this is unclear.  Elizabeth Beazley & Michael 
Harverson, Living with the Desert: Working Buildings of the Iranian Plateau (Aris & 
Phillips, Warminster [Wiltshire] 1982), p 38. 



Ifriqaya  85   
 
 

 
 
The arch of Septimius Severus, Lambaesis, today. Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient Rome, p 

208.  

 
Severan Arch, Lambaesis, plan. Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 177. 

 

The Roman buildings of Africa have been restored to a far greater extrent than 

those of earlier and later dates, which raises questions about conservation 

philosopohy and authenticity.  A fundamental priciple of modern conservation is 

anastylosis, which literally means ‘raising the columns’, and derives from early 

restoration work on classical temples.  Classical buildings generally have been 

damaged and destroyed less by acts of war, or the quarrying of their  stones for 

re-use, than from the extraction of the valuable bronze and iron cramps. This 

leaves them either pockmarked by holes dug into the joints, which can be seen 

in many African examples, or actually dismantled. A dismantled ashlar stone 
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building (unlike, say, a rubble or concrete one) can be fairly easily reassembled, 

because the components are designed to fit together accurately, and little 

guesswork is required.  

 

  
Arch of Trajan, Timgad, before and after restoration, plan. Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, 

following p 174., p 175 

 

The principle of anastylosis, therefore, applies not only to columnar buildings, 

but to well-constructed stone buildings in general.  It does not sanction the 

reconstruction of any portion which is actually missing, except that, where one 

or two lost stones are required for the reassemblage of the rest, they may be 

substituted by modern material, provided that no guesswork is involved and no 

deception results.  Typically they are replaced in a different material – concrete, 

or another type of stone – and they are shaped only broadly, not including any 

intrícate carving or detail.   But most of the restoration work in Africa was done 

before such rigorous princoples were applied, and it is now difficult to know 

what is authentic and what is not.  The theatre at Sabratha is a dramatic 

example: the multi-storey scena, restored by Italian archaeologists, is one of 

the most ornate examples.  Today most authorities seem to assume that is 

accurate. 
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Arch of Caracalla, Djemila, 216, view before restoration: Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, facing p 

167.  As now: MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 13. Plan: Gsell, I, p 168. 
 

 

 

CHRISTIAN ARCHITECTURE 
 

There is no known example of an African Christian building dating from before 

Constantine’s conversion in the early fourth century.1  The only excavated 

series of catacombs to compare with the examples in Rome and Syracuse are 

those discovered at Hadrametum in the early twentieth century, which seem to 

show mixed pagan and Christian burials, possibly starting from the third 

century.2  After the accession of Constantine, however, African Christian 

buildings are many and interesting.  The first of them tend to be very Roman in 

character, as I will demonstrate below. In the standing remains of the Basilica at 

Tebessa, in Algeria, one can see how strongly the classical tradition persists:  

the represented structure in the trabeated system, superimposed on the real 

arcuated structure, is just like the combination in the Colosseum of Rome.  But 

by the sixth century the situation has changed completely, and African churches 

relate more closely to those of Syria.  

 

                                                 
1 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 103. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 103. 
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Basilica at Guesseria (Henchir Guesseria), north of l’Aurèr, Algeria: 
plan showing the tau cross form.   Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 203 

 
 

In church building the tau cross or T plan of the old St Peter’s basilica, Rome, 

can be found in some examples, but unfotunately they are undated, so we 

cannot know whether they are contemporary buildings or quaint throwbacks. 

The double apsed basilica, arising from the change in convention from the 

occidented to the oriented church plan, is more ubiquitous in North Africa than 

in any other part of empire. So are churches with double and even triple aisles, 

and this may reflect the direct involvement of Constantine. Double aisles were 

characteristic of the great foundations of Constantine and Helena in Rome and 

Palestine.  Though the African churches are not (generally) of the same scale 

or character, there are indications of the Emperor’s local interest:  after he 

renamed the town of Cirta as Constantine, he wrote a letter to a group of 

Numidian bishops which indicates that he had not only built one church in the 

city, but subsequently had the custom house converted into another church.1 

Elsewhere Christians were reluctant to use formerly secular buildings for 

worship, but there are other examples, such as the Basilica of Apulius at 

Sabratha, which indicate that these inhibitions were less in evidence in Africa. 

 
 

                                                 
1 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 118,citing Letter of Constantine to the Numidian 

Bishops. 
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The large basilica at Skhira, ?originally 4th century: sections, Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, 

plate A. 
 

 
 

The large basilica at Skhira, ?originally 4th century: plan, Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, rear. 
 

 

The two basilicas at Skhira, forty-five kilometres from Maharès, exemplify these 

tendencies.  The larger of the two is thought to have been built in the fourth 

century, and is a sort of poor man’s version of the old St Peter’s, Rome.  The 

Roman church was built in about 333-360, but the atrium was completed about 
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thirty years later, so the African church may be almost contemporary.  The site 

of St Peter’s was determined by the location of a small shrine standing above 

the supposed tomb of St Peter, and the tops of the adjoining tombs were sliced 

off the create the floor of the church.  The African church was also built over a 

cemetery, and is orientated north-south east-west in accordance with the tombs 

themselves.  It therefore seems very likely that it marks the burial place of a 

local saint, though any tomb below the apse has been lost when a later tomb 

was installed there.  St Peter’s is occidented (or pointed west) in accordance 

with fourth century practice in Rome, and that of many African churches, 

especially in Byzacium.1  So is the Skhira basilica, within the constraints of 

direction of the tombs, which makes it actually northwest.   

 

The critical feature of the Skhira church is the fact that it has double aisles.  

This was characteristic of the four great foundations of the Emperor 

Constantine and his mother Helena in the fourth century – the Church of the 

Nativity at Bethlehem, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem; St Peter’s, 

Rome; and St John Lateran, Rome.  Double aisles are also found in S Paolo 

Fuori le Mura, Rome, founded 386 in imitation of St Peter’s.  Outside Africa 

other double aisled churches are substantially later, such as Hagios Demetrios, 

Salonika (allegedly founded 412-13, then 500-550). But in Africa double aisles 

are relatively common – in two churches at Thélepte-Fériana, three at 

Carthage, one at Sbiba, and one at Ségermès.2 The Skhira church is 

reconstructed by Fendri as a single-storeyed structure, like the great Roman 

churches and the Bethlehem church, but unlike that of Jesusalem, which has 

galleries or matronea over the aisles.  

 

The entrance front of the basilica at Skhira has a full width portico three metres 

deep with two trefoil columns at the centre, possibly vestiges of a porch. This is 

unique in Tuniisa, and although such colonnaded porticoes are found often in 

Algeria [45. List of colonnaded porticoes in Gsell, Monuments, II, p 135], [ref to 

sole example], they must most or all be of later date. So it is again more 

appropriate to relate Skhira to Rome, where such porticoes were common.   In 

short rthe large basilica at Skhira is a Roman church in almost all respects.   

 

Krautheimer regards the classical character of North African churches as an ol-

fashioned survival, but if Skhira is really of the fourth century, the very reverse 

                                                 
1 Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, p 18. 
2 Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, p 19. 



Ifriqaya  91   
 
 
is true.  In fact if we accept that claim reported above - that Latin Christianity 

came from Africa - there is no reason why this could not be true of church 

architecture as well.  But that would be generally regarded as a very radical 

proposition, and would require more substantial evidence than I can adduce 

here. 

 

By the end of the fourth century most churches (even including S Paolo fuori le 

Mura in Rome) were being oriented rather than occidented, and some existing 

churches had their direction reversed by the addition of an eastern apse, which 

is what happened at Skhira, at an undertermined date.  Another example is the 

Basilica at Baalbek, Lebanon.  A closer one is perhaps the church at Chlef in 

Algeria, which parallels Skhira in many ways, but that present difficulties, as we 

shall see. 

 

 
 

Plan & section of the small basilica at Skhira, undated, but perhaps 6th century. Fendri, 
Basiliques de la Skhira, rear. 

   

The small basilica at Skhira is a much less impressive structure than the large 

one, built of small rubble with gypsum mortar,1 and it shows Eastern rather than 

Roman characteristics.  Such Eastern characteristics had been developing in 

Africa for some time, but if this example dates from after the Byzantine 

reconquest of 533, as seems likely, then no further explanation is required.  It 

exhibits the synthronon, or stepped bench around the curve of the apse for the 

seating of the clergy, with the cathedra, or bishop’s throne, at the centre, an 

                                                 
1 Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, p 58. 
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arrangement by now common in the East, and especially in Syria. There had 

been no cathedra in the large Skhira basilica, though there may have been a 

shallow synthronon in the eastern apse (Fendri’s drawings are equivocal on this 

point: his plan shows a single step, but his section shows a proper two-stepped 

bench).   The south entrance into the small basilica, which Fendri infers from 

the existence of a flight of steps,1 is a feature almost exclusive to a specific 

group of Syrian churches (such as Qirkbizé), 

 

 
Cathedral church of St Reparatus, Orléansville, 

Algeria, dedicated 324: plan. 
Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine p 23. 

 
 

The present town of Chlef (or Orléansville) was once an important episcopal 

see, but a small one, and its cathedral, dedicated in AD 324, measures only 16 

by 26 metres overall.  It was divided by four rows of square piers into four 

narrow aisles and a wide nave, the nave presumably higher and lit by clerestory 

windows.  Mosaics covered the floors.  An apse sheltering a small crypt rose 

high above the floor level, inscribed within the rectangular plan shape rather 

than projecting from it.  A western apse was added some time before 475 

(when the tomb of Bishop Reparatus was installed there2), and galleries above 

the aisles perhaps in the sixth century.3 

 

The spaces left on either side of the apse presage the small chambers or 

pastophories of later Byzantine church planning (and also have a particular 

significance to which I will return below), but at this date they are parallelled 

only in some Syrian examples.  Given the many Syrian connections in the late 

imperial and early Christian architecture of Africa it seems perverse of 
                                                 

1 Fendri, Basiliques de la Skhira, p plan. 
2 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byaantine, p 141. 
3 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byaantine, pp 23-4.  Krautheimer wrongly states 

that an eastern apse was added, but this is because he has the plan upside down, 
misled by the north point on Gsell’s original, which carries a scroll looking like an ‘S’ 
for south. 
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Krautheimer to argue that they to developed independently in Africa.1  The 

inscribed apse is one of those Syrian connections, but the double-ended form 

created by the second apse is potentially misleading.  Elsewhere it occurs when 

a church which has been occidented, as was common in the fourth century, is 

turned about to point eastwards in accordance with the later practice, but here 

the church was originally oriented and the extra apse is more or less gratuitous.  

Although something similar was to occur in Carolingian Germany, Krautheimer 

is right to discount any connection.2  The galleries accord with the eastern use 

of matronea, which is no doubt why Krautheimer assigns to them a date after 

the Byzantine reconquest. 

 

The cathedral at Chlef was a single, physically isolated building,3 but nowhere 

in North Africa can the church building be viewed as an autonomous structure. 

Jean Lassus has argued that it ought to be seen as part of a building complex 

which comprises the bishop’s palace, dwellings for the clergy, dining rooms for 

community banquets, often of trefoil plan, libraries, store rooms, bakeries, oil 

presses and so on.  Two examples are the ‘Christian quarters at Djémila and at 

Bône.  They suggest that conservative North Africa clung tenaciously to the 

pre-Christian concept of the community centre with a fusion of utilitarian and 

sacred elements in the one structure.4  But ironically they are also forward-

looking in that they foreshadow the structure of Benedictine and other monastic 

communities in a way which is unknown in Europe at this time. 

 

Chlef is important and early, but far from typical, but the problem is that while 

numerous churches have been excavated in Africa our ignorance of their dates, 

style, and planning is profound.  It can, however be said, that political changes 

in North Africa – even one so severe as the conquest of the Vandals – had little 

impact upon church design.  Nor did religious heresies, or the location (in the 

Roman coastal strip as opposed to the hinterland).  There are of course 

differences which arise within a particular locality or see, and which sometimes 

spread, but they cannot be attributed to those obvious factors.  The majority of 

churches are ordinary basilicas of the type common in the Latin West: a high 

nave supported by arcades, occasionally preceded by a narthex or atrium, 

flanked by two low aisles and terminated by a semicircular apse.  Alongside this 

                                                 
1 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 144. 
2 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pp 141, 145. 
3 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 23. 
4 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 145, citing J  Lassus, at VIC.A.C. … 

Ravenna … 1962. 
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standard type is a distinctly Constantinian type in which the nave is flanked by 

four or more aisles, as at Chlef, or even six or eight aisles as at Tipasa, for 

reasons unknown.1   
 
 

 
 

Mosaic from Tabarka showing a basilica, c 400. Bardo Museum, Tunis. Krautheimer, Early 
Christian and Byzantine pl 61B. 

  

 
North African basilica, reconstructed on the basis of a mosaic at Tabarka, c 400. Krautheimer, 

Early Christian and Byzantine p 142. 
 

A generic basilica in the neighbourhood of Carthage is represented in a mosaic 

from Tabarka, dating from about 400, and now in the Bardo Museum, Tunis, 

from which a reconstruction drawing has been created.   On the right a flight of 

                                                 
1 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pp 139-140. 
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steps ascends to the church portal which is closed by a curtain leading into the 

nave.  Rectangular windows in the clerestory are closed with stone slabs 

pierced with round holes. The roof of the nave is covered with tiles, and the 

floor with a mosaic of bird and floral motifs enclosed in squares. A few steps 

ascend to the apse and a triple arcade demarcates it from the nave.   The altar, 

with an altar cloth, antependium, and three candles, stands in the nave above a 

funerary vault or confessio, presumably containing the sarcophagus of a 

martyr.1 

 

The placement of the altar and chancel in the nave is what Krautheimer 

appropriately terms ‘a liturgical fossil’, recalling pre-Constantinian and 

Constantinian practice,2 and it reflects highly conservative character of the 

region.  The screening of the apse with a triple arcade occurs elsewhere in 

Africa, and is not so easily explained.  Krautheimer suggests a derivation from 

Constantinian fastigia,3 but it is far easier to see it as an ad hoc modification of 

the Syrian iconostasis, which at this stage was a solid chancel rail or set of 

plutea, from which rose slender square pillars to carry a horizontal lintel at 

about door height.  Possibly the side spaces were even at this date filled with 

curtains. 

 

Baptisteries as a rule are simple rectangular or square rooms, attached to the 

rear or flank of an aisle, or occasionally freestanding, as was common in the 

fourth century throughout the Christian world.4  Centralised martyria are 

unknown in Africa, with the possible exception of a round building behind the 

church of Damous-el-Karita at Carthage   From as early as the beginning of the 

fourth century, martyrs’ and other relics were deposited in churches, including 

parish churches inside towns. As in the Tabarka mosaic, they would rest in 

small vaults below the altar or below the apse, and would often be 

inaccessible.5 

 

                                                 
1 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pp 141-2. 
2 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 140. 
3 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 140. 
4 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pp 140-1. 
5 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 141. 
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Basilica at Bénian, Algeria, plan showing the triple-arched screen across the apse. 

Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 176 
 

The historic connection between North Africa and Spain is inadequately 

recognised by most scholars.  The triple-arched chancel screen, already 

mentioned, is unique to North Africa in the early Christian period.  Although 

examples are few, we may reasonably suppose that there were many more, 

unknown to us because the poor state of preservation of the building has meant 

the column bases have disappeared or have simply passed unrecognised.  This 

screen occurs in Spain, if not in Visigothic churches, certainly in Asturian 

examples such as Santa Cristina de Leña, and it can hardly be doubted that it 

derives from Africa.  And if this is conceded then we must consider whether the 

same motif in English Saxon churches can come from anywhere other than 

Spain, and ultimately from Africa as well. 
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Basilica, Timgad, showing porticus: \ 

Lasteyrie, l’Architecture Religieuse, p 57. 

 

A similar argument goes for the porticus, characteristic of Vizigothic and 

Asturian Spain, Saxon England, and some areas of Gaul and even Northern 

Italy. These small squarish rooms cluster around the nave, sometimes only in 

the form of a pair on either side, suggesting a transept;  sometimes more;  and  

in one case in an almost continuous strip around three sides (San Juan Batista, 

Baños de Cerrato). Their function is indeterminate, but at Reculver, Kent, they 

were used for burials, and this may have been the norm.   We have already 

seen that square recesses appeared on either side of the apse at Chlef.  At 

Timgad there are similar spaces on either side of the inscribed apse, and also 

full porticus in the form of larger square chambers running right along one side 

of the nave.  Where there is simply a pair of chambers,one on either side of the 

apse, as in the small chapel at Tebessa and the large basilica at Timgad, they 

can as well be interpreted as protypes of the pastophories (the prosthesis and 

diakonikon), which were to develop in the eastern church – but if so, threy are 

no less interesting 

 

The invasion of the Vandals no doubt hindered building generally, and church 

building in particular, in many places.  But the building of churches did continue. 

The problem is that the dates of few buildings are securely established, and 

attributions by scholars tend to avoid the Vandal period (and also the third 

century, as discussed above) on the assumption that political and social 

problems acted as a dampener on building.  Dates are pushed a little bit 

forwards or a little bit backwards, and the assumptions become self-fulfilling – 

structures attributed to those periods are scarce.1 

 
                                                 

1 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 11, discuses this phenomenon in relation to the 
dating opf mosaics. 
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The first fortifications to be erected in Africa by the Byzantine army were of 

wood and earth. But subsequently most fortifications were so sited as to make 

use of existing supplies of cut stone derived from abandoned buildings.  The 

same practice is seen in other sixth-century buildings, notably churches.  The 

normal method of constructing towers and curtain walls in Africa in the sixth 

century was to build an internal and an external facing of large blocks, 

enclosing a mortared rubble core with transverse partitions,1 amounting to what 

is known as emplecton. 

 

 

ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE 

 

When the Arabs first arrived, North Africa formed part of the same 

Mediterranean world as Syria, and the style which evolved was essentially the 

same in both areas, though the African work was simpler and showed less 

Persian influence.2  Until the appearance of the Fatimids in 909, the area’s 

architecture was dominated by the great mosques of Ifriqiyya (essentially 

modern Tunisia and Tripolitania) and by the Aghlabid dynasty which 

constructed them.  The Aghlabids were great builders who played a leading role 

in the architectural development on North Africa and of Sicily, whereas the 

Ighlibids in the west left no major monuments, and there are only excavated 

fragments of stucco from the Rustamids in the centre.3   The rebuilding of the 

Great Mosque at Qayrawan was the most important architectural work of the 

Aghlabids, for it consolidated North African architectural developments and was 

to influence many buildings in the region4 

 

The Almoravids were initially founders of towns and fortresses, and soon 

builders of mosques and palaces.5  Of the Almoravid palaces in Fez and 

Tlemcen, next to nothing is left, but the great mosques of Algiers, Nedroma and 

Tlemcen are Almoravid structures.6 

 

It is surely not too fanciful to suggest that the multi-columned prayer hall of the 

Islamic mosque was derived from or influenced by the Christian basilica at 

Tipasa which, with its seven parallel spaces divided by pillars, must have had 
                                                 

1 Pringle, Byzantine Africa, I, p 133. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 14. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
5 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 141. 
6 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 143. 
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much the same spatial effect.1  There was a plethora of columns available from 

ruined or disused Roman and Byzantine structures throughout the 

Mediterranean and they became a common feature especially of North African 

architecture.  Almost no new column shafts were made by the Muslims until 

well into the Ottoman period, though capitals and impost blocks were freshly 

carved.2 

 

The squinch, which originates in Iran, is found throughout North Africa, as 

indeed in almost all Islamic architecture. At Kairouan it takes the form of a shell, 

which was to become a hallmark of later Fatimid work.3  Antony Hutt wrongly 

supposes that the horseshoe arch originated in Syria.4  It is used at Kairouan, 

but here it is only slightly pinched in at the base. 

 

During the Fatimid period a number of developments occurred in the form of the 

mosque. The mihrab niche was so deepened that it projected from the external 

wall, and the monumental portal, previously a feature only of palaces, came to 

be attached to the mosque.5 

 

The introduction of masonry ribbing and muqarnas in the Almoravid  period 

demonstrates a new acceptance and incorporation of Iranian techniques and 

forms into the architecture of western Islam.6 

 

 

                                                 
1 This, rash as it may be, is my own observation. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 60. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 17. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 19. 
6 Barrucand & Bed]orz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 144. 
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ISLAMIC & VERNACULAR BUILDING TYPES 

 

 
 

Kalaa Sghira, Southern Tunisia.  Lewis, Architectura, p 238 
 

 

Courtyard house in the Souf, Algeria.  Michell, Islamic World, p 200. 
A block of traditional housing in Algiers (after Atelier Casbah 1980). Abdessemed-Foura & 

Benouar, ’The 1716 Algiers Earthquake’, p 277. 
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Much of the housing of North Africa is of the flat-roofed type with courtyards, 

giving onto narrow streets or lanes, typical of the Islamic countries of the Middle 

East.  But there are of course variations according to the climate and the 

terrain, such as the pit dwellings of Southern Tunisia.1  Their strong similartity to 

Chinese underground houses – a sunken courtyard with rooms opening around 

the sides, and a water storage cistern beneath the floor surface – shows how 

much the type is determined by the physical conditions of the area. 
 
 

 
 
 

Underground house in southern Tunisia, plan & section.  Michell, Architecture of the Islamic 
World, p 202  Modern pit dwelling, China: section. Ron Edwards & Lin Wei-Hao, Mud Brick and 

Earth Building the Chinese Way (2nd ed, Kuranda [Queensland] 1984), p 78. 

 

The best picture of the larger houses, at least those of Tripoli, is that of Miss 

Tully: 
 
The houses of the principal people of Tripoli differ from those of Egypt, 
which, according to the customs of the east are mostly built three and four 
stories high: here they never exceed one story.  You first pass through a 
sort of hall or lodge, called by the Moors a skiffer, with benches of stone 
on each side.  From this a staircase leads to a single grand apartment, 
termed a golphor, which has (what is not permitted in any other part of the 
building) windows facing the street.  This apartment is sacred to the 
master of the mansion.  Here he holds his levee, transacts business, and 
enjoys convivial parties.  None even of his own family dare enter this 
golphor, without his particular leave;  and though this seems arbitrary, yet 
a Moorish lady may, in this one instance, be said to equal her lord in 
power, as he cannot  enter his wife’s apartments, if he finds a pair of 
lady’s slippers on the outside of the door, but must wait until they are 
removed.  Beyond this hall or lodge, is the court-yard, paved in proportion 
to the fortune of the owner.  Some are of brown cement, resembling finely 
polished marble, others are of black or white marble, and the poorer 
houses only of stone or earth.  The houses, either small or large, in town 
or country, are built exactly on the same plan.  The courtyard is made use 

                                                 
1 Illustrated in Lisowscy, Tunisia, p 24. 
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of to receive large female companies, entertained by the mistress of the 
house, upon the celebration of a marriage, or any other great feast, and 
also, in cases of death, for funeral ceremonies performed before the 
deceased is moved to the grave. On these occasions the floor is covered 
with mats and Turkey carpets, and is sheltered from the inclemency or 
heat of the weather by an awning, covering the whole yard, for which the 
Moors sometimes incur great expense. Rich silk cushions are laid round 
for seats; the walls are hung with tapestry, and the whole is converted into 
a grand sala.  This courtyard is surrounded by a cloister, supported by 
pillars, over which a gallery is erected of the same dimensions, enclosed 
with a latticework of wood.  From the cloisters and gallery, doors open into 
large chambers not communicating with each other, and which receive 
light only from this yard. The windows have no glass, but are furnished 
with jalousies of wood curiously cut:  these windows produce a gloomy 
light, being admitted through spaces a quarter of an inch wide, and 
crossed with heavy bars of iron, and as they look into an inward court-
yard, they are well calculated to calm the mind of the jealous Moor.  The 
tops of the houses, which are all flat, are covered with plaister or cement, 
and surrounded by a parapet about a foot high, to prevent any thing from, 
immediately falling into the street.  Upon these terraces, the Moors dry 
and prepare their figs, raisins, and dates, and date-paste. They enjoy on 
them the refreshing inbat, or sea breeze, so luxurious after a parching 
day, and are here seen constantly at sun-set, offering their devotions to 
Mahomet ….  From the terraces the rain water falls in to cisterns beneath 
the court yard, which preserve the water from year to year in the highest 
perfection.  … 

 The inside of the cisterns is made of a composition resembling marble, 
and often occupies as much round as the size of the court-yard.1 

 

 

A qasr is a communal storehouse or troglodyte granary, designed to resist 

marauding bands and individual thieves, and built up of small barrel vaulted 

chambers to house grain and produce, one or more which might be owned by a 

family (see also Kabaw, Nalut and the Qasr Al-Haj, below). The inhabitants 

would also gather there in times of danger.2 

 

 

PISÉ AND CONCRETE 

 

The history of concrete has been hijacked by Rome. The common impression is 

that mass concrete was a material developed by the Romans, dependent upon 

their supplies of pozzolana - and that is more or less true.  But mass concrete 

for purposes such as vaulting was more or less confined to central Italy, even in 

                                                 
1 Tully [Stone], Letters, pp 26-7 [9 September 1783]. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 178. 
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Roman times, and concrete in a more general sense has a long pre-Roman 

history.  In fact various mixtures involving lime or gypsum, especially in flooring, 

have been identified from thousands of years earlier.  

 

A pre-Roman concrete vault of the early 3rd century BC has been reported in 

the Upper Peirene Well on Acrocorinth [the acropolis of Corinth] built ‘of an 

agglomerate of sea and sand pebbles, held together by a binder .. with a strong 

admixture of lime’.1  This precedes any datable Roman example and, more 

importantly, probably represents a widespread construction method around the 

east end of the Mediterranean.  The problem is that such vaults, which are 

more like shells of lime-bound rubble, are virtually unrecognisable once they 

have collapsed, as they usually have.  Those that survive in place, at Bosra, 

Pergamon, Binbirkilise and elsewhere, date from the 2nd to 6th centuries AD.  

Most vernacular examples, like those on Santorini, are probably much later still.  

Nevertheless the example at Arocorinth is sufficient to suggest that the 

canonical Roman concrete is only a variant within a long-standing tradition.   At 

Cosa, in Italy, cisterns had barrel vaults of rough limestone voussoirs and 

rubblework or tile.  Structurae caementiciae or concrete as described by 

Vitruvius is later still.  

 

 

An evocation of Carthage?  Two views of Shibamn, Yemen; Phil Marion, George Steinmetz. 

 

Roman concrete walling, as distinct from vaulting, is also rubble bound in a lime 

mortar, but its origins are different - it seems to derive from Carthaginian 

rammed earth construction [otherwise pisé de terre].  According to Pliny ‘walls 

of earth and stones constructed in a framework of planks (in formis)’, called 

‘formaceae’ were common in Africa, Spain and around Tarentum.  Appian’s 

decription of how the Roman army demolished multi-storey buildings in 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pp 105-6. 
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Carthage in 146 BC, with considerable difficulty, seems to imply construction of 

this kind.1  To picture them we can perhaps invoke the analogy of the five to 

eleven storey tower houses Shibam in Yemen, though these are of mud brick 

rather than pisé. 

 

Pompei had various forms of rubble related to but not the same as true 

concrete.2  In Rome the Porticus Aemelia is 193 BC, of concrete, and appears 

to be the original structure.3  Certainly there are remains in Rome from about 

150 BC showing fully developed concrete of the sort today called opus 

incertum, or what Vitruvius calls genus incertum.4  According to Perkins 

concrete was not a material native to North Africa, and he therefore infers that 

the Hunting Baths derive from the concrete architecture of metropolitan Rome.5  

But that hardly seems a foregone conclusion:  perhaps an examination of the 

concrete itself will clarify the position. 

 

 

THE ENTABLATURE & THE DOSSERET BLOCK 

 

The arched architraves of the Severan Forum at Lepcis Magna are in 

Lyttelton’s view a baroque violation of the traditional trabeated forms.6  

Certainly the placing of arcades directly onto the capitals of columns was a 

novelty in classical architecture, but it was arguably a solecism rather than a 

baroque masterstroke.  It is said to have been done previously at Doclea in 

Montenegro, possibly in the early 2nd century AD,7 but the information is 

vague.  It is also claimed to have been done at Hadrian’s great temple at 

Cyzicus in Asia Minor, but here the information is even more dubious.8  There 

may have been even earlier examples on a smaller scale, but the evidence is 

even more equivocal.9  Whatever the truth about these earlier buildings, the fact 
                                                 

1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 105. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 105. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 107. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 106. 
5 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
6 Lytelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 288. 
7 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 367. 
8 Bernard Ashmole, ‘Cyriac of Ancona and the Temple of Hadrian at Cyzicus’, 

Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol 19 no 3-4 (July-December 
1956), pp 179-181. 

9 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 24, cites the courtyard of the Casa della Fortuna 
at Pompeii, and  the Suburban Baths at Herculaneum.   In the latter case the 
arches have clearly been altered when the present tie rods were installed, so that 
they now appear to be stilted.  It looks as if the bottom portion must have been an 
impost block – an extraordinarily important development if it is true. 
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fact is that the arcaded colonnades at Lepcis anticipate by a century those of 

Diocletian’s palace at Spalato.1  Later this form of arcading seems to have been 

been taken up more generally in Africa, for it also appears in a mosaic view of 

Hippo. 
 

 
 

Detail of a mosaic view of Hippo. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 110. 

 

The Severan arcade marks a major step in the evolution, or more accurately 

the decline, of the classical language of architecture.  To place an arch directly 

onto the capitals of a pair of columns was a grammatical error, but there were 

two ways of doing the same thing without breaching the conventions. 

Unfortunately writers such as Lyttelton have failed to understand these 

exercises in sophistry,   

 

Classical Greek architecture was governed by strict conventions, and these 

were extended by the Romans to deal with the arch.   They are not found in any 

written form. 

 
1.  the face of the entablature is roughly above the outermost edge of 

the column 
 
2.  the beam or lintel is supported by round columns, not by square 

piers, or by sections of wall, or anything else  

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 478. 
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3.  the arch is a hole in a wall, and if two archways are next to each 

other, the piece in between is a piece of wall and is therefore 
rectangular in plan - that is, it is a pier, not a column 

 
4. the pier and the arch, being both parts of the same wall, must be of 

the same thickness back to front  
 
5.  the springing of an arcade must be of the same width as the pier 

(which is only logical when the openings are construed as being 
holes in a wall) 

 
6.  a beam or lintel, itself supported on columns, can support a wall (or 

pediment), and a wall is allowed to contain an arched opening, so 
you can have an arch above columns, provided that there is a lintel 
in between the column capital and the beginning of the arch 

 
7.  if in accordance with the preceding principle you have two arches 

next to each other, there will be only a little cube of entablature on 
top of the common column (the name for this is impost block)  

 

Although the impost block is implied by these classical principles, no clear 

example of it exists from classical times (the ressauts in the Mausoleum of 

Diocletian come closest to the appearance of impost blocks, but are not 

freestanding).  It was seemingly invented by Odo of Metz at the Palatine 

Chapel, Aachen, and then independently reinvented by others, including Filippo 

Brunelleschi.  But what happens at the Palace of Diocletian is an attempt – by 

no means the first - to evade the classical rules entirely. 

 

Rule 6 provides a way in which an arch can be inserted into a pediment.  But 

there is a lazier way, which is to pretend that it is not an arch at all, but a 

section of the lintel which just happens to have been bent upwards.  For this to 

be even remotely convincing it means that the mouldings and profiles of the 

lintel must continue uninterrupted around the curve of the archivolt (as it is 

known).  This was done at the Temple of Hadrian, Ephesus, in AD c 117-125, 

and the Temple of Dushara at Si' or Seeia, in Syria, AD late C1st,1 and it was 

also done at the end of the peristyle at Split. 

 

But this is the thin end of the wedge, for if you can have a non-arch of this sort, 

why can you not have two non-arches next to each other, or even a whole row 
                                                 

1 Margaret Lyttleton, Baroque Architecture in Classical Antiquity (London 1974), plate 
7. 
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of them?  That is what happens in the sides of the peristyle, for the first time in 

Europe (though there is a slightly earlier example in North Africa1).   Thus, just 

before the Peace of the Church and the blossoming of Christian architecture, 

the new motif of the arch supported on columns has appeared.   The complete 

breakdown of the classical language was to ensue. 

 

Another aspect of the breakdown was the introduction of the dosseret block. 

When I said that there was no classical example of the impost block, I meant 

the true impost block, moulded like a section of classical entablature.  For there 

were other elements introduced to effect the illegal transition between a column 

and an arch.  One was a simple flat plate or abacus, a little wider than the 

column capital, which occurred in primitive example like the House of Amor & 

Psyche, Ostia.  A more elegant form was a thicker plate with a classical ogee 

profile, such as occurs at Santo Stefano Rotondo, Rome, of 470-483, and later 

in the churches of the Florentine Proto-Renaissance. A third was to turn it into 

something shaped a bit like a basket or cushion, and this was to become the 

usual Byzantine type (known indeed as a pulvino, or cushion). 

 

As some sources use the various terms interchangeably, and are very 

confusing, it may be helpful to recommend a sensible approach: 
 
 dosseret block as the general term for a piece inserted between 

the column capital and the arch springing 
 

 impost block for the specific case where it takes the form of a 
classical entablature 

 
 pulvin or pulvino for the specific case where it is cushion-

shaped 
 

 

RECONSTRUCTION OF THE CLASSICAL LANGUAGE 

 

The development of the impost block is only one of a series of innovations 

which can at first be seen as enlivening the classical language of architecture, 

but which ultimately lead to its destruction.  The canonical Greek orders, the 

Doric and Ionic, were strictly codified.  The Corinthian came later and was 

barely used at an architectural scale in the classic period, the fifth century.   

 
                                                 

1 Arcades of the Severan Forum, Lepcis Magna [modern Algeria], AD C3rd. 
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If one follows the transposition of these orders into the mainstream public 

architecture of Rome, what happens is that they become more luxuriant.  The 

Doric is made slimmer and given a base, the Ionic is elaborated, and the 

already luxuriant Corinthian becomes the preferred order for most purposes.   

They are also used in a superficial way, as at the Coliseum, where a massive 

arched structure is given a facing of trabeation or post-and-beam design in the 

various orders.  This facing is nothing to do with the real structure of the 

building and is in fact a represented structure – symbolic only, but self-

consistent. 

 

But if one instead surveys the architecture of the Hellenised world as 

dramatically expanded by the conquests of Alexander the Great, the 

innovations are more far-reaching. It seems that characteristics derived from 

the conquered nations are taken up as novelties in mainstream architecture.  

Then games are played – pediments are broken in two, or their base chords 

only are interrupted, so that some other shape can be seen behind, or can 

actually thrust forward into the space.  Sometimes only the very bottom corners 

of the pediment remain, to imply the existence of a giant oversailing triangle.  

These innovations find their way into Rome, but principally into scene painting 

and garden architecture, whereas at Petra they appear at architectural scale.   

Many such innovations are also found in the so-called Palazzo della Colonne, 

Ptolemais, probably quite late in date, but still in the spirit of Hellenistic 

innovation.   The theatre at Sabratha also shows some of these devices.   

 

From the fourth century onward, the element of wit reduces and the exigencies 

of the time. 
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LIBYA 

day 1: Benghazi 

 

Benghazi 

 
... we lugged our luggage to the Libyan palace Hotel [where] we were 
allocated a succession of rooms on various floors.  The first had no 
electric light bulbs; the second had lights but they could not be 
extinguished; the third had no lock on the door; the fourth, which we finally 
accepted, was reached by a carpetless corridor from which the paint had 
been stripped in preparation for redecoration and looked down over a 
gloomy well in to the windows of similar rooms.  By the time we got to the 
fourth room, diner was off.  Told that we could dial room service for dinner 
in our room, I did so.  We instantly received an iron tray covered with 
newspaper which bore a soggy bread roll sliced in half, two cubes of 
Lurpak Danish butter done up in silver foil, and two segments of Pingouin 
pasteurized French cheese packed in a similar fashion but with no knife to 
spread it, presumably in case we might be tempted to use it to do away 
with ourselves, no plates, no glasses, but with a festive magnum of Pepsi 
to celebrate what was my birthday.  Outside the storm had returned, the 
thunder rolled and the rain fell into the well outside our window in such 
torrents that I wondered if we ought to move to the top floor in case it filled 
it.1 
 

So far as this tour is concerned Benghazi [the ancient Berenice] is not an 

attraction in its own right, but it will be a convenient base for those who plan to 

arrive early and inspect World War II sites. 

 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 307. 
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day 2: the Pentapolis 
 

 

Tolmeita (Ptolemais, Tulmaytha) 

 

Tolmeita, 35 km north-east of Tocra, has a museum containing important 

mosaics.1 The town is important mainly for the Palazzo delle Colonne [or Villa 

of the Columns, but it was excavated by Italians], which, though it was built 

after AD 118, is an epitome of Hellenistic innovations in the classical language.   

 

The odeion had a stage-building which was absolutely plain except for the 

conventional three doors, which opened directly onto the orchestra to provide 

for aquatic displays.2 

 

 
Palazzo delle Colonne, Ptolemais, early C1st, axonometric view. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan 

and Roman, p 463.   Plan. Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 54. 

 

The plan of the Palazzo delle Colonne is essentially that of a late Hellenistic 

peristyle house, with a large room (oecus) for domestic use off the south side 

and a larger public oecus on the north side3  The architectural ornament is 

                                                 
1 Ham, Libya, pp 134 ff. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 464. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 462. 
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lavish, with pavements of mosaic and of shaped marble tiles (opus sectile) and 

richly carved architectural schemes carried out in the soft local stone and 

surfaced with stucco.  

 

 
Palazzo delle Colonne, reconstruction of the upper order of the north side of the Great Peristyle 

court;  zoomorphic capital from the room west of the smaller oecus Lyttelton, Baroque in 
Antiquity, p 55. 

 
 

 
  

Palazzo delle Colonne: cornice fragment from the upper order of the Great Peristyle, probably 
from the east or west side.   Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, pl 59.  
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 Palazzo delle Colonne: approach from the Great Peristyle, into rooms in the south-west angle; 
column base carved with lotus and acanthus in the North Hall.   Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, 

pls 60, 61.  

 

Amongst the characteristic motifs are the heart-shaped angle piers; the free 

interchange of Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian elements, and the juxtaposition of 

orders of different height; the columns that spring from a calyx of acanthus 

leaves (a Ptolemaic motif which according to Perkins found its way also into 

Syria and sporadically elsewhere); the arch springing from two ends of an 

interrupted horizontal architrave; the facade in the form of a false portico, with 

Ionic half-columns carrying a Doric architrave and framing large rectangular 

false windows and the broken pediments framing independent pedimental 

aediculae within the setting of a miniature columnar screen in a manner which 

clearly foreshadows the marble columnar screens of Asia Minor.  All this has 

very close affinities with the decorative architecture portrayed in the wall-

paintings of Pompeii.1   

 

As described by Lyttelton, the façade in question, the upper level on the north 

side of the Great Peristyle, provides the most elaborate and surprising 

architectural composition in the building, as it consists of a purely decorative 

arrangement of miniature Corinthian columns and pilasters forming three 

aediculae with triangular pediments set against a blank wall (behind which 

apparently was one of the upper rooms).  The central aedicula has a small, 

rectangular coffered semi-dome set in the centre of its pediment, while each of 

the side aediculae was apparently crowned by a hollow pediment. Between the 

central and side aediculae, and at the angles of the façade, the horizontal 

entablature, which ran the whole length of the wall, was broken out and 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 463-5. 
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supported on freestanding columns each of which was crowned by a quarter-

pediment.  G Pesce suggested that some of the statues which were found in 

the building, including some Egyptian statues from the Nineteenth Dynasty and 

Ptolemaic period ,may have stood in these aediculae.1 

 

The two small rooms which flank the smaller oecus are entered between two 

freestanding columnson hexagonal bases.  Magnificent zoomorphic Corinthian 

capitals crown them; they have the normal two rows of acanthus leaves, but the 

place of the helices is taken by male and female heads or figures with a 

surround of oak leaves or laurel, while the angles are replaced by protomai of 

rams or winged horses.  The capitals of the western room had a magnificent 

flower with pointed petals in high relief in the centre of each side of the abacus 

above the human heads.2 

 

Pesce, who was one of those involved in the excavation, dated the house to the 

late Hellenistic period, and Margaret Lyttelton follows him in this.3  Others, 

including Perkins (and me) regard it as early Imperial.  P Mingazzini argued that 

it must be close to the date of the House of Jason Magnus at Cyrene, probably 

later C2nd AD.4  But even with a later date the Palazzo delle Colonne can be 

regarded as exemplifying the sophisticated late Hellenistic domestic 

architecture from which so many elements of the decorative taste of Italy and 

the Mediterranean provinces were more or less directly derived.5 

 

At least two other early Imperial houses of the same general character, though 

less elaborate, have been identified at Ptolemais, and at Cyrene itself the first-

century nucleus of the rich ‘house of Jason Magnus’ falls within the same 

general category, though the planning is more relaxed.  There are remains of 

similar workmanship both at Teuchira (Tocra) and Apollonia.6 

 

                                                 
1 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, pp 53/55. 
2 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, pp 55-6. 
3 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 53, ref G Pesce, Il Palazzo delle Colonne in 

Tolemaide (Rome 1950), and p 57. 
4 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 56. 
5 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 463-5. 
6 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 464. 
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Cyrene 

 

 
 

Greek ruins at Cyrene. StJohn, Libya, p 8. 

 

 
Cyrene, forum and basilica from the air. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 64. 

Caesareum, Cyrene, later 1st century BC, basilica C1st, central temple, C2nd: plan. Boëthius & 
Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 460. 
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?Temple of Zeus; view & detail.  UNESCO World Heritage file 

 

 

Cyrene is Libya’s most complete Greek city, and not unimportant as a Roman 

one:  four edicts of Augustus are preserved in a famous inscription here.1  The 

Greek agora in its later period had stoae or porticos on two sides.  It was also 

the site of the traditional tomb of Battus I, Greek founder and first king of 

Cyrene in the seventh century BC, and was thus in every sense a civic centre.2  

The Caesareum is to some extent modelled on that at Alexandria [48-7 BC].3  

The Palace of the Dux at [?Cyrenaica] has a domestic wing and one for official 

business, as at Bosra, and the Palace of the Dux Ripae at Dura.4 

 

 
?rock-cut tombs. UNESCO World Heritage file 

the ‘Greek Baths’, Cyrene. Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 51 
 

                                                 
1 Earl, Age of Augustus, p 145. 
2 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 50. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 460. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 445. 
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Most unusual are strange and much earlier rock cuttings behind the AD 2nd 

century portico of the ‘Sacred Way’ leading to the Sanctuary of Apollo.  

According to Wheeler: 
 
The cuttings are rock-hewn chambers with roofs simulating vaults and 
half-domes.  The cutting illustrated shows two ranges of niches: an upper 
range apparently for lamps and jars, and a lower range of vertical ‘sitz-
baths’, if that be their correct interpretation.  At one time a convenient 
supply of water had been available here, but in the reign of Augustus (27 
BC – AD 14) a proconsul, Vestalis, had diverted it to supply a new 
fountain further up the road.  Presumably therefore the baths preceded 
this operation and belong either to the earliest Roman or, more probably, 
the previous Hellenistic period.1 

 

As has been said above, Cyrene was like other Greek cities in that it had no 

proper amphitheatre.  In due course, however the magnificently situated Greek 

theatre was converted by the elimination of the stage and deepening of the 

rock-cut orchestra to form the arena of a small amphitheatre.2  Also in the early 

years of the Roman Empire (the exact date is uncertain) the Forum of Proculus 

was laid out, 180 m to the east, with Doric columns.3  These have been referred 

to as Greek, and that is true in that they have entasis (the subtly swelling profile 

of the Greek Doric), and are without bases.  But the slender proportions are 

closer to those of the Roman Doric. 

 

 
The Roman Forum, Cyrene : Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 53. Carved figures of Herakles and 

Hermes from the gymnasium, Cyrene.  Bahn Encyclopedia of Archaeology, p 155. 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 49. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 445. 
3 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 50. 
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Within the northern part of the forum enclosure stood a great hall or basilica, 

which was largely rebuilt in the time of the Emperor Hadrian, about AD 120, 

with a nave and two aisles, and a large western apse in which niches contained 

pagan statues. It would have served as a lawcourt and place of assembly, and 

it was never turned into a Christian church, as occurred in some instances.  The 

colonnades and enclosing wall were extensively, though carefully, rebuilt by the 

former Italian authorities, and the forum is today the most spectacular building 

in Cyrene.  By the end of the fourth century AD Cyrene was harassed by 

raiders from the desert, and the forum was fortified, with loopholes and fighting 

platforms, and drinking troughs for the cavalry horses.1   
 

 

Apollonia 

 

Roman and Byzantine ruins at Apollonia.  StJohn, Libya, p 9. 
The eastern church, Apollonia, fifth or sixth century, with its recycled columns.  Wheeler, 

Roman Africa, p 57. 
 

Apollonia was the port for Cyrene, and is one of the major Libyan sites, with 

Roman, Greek and Byzantine buildings, including five churches and the 

Byzantine Duke’s palace.2 The eastern church incorporates some walls of an 

earlier building on the site, possibly a Temple of Apollo.  The white and green 

cipollino marble columns separating the aisles are from some Roman building.3 

 

 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
2 Ham, Libya, pp 147 ff. 
3 Wheeler, Roman Africa, pp 147 ff. 
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day 3: Sabratha  

 

Sabratha 

 
a theatre that was itself a stage set, with tiers of colonnades one above 
the other towering eighty feet or so in the air and with its exits and it 
entrances reaching out through enfilades of corridors, each one giving a 
vista of what  was a foam-flecked sea.  An architecture which has few, if 
any parallels in the ancient world except perhaps in the Nabatean city of 
Petra; but nearer in spirit, with its tricks of perspective, to those wooden 
structures of the Renaissance, Palladio’s Teatro Olimpico at Vicenza, the 
Teatro Farnese at Parma or, nearer our own time but in a miniature 
version, the museum house of Sir John Soane in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.1 

 

At Sabratha the local building material was a friable sandstone that could only 

be used beneath a thick coating of stucco, needing constant attention; and 

already in late antiquity (in contrast to Lepcis) there was very little left of the first 

century city and its monuments.2    

 

As originally laid out in stuccoed sandstone towards the middle of the first 

century A.D. the forum at Sabratha consisted of an elongated rectangular open 

space, flanked along the two long sides by shops and enclosing near the east 

end a large, gaily painted temple dedicated to Liber Pater.  Along the western 

half of the south side, behind the shops, there was a basilica of the Vitruvian or 

transverse type. During the course of the next three centuries all the forum 

buildings, with the single and presumably deliberate exception of the Temple of 

Liber Pater (which was rebuilt and enlarged in traditional materials), were rebuilt 

wholly or partially in imported marble.3            

 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 333-4. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 471. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 472. 
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Theatre, Sabratha, late C2nd, plan and section. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 
470.  View.: UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 
 

 
Stage; centre stage entrance, Wheeler, Roman Africa, pp 84, 86..  

 

The late-second-century theatre, outstanding not so much because it was in 

any way unusual in its own day as because the discovery and apparently 

accurate restoration to its full height of the façade of the stage building.  But this 

was restoration, or perhaps anastylosis, on an almost unprecedented scale, for 

when first excavated by the Italians it was nothing more than a low mound of 

sand and masonry.1  All that is missing is the coffered wooden ceiling, 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 82. 
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cantilevered forward over the stage, and the facing of marble veneer that 

covered the wall surfaces behind the columns.  The size – a maximum diameter 

of 88.5 m - is second only to that of the theatre at Hippo (97.5 m).1 

 

 
 

Mosaic of Neptune or Oceanus, Sabratha,  Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 84. 
 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pp 472-3. 



Ifriqaya  121   
 
 

 
 

Mosaics of Diana and of mosaic the Three Graces, found under the mosaic of Neptune at the 
Oceanic Baths, Sabratha Museum.  Earl, Age of Augustus, p 107. 

 
 

Sabratha has the wonderful theatre; the southern temple to an unknown deity; 

Antonine Temple;  Judicial Basilica; forum; capitolium; curia; Temple of Liber 

Pater; Temple of Serapis; Basilica of Justinian; northwestern quarter, including  

the Seaward Baths.; the theatre quarter, including two Christian basilicas of the 

C4th-5th; Temple of Isis; theatre; peristyle house; and the amphitheatre, a 

considerable distance to the north-east. The Basilica of Justinian dates from the 

sixth century but incorporates spolia of the second century.  It had exceptional 

mosaics, which are now in Sabratha’s Roman Museum.1  The Basilica of 

Apuleius is presumably one of those previously referred to: it was originally a 

law court, but was converted into a church in about 440.2 

 

The domestic and commercial architecture is unusually well preserved.  A 

regular feature of the town houses of Sabratha, as elsewhere in North Africa, 

was the incorporation of large cisterns for the storage of rainwater for domestic 

use.  There was also a public supply brought in by aqueduct, but this was 

normally directed only to the public fountains (which were intended for practical 

use as well as decoration) and to the bath-buildings.  Attached to the latter, and 

flushed by their outflows, were public lavatories, which were of a communal 

character, with accommodation for as many as sixty persons at a time on long 

stone benches.3 

                                                 
1 Ham, Libya, pp 100 ff. 
2 StJohn, Libya, p 16. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pp 472-3. 
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Plan of the enceinte, Sabratha.  Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, p 579, after R Bartoccini. ‘Il 

Tempio Antoniniano di Sabratha’, Libya Antiqua, 1 (1964) 
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day 4: Lepcis Magna & the Villa Sileen 

 

Lepcis Magna (Leptis Magna, Labeda, Lebdah) 

 
It must have been a wonderful, perhaps not beautiful, possibly vulgar city, 
if only for the extraordinary variety of marble, porphyry, granite and other 
more or less exotic rocks which Severus imported from all over the 
empire, either in the form of enormous monoliths ... or as facing stone for 
what had previously been a city mainly built of a not very inspiring mixture 
of brick and porous limestone.1 
 

 
 

Lepcitanian territory. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 44,  
after D J Mattingley, Roman Tripolitania (London 1995) fig 4.3 

 

Lepcis Magna was the largest Roman city in North Africa, and is exceptional 

not only in size but in its state of preservation.  It was a Carthaginian settlement 

from the seventh century BC, and after the fall of Carthage in 146 BC it came 

under the aegis of the Numidian Kingdom.  In 111 the residents entered into a 

treaty of friendship with Rome, and despite some setbacks it evolved into a 

major Roman city.2  Although the site of the Punic settlement is known, the 

earliest extant remains are of the Augustan Age.3 
 

 

                                                 
1 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, p 331. 
2 Ham, Libya, pp 110 ff. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 465. 
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Key plan of Roman ruins at Lepcis Magna.  StJohn, Libya, p 14. 
 

 
Lepcis Magna, plan. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 40. 

 
OR 
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Lepcis Magna, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 37, 
after D J Mattingley, Roman Tripolitania (London 1995) fig 6.1 

 

 
Lepcis Magna, central district, sketch aerial view. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman 

Empire, p 57. 
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Limestone market pavilion, Lepcis, Romano-Punic, 8 BC.  Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and 
Roman, pl 240  

 
 

 

 
Lepcis Magna, market, restored view. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 468. 
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Lepcis Magna, market.  Wheeler, Ronan Africa, p 67.  

Table of standard volume measures from the market, Lepcis Magna  Earl, Age of Augustus, p 
107. 

j 

 
Lepcis Magna, Old Forum, laid out late C1st BC and developed  

mainly in the AD C1st, plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 466. 
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Theatre, Lepcis Magna, AD 0-2, plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 470. 

Theatre, Lepcis Magna. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, pl 7. 

 
 
 
 

The oblique alignment of the north-east side of the Old Forum must derive from 

that of some building, or buildings, of the Punic city.  The earliest surviving 

building, the temple of Liber Pater [or Dionysius, the Punic Shadrap] was built 

originally of the soft quaternary sandstone which, faced liberally with stucco, 

was the pre-Augustan building stone of the town.  Subsequently a magnificent 

silvery-grey limestone was to be the characteristic building stone of Lepcis for 

over a century.1   

 
 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
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Public  lavatory, Hadrianic Baths, Lepcis Magna. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pl 

246. 

Then quite suddenly, under Hadrian, the marbles of Greece and Asia Minor 

(and occasionally of Italy) were introduced, and with them, Perkins believes, 

came craftsmen trained in the workshops of the Aegean world and of Rome1  

Indeed there are some inscriptions which indicate that sculptors came from 

Asia Minor, and stylistic links with Aphrodisias in particular have been 

suggested.2  The first building to have used columns and other architectural 

members of marble was the Hadrianic Baths, and after the time of Hadrian 

there was not a single new building of substance that did not make extensive 

use of imported marble, while a great many of the existing buildings were 

correspondingly remodelled.3  Almost overnight the buildings of Lepcis lost the 

individuality conferred by local materials, techniques and styles.  The columns 

were now imported ready-made, and the bases, capitals, entablatures, and 

other fittings were carved to standard classical designs.4  The situation was 

later reversed, when seven immense granite columns were transported to 

France, and reportedly used in one of the palaces built by Louis XIV.5 

 
 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 469. 
2 Ramage, Roman Art, pp 269-270. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 469. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 471. 
5 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 9 [3 July 1783]. 



130  Ifriqaya   
 
 

 
Arch of Septimius Severus, Leptis Magna, AD 203-4,  UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 
Arch of Septimius Severus, Leptis Magna, AD 203-4, reconstruction elevation and half-section 

by Dennis Spittle (the reliefs in the section show the Romans besieging a city).  Ramage, 
Roman Art, p 266-7. 
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Arch of Septimius Severus, triumphal procession of Septimius Severus and his two sons.  

Tripoli Museum. Ramage, Roman Art, p 265 

 
Arch of Septimius Severus, Leptis Magna, AD 203-4 sacrifice of a bull before Septimius 

Severus and Julia Domna. Tripoli Museum. Ramage, Roman Art, p 265 
 

Lepcis, already one of the wealthiest cities of North Africa in its own right, had 

the good fortune to be the birthplace of Septimius Severus (r 193-211).  During 

his reign the city was embellished with a whole new monumental quarter, 

comprising an enclosed harbour, a bath-building, a colonnaded street, a forum 

and basilica, and a piazza dominated by a monumental fountain building or 

nymphaeum.1  The harbour which was the main factor in siting Lepcis Magna 

originated in the little estuary of the Wadi Lebda, a seasonal watercourse which 

was and is dry for a large part of the year. But in the time of Septimius it was 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
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developed, as Wheeler puts it, ‘not wisely but too well..  The fine quays and 

warehouses created a continuous barrier to the wadi when in flood, and led to 

the rapid accumulation of a sandy bar which soon excluded the sea altogether 

from the harbour.   In fact, from the outset the harbour was scarcely usable.1 

 

Other Severan enterprises included the enlargement of the existing circus and 

the building of a four-way (quadrifrons) arch.2  The arch was probably built for, 

or as a result of, the visit of Severus in AD 206,3 and Perkins describes it as a 

hurriedly erected very over-decorated structure, of interest more for the content 

and quality of its sculpture than for its architectural qualities. But the other 

Severan structures were buildings of real distinction.4 

 

The nymphaeum complex is a Roman plaza with features in the grand imperial 

manner.  Before Severan times a colonnaded thoroughfare, the details of which 

are unknown, had been built.  In Severan times it was extended on an axis 50º 

further to the east.  In order ‘to mediate this change of direction’ and 

accommodate another street, a vast circular plaza was begun but never 

completed: part of the segmental exedra on the north-west side may originate 

from it.5  This scheme was scrapped in favour of the bolder scheme of 

establishing a new dominant axis by building a huge eye-catching fountain–

building symmetrically across the angle.6 

 
 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 59. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
3 Lyttelton, Baroque in Antiquity,  p 288. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
5 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 56-7. 
6 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 478. 
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Lepcis Magna, Severan Forum and Basilica, c 200, plan. MacDonald, Architecture of the 

Roman Empire, p 60. 
 

 
Temple in honour of the Severan family, Lepcis Magna, c 216 : reconstruction. Boëthius & 

Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 476.  
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Severan Basilica, Lepcis Magna, dedicated 216.  UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 Reconstruction of the interior.  Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 477. 
 

 
 

 
Severan Basilica, Lepcis Magna, c 216 pillarss with populated rinceaux. Ramage, Roman Art, p 

268;. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 84. 
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Severan Forum, Leptis Magna: part of the arcade decorated with heads of Medusa and sea 

nymphs.  Ramage, Roman Art, p 269. Detail of a Medusa head.  UNESCO World Heritage file. 
 

 

The Severan Forum is surrounded by the famous arcades with large Medusa 

heads in the spandrels.  he unfluted columns are 5.9 metres high and have 

lotus and acanthus capitals of Pentelic marble.  The columns are of cipollino, 

and many of the capitals, bases and columns have Greek masons’ marks.  

Arched architraves with three fasciae spring directly from the capitals, and 

above the spandrels with the Medusa heads there is a straight entablature with 

an acanthus and flower scroll frieze.  There may have been an upper order 

above this, forming a gallery. 1 

 

The temple, which stood on a double podium at the head of a spreading flight of 

steps, was a towering octastyle building of solid Proconnesian marble with red 

granite columns.2  The dedication of the temple is unknown, but it was probably 

to the Severan Gens3 – essentially the Severan family.   

 

The Basilica has apses at the two ends of the central nave, and there are the 

remains of a two storey colonnade facing the interior of each (oddly described 

by Perkins as ‘a pair of bracketed orders [encircling] each apse’)   The curious 

central feature in each case is an afterthought.4   

 

The Severan complex is distinctive in its emphasis on height and elegance;  on 

the qualities of fine masonry, set off by an elaborate use of coloured marbles 

and of rich, deeply carved architectural ornament; the liberal use of pedestals 

below the columns; the graceful lotus and acanthus capitals of forum and the 
                                                 

1 Lytelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 288. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 476. 
3 Lytelton, Baroque in Antiquity, p 286. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pp 476-7. 
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street, and most especially the use of an arcade carried directly on columns, as 

has been discussed above  In both in the nymphaeum and the basilica, as also 

discussed above, small rings of acanthus foliage between base and column.1 

 

 
Lepcis Magna,  nymphaeum  plaza, c 200, plan. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman 

Empire, p 56. 

 

The scheme [WHICH?] at Lepcis Magna was derived from the Stoa and Library 

of Hadrian at Athens, seventy years earlier in date, and that in turn was closely 

copied from Vespasian’s Templum Pacis in Rome.2 

 

The use of the pedestal became common [?at a late date] – freestanding in the 

façade of Hadrian’s Library at Athens, and the street on the east flank of the 

Severan Basilica, Lepcis Magna – attached, on the interior of the Temple of 

Bacchus, Baalbek, and in numerous honorific and triumphal arches.3 At Lepcis 

[Severan arcade] the ressauts were considerably taller than at Athens 

[Hadrian’s Library].4 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 478. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 383. 
3 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 169. 
4 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 202. 
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Perkins speculates that the little ring of acanthus leaves inserted between the 

shaft and base of a classical column, at the Severan Basilica, was originally 

Ptolemaic Egyptian device.  It was picked up at Gerasa (eg the Hadrianic Arch), 

and, he claims, entered the repertory of the marble workers of Asia Minor, 

some of whom he believes were brought to Lepcis.  It is also found as far afield 

as Rome (Temple of Venus Genetrix), and Nîmes (the Fountain Building).1 

 

 
Amphitheatre, Lepcis Magna. Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, pl 4. 

 

From the southern side of the hippodrome a path passes beneath a tall, 

magnificently preserved archway which carries the road from the city to the 

amphitheatre’s upper seats.  This archway is one of the most splendid vestiges 

of Roman Africa.2 

 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 442. 
2 Wheler, Roman Africa, p 74. 
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Hunting Baths, Lepcis Magna, late Cnd-early C3rd, axonometric view. Boëthius & Perkins, 
Etruscan and Roman, p 474. 

 

 
Mural painting of a leopard hunt, in the frigidarium of the Hunting Baths, Lepcis Magna, late 

C2nd-early C3rd . Ramage, Roman Art, p 270. 
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The Qasr al-Hammam is a Romano-Byzantine structure to which an entrance 

porch was added by the Arabs, inscribed 1080.1 The ‘Hunting Baths’ seems, 

from its decoration, to have belonged for a while to the merchant association 

engaged in supplying exotic wild beasts to the amphitheatres of the Roman 

world.  Erected probably in the early third century, it is exceptionally well 

preserved, nearly up to the crown of its concrete vaults.2  In design terms its 

parentage must be sought in buildings such as the Lesser Baths of Hadrian’s 

Villa.3  But, as discussed above, whether its concrete construction derives from 

Italy remains a moot point.  As at the Baths of Capitol, Miletus, c AD 50) the 

curves of at least some of the vaults were visible externally, a novelty which 

Perkins says was developed in Asia Minor, though difficult to document in 

detail.4  Restoration drawings of other buildings in the region also show 

exposed vaults of this sort, but it is not clear whether these restorations are 

based upon physical evidence or are deduced by analogy with the baths.  The 

unfinished ‘imperial’ baths at Lepcis illustrate the continuation of 

experimentation in bath design to the end.5   

 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 40. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
3 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 475. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 403. 
5 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 218. 
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Gate B2, Lepcis Magna, Pringle, Byzantine Africa,  
II, p 558, after R G Goodchild & J B Ward-Perkins,  

‘The Roman and Byzantine Defences of Lepcis Magna’, 
Papers of the British School at Rome, 21 (1953), 

 

 

 

Villa Sileen 

 

Not far east of Leptis Magna is the Villa Sileen.1  It is said to be Byzantine in 

date, and was discovered fifty years ago, and excavated in 1974.2  It appears to 

be concrete vaulted like the Hunting Baths. 

 

                                                 
1 Ham, Libya, p 107. 
2 http://www.temehu.com/Cities_sites/villa-silene.htm. 
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day 5: Ghadames 

 

 

Ghadames 

 

  

 
Ghadames, views. UNESCO World Heritage file: Federica Leone 

 

Ghadames, a World Heritage site, is an oasis of traditional buildings including 

about 1250 houses, 21 mosques and 17 zawiya or religious colleges.  The 

hoises are built of gypsum and adobe with palm trunk doors and ceilings.  The 

museum includes huge copper keys and padlocks.1 
                                                 

1 Ham, Libya, pp 164 ff. 
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day 6: Nalut, Kabaw, Qasr-el-Haj 

 

Kabaw [Kabao] 

 

 
 

Qasr at Kabaw, Jabal Nafusa. Hutt, North Africa, p 56. 
 

Kabaw has a qasr (known locally as ghurfas) on a hilltop, which is over seven 

hundred years old.1   

 

 

Nalut 

 

At Nalut is a qasr (see Kabaw, above).  In this example the rooms overlook two 

narrow lanes rather than a central court.1  The best view is from the Funduk 

                                                 
1 Ham, Libya, pp 162 ff. 
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Winzrik, a hotel on the other side of the valley, built by the Italians in 1933 and 

since restored.  Near the qasr are two old olive presses, and down the hill the 

Alal’a Mosque, rebuilt in 1312.2 

 

 

Qasr Al-Haj 

 

Qasr Al-Haj (for the qasr, see Kabaw, above), on the way to Ghadames, is the 

most spectacular example of Berber architecture, built in the later twelfth 

century to store the harvests of the surrounding area. The main courtyard is 

surrounded by cave-like rooms, some with the original palm trunk doors.3 

                                                                                                                                               
1 Hutt, North Africa, pp 182-3. 
2 Ham, Libya, pp 162-3 . 
3 Ham, Libya, pp 160-1. 
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day 7: Tripoli 

 

 

Tripoli 

 

According to Muss Tully, writing in the 1783,  
 
The town is so uneven with accumulated rubbish, on which they often 
build without removing it, that the thresholds of some of the street doors 
are on a level with the terraces or tops of houses not far from them.  The 
streets are narrow, but nearly double the width of those at Tunis and 
Algiers.  .... 1 

 

 
 

The Arch of Marcus Aurelius, Tripoli, as illustrated ? by Bagot in 1793. Tully [Stone], Letters, p 
240. 

 
 

The quadrifrons arch, Tripoli, AD 163.  Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 161. ?NOT SCANNED 
 

                                                 
1 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 5 [3 July 1783]. 
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Trophies from the Arch of Marcus Aurelius, Tripoli.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 86. 
 

Tripoli is the fomer Oea, but little survives from the classical period other than 

the quadrifrons or four-faced arch which has been mentioned above for its 

cloister vaulted pseudo-dome.  It was built of imported marble by a local 

magistrate, Caius Calpurnius Celsus, and dedicated in AD 1631 in honour of, 

the reigningemperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Juilius Verus.2  It must have 

been at the intersection of the cardo maximus and decumanus maximus,3  Miss 

Tully commented that it was 
 
composed of stones so extremely large that it seems wonderful how they 
were conveyed hither, considering there are neither stone nor stone 
quarries in this country; and it is no less extraordinary in such a country as 
this, how they could be raised to form this immense arch.  No cement has 
been used to fasten them together, yet so dolid are they that the hand of 
time, in its continual ravages around it, has left this monument of antiquity 
uninjured.  The ceiling is of the most beautiful sculpture …  On the outside 
are enormous groups of whole-length figures of men and women, which 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 80. 
2 Lucius Verus reined jointly with Antoninus Pius, but was so vile a character that 

Antoninus did not nominate him at his death.  However his successor, Marcus 
Aurelius, chose to take Lucius Verus as partner: Tully [Stone], Letters, p 8 [3 July 
1783]. 

3 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 80. 
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those who are versed in antiquity can easily explain; but they are too 
much worn away by time for others to understand them. 

 

By Miss Tully’s time the arch was half buried by the rise in ground level and had 

been built in with rubble walls to create shops, which obscured most of the 

carved ceiling.1  However at the urging of Richard Tully the Bashaw (or local 

ruler) had it cleared of shops and rubbish, and in 1789 a midshipman from the 

Pearl was able to draw it for the first time.2  The attic storey has since vanished.   

 

The castle probably dates originally from Roman times, but with much later 

work, including a gate dating from the brief Spanish occupation in the early 

sixteenth century, when Tripoli was regarded as one of the ‘eyes of 

Christendom’.3 The Jamahiraya Museum houses one of the finest collections of 

classical art in the Mediterranean.  Gallery 3 contains some 300,000 year-old 

hand axe, and; Gallery 9 contains wonderful Roman mosaics.4 

 

 
Roof of the Mosque of an-Naqah, Tripoli, 8th-10th centuries. Hutt, North Africa, p 39. 

 

The an-Naqah Mosque, of the eighth to tenth centuries, is probably the oldest in 

Tripoli.  It has a sanctuary roof of square bays supported on re-used Roman 

and Byzantine columns, and a minaret in the form of a square tower, which was 

probably added  in the seventeenth century.5 

 

                                                 
1 Tully [Stone], Letters, pp 8-9 [3 July 1783]. 
2 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 238 [12 August 1789]. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, pp 174-7. 
4 Ham, Libya, pp 77-9. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, pp 39, 84-5. 
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Qaramanli Mosque, Tripoli, 1711-44, detail of glazed tiling. Hutt, North Africa, p 48 
 
 

The Qaramanli [Karamanli] Mosque, built or rebuilt in 1736-8, has a sanctuary 

using recycled Romano-Byzantine columns, glazed tiling with flower and foliage 

patterns, probably made in Tunis, and a simple version of a Turkish octagonal 

minaret.1  According to Miss Tully: 
 
The exterior of the great mosque, where the deceased relations of the 
royal family are buried, is extremely handsome.  It stands in the main 
street, near the gate of the city which leads to the country, and almost 
opposite to the palace. Before the door of this mosque there is a second 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, pp 48, 156-161. 
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entry of neat lattice wood-work, curiously carved, with two folding doors of 
the same work: a great number of beautifully coloured tiles, with which the 
bottom of the latticework is set, gives it an appearance of delicate 
neatness very pleasing to the eye.  Over the doors of all the mosques are 
long sentences from the Koran sculptured and painted; those over the 
door of this mosque being more richly gilt and painted, and the sculpture 
much handsomer than in any others in the town.  There is another 
mosque at no great distance, having a door of most curious workmanship, 
carved in wood by the Moors.1 
….. 
The building … is large, lofty, and almost square.  The walls, to within 
three feet of the ceiling, are lined with handsome figured china tiles placed 
uniformly. The ceiling is ornamented in the same manner.  The sixteen 
marble columns have thin iron rods, painted blue and gilt, reaching from 
one to the other, and forming a large checkwork through the whole edifice, 
about six feet below the roof, from which are suspended in festoons 
antique lamps with long silver chains, some of them very large, with silver 
filagree [sic] vessels for incense, and painted eggs hung on silken cords. 
On three sides of the mosque are square bow windows grated with iron 
without glass.  On the side toward Mecca is a pulpit of white marble 
resembling alabaster, with a flight of fourteen steps, enclosed with a 
marble balustrade: this pulpit is covered with Chinese tiles.  Over it is a 
small alabaster dome supported by four white marble pillars which rest on 
the pulpit, and the outside if this dome is entirely covered with gold. Near 
to the pulpit is a small arched recess or niche in the wall, to which the 
Imam descends from the pulpit to pray …  there is no seat, bench, or 
resting place in the mosque.2 

 

The al-Durug Mosque also has a Turkish style eighteenth century minaret, but 

now with with a cylindrical shaft and pointed top.3  The Gurgi Mosque, of the 

nineteenth century, is also Turkish in style, and is similar to the Qaramanli in 

plan, but it has a higher minaret with double balconies.4  The Mahmud Mosque, 

also of the nineteenth century, has a minaret of what is described as the kiosk 

type, like an octagonal pavilion rather than a tower.5 

 

The Funduq al-Khuja and the Funduq ibn Zikri – if indeed they survive today – 

are nineteenth century examples of a building type equivalent to the Turkish 

khan.  They are designed go house merchants and travellers, and are two 

storeyed and built around a courtyard.  The upper rooms are for sleeping and 

the lower ones for the storage of goods.  Pack animals were probably held 

                                                 
1 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 7 [3 July 1783]. 
2 Tully [Stone], Letters, p 40 [29 December 1783].  She says that the mosque was 

rebuilt forty-two years ago [1741] by the Bashaw’s father, Mohammed Karamanli. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 173. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, pp 170-2. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 180-1. 
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temporarily in the courtyard and then moved to stables in a less central 

location. Often shops were built into the exterior facades of the building, 

connecting through to the lower storerooms.1 
 
 
The Libyan frontier when we reached it had proved to be in the hands of 
characters from Kafka, most of whom, most of the time, remained invisible 
behind the expanses of smeared frosted glass which enclosed them and 
prevented them from being reminded of the outside world, and in which 
they could be heard but not seen, except in the form of exaggerated and 
distorted shapes dimly perceived against the glass, like the shadows of 
reality cast on the walls of Plato’s Cave.  Invisible, that is, unless you bent 
double and peered into their office through what the French-speaking 
Tunisians on the other side of the border called a guichet, a small, oval 
hole in the glass, where they could be perceived for what they were, 
teenaged males with seven o’clock shadow and with hair that aped but 
failed to emulate the Leader’s inimitable coiffure, chatting animatedly with 
one another, greeting comrades coming in shift  with a lot of backslapping 
and other forms of false bonhomie, smoking Marlboros, drinking the 
noxious cola or the Chinse Gun powder Tea made with leaves extracted 
from the ten-pound packages of the stuff seized from travellers en route 
for Tunisia by their comrades in the customs department, great mounds of 
which lay around in a special pen in the customs hall.  Occasionally, 
apparently on impulse, one of them would rise go his feet, languidly select 
three or four passports from the large pile on the table before him (for by 
now an ever-lengthening queue of vehicles was building up behind our 
bus), rather as if he was taking cards from a conjuror doing a boring trick, 
before switching on his official, menacing scowl for the benefit of the 
customers and sallying forth to order the owners of the passports to 
present themselves, be identified by him as such, and begone to form 
another queue, this time for customs.2 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 178. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 335-6. 
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TUNISIA 

day 8: Tunis & Carthage 

 

 

Tunis 

 

Tunis. UNESCO World Heritage file 

 

Tunis developed from a small settlement named Oppidum Tunicense [Tunic 

town], mentioned by Pliny the Elder, reached its peak in the thirteenth century 

under the Hafsids, and continued to be embellished weith mosques, madrasas 

and other buildings into the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  Under the 

Almohads and the Hafsids, from the 12th to 16th centuries, Tunis was one of 

the greatest and wealthiest cities in the Islamic world. About seven hundred 

monuments, including palaces, mosques, mausolea, madrasas and fountains 

remain.1 

 

Medina 

 

 

The word medina means town or suburb, and is here applied to the old town.  

The Medina of Tunis extends over 270 hectares and includes most of the seven 

hundred historic monuments of the city.  It is divided between the central core, 

which still bears traces from the period of its foundation in the 8th century, and 

two quarters dating from the 13th century. It reached its greatest splendour in 

the 13th century under the Hafsid dynasty, but continued to be enriched with 

mosques, buildings, and madrasas during the 16th and 17th centuries.2 

 

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
2 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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There are simple doors with a single leaf, double rectangular doors in Hafsid 

style, and doors with a small under door known as a Khoukha. This was 

invented by the Spanish princess, wife of Abdulaziz Ibn Moussa Ibn Noussair, 

in order to oblige his Muslim subjects to bow to their monarch. Their colours 

also have specific meanings: yellow ochre in the Koran is the colour loved by 

God; green is the colour of Paradise; blue, only introduced in recent times, 

recalls the 'blue of Sidi Bou Said', the village north of Tunis, which in the past 

was identified with catastrophe, but today used between the dominant colours 

in the windows and the walls of the houses of the Tunis medina. The tricolour 

(white, green and red) reflects the coat of arms of the Hafsid dynasty, who 

reigned from 1228 to 1574 in Tunis: they were brought together to recall the 

preceding dynasties - white for the Aghlabids, green for the Fatimids, and red 

for the Sanhajids.1 

 

 
The Tunis Medina, World Heritage area. UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 

The decorations (hilia, jewel) over the doors are made using large and small 

nails in order to execute symbolic and geometric designs: they have 

considerable historical and sociological importance. Also to be found are the 
                                                 

1 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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symbol of Tanit, the Carthage goddess of the fertility, the six-angled star of 

David (which according to legend drives away djinng, the malignant spirits), the 

Christian cross (a memory of the Christian past of Tunisia, with St Augustine of 

Hippo), the Muslim mihrab (the place in the mosque where the Imam leads the 

faithful in prayer), the Turkish moon, symbolizing Ottoman Turkey, and the 

other Christian symbols, the eye and the fish. 

 

 

Zaytuna [Zitouna] Mosque 

 

Though founded earlier, this mosque was rebuilt by Abū Ibrāhīm Ahmad (856-

63) in conscious imitation of the Great Mosque at Qairouan. The name means 

‘olive tree’, because the founder taught the Koran undere an olive tree. 1  The 

columns are here coupled at the end of each line of arches, which rest on re-

used Antique columns by means of timber abacuses and stone imposts.  The 

dome in front of the mihrāb was added in 991, during the Zīrid period, 

contemporary with the dome at Qairouan, but more abundantly decorated.  An 

outside gallery to the west, reached by a monumental flight of steps, and an 

ablution room, separated from the mosque by a sūq, were added in the middle 

if the 15th century.  The ablution room consists of a corridor leading to a small 

arcaded courtyard lined in white marble with a central fountain. 

 

The Zaytuna Mosque of 856-63,2 like that at Qayrawan, has a pumpkin 

[gadrooned] dome before the mihrab, shell squinches, T-plan, horseshoe and 

polylobed arches.  There is a later thirteenth-century square minaret.  The 

Zaytuna is also very important for its function as a university.  Almost from its 

foundation it has attracted scholars from all over the Muslim world, and as a 

university has competed with the Qarawiyyin of Fez and the Azhar of Cairo.3 

 

Bardo Museum 

 

The Bardo Museum is said to have the world’s fiinest collection of floor 

mosaics.  The third century AD Julius mosaic includes an excellent depiction of 

a towered and arcaded building (could be Spalato?).4 There is a recreation of 

the 40,000 year-old Hermion d’El Guettar, said to be the world’s oldest spiritual 

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 36. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 17. 
4 Illustrated in Lisowscy, Tunisia, p 89. 
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monument. The museum building itself is one of Tunisia’s best palaces, 

originally commissioned by Sultan Al-Mustansir (1249-77) but rebuilt in the late 

17th century and subsequently enlarged un til it became a museum in 1888.1 

 
 

Carthage 

 

 
 

The site of Carthage, near modern Tunis, in Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum.  The ancient 
city once occupied most of the area between Galetta and the little bay at Porto Farina.  The 

ruined aqueduct serviced the later Roman city. Abraham Ortelius, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum.  
(1570), following p 62. Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 51. 

 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 50. 
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The territory of Cartthage.  Boissier, Roman Africa, facing p 46. 

 
 

 
The site of Carthage. UNESCO World Heritage file: Yvon Fruneau 

Stone stelae in the tophet sanctuary, Cathage.  Bahn Encyclopedia of Archaeology, p 162. 

 

The Cintas chapel referred to above, the oldest specimen of Punic architecture, 

has been described as follows: 
 
It is an extremely poor mud-brick building, covering only two square 
metres in area.  The ground plan is fairly involved.  It consists of a central, 
almost square, building with a corbelled vault under which was housed the 
pottery deposit.  In front of this was a courtyard, surrounded by a wall, in 
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which stood the altar, and to the south the wall formed a sort of labyrinth.  
It seems unlikely that the houses in the town were any better constructed, 
and wattle and daub were probably the main building materials for there is 
no quarry on the hill itself.  The sandstone beds which were used by the 
Punic architects of the sixth century lie on the other side of the Gulf, on 
Cap Bon.1 

 
 

 

 
The ruins of Cartthage.  Boissier, Roman Africa, facing p 52. 

 

                                                 
1 Picaud, Carthage, p 37. 
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The Punic tombs discovered below the ashes of the fire which was to destroy 

the city, have been described as consisting 
 
for the most part, of great blocks of masonry, without mortar or cement.  
Above each of them, slabs, leaning one against another, form a sort of 
triangle, either to protect the tomb against the pushing of the earth or to 
preserve it from dampness.  Sometimes the bodies were laid directly on 
the bare stone, sometimes they were placed in cedar-wood boxes.1 

 

The disastrous wars with Rome have been discussed above, but the 

destruction of the city deserves a little more consideration. The central city was 

lined with multi-storey apartment blocks, and there was as much fighting on the 

rooftops as on the streets.  The Romans burned and destroyed the buildings 

and for six days butchered the surviving residents.2  The fires continued for 

seventeen days.3 Finally the remaining 50,000 residents, less the 10% of the 

original population, were taken into slavery, and the Romans destroyed the 

remaining buildings and ploughed salt into the soil to ensure that the city could 

not rise again.4 

 
Then came new scenes of horror. The fire spread and carried everything 
down, and the soldiers did not wait to destroy the buildings little by little, 
but pulled them all down together.  So the crashing grew louder, and 
many fell with the stones into the midst dead. [sic] Others were seen still 
living, especially old men, women, and young children who had hidden in 
the inmost nooks of the houses, some of them wounded, some more or 
less burned, and uttering horrible cries.  Still others, thrust out and falling 
from such a height with the stones, timbers, and fire, were torn asunder 
into all kinds of horrible shapes, crushed and mangled.  Nor was this the 
end of their miseries, for the street cleaners, who were removing the 
rubbish with axes, mattocks and boathooks, and making the roads 
passable, tossed with these instruments the dead and the living together 
into holes it the ground, sweeping them along like sticks and stones and 
turning them over with their iron tools, and man was used for filling up a 
ditch.  Some were thrown in head foremost, while their legs, sticking out 
of the ground, writhed a long time.  Others fell with their feet downwards 
and their heads above ground.  Horses ran over them, crushing their 
faces and skulls, not purposely on the part of the riders, but in their 
headlong haste.5 

 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 54. 
2 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 54. 
3 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
4 Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 54. 
5 Appian 8.19. quoted in Richardson, The West & the Map of the World, p 54.  The 

description is believed to derive from Polybius. 
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This description is borne out by the the thick bed of ashes, blackened stone, 

charred wood and fragments of twisted metal found five or six metres below 

Roman Carthage.1 However, 117 years later, in 29 BC, the site was recolonised 

by Hadrian with three thousand veterans of the Roman legions and it eventually 

became, with its population augmented by Phoenician-speaking and Libyan 

subjects, not only the capital of Africa Proconsularis but, with Alexandria, one of 

the three most important cities of the Roman world. Later still it became an 

important centre of Christianity, its bishop regarding himself as the equal of the 

bishop of Rome, and was also famous for its orators and lawyers.2 

 

 
Antonine Baths, Carthage, AD 143, Axel Boëthius & J B Ward-Perkins, Etruscan and Roman 

Architecture (Penguin, Harmondsworth [Middlesex] 1970), p 486. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 82. 
2 Newby, On the Shores of the Mediterranean, pp 343-4. 
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Kobbat Bent el Rey, Carthage (AD 320-40): reconstruction of the vault forms and tubing 

patterns.  Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 12. 
 

The structure known as Kobbat Bent el Rey (AD 320-40) was perhaps some 

kind of meeting space, and had a main room with a span of 3.75 metres made 

up of spherical sectons 1 
 

In 695 AD Hasan ibn al-Nu’man captured Carthage and advanced into the Atlas 

Mountains.  A Byzantine fleet arrived and retook Carthage, but in CE 698 al-

Nu’man returned and defeated Tiberios III at the Battle of Carthage.  The 

Byzantines withdrew from all of Africa except Ceuta, and Roman Carthage was 

destroyed and replaced by Tunis as the major regional centre.2  Thus Carthage 

today is a suburb of Tunis.  It offers the Punic Quarter on Byrsa Hill, where 

houses have been excavated3; the Punic ports; the Sanctuary of Tophet; and 

Roman structures including the Antonine Baths, the amphitheatre and villas.4 

The Musée de Carthage has a ‘fragment of a Punic town planning inscription’, 

two fourth century BC stone sarcophagi, some very fine fifth century AD 

mosaics, and other items.5 The view from Byrsa is famous, and was described 

eloquently by Chateaubriand.6 

                                                 
1 Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 11. 
2 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 5. 
3 Illustrated in Lisowscy, Tunisia, p 102. 
4 Hole, Tunisia, p 90. 
5 Hole, Tunisia, p 93. 
6 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 49, referring to François-René, Vicomte de 

Chateaubriand (1768-1848): Itinéraire de Paris à Jérusalem, 1811; English 
translation by Frederic Shoberl, 1814. Travels in Greece, Palestine, Egypt, and 
Barbary, during the years 1806 and 1807 
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‘Palace’, Byrsa. Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, p 600, after A Lézine, Carthage, Utique, Études 

d’Architecture et d’Urbanisme (Paris 1968). 
 

In the suburb of Damous-el-Karita, is a Christian basilica of exceptional size, 

the largest in Africa, 65 metres long, the length of the entire complex being 150 

metres, including the semicircular atrium and the structures which extend at its 

rear end – a large four-aisled hall and a circular structure, the latter half-

subterranean and domed, both of unknown function.  The basilica itself has 

eight aisles and a space suggestive of a transept cutting across the centre of 

the nave. Eight piers at the intersection may have carried a dome.  These 

features suggest a date in the latter part of the fourth century.1 

                                                 
1 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, p 144. 
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day 9: the Matmata Plateau 

 

 
 

The Matmata plateau.  Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation and Culture’, p 43. 
 

 
 

A traditional courtyard house at Matmata. Photo, Jennifer Hill: Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation 
and Culture’, p 43 
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Semi-cave house, Chenini,  http://looklex.com/tunisia/chenini.htm 

 

There has been some discussion above about the vernacular architecture of 

ksars and pit houses characteristic of this region. It has developed here in 

response to the geological characteristics of the area and the nature of the 

population. Horizontally bedded limestone alternates with softer marls, and the 

presence of acute slopes has led to the excavation of horizontal cliff dwellings 

whose dimensions are controlled by lithology,1 while elsewhere it has 

encouraged the excavation of pit houses.  But this was not all: some dwellings 

are carved out of the mountainside, others built of stone, while still others 

appear to be monolithic, their vaulted structure almost poured in place.2  Louis 

and Hallet sought to explain this diversity, but the simplest answer is that they 

were built at different times and under different circumstances. 

 

The Berbers retreated to the hills in the face of Arab invasions but then returned 

to till the plains.  It is said to have been probably only in the thirteenth century 

that the Arabs settled permanently in the rich coastal areas of Tunisia and the 

Berbers took permanent refuge in the Matmata mountains. At first they dug into 

their defensive retreats, but over next seven centuries a modus vivendi was 

established and Berbers returned to the plains.3  But Chenini amd Matmata are 

claimed to be a little earlier.  Chenini is said to have been established in the 

eleventh century in a defensive hilltop position with a stone fort, a communal 

fortified granary, and three terraced rows of dwellings progressing down the 

mountainside. The houses, excavated into the cliff face, are fronted by walled 

                                                 
1 Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation and Culture’, p 42. 
2 Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 22, 
3 Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 22. 
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courtyards and narrow pedestrian paths. Matmata was allegedly established in 

the twelfth century as a defensive site after the second wave of Arab invasions.  

It comprises approximately six hundred vertical pit dwellings, many of which are 

now abandoned.  Houses consist of a number of underground rooms around a 

courtyard open to the sky.1 

 

These are only two of the many villages in the area.  According to Hallet the 

first dwellings would have been caves, but the villages were continually 

evolving.  A strong family clan would occupy a peak, but when the family grew 

too large, younger members would set up on a neighbouring peak, and when 

that became too full the process would be repeated. Meanwhile the starter 

village would become old, cluttered with debris and garbage, and infested with 

rodents and disease.  Then it would be abandoned.2  Early in the development 

of the village an easily defended fortress granary was constructed to protect the 

grain reserves of the community from warring neighbours. The caves were not 

suitable for keeping the grain dry and well ventilated.3 

 

The granaries were built up of storage units called ghorfas.  According to Hallet 

(whose account I consider slightly suspect, and worth reviewing when on site) 

the Berbers first moulded earth into room-sized mounds. Next they covered the 

earth with a thick coat of plaster and rubble.  After the plaster mix had set, the 

earth was drawn out, leaving the lightly constructed vaulted space.  The walls of 

the ghorfa consisted of rows of niches and smaller arches.  Smaller vaults 

spanned between the larger ones to provide a new base for the construction of 

a second or third story, and often the ghorfas were piled five or six stories high.  

The ghorfa modules were packed closely together, creating impregnable 

exterior walls that appeared to grow out of the sheer rock precipices of the 

rugged mountains, mountain and fortress appeared as one,.  With only a single 

gate leading into the grain fortress, the twisting and turning entrance was easily 

defended from attackers.  A cistern was dug in the corner of the granary to hold 

the precious water supply during particularly long sieges of the village.   At 

times when serious disputes over water and grazing rights arose, the fortress 

granary would often house the entire village. During the siege  the ghorfa 

cellules, designed to store grain were altered to accommodate the needs of the 

refugees.  A larger door was placed in each ghorfa and several ghorfas would 

be interconnected to provide space for families. 
                                                 

1 Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation and Culture’, p 48. 
2 Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 22. 
3 Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 22. 
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The inhabitants are semi-nomadic in origin, but settlement in rural communities 

caused them to shift to subsistence agriculture, transhumant livestock grazing 

and craftwork for their livelihoods.1  In the case of boith Chenini and Matmata 

new villages have been built not far frpm the old ones, but they are 

depressingly modern in character.2   The story is that when the government 

built the new village of Chenini in the valley just below the old village, the 

people came on opening day, looked into the hot cramped quarters, and as 

soon as the governor had left, headed back to their cool caves.3   

 

Matmata, forty-six kilometres southwest of Gabès, has troglodyte dwellings, 

now obscured by a larger number of modern buildings. The Musée Berber has 

displays of carpet making and traditional keys, which are up to 300 mm long 

and open the door by releasing a bolt through a keyhole in the wall. 4 Matmata 

and the surrounding landscape were used in the Star Wars trilogy. Chenini 

[Chinini] is eighteen kilometres west of Tatouine, reached by 4 wheel drive.  

Houses consisting of a cave room with a fenced forecourt, some containing the 

remains of painted decoration, decorative carvings on the roof, and palm doors.  

There are picturesque ruins of the original 12th century kalaa, and the ksar is 

still used to store grain.5  Ksar Haddada is a maze of small alleyways and 

courtyards, five kilometres north of Ghomrassen.  The ksar appears to 

deteriorated, but there are superb palm doors.6  Guermessa is an abandoned 

stone Berber village on the hilltop.7   Ksar Joumaa is a particularly good ksar, 

30 kilometres southwest of Medenine.8   Haddèj, 3 kilometres north-east of 

Matmata has more pit dwellings.9  Metameur  is a small village 4 kilometres 

west of Medenine.10 with a six hundred year old ksar.11  Gafsa is the site of 

Capsa, which was captured  and destroyed by the Roman consul Marius in 107 

BC, in his campaign against the Numidian king Jugurtha12 – hence the name of 

our hotel – but not otherwise interesting. 

 
                                                 

1 Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation and Culture’, p 43. 
2 Hill & Woodland, ‘Globalisation and Culture’, p 48. 
3 Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 25. 
4 Hole, Tunisia, pp 223 ff. 
5 Hole, Tunisia, p 236. 
6 Hole, Tunisia, p 235. 
7 Hole, Tunisia, pp 208-9. 
8 Hole, Tunisia, p 239. 
9 Hole, Tunisia, p 265. 
10 Hole, Tunisia, p 239. 
11 Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia, p 186. 
12 Hole, Tunisia, p 239. 
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Chenini and its mosque. http://looklex.com/tunisia/chenini.htm 
 
 

 
 

Ksar Hadada, street.  http://www.tunisia.com/tunisia/ksar-hadada 
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Ghurfas, Ksar Hadada.  http://www.tunisia.com/tunisia/ksar-hadada 

 

 
Ghurfa interior & stair, Ksar Hadada. http://www.tunisia.com/tunisia/ksar-hadada 
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Guermessa; Ksar Oled Soltane.  Hallet, ‘Mountain Villages’, p 23  
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day 10: Sbeitla & Kairouan 

 
 

Sbeitla [Sufetula] 

 

Sbeitla [Sufetula] is 107 km south-west of Kairouan, and the ruins are about a 

kilomerre north of the drab modern town.  We do not expect to get to this site, 

and these notes are included just in case.  

 

Sbeitla was established at the beginning of the 1st Century AD on the site of a 

Numidian settlement. [MORE]1  and was to be the site of the cirtical battle in AD 

AD 647 which delivered North Africa into the hands of the Arabs.  It has the 

Arch of Diocletian, well-preserved forum, Capitol, and churches including the 

Basilica of St Vitalis, Bellator Basilica, and Church of St Servus.2  The triple-

arched forum entrance dates from the time of Antoninus Pius (AD 138-61).3 

 

 
Sufetula, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 127, after Duval, ‘L’Urbanisme de Sufetula’, 

Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt (Berlin 1982), II, 10.2, (1982), fig 2, 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 180 ff. 
2 Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia, pp 218-9. 
3 Ham, Libya, pp 134 ff. 
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Forum of Sufetula, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 58, after Duval, ‘L’Urbanisme de 

Sufetula’, Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt (Berlin 1982), II, 10.2, fig 5 
 

 
 

Sbeïtla, view of the temple through the forum entrance, of the mid-C2nd AD.  
Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 99. 
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Sbeitla (Sufetula), Tunisia, forum and three temple capitolium, probably mid-C2nd. MacDonald, 

Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 120. 
 

 

 
Northern and southern Byzantine fortlets, Sufetula.  Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, pp 606, 607, 

after N Duval & F Baratte, Les Ruines de Sufetela, Sbeitla (Tunis 1973) 
 

 

Kairouan [Qayrawan] 

 

Kairouan, the inland capital chosen by the Arab invaders, is in arid desert, 150 

kilometres south of Tunis, and it was here that Islam gained its first foothold in 

the Mahgreb.  It was founded in 671 by Okba ben Nafi, who led the Arab 

invasion of North Africa, and was at first the capital city, built almost entirely 

from the remains of Roman and Byzantine buildings (from Sousse, the ancient 
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Hadrumetum, not far away).1  Replacing a temporary encampment, Kairouan 

became an essential element in the conquest because of its key position, 

midway between the coast threatened by the return of the Byzantine fleets and 

the mountains controlled by the Berbers, who took Kairouan in 688.2  

 

 

The Kairouan Medina. UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 

 

But the city was re-established in 694 by Hassan ibn Nooman, and has been 

Islamic ever since.3 It remained the capital of Ifriqiya, the seat of the governor 

representing the authority of the Umayyad caliphs in Damascus and later the 

Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad.4  The Kharijite Berbers seized Kairouan in 745 5 

but when the Aghlabid emirs became practically independent from the Abbasids 

(800-909), Kairouan became a true capital city. The Great Mosque was rebuilt 

by the Emir Ziyadat Allah I in 836 and again in 862-63 by the Emir Abou 

Ibrahim Ahmad,6 who also carried out spectacular urban projects including the 
                                                 

1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 156. 
2 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
3 Hole, Tunisia, pp 199 ff. 
4 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
5 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169. 
6 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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Basin of the Aghlabids in 836  Kairouan became  the fourth holy city of Sunni 

Islam.1 

 

With the Great Mosque, the Mosque of the Three Doors, the Basin of the 

Aghlabids, and the other archaeological remains, Kairouan bears exceptional 

witness to the civilization of the first centuries of the Hegira in Ifriqiya. The Great 

Mosque served as a model for several other Maghreban mosques, particularly 

for its decorative motifs, which are unique. Kairouan is one of the holy cities and 

spiritual capitals of Islam. Next to the Great Mosque, the first place of worship 

founded in the Maghreb only 38 years after the death of the Prophet, is the 

Zawiya of Sidi Sahab where the remains of Abu Djama, one of Mahomet's 

companions, are kept.  The establishment of the garrison at al-Kayrawan by 

Oqba Ibn Nafìi in year 50 of the Hegira (AD 670) marked a decisive step in the 

history of the Islamic conversion of Ifriqa.2 

 

During a period of civil and religious peace, the Aghlabids relinquished the 

governor's palace and emirs had residences built a short distance south of 

Kairouan at Al-Abbassiya and Raqqada.  Under the rule of the Shiite imam 

Fatimid Obaid Allah (910-34), Kairouan at first declined somewhat in 

importance. The new capital Mahdia, founded in 916, was better suited to the 

imam's expansionist policy directed towards the Orient. However, the Fatimids 

returned to Kairouan, and the transfer of the Fatimid caliphate to Cairo in 972 

put an end to the two-capital situation.  After the tenth century, Kairouan no 

longer directly participated in the major events shaping world history. The city 

had many religious and political problems: it was invaded and sacked by the 

Hilalians in 1057 and Tunis then became a real centre of political power as well 

as one of the most populated cities in Africa. However, it never succeeded in 

stripping Kairouan of its status as the holy city of the Maghreb, a position it still 

enjoys throughout the Islamic world.3  Kairouan also received the majority of 

Islamic refugees from Spain after Granada fell to the Christian crusades in 

1492.4 

 

                                                 
1 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169.  According to Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 156, the mosque 

bears the name of Okba ben Nafi, founder of Kairiuan, 
2 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
3 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
4 Harris, Tunisdian Sahel, p 29. 
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The Great Mosque 

 

 
Qayrawan, minaret of the the Great Mosque, the lower section dating from 724-43. Hutt, North 

Africa, p 33.  Section, Stierlin, Islam I, p 174. 
 

The Qayrawan mosque was founded at the time of the conquest of Ifriqiyya 

(670) by the Arab general ‘Uqba ibn Nafi’, who decided to establish his main 

base in the heart of the steppe away from the major centres of settlement.  The 

site of the mosque had been occupied by a Romano-Byzantine construction, 

possibly some type of fortified villa as suggested by recent finds of lead piping 

and the great cistern in which restoration works show the minaret to be set.  

The mosque was enlarged at the end of the seventh century,1 and the minaret 

was built during the reign of Caliph Hisham, 724-43:2 and the surviving lower 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 33. 
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portion of it is the oldest minaret in the Islamic world.1 The upper parts of the 

minaret were probably added during the the 9th century rebuilding, and restored 

or replaced in the thirteenth century.2  This type of square minaret with three 

stories, each narrower than the one below, seems to have been derived from 

ancient lighthouses such as that at Alexandria, now known only from images on 

coins.3 

 

 
 

Great Mosque, Kairouan, from above. Wheeler, Roman  Africa, p 147. 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 33. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 16. 
3 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169. 
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Great Mosque, Kairouan, from above. Stierlin, Islam I, p 170 . 
 

 
Great Mosque, Kairouan, plan,Stierlin,  Islam I, p 174. 

 

 
Great Mosque, Kairouan, court elevation of prayer hall, Islam I, p 174. 
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Great Mosque, Kairouan, prayer hall Stierlin, Islam I, p 173. 

 

The mosque was almost entirely rebuilt by the Aghlabid ruler Ziyādat Allāh in 

836,1 with further work in 862 and 875.2  The whole of it was raised between 

                                                 
1 Michell, North Africa, p 220. 
2 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169. 
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two and three metres, which meant that the original mihrab was buried below 

the new one.  The base of the minaret was also covered and a new doorway 

pierced the front in place of the original doorways, which were apparently in the 

sides.1  

 

  

 
 

Great Mosque, Kairouan, mihrab dome, Stierlin, Islam I, p 172 

 

The building covers an area of 130 by 80 metres (about 1 hectare), with a 

courtyard measuring 65.4 by 50 metres, surrounded by double porticoes, and it 

was enclosed outside by a high fortified wall in which there were eight gates.2  

The oblong prayer hall was composed of seventeen naves with arcades 

perpendicular to the qibla.  The wider central nave led to the mihrab, following a 

formula which al-Azhar was to use again in Cairo, in the form of a ‘T’.3  The 

interior arcading is horseshoe in form but only slightly waisted [see the 

discussion above].  Much antique material was used in this rebuilding, including 

carved marble slabs, and columns in the sanctuary pillaged from Romano-

Byzantine sites.4  Both the columns and capitals were spoils of this sort, and 

like the Amr Mosque in Cairo, the arcades were joined by ties at the level of the 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
2 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169. 
3 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 170. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 15. 
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imposts.1   The arches rest upon rest upon carved stone imposts and wooden 

abacus blocks above the antique capitals.2 

 

The marble mihrāb, of 862 is of marble carved with vegetal and floral designs 

(with hollow spaces behind pierced panels),3 surrounded by 130 square faience 

lustre tiles with metallic highlights, imported from Baghdad.4  According to 

Wheeler these tiles were not new when installed in 862-3, and are amongst the 

oldest known examples of lustreware in the world.5  The semi-dome of the 

mihrab was made of wood and painted with vine scrolls, and the original 

wooden ceiling was also painted with bright vegetal scroll motifs.6 Fragments of 

of this have been preserved from the Zirid period, contemporary with the superb 

timber screen and possibly also the minbar.7   Above the mihrab is the pumpkin 

pumpkin [or gadrooned] dome supported on shell-like squinches, and below 

that on slightly horseshoe-shaped multifoil arches.  In the later ninth century the 

sanctuary [?prayer hall] was extended and given a new façade with a second 

stone-built pumpkin dome, known as ‘bahu’.8 

 
 
Mosque of the Three Doors 

 

The small Mosque of the Three Doors was erected by Muhammad ibn Khayrūn 

al-Ma’āfirī of Andalusia in 836.  The façade is a unique example of early North 

African Islamic architectural decoratio, and  interesting for its diversity.  Before 

its mutilation in 1440, to make room for an inscription and minaret, the three 

slightly pointed horseshoe arches were surmounted by three registers. The 

upper and lower are carved with long kūfī inscriptions framing an intermediate 

band decorated with a floral pattern of alternating designs, limited by the 

lengths of the stones.  The spandrels of the arches are filled with palmette-like 

leaves set in tendril loops.  The interior was much reconstructed in the 15th 

century.9 

 
                                                 

1 Stierlin, Islam I, pp 169. Hutt , North Africa, p 16, is quite wrong in asserting that the 
capitals and ornamented impost blocks were new and have carved designs 
characteristic of Aghlabid art. 

2 Michell, Islamic World, p 219. 
3 Michell, Islamic World, p 219. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 16. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 16. 
6 Hutt, Roman Africa, p 58. 
7 Michell, Islamic World, p 220. 
8 Hutt, North Africa, p 58. 
9 Michell, Islamic World, p 220. 
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Basin of the Aghlabids 

 

 

Aghlabid Reservoir, Qayrawan, 9th Century,  Hutt, North Africa, p 65. 

 

In the ninth century Emir Abou Ibrahim Ahmad  commissioned the Basin of the 

Aghlabids, which is  filled by water brought through a 36 km aqueduct from the 

Margeuil Wadi in Cherichera Djebel, to the west.1 They consist of a lake in the 

form of a sixty-four sided polygon more than a kilometre in diameter, and a 

smaller polygonal reservoir, connected to it.  They connect with an underground 

cistern.2  The tomb near the reservoir which has a pumpkin [gadrooned] dome 

is apparently Aghlabid, but the simple domed cubes may be much later.3 

 

 

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file; Stierlin, Islam I, pp 170; Hole, Tunisia, pp 199 ff. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 17. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 154. 
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Medina 

 

Detail of the Kairouan Medina. UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 

The medina is surrounded by more than three kilometres of walls with three 

main gates, the Bab el Tounes, Bab el Khoukha, and Bab ech Chouhada, Its 

skyline is punctuated by the minarets and the cupolas of its mosques and 

zawiyas, and it has preserved its network of winding streets and courtyard 

houses. Very few small windows or arched doorways are cut in the exterior 

walls, but inner walls have larger openings which give onto central courtyards. 

The remarkable monuments dating from the early centuries of the Hegira have 

to be distinguished from the profusion of more recent or remodelled religious 

buildings, which date mostly from the last three centuries. The houses and 

souks in the ancient honeycomb of passageways, where a number of wells and 

fountains are still to be found, form a traditional and coherent urban fabric.1 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file; Stierlin, Islam I, pp 170; Hole, Tunisia, pp 199 ff. 
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Maktar 

 
 
 

 
 

Maktar, entrance to the forum, early C2nd.  
MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 64. 

 
 

Makthar [Mactaris] is 114 km west of Kairouan and 69 km se of Le Kef, and we 

do not expect to get there.  The modern town is bleak, but the site is worth 

seeing,1 with the Arch of Trajan, remains of the Great Baths, Temple of Hathor 

Miskar, and other buildings,2 including a C5th Vandal church with two rows of 

columns and a baptismal font behind the apse, with traces of the mosaics.3  

 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 165-7. 
2 Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia, p 224. 
3 Hole, Tunisia, pp 165-7. 
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day 11: El Jem  

 

 

El Djem [Thysdrus, El Jem] 

 

 
Ancient road network of the Thysdrus region, Harris, Tunisian Sahel, p 92, adapted from H 

Slim, El Jem, l’Antique Thysdrus (ALIF, Tunis 1996) 
 

As we have seen, the former Punic town of Thysdrus took the Roman side in 

the Third Punic War in 146 BC, and after the fall of Carthage was made a free 

city.1  The present amphitheatre was the third built here.  The first was carved 

out of a hollow in the ground, south of the present railway station, with 

rudimentary seating carved out of the tufa.  This was filled in and a second one 

constructed on the same site, an oval of brick and clay measuring 60 by 40 

metres and seating about seven thousand.  The present, third amphitheatre, 

was built, between AD 230 and 238, about five hundred metres to the north, on 

a much more ambitious scale, measuring 148 by 122 metres and seating about 

thirty thousand.2 It is the third largest in the Roman world, and is World Heritage 

listed.   
 

                                                 
1 Lisowscy, Tunisia, p 163, mistakenly giving the date as AD 146. 
2 Harris, Tunisian Sahel, p 92. 
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The amphitheatre, El Djem, AD 230-8. Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 95. 

 

 
The amphitheatre, El Djem. Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient Rome, p 219. 
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The amphitheatre, El Djem, detail. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, pl 28. Diagramaatic 

reconstruction.  Harris, Tunisian Sahel, p 92, adapted from H Slim, El Jem, l’Antique Thysdrus 
(ALIF, Tunis 1996) 

 

The stone was brought thirty kilometres from Sullectum [modern Salakta] on the 

coast, and water came by a fifteen kilometre underground aqueduct from hills to 

the north-west. Construction is credited to the African Proconsul, Gordian, who 

in 238 was declared Emperor of Rome here, in a rebellion against the Emperor 

Maximus, but he committed suicide in the amphitheatre when it was clear that 

his cause was lost.  There are remains of an earlier amphitheatre and of some 

villas, both of limited interest, and a museum containing fine mosaics.1 

 

Hammamet 

 

Hammamet ids a Mediterranean resort town of only minor interest from, our 

point of view, but it cointains a medina of fifteenth century origin, at the north-

west corner of which is the Kasbah, the fifteent century governor’s residence.  

The mansion built in 1920-32 by the Romanian millionaire George Sebastian, 

now the International Cultural Centrre, was described by Frank Lloyd Wright as 

one of the most beautiful places he knew.2 

 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 208-9. 
2 Hole, Tunisia, pp 101-4. 
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day 12: Cap Bon; Kerkouane 

 

Kerkouane 
p-Bon (Tunis 1987). 

 
 

Kerkouane, area plan.  UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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Kerkouane, site plan. Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, p 28, after M H Fantar Kerkouane: une 

Cité Punique au Ca 
 

 
 

Kerkouane, view.  UNESCO World Heritage file: Yvon Fruumeau. 
Baths, Kerkouane. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, pl 2. 
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Necropolis, Kerkouane.  UNESCO World Heritage file. 

 

Kerkouane, on the coast 12 km north of Kélibia is said to be the best-preserved 

example of a Carthaginian city, abandoned in the 3rd century BC and never 

reoccupied.  It seems to have been a Berber settlement which was taken over 

by the Phoenicians in the 8th century BC. The oldest remains are of the 6th 

century, and most of those surviving of the 4th to 3rd. [MORE]1  The Kerkouane 

houses do not seem to have had the cisterns found in many Carthaginian 

dwellings, but they did have baths with incorporated seats, in rooms which often 

opened off the courtyards, and conduits draining excess water out into the 

streets.  This bath type is unparalleled in other cultures.2 

 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 117-8. 
2 Sears, Citiesof Roman Africa, p 29. 
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day 13: rest day – options 

 

Tunis Medina: see above 

 

Oudhna [Uthina1- ?same as Thenae, Henchjzr-Tina, Taine2] 
 

 
 

Oudhna. Plan.  
 

 
Baths at Thenae [?Oudhna], , C2nd or 3rd, plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 

474.   Mosaic floor, House of the Liberii. Tore Kjeilen 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 151-3. 
2 Doesn’t appear in Hole, Tunisia. or Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia. The 

alternative names are in Boissier, Roman Africa, p 92. 
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Forum cistern, Oudhna. http://www.roman-sites.com/tunisia/oudna/oudna.htm  
 

 
Aqueduct near Oudhna. http://www.roman-sites.com/tunisia/oudna/oudna.htm 

 

Uthina was an indigenous settlement which became an important city in the 

Roman era, possibly having been settled by veterans of Caesar's 13th legion 

during the civil war, and by veterans of the nearby III Augusta legion. It was still 

occupied in Byzantine times, when the capitol was converted into a fortress, 

which was, in turn converted into a farm during the French colonial era. Oudhna 
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was the site of an important airbase during World War II and a number of the 

ancient buildings suffered extreme damage from bombs. Oudhna is still 

relatively unknown, but has been designated a future archaeological park. The 

focus is the forum, with its capitol temple, mosaics and impressive brick 

vaulting dating of Byzantine date.  The amphitheatre here is largely sunken into 

a hill and has been partially reconstructed. The theatre, on the periphery, is still 

almost entirely buried and some other buildings are inaccessible due to 

excavation. The baths are very impressive underground structures (the upper 

storey having been destroyed by wartime bombing). There are cisterns on the 

hill beyond the forum area. Six kilometers away, on the road between 

Mohammedia and El Fahs stand the remains of the aqueduct which fed 

Carthage from Zaghouan, one of the best surviving Roman examples, with 

parts of the water trunk intact (though the part near the highway is a modern 

reconstruction).1 

  

 

                                                 
1 http://www.roman-sites.com/tunisia/oudna/oudna.htm. 
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day 14: Thuburbo Majus; Dougga 

 

Thuburbo Maius [Thuburbo Majus] 

 

 

 
Thuburbo Maius , plan. Jashemski, ‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, p 560 

 

 

Thuburbo Maius is fifty-three kilometres southwest of Tunis, just west of the 

Tunis-Kairouan Road, in the fertile Miliana Valley, which was famous in 

antiquity for its production of grain, olives and fruit, as it still is today.1  The 

emperor Hadrian visited the town in AD 128:2 he made Thuburbo Maius a 

municipium, and under Commodus it became a colony.3  It was mainly 

developed in this period after the visit of Hadrian, and most of the buildings date 

from the latter part of the second century. [MORE, including a site map]4   The 

forum has vast Corinthian columns and the Capitoline Temple of Jupiter, Juno 

and Minerva js one of the largest in Africa.  Other remains include the  Summer 

Baths and the Temple of Baal.5 
 

                                                 
1 Jashemski, ‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, p 561. 
2 Hole, Tunisia, pp 145-7. 
3 Jashemski, ‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, p 561. 
4 Hole, Tunisia, pp 145-7. 
5 Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia, p 230. 
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Temple of Ceres, Thuburbo, C1st, plan. 
Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 492.  

 
 
 

 
 

East Temple, Thuburbo Maiuus, plan & axonometric view, by S Gibson & G Peirce. Jashemski, 
‘Roman Gardens in Tunisia’, pp 572 571. 
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Dougga1 

 

 
Dougga, plan. Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, p 24, 

after C Poinssot, Les Ruines de Dougga (Tunis 1958). 
 
 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 156 ff. 
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View of Dougga. Sears, Cities pf Roman Africa, pl 19. Dougga, tower  tomb, said to be C2nd 

BC. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 157 
 

 
Dougga, forum area, plan. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 68. 

 
 
. 
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The Arab village of Dougga was the Roman Colonia Licinia Septimia Aurelia 

Alexandriana Thuggensis (‘Thugga’).  ‘Arab’ is a misnomer in that the 

inhabitants must be part-Berber, Numidian Carthaginian and Roman.1  Dougga 

is described as ‘the best preserved Roman small town in North Africa’.2   It is 

located in the north-west region of Tunisia, on the summit of a hill at an altitude 

of 571 metres, dominating the fertile valley of Oued Khalled.  

 

Before the Roman annexation of Numidia, Dougga had existed for more than 

six centuries and in the early 2nd century BC the Numidian ruler Massimissa 

made it one of his capitals, probably the first capital of the Numidian kingdom.3 

Before the destruction of Carthage in 146 BC the town was confined to the hill, 

where dolmen tombs and traces of megalithic defences can be seen.  After the 

establishment of the province of New Africa by Julius Caesar in 46 BC a 

separate Romanised town grew up on the adjacent hillside.4  Two legally 

distinct communities, one consisting of an indigenous population, and the other 

a community of settlers who were Roman citizens, coexisted. and equally 

participated in the development of the city.  Its population never exceeded five 

thousand, but it flourished on the basis of the rural economy of its its rich and 

fertile territorium. Its prosperity seems to have continued throughout the 4th 

century, as indicated by the considerable amount of restoration and 

rehabilitation attested by numerous inscriptions, but urban life declined in the 

5th century.  The important epigraphic collection from Dougga, comprising over 

2,000 Libyan, Punic, Greek and Roman inscriptions, has made a decisive 

contribution to the decipherment of the Libyan language and to knowledge of 

the social and municipal life of the Numidians and Roman colonial policy and 

municipal organization in its provinces.  Little is known of the town in the Islamic 

period, beyond the fact that it continued to be inhabited for a considerable 

period, as demonstrated by the erection of the simple Mosque of Sidi Sahbi, to 

the east of the capitolium, in the fourteenth century.5   

 

The walls of the town are part of the city fortifications erected in late antiquity,6   

and though the east wall is largely modern reconstruction, it correctly 

represents the oiriginal.7  The site is naturally hilly, and was provided with tall 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
2 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 19. 
3 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
4 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
5 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
6 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 21. 
7 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
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monuments: a capitolium, large bath buildings, two theatres, a circus, temples 

to Mercury, Minerva, Tellus, Pluto, Fortune, Augustan Piety, Concordia, 

Frugifer, Liber Pater, Saturn, and Celestis.  ‘… narrow winding streets edged 

with massive blocks of buildings [presented] a tiered architectural arrangement, 

with the most striking monuments rising from the most valued points.’1   

 

The small rectangular forum, which is surrounded by a marble colonnade, is 

crossed by part of the later Byzantine fortifications. On one side of it is the 

capitolium, dedicated to Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva, one of the finest buildings 

of its type in North Africa. The theatre is small and is of standard Roman form. 

The scenae frons (stage) was originally floored with mosaic. Among the many 

temples is one dedicated to Juno Caelestis (the Punic goddess Tanit), built 

around 230. The temple of Saturn, on the edge of the town in the area of the 

pre-Roman settlement, is located on the site of an older sanctuary dedicated to 

Baal. There are two triumphal arches: that of Septimius Severus is much 

degraded, but the Arch of Severus Alexander still stands to a substantial height. 

The well-preserved third century Licinian bath is an excellent example of the 

type.2  The Circus was built in 225 on a scale exceptional in. Roman Africa 393 

metres long with a spina 190 metres long and 6 metres wide.3 

 

 

 
. Temple of Saturn at Dougga, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 55, after M Le Glay, 

Saturne Africaine: Monuments I (Paris 1961), fig 4. Theatre, Dougga. Sears, Cities pf Roman 
Africa, pl 9 

 

From the point where the road from the theatre approaches the first, upper 

plaza (that of the wind rose) to the far end of the forum, ten major structures 

lined the path.  One or two have not been identified but at least five were 

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 140, quoting Princeton 

Encyclopedia of Classical Studies (Princeton 1976), p 19. 
2 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
3 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 29. 
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religious buildings – one or perhaps two dedicated to Mercury, the god of trade.  

A large market hall or court had some two dozen shops and offices ranged 

alongside and behind it. 1  The principal temple is the Capitolium, dedicated to 

Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, and built in AD 166-7 of local limestone, squared 

and stiffened by vertical bands of long and short work.2   Another large building 

with an apse is set directly across from the Capitolium, its interior the same 

length as the temple’s podium platform but somewhat wider; flanking it was a 

narrow portico or hall with columns set in line very close to its side walls.  

Colonnades ringed three sides of each plaza.3 

 

 
 

Capitolium, Dougga, AD 166-7.  Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 10.; UNESCO World Heritage file: 
Tony Hisgett. 

 
 

The Place or Piazza of the Winds, of AD c 180-190 is named for the wind dial, 

probably of the third century, which has three large concentric circles quartered 

by two diameters.  The twelve winds are named Septentrio, Aquilo, Euraquilo, 

Vulturnus, Eurus, Leuconotus, Auster, Libonotus. Africus, Favonius, Argestes, 

Circius.  Septentrio is the north swing; Auster, south;  Favonius west; Vulturnus, 

which is usually south-east) east.  The temple of Juno Caelestis dates from 

about AD 230.4  Here there are columns with double entasis.  These (always 

unfluted) produce different effects from those of the elegant orders of the C5th 

and 4th BC, stressing the fullness and roundness of the columns, suggesting 

the strength required to support heavy loads, and increasing their 

anthropomorphic affinities.5  

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 257. 
2 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
3 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 257. 
4 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 52. 
5 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 189. 
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Baths of Cyclops, Dougga: remains of a vault with double curvature using vaulting tubes;  view 

and reconstructed pattern Lancaster, ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 11. 
 

There is a well preserved latrine at Dougga,1 and some important baths.  The 

Antonine Baths were formerly known as the Licinian Baths and traditionally 

dated to the reign of Gallienus (253-268), but they have now been reassigned 

to the reign of Caracalla.2  The atrium of the baths was refurbished in 367-83,3 

and today much of the original walls are intact, as well as a long tunnel used by 

slaves working at the baths.4  There is an arch resting on columns, more or less 

of the Termessus/Seea type.5   The Baths of the Cyclops had terracotta tube 

and concete vaulting of spherical form.6 The baths of Ain Doura to the south 

were enlarged during the fourth century7  One of the most significant 

monuments in Thugga is the Lybico-Punic mausoleum in the southern part of 

the town, which was reconstructed in 1908-10: this is the only major monument 

of Punic architecture still surviving in Tunisia.8 

 

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 118. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 107. 
3 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 125. 
4 Archaeology of Tunisia, p 25. 
5 Illustrated in Lisowscy, Tunisia, p 229. 
6 Lancaster. ‘Terracotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 11. 
7 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 125. 
8 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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Antonine (‘Licinian’) Baths, Thugga, plan. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 108, after C 
Poinssot, Les Ruines de Dougga (Tunis 1958).  The fort at Dougga,  Pringle, Byzantine Africa, 
II, p 562, after C Poinssot, ‘Thugga, Dougga (Proconsularis, Tunisia). Fouilles et Découvertes’, 

Fasti Archeologici, 13 (1958) 
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day 15: Jendouba; Chemtou; Bulla Regia; Tabarka 

 

Chemtou [Shemtou, Schemtu, Simittu] 

 

This is the ancient Roman colony of Simithas,1 of which little remains except the 

largest marble quarry in North Africa. [MORE].2  This Numidian marble was in 

great vogue during the Empire.  Hadrian had his villa at Tivoli ornamented with 

it; and Constantine had some of the columns of the original H. Sophia made 

from it.  There are still some blocks at Chemtou which were taken from the 

quarry more than fifteen centuries ago, but for some unknown reason were not 

used: they carry a number indicating their order, and the names of the 

individual stoneyards from which they were taken.3 

 

 

 
 

Method  of  extracting column shafts in the 
 quarries of Chemtou. Adam, Roman 

Building Materials and Techniques, p 25. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Lisowscy, Eyewitness Travel Tunisia, p 130. 
2 Hole, Tunisia, p 147.  Mentioned as Simittu, Schemtu, in Boissier, Roman Africa, p 

138. 
3 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 138.  Boissier refers to Constantine’s columns as 

supporting the vaulting of St Sophia, but he is obviously confusing Constantine’s 
basilica with Justinian’s domed building. 
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Bulla Regia 
 
 

 
House of Amphitrite, Bulla Regia: vault with impressions of fallen tubes; plan of the 

subterranean level showing the pattern of vaulting tubes.  Lancaster, ‘Terra Cotta Vaulting 
Tubes’, p 8. 

 

Seven kilometres north of Jendouba, and famous for its semi-underground 

villas, which echo the troglodyte Berber dwellings at Matmata.  Neolithic 

dolmens dot the surrounding hills.  The town of Bulla emerged in about the 

C5th BC.  ‘Regia’ was added later when it became capital of a short-lived 

Numidian kingdom tolerated by the Romans after the fall of Carthage [this 

doesn’t make sense]. [MORE] 1 Nine Roman houses with underground rooms 

have been identified.  As has been mentioned above, the underground rooms 

were in eight cases vaulted with terra cotta tubes, then concrete, forming the 

floor of the rooms above.  In the dining room of the house of Amphitrite the 

tubes have fallen, leaving their impressions in the concrete.2 
 
 

Tabarka [Tabarca, Tabracam, Bithecusae] 3 

 

                                                 
1 Hole, Tunisia, pp 145-7. 
2 Lancaster, ‘Terra Cotta Vaulting Tubes’, p 10. 
3 The alternative names are in Boissier, Roman Africa, p 92. 
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day 16: Ain Drahram; cross to Algeria 
 

 

Ain Drahram  

 

A hill station town with steep-roofed houses, colonial period buildings, and 

beautiful scenery around. 

 

ALGERIA 

 

Annaba [Bona, Hippo Regius, Hippone] 

 

 
Plan of the site of Hippo showing the original coastline, reclaimed land &c. Dahmani, Hippo 

Regius. p 7 
 

Hippo Regius, on the south side of the modern Annaba [Bona], was a Numidian 

settlement but developed under Rome as one of the main ports supplying Italy 

with wheat. It seems that after the Carthaginian defeat at Zama the Numidians 

chose Hippo as a favoured dwelling place, and then as a second capital, 
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termed royal [Hippo Regius],1 Its most famous citizen, St Augustine, became 

the local priest in 391 and was soon made a bishop.  In August 431 Hippo 

submitted to the Vandals, and Genseric made Hippo his capital.2   The Punic 

language, though though still  widely spoken at the time of Augustine, was  not 

universally understood, and it proibably became totally obsolete in the seventh 

century.3  It appears from the account of Leo Africanus that Hippo was captured 

by the Caliph Othman [r 645-656], but it cannot have been destroyed, as he 

says, because there are later references to the town, and it was not finally 

abandoned until some date between the eleventh and early sixteenth 

centuries.4 
 

 
 

The antique remains of Hippo. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 22. 
 

                                                 
1 Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 13. 
2 Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 18. 
3 Dennis, Hippo Regius, p 19. 
4 Dennis, Hippo Regius, pp 63-4. 
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The forum quarter. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 26.  

 

 
The Christian quarter. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 44. 
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The villa quarter. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 52.  

 

 
The north & soth baths. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, pp 61, 71.  
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The theatre. Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 75. Cisterns, Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 265. 

 

 

Augustine was born in 354 at Thagaste in the province of Numidia, about a 

hundred kilometres inland, and his parents, though Romanised and Latin 

speaking (whereas Numidian peasants generally still spoke Punic) were 

probably of Berber stock, his father a pagan and his mother a Christian, He was 

a precocious pupil, and aged about seventeen was sent to Carthage to 

continue his studies.  He then returned to Thagaste and opened a school, but 

soon obtained the municipal chair of rhetoric at Carthage University. In 383 he 

took up a chair in Rome, and in 384 became professor of rhetoric at Milan.  He 

converted to Chrisianity only in 386 and was baptised at Milan in the following 

year.  He returned to Africa in August or September 388, and never again left.  

He and a small number of friends set up a lay monastic community at 

Thagaste, but on a visit to Hippo in 391 Bishop Valerius dragooned him into 

becoming a presbyter and ordained him.  In 395 or 396 he became coadjutor 

bishop of Hippo, and soon after Valerius died leaving Augustine in sole charge. 

He died on 30 August 430 during the Vandal siege of Hippo, before the final 

collapse of the perimeter defences.1 

 

The ruins, described as ‘amongst the most evocative in Algeria’, include the 

Villa of the Labyrinth; the Villa of the Procurator; the outline of the forty-two 

metre long Grand Basilica (which unusually, points to the north); the forum, with 

some columns standing; and the 1st century AD theatre, which has the largest 

                                                 
1 Chadwick, Augustine of Hippo, passim. 
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stage of any in North Africa. The Museum includes some fine mosaics.1  The 

forum is the longest and oldest found in the Maghreb, measuring 76 x 43 

metres.2 

 

 
 

courtyard and prayer hall facade of the Mosque of Abù Marwàn, Hippo. Dahmani, Hippo 
Regius, p 22 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, pp 110-113. Krautheimer,  Early Christian and Byzantine 

Architecture, p 145, n 49, refers to the report of the excavator: E Marec Monumens 
Chrétiens d’Hippone, Paris 1958. 

2 Dahmani, Hippo Regius, p 29. 
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day 17: Hippo, Tiddis, Constantine 
 

Tiddis [Castellum  Tidditanorum] 

 

 
 

Tomb of Lollius, near Tiddis, mid-C2nd. 
MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 160. 

 

Tiddis was developed as a fortified Roman settlement in the time of Augustus 

with the usual castrum plan adapted to suit the topography. But the bulk of what 

remains is of the 3rd century. There was no natural supply of water to the site, 

and the cisterns and channels used to collect the rainwater are of special 

interest.1  The Tomb of Lollius, at Attaleia near Tiddis, is of an antique type, a 

cylinder faced with masonry, on a square base, like the Tomb of Caecilia 

Metella, Rome, which is found also at Adamklissi.2   

 

 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, pp 122-3. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 299.  See also MacDonald, 

Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 145. 
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Constantine 

 

 
Roman cisterns, Constantine, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 267. 

 

Constantine, Algeria’s third city, was formerly Cirta, capital of Numidia,1 until the 

Romans made Juba II move away.2  It contains nothing of specific architectural 

interest, but it is topographically remarkable, with the old centre on an outcrop 

reached by bridges.3 The French took possession of it in 1837.4 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 14. 
2 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 30. 
3 Ham, Algeria, p 117. 
4 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 19. 
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day 18: Tébessa 

 

Tebessa [Theveste].1 

 

 
Tebessa, temple ?C2nd:, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 134. 

 
 

 
Tebessa, temple ?C2nd, view.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, facing p 133. model. MacDonald, 

Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 127. 
 
 

                                                 
1 Not in Ham, Algeria ? 



210  Ifriqaya   
 
 

 
Arch of Caracalla, Tébessa, view & plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, facing p 180, p 181. 

 
 

 

Tébessa was first a Numidian town, then an outpost of Carthage in the 7th 

century AD. In 146 AD it became part of the Roman Empire and was known as 

Theveste (Hekatompyle in Greek). During the 1st century AD, the Legio III 

Augusta was based there before being transferred to Lambaesis. It was made a 

colonia probably under Trajan. 

 

There is mention of a council held there by the Donatists, and during the 4th 

and 5th century AD Theveste was a centre of Manichaeism as well. In June 

1918 a codex of 26 leaves written in Latin by Manichaeans was discovered in a 

cave near the city, and a month later Henri Omont found the missing initial 

thirteen leaves. The whole book is now known as the Tebessa codex and it is 

held at Cologne.1 At the time of Trajan, it was a flourishing city with about thirty 

thousand inhabitants. In the 7th century AD, after the Arab invasion of the 

region, Theveste lost its importance.2   

 

Tébessa is rich in ancient monuments, including the Arch of Caracalla (AD 

214), theatre, Temple of Minerva (early 3rd century, with mosaics), amphitheatre 

(4th century), Basilica of St Crispinus (4th century AD: one of the biggest in 

Africa, with chapels, baptismal urns and catacombs); and Byzantine walls (6th 

century) popularly known as ‘Solomon's Walls’ with thirteen square towers. 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
2 Wikipedia, sv Tebessa, consulted 29 December 2010. 
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There is also an archaeological museum.1  There is also small chapel, with a 

very large room opening off its north side, suggesting the tomb or subsidiary 

chapel of a local ruler or notability (a saint would more likeley be interred below 

the apse or chancel floor). 

 

 
Gate, near the Basilica, Tébessa.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 276; Krautheimer, Early 

Christian and Byzantine, pl 63.  
 
 

 
Basilica & monastery of Tebessa, from Gsell:  Lasteyrie, l’Architecture Religieuse, p 31  

 
 

                                                 
1 Wikipedia, sv Tebessa, consulted 29 December 2010. 
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Basilica atTébessa, 4th century,  the nave seen from the east.   Krautheimer, Early Christian 

and Byzantine, pl 65B. Detail of the nave arcading. Grabar, The Beginnings of Christian Art p 
185. 

 
 

 
Chapel, Tebessa.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 290. 

Plan of the enceinte, Tébessa.  Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, p 585 
 
 

The church complex at Tébessa is so strongly imbued with Constantinian 

concepts that a date in the second third of the fourth century seems quite 

possible. A broad flight of steps ascends from a forecourt (which is of later date) 

toward a colonnaded propylaeum. From there, three doors lead into the church. 

In the nave, the piers – rear members of the paired supports – carried arches 

above which appeared the openings of a gallery and presumably of a 

clerestory. The front columns, all spoils, as are the capitals, were surmounted 

at gallery level by a cornice, which in turn supported a second order of columns 

ascending to the roof beams.  Mosaics covered the floors both in the nave and 
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in the two aisles.  From the right aisle, a broad staircase descended to a huge 

trefoil room, which Krautheimer suggests is a martyrium chapel, though this 

form is more often used in Africa for banqueting halls.  A chancel barrier in the 

last bays of the nave enclosed the altar.  The slightly raised apse is flanked by 

side chambers, both of which communicate through doors with the aisles as 

well as the apse.1 

 

Tebessa was rebuilt by the patrician Solomon at the beginning of the reign of 

Justinian I, and he built a tomb there which still exists. During in 16th century 

the Ottomans established a small garrison of Janissaries.  In 1851 it was 

occupied by the French. Under the name of Tébessa it became the capital of a 

canton, then an arrondissement of the départment of Constantine. Later, it 

became capital of an arrondissement in the department of Bône, then capital of 

a province of its own, bearing the same name.2 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
2 Wikipedia, sv Tebessa, consulted 29 December 2010. 
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day 19: Timgad and Lambaesis 

 
 

Timgad [Thamugadi] 
 
 

 
 
 

Timgad, plan . Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 124, after A Ballu, Les Ruines de Timgad: Sept 
Années de Découvertes (Paris 1911). 

 

 

Timgad, 70 miles [128 k] south of Constantine, was founded by Trajan in AD 

100 as a colony for military veterans, 24 kilometres east of Lambaesis, and one 

of its functions was to control one of the passes to the south.  It was based on a 

square of 1,200 Roman feet [355 m] subdvided into twelve equal insulae, the 

westernmost row of which was never built.   The grid was interrupted where the 
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principal public buildings were placed, just beyond the geometric centre.1  

There was a strong Christian presence from the mid-3rd century, and a church 

council as held at the city in 397.  It declined with Vandal invasion in 430 and 

before the end of the century was sacked by tribes from the Aurès mountains.2 
 
 

 
 

Timgad,  UNESCO World Heritage file: Yvon Fruneau;  
MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 26 

 

 
Timgad forum, AD 100, plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 480. 

 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pp 479-80. 
2 Ham, Algeria, pp 126-8. 
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Capitol, Timgad:, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 138. 

 

 
 

Timgad, Markets of Sertius, early C3rd, model (apse roof form uncertain). MacDonald, 
Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 29. 
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Market of Sertius, Timgad, C3nd, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 207. 

 

 

Timgad was almost an anachronism when laid out in AD 100.  It was 12.5 ha, 

only slightly larger than the Baths of Caracalla in Rome, and soon proved 

inadequate, so that it rapidly expanded, largely without pattern, beyond the 

walls.  The walls were demolished and replaced by streets.   Large baths, 

markets and an enormous capitolium were built, mainly outside the original 

rectangle.1 Timgad had at least fourteen baths.2 
 

 
South  Baths, Timgad, C2nd; North Baths,  C3rd, plans.  Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and 

Roman, p 484. 
 
 

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 25. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 115. 
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Small baths, Timgad, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 225. 
Temple of the Spirit of the Colony, Timgad, Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient Rome, p 83. 

 
 

The building materials throughout were dressed limestone for the principal 

architectural features and for the rest a version of the mortared stonework, 

faced with courses of small squared blocks and reinforced with larger squared 

blocks, which was the regular African equivalent of the variously faced 

concretes of metropolitan practice.1 
 

 
Theatre, Timgad, plan. Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 45, after A Ballu, Les Ruines de 

Timgad, Antique Thamugadi (Paris 1887), plate 12. 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 480. 
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Theatre, Timgad, view.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, facing p 197. 

 
 

The cardo maximus, running north-south, covers one of the main drains.  

Entering it from the north gate, to the left is one of the many bath complexes, 

and next to it a house which was converted into a Christian chapel. Five blocks 

along the cardo is the public library, with a semicircular room described as a 

bookshop, containing niches in which scrolls were stored.1  It is thought do date 

from the third century AD.2  The cardo is interrupted where it is crossed by the 

decumanus, and the forum is to the south side of this, with shops and a 24 hole 

public latrine.3  One of the slabs in the forum is a gaming table (tabula lusoria) 

bearing the words, ‘to hunt, to bathe, to gamble, to laugh - this is living’.4  

Boissier refers to the basilica adjoining the forum, as being different from others 

such as Tebessa, and unsuited for conversion into a Christian church5 (a 

practice which was acrtually very rare until much later).   South of the forum 

was a theatre seating about 3500 people, which was cut into the hillside in the 

160s, but its materials were stripped in the sixth century to construct the fort, so 

what can be seen today is a reconstruction by French archaeologists.6   
 
 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 127. 
2 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 71, based on Inscriptones Latinae Selectae, 9362. 
3 Ham, Algeria, p 127. 
4 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 207. 
5 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 203. 
6 Ham, Algeria, p 127. 
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Triumphal arch, [‘Arch of Trajan’], Timgad, late C2nd, and colonnades . Boëthius & Perkins, 

Etruscan and Roman, pl 252.  Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient Rome, p 171. 
 
 

The wrongly called1 ‘Arch of Trajan’, replacing the original east gate of the town, 

is of Roman derivation, but in what, according to Perkins, was becoming a 

distinctively African form.2  What he means by this is unclear, but it carries 

interrupted chord segmental pediments in the innovative Hellenistic tradition.3  It 

was surmounted, or intended to be, by a sculptural group with a chariot.  On the 

inner or eastern side statues of Mars and Concord were added in the time of 

Severus, c AD 200, by L Licinius Optatianus to commemorate his election as 

Perpetual Priest of the colony.4 
 

 

Just outside the old town are the Great South Baths; to the east of these the 

Capitol, completed in AD 160, two giant columns of which are still standing; and 

north of this the Market of Sertius.  Further north, at the top of the town are the 

Fidalefsis Villa, which contains its own baths, and the Great North Baths, which 

contain about forty rooms.5  North-west of this is the Museum, which contains 

over two hundred mosaics, notably the Triumph of Venus, the Fidalefsis Vita (in 

which Jupiter pursues Antiope), and a still life with panels illustrating foodstuffs.6 

foodstuffs.6 
 
 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 120. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 482. 
3 The reference to ‘domes;’ above the niches in Boissier, Roman Africa, p 197, must 

be a translator’s error. 
4 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 120. 
5 Ham, Algeria, p 127. 
6 Ham, Algeria, p 126. 
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Aqua Septimania Felix, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 90, after J Lassus, La 
Forteresse Byzantine du Thamugadi: Fouilles àTimgad 1938-1956 (Paris 1981), fig 9 

 
Large basilica at Timgad. Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 310.  
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Church near the north gate; Chapel south-west of the capitol; Chapel near the Byzantine 
citadel, Timgad. Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 312, 313, 315.  

 

 
Plan of the Byzantine fort at Timgad. Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, p 547, fort after Stawski, and 

chapel after J Christern, ‘Basilika und Memorie der Heiligen Salsa in Tipasa’, Bulletin 
d’Archéologie Algérienne, 3 (1968). 

 

 
 

Blocked postern gate E, Byzantine fort, from the outside.  
Pringle, Byzantine Africa, II, pl XXXVb 
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The complex of the Aqua Septimania Felix, three hundred metres south of the 

city, was built in 213 by the Respublica Tamgadensium rather than by an 

individual (Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum 8.2369-70).  It measures more than 

150 x 70 metres, and is focussed in a spring or springs (the aqua felix), perhaps 

to the south.1  The large Christian basilica toward the north-west of the town 

measures 38 by 17.4 metres,2 and there a number of smaller churches as well 

– a church about 120 metres from the north gate,3 a chapel south-west of the 

capitol,4  another west of the capitol,5 and a third on a hill south-west of the 

Byzantine citadel. This last has such an odd plan, that one might doubt its 

function, but Gsell cites a dedicatory inscription dating from the last years of 

Byzantine rule.6  The citadel itself, well to the south of the town, was built by 

Justinian’s troops in 539, measuring 116 x 67 metres, with limestone walls 2.5 

metres thick.   

 

The city was excavated between the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and the excavated city plan demonstrates that while a very large part 

of the city was revealed in less than twenty years; stratigraphy was not 

recorded and the reports lack enough detail to re-evaluate the data effectively.  

Only the inscriptions and mosaics allow the historian to begin to reconstruct the 

evolution of the city.  While the majority of the city plan has been revealed, the 

question is: the city plan of what era?  The stone buildings have been 

preserved, including churches, so we might argue that it represents the early 

fifth century city, but given the late Roman levels excavated in many of the 

buildings it is difficult to be sure.7 
 

 

                                                 
1 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 89, apparently deriving the dediction from Corpus 

Inscriptionum Latinarum 8.2369-70. 
2 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 309. 
3 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, pp 311-3. 
4 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, pp 313-4. 
5 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 314. 
6 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 314-7. 
7 Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 12. 
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Lambaesis [Lambèse-Tazoult] 

 

 
 

Lambaesis, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 94, after M Janon, Lambèse (Ollioules [?] 
2005), p 20 &  J-M Blas de Robiès & C Sintes, Sites et Monuments Antiques de l’Alégrie (Aix-

en-Provence), p 180 
 

 
Capitol, Lambaesis, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 144. 
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Arch of Commodus, Lambaesis, view& plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, pp 162, 160. 
 

 

The modern village of Tazoult has a notorious high security prison, but our 

concern is with the Roman army post established at Lambaesis in about AD 

81,1 which was the Praetorium of the Third Augustan Legion.2 The whole of 

North Africa was held by this single legion which, apart from one tenth detached 

for duties in Carthage, was moved to Lambaesais, Numidia, in AD 81.   
 

 
Principia, Lambaesis .   Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 79, Rodgers, Rise and Fall of Ancient 

Rome, p 145. 
 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 125. 
2 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 457. 
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The most distinctive structure is that generally known as the principia, which 

bestrides the main cross-street in front of its headquarters building.1 It is a great 

box of a building, and seems somewhat Syrian character. An inscription records 

that it was built in 268, under the Emperor Gallienus, after an earhquake. There 

are two isolated columns in front of the south elevation which must have carried 

trophies,2 but the function of the structure itself is in doubt,  Boissier suggested 

that, as the excavators found no building fragments within the walls, it must 

have been an open court used for military parades and ceremonies, whilst the 

commander and officers lived elsewhere.3  Wheeler refers to the building as a 

‘forehall’ in front of the headquarters building (the location of that being 

unclear), where the legate’s guard would assemble, or his escort await him.4  In 

terms of function the nearest reasonably intact structure of the type is the so-

called ‘Palace of the Exarchs’, Ravenna, which is now believed to be a 

guardhouse. 
 

 
Hunting baths, Lambaesis, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 219. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1 Weeeler, Roman Africa, p 118. 
2 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 122. 
3 Boissier, Roman Africa, pp 123-4. 
4 Weeeler, Roman Africa, p 118. 
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Aesculapium, Lambaesis, plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 95, after M Janon, Lambèse 

(Ollioules [?] 2005), p 25 

 
Scholae of the camp st Lambaesis, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 82.  
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Baths of the camp st Lambaesis, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 85. 

 

Leaving the east gate by the Via Septimaniana you pass the amphitheatre and 

the Arch of Septimius Severus, reaching at two kilometres the village where the 

troops lived with their familes (as was permitted under the Empire, but not 

previously).  It had begun as a collection of huts, but was created a municipality 

under Marcus Aurelius, when also was built the Temple of Aesculapius, 

described by Boissier as ‘a small, almost coquettish structure’.1 It was flanked 

by curving colonnaded wings which swept out and forward to end in half tholoi 

turned toward each other, the whole bow-like in plan, with the temple at mid-

position on the bow.2   

 

Chapel at Lambaesis, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 220. 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, pp 125-6. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 202. 
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day 20: Djémila 

 

Djémila [Cuicul] 

 
 
 

Djemila, general plan. UNESCO World Heritage file 
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Djémila, annotated plan.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 128, after P-A 
Février, Djemila (Algiers 1968), 21a; P-A Février, ‘Notes sur le 

Développement Urbain en Afrique du Nord, les examples compares 
de Djemila et de Sétif’, Cahiers Archéologiques (Algiers 1964), vol 14, fig 11 

. 
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Djémila, key plan. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 6. 
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Djémila, principal street looking south. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 8. 
 

 
Plan of the Western Quarter, Djemila.  Allais, ‘Le Quartier Occidental’ ,following  p 119. 
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Djémila, Severan temple. plan prior to excavation.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 146. View. 

MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, c 200, p 11. 
 
 

 
 
Djémila, conical fountain. MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 13.  Street fountain, 

Djemila, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 244. 
 
 

Cuicul [modern Djémila], in mountainous country in western Numidia, was 

founded at the end of the 1st century as a military colony, partly to control an 

important road up through the mountains.1  ‘Cuicul’ is a Berber word, which 

may imply that there was previous Berber settlement, but it was probably under 

Nerva that the Roman settlement was established in AD 96 or 97.2  It was 

about seven hectares in area, with polygonal walls enclosing a defensible spur 

sloping down towards the north.  Most streets are at right angles, but they are 

short and don’t form a grid, and the civic and residential blocks are of varying 

size. The central street runs north-west approximately along the ridge, with a 

10º bend south of the midpoint.  A spacious forum was built along the east side 

of the main street followed by the nearby basilica, curia, temples, public 

                                                 
1 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 487. 
2 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 126. 
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fountain and bath building, forming a civic centre almost a tenth the area of the 

town.1 
 

 
Baths, Cuicul [Djémila], plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 485. 

 

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 3. 
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The arch of Caracalla and the new town, Djémila. Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 129 
 

 

Cuicul prospered under the Antonines, when the forum, curia, market, capitol, 

and some temples were built.1  Also a theatre seating about three thousand 

was built to the southeast in the 2nd century with its cavea fitted into the slope of 

the hill. Late in the century a monumental arch was built across the wide 

curving street leading to the theatre.2  It is through a stroke of fortune that the 

arch of Caracalla survives today.  In 1839 the Duc d’Orléans, passing with an 

expeditionary force, conceived the idea of removing it to Paris as a gesture 

from ‘the Army of Africa to France’, but he died before this was accomplished.  
                                                 

1 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
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Its present state is largely attributable to the work of the French Antiquities 

Service in 1921-2.1 

 

 
Djémila:Standard for weights and measures, Market of Cosinus; the toilet of Venus,.  Wheeler, 

Roman Africa, pp 137, 139. 
 

Before the end of the second century the southeast wall was partly dismantled 

and the land beyond built over, mainly with houses.2  In due course the main 

street was extended beyond the south gate, almost doubling its length, and 

beside it, close the summit of the hill, a grand bath building put up in the 180s. 

An extensive plaza, about 45 x 80 metres, was created just outside the original 

south gate, shortly after 200.  Adjoining its southeast corner a temple to the 

Severan family was built in 229 on a high artificial terrace.3  At the Market of 

Cosinius, of the mid-C2nd, are the remains of a table of standard measures.4 In 

the original town as well as in the southern extension there are a number of fine 

peristyle courtyard houses of later date, replacing the simpler earlier dwellings.5   

 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 128. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
3 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
4 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, pl 241. 
5 Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 487. 
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Plan of the chamber of the seven apses, plan by M Cristofle; mosaic.  Lassus, ‘La Salle a Sept 

Absides’, pp 197, 201. 
 
 

The chamber of the seven apses, towards the south is an interesting feature: it 

has been reasonably inferred by Jean Lassus to be a banqueting hall, based 

upon Richard Krautheimer’s appraisal of other eating halls and refectories 

which are similarly apsed.  That at Djemila, however, would be the first of the 

series.1 The hunting mosaic on the floor is consistent with its use for pleasure. 

 

 
Market of Cosinius, Djémila, C2nd, plan. Boëthius & Perkins, Etruscan and Roman, p 482. 

View. UNESCO World Heritage file: Yvon Fruneau. 

                                                 
1 Lassus, ‘La Salle a Sept Absides’, passim: the others are the banqueting hall in the 

Lateran Palace, Rome; a refectory in the convent of Athos; a banqueting hall near 
the Hippodrome, Constantinople. 
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Theatre, Djémila, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 187.  

 

 

Construction continued beyond the temple to the south.1  Christianity had come 

to Cuicul in the 3rd century, and Bishop Pudentianus is mentioned in 255.  By 

the beginning of the fourth century the town had spread up the hill to what 

became the Christian quarter. The Vandal army took the town in 431 but moved 

on, and it was retaken by the Byzantines in the first half of the 6th century.2  A 

complex of basilicas, baptistery, bishop’s palace, and auxiliary buildings is 

reported to have developed in the fifth century,3 but the major elements seem to 

all date from the 6th century.   They include the baptistery, over which a modern 

dome has been built to protect the mosaics, the northern basilica, in which 

services were held after baptisms, and linked to it the larger Basilica of 

Cresconius, forty metres long, which is believed to be last significant 

construction.4   
 

                                                 
1 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
2 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
3 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
4 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
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Basilica at Djémila, plan.   Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 195.  The baptistery, Djémila , view 

in the anular corridor. Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pl 62B 
 

A basilica of standard type had been begun prior to 400 by the Catholic 

congregation, to take the place of an older community centre.  Its nave, two 

aisles, and colonnades are easy to trace.  The floor is carpeted with mosaics of 

geometric and floral design, framing animals in large octagons. Either from the 

start of construction, or in 411 when the Donatist faction was reconciled, Bishop 

Cresconius built a larger basilica alongside this first one, with floor mosaics of 

even richer design, four aisles, and paired supports rather than single columns.  

Spacious crypts, accessible from outside through a connecting corridor, extend 

below the apses of both churches.   

 

The baptistery to the west is extraordinarily impressive and exceptional in 

Christian North Africa through both its size and its monumentality.  The core of 

the structure is round and domed.  In its centre, four columns carry a square 

canopy rising above the font.  This core is in turn enveloped by a barrel-vaulted 

ring corridor, its two walls moulded by niches, pilasters, and a strong cornice.  

Stucco covers the walls; the columns surmounting the font rise from high 

pedestals; the column shafts are fluted, the capitals elegant; and a mosaic 

covers the floor.  The whole design breathes the spirit of classical revival.1 

 

The last reference to the Roman town is to its representation at a synod in 

Constantinople in the mid-sixth century.2  It is said to have been abandoned by 

the Byzantines on the eve of the Arab invasion of North Africa, and it then sank 

into obscurity.3 

                                                 
1 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pp 142-3. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, pp 8-9. 
3 Ham, Algeria, p 133. 
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day 21: Algiers 
 

Algiers 

 

The history of Algiers is even more complex and turbulent than that of the rest 

of the country. Located on the seashore, the site was inhabited from at least the 

sixth century BC, when a Phoenician trading post was established. 

Carthaginians, various Berber tribes, Romans, Byzantines and Arabs 

(beginning in the 7th century) took turns coveting and ultimately taking the city. 

Spain's expansionist policy also embraced Algeria and took advantage of 

weakness among local powers due to rivalries between the smaller Maghreb 

states that emerged from the Berber invasions. 

 

A Turkish corsair, Khair-al-Din founded his capital in Algiers in 1516 and made 

a large part of the modern Algerian coast dependent on the Ottoman Sultan. 

The central power at Istanbul intervened relatively little in administration of the 

region, and the Bey ruled as master in his city where military might and trade 

joined forces to produce great economic prosperity.The construction of the city 

began in 1516 and continued until the seventeenth century. Although the 

administrative and military organization implied the presence of many Turks, 

Algiers was not an Ottoman city. The city combined the science of Turkish 

military architecture with Arab-Mediterranean architectural tradition. The 

flourishing state of trade is expressed in the extreme richness of the interior 

decoration of houses in Algiers. The unique natural site is the reason for the 

winding streets, veritable meanders that are characteristic of the ancient city. 

 

European misunderstanding of the Arab lifestyle on the one hand, and, on the 

other hand, the settlers' own preferences, combined to produce severe 

destruction. Fortunately, part was saved, and in the 1920s, real interest was 

expressed in safeguarding the ancient city. However, the Algerian authorities 

ordered the first studies for safeguarding the Algiers Kasbah only in the early 

1970s. At that time it was classified as a historic site and a vast restoration and 

rehabilitation plan was adopted for the ancient city. An enlightened strategy is is 

now introducing modern amenities without detracting from the traditional 

townscape and architecture, and is restoring the Kasbah's original residential, 

commercial and cultural quarters.1 

 

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
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Bardo Museum 

 

The Bardo Museum of Prehistory and Ethnography, 3 rue Franklin Roosevelt is 

a former villa whose exhibits include Neolithic pottery, rock carvings and 

domestic items and furniture.1 The building itself was built in the early 

nineteenth century as the summer palace of the Dey of Algiers.2 

 

The National Museum of Antiquities, at the Parc de a Liberté, not far from the 

Bardo, has fine ivory carvings, mosaics from Tipaza, and Islamic art from 

across the Mahgreb.3 

 

Kasbah [Casbah] 

 

Views in the Kasbah.  UNESCO World Heritage file: Hana Aouak 

 

The Kasbah is the World heritage listed quarter on a hill between the citadel 

and the seafront, a warren of alleys built mainly in the 16th to 18th centuries.  

The term Kasbah, that originally designated the highest point of the medina 

during the Zirid era, today applies to the ensemble of the old town of El Djazair, 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 96. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 53. 
3 Ham, Algeria, p 96. 
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within the boundaries marked by the ramparts and built at the end of the 16th 

century, dating back to the Ottoman period.  It stands in one of the finest 

coastal sites on the Mediterranean, overlooking the islands where a 

Carthaginian trading-post was established in the 4th century BC. There are the 

remains of the citadel, old mosques and Ottoman-style palaces as well as the 

remains of a traditional urban structure associated with a deep-rooted sense of 

community.  Fifty thousand people now inhabit it.1 

 

Tizgirt 

 

Tizgirt, on the coast to the east of Algiers,2 has the remains of a Christian 

basilica of about 450.3  

                                                 
1 UNESCO World Heritage file. 
2 Not in Ham. 
3 Illustrated in Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine, pl 65(A). 



Ifriqaya  243   
 
 

day 22: Tipasa & Cherchell 

 

Tipasa [Tipaza] 

 

 
 

Tipasa, plan. UNESCO World Heritage file 
 
 

 
Tipasa; Baths, Nymphaeum, plans.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, pp 217, 243. 

 
 

 
Presumed secular basilica at Tipasa, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 131. 

Sculpted figures, Tipasa. UNESCO World Heritage file: Hana Aouak. 
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Tipasa [World Heritage listed] is a beautifully sited settlement seventy 

kilometres west of Algiers on the road to Cherchell.   It had been a Phoenician 

service port (the name is Phoenician for ‘place of call’).  In the time of Julius 

Caesar it was under the kingdom of Mauretania (roughly the modern Algeria) 

still under native rule.  The death of the ruler, King Bocchus, left it to the 

Romans.  Augustus enlarged it and placed it under Juba II and his wife, 

daughter of Cleopatra and Mark Anthony.  Their son Ptolemy was murdered by 

Caligula, and Rome then annexed it and divided it into Mauretania Tingitania 

(roughly Morocco) and Mauretania Caesariensis (Algeria).1 

 

 
 

Basilica of St Salsa, view.  Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, facing p 124. 
 

 
 

Basilica of St Salsa, plan.  Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, p 125. 
 

                                                 
1 Wheeler, Roman Africa, p 144. 
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Basilica of St Salsa, reconstructed west elevation and section.  Gsell, Proménades 

Archéologiques, p 131. 
 

 
Tipasa, funerary chapel of Bishop Alexander, in the west cemetery, funerary chapel in the east 

cemetery,  plans.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, pp 334, 337.  
 

 
Circular mausoleum, Tipasa, c 450, plan. 

Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 441. 
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There are the remains of a forum, capitol, curia, amphitheatre and theatre, and  

some houses still have mosaics on the floors.1 There is also a tunnel-like unlit 

cryptoporticus,2 and Gsell described an elaborate fountain,3 though it is unclear 

whether this still exists. The best preserved church is the Basilica of St Salsa (a 

local martyr of the fourth century) to the east.  It was built in two stages, the first 

probably of the fourth or fifth century, the second of the first half of the sixth 

century.4 

 

 
The Great Basilica at Tipasa, c 450, aerial view.  Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine pl 

64.  The ‘brutally restored’ arcade. UNESCO World Heritage file 
 

                                                 
1 Ham, Algeria, p 105. 
2 MacDonald, Architecture of the Roman Empire, p 115. 
3 Gsell, Tipasa, p 346, in the fourteenth volume of the Mémoires d’Archéologie et 

d’Histoire of the French School at Rome, cited in Boissier, Roman Africa, p 153. 
4 Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, pp 132. 
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The Great Basilica at Tipasa, plan. 
Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 318. 

 
 

 

On the western hill (the native name for which is Ras el-Knissa, or church point) 

are the remains of the main Christian basilica, the largest in North Africa, which 

Gsell asserted was definitely constructed in the fourth century (though 

Krautheimer dates it to about 450).  It measures 52 x 42 metres and was built of 

rubble and poorly laid cut stone.1 It originally consisted of a nave with three 

aisles on each side, separated by square pillars.  The central nave measured 

only 13.5 metres, and perhaps more to reduce the roof span than to improve 

the church it was later divided into three aisles, separated by two colonnades, 

making a nine-aisled church.2  Almost nothing survives above ground level 

except four arches on the north-west side which Gsell says were brutalement 

restaurés [brutally restored] in the early twentieth cemtury.3  The central nave 

floor of about 700 square metres is or was entirely paved in mosaic, as was the 

                                                 
1 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 318. 
2 Gsell, Monuments Antiques, II, p 319. 
3 Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, pp 102-3. 
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bapistery to the north.  The latter contained a central basin of 3.4 m diameter 

for total immersion baptism.1  It has hard to explain this form of basilica.  Most 

Christian churches had a single aisle on each side; the great Constantian 

foundations had two, but in Africa there can be three or even four.2 

 

 

 
Tombeau de la Chrétienne, plan, east portal.  Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, p 143, facing 

p 69.  
 

 
Mausoleum of Hadrian, Rome, c AD135 (restoration). Banister Fletcher [revised R A 

Cordingley], A History of Architecture on the Comparative Method (17th ed, Athlone Press, 
London  1961), p 220. 

. 
 

Near Tipasa is the Royal Mausoleum of Mauretania or so-called Tombeau de la 

Chrétienne, which is in fact the tomb where the Roman client monarchs Juba II 

                                                 
1 Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, pp 103-4. 
2 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architectur, p 140. 
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and Cleopatra Selene II, King and Queen of Mauretania, were buried. It was 

built in 3 BC, partly as a demonstration of their allegiance to Rome, and based 

upon Greek and Roman precedents, especially the Mausoleum of Hadrian, 

Rome.  It is built of stone in the form of a cylindrical drum set on a square base, 

topped by a cone or a pyramid. The base measures sixty metres square and 

the height originally about forty metres, of which something over thirty metres 

remains. The base of the monument is decorated with sixty engaged ionic 

columns. Inside are two vaulted chambers, one measuring 43 by 3.3 metres 

and the other smaller.1   

 

Cherchell [Caesarea, Shershell] 

 

 
 

Head of Cleopatra found at Cherchel. Cherchel Museum. 
Earl, Age of Augustus, p 75, 

 
                                                 

1 Wikipedia, consulted 3 January 2011. 
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Plan of Cherchel.  Gsell, Proménades Archéologiques, p 63. 
 

 
Detail plan of Cherchel.  Sears, Cities of Roman Africa, p 41, 
after S Gsell, Cherchel, Antique Iol-Caesarea (Algiers 1952) 



Ifriqaya  251   
 
 

 
The West Baths, Cherchel, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 213 

 

 
Cisterns, Cherchel, plan.  Gsell, Monuments Antiques, I, p 278. 

 

Cherchell, about a hundred kilometres from Algiers, is a delightful town, and 

although not much can be seen of the ancient remains, the museum has one of 

the finest collections of mosaics and sculpture.  Remains have been found of a 

5th century BC Punic settlement, but it was ruled by the Numidian king Juba I 

when defeated by the Romans.  His son was taken to Rome and educated 

there, returning to rule as Juba II during the 1st century AD, when he made the 

town, then called Caesarea, his capital1 and it rose to prominence.  The theatre, 

believed to have been built under Juba II, is one of the earliest surviving Roman 

examples.   The stage survives, and capitals from the structure can be seen in 

the Place des Martyrs, and statues in the Museum.2 There were also the ruins 

of a great aqueduct.3 

                                                 
1 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 30. 
2 Ham, Algeria, pp 106-7. 
3 Boissier, Roman Africa, p 30. 



252  Ifriqaya   
 
 

day 23: Tlemcen 

 

Tlemcen 

 

 
 

Roof of the Great Mosque, Tlemcen, 12th Century.  Hutt, North Africa, p 94. 
 

Tlemcen is said to be the only Algerian town with Moorish buildings to rival 

those of Morocco and Andalusia.  These include the Great Mosque, which was 

begun in 1091 and is regarded as one of North Africa’s most important Islamic 

buildings.1  Tlemcen was the capital of the Zayyanids, and in the early 

fourteenth century was besieged by their rivals, the Maranids over such a 

period that they began turning their camp into the fortified city of Mansura.2 

 

Great Mosque 

 

The mosque was enlarged and embellished in the reign of ‘Alī.3  The dome in 

front of the mihrâb dates from approximately 1136, and consists of a richly 

ornamented, pierced stucco cladding on masonry ribs, incorporating muqarnas 

for the first time in the region.4 A century later, about 1236, the ‘Abd al-Wādid 

ruler, Yaghmurāsan ibn Zayyn, added an extension, the awkward shape of 
                                                 

1 Ham, Algeria, p 148. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, pp 21-2. 
3 Michell, Islamic World, p 219. 
4 Barrucand & Bednorz, Moorish Architecture in Andalusia, p 143. 
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which was conditioned by the adjacent castle,  The minaret was probably 

added at this time, as well as the new courtyard with flanking arches.1   

 
 

 
Mosque of Sidi Bu Madyan, Tlemchen, 1339: detail of horseshoe arcading, detail of tiled portal.  

Hutt, North Africa, p 43, 44.  
 

Agadir 

 

Agadir was the original city state, and the Agadir Mosque was the oldest in the 

city, but only the minaret built by the first Zayyanid in the thirteenth century now 

remains.2  The Sidi Bel Hasan mosque, of which at least the minaret survives, 

was built by the Zayyanids in 1296, just before the advent of the Marinids.3 The 

date of the Shaykh Sanusi mosque minaret is unclear.4 The Maranids 

themselves built two of Tlemcen’s greatest shrines, the Sidi Bu Madyan and the 

Sidi a-Halwi.5  The mosque of Sidi Bu Madyan adjoins the shrine of Sidi Bu 

Madyan, a twelfth century holy man,6 and a foundation inscription above the 

                                                 
1 Michell, Islamic World, p 219. 
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 112. 
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 112. 
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 132. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 22. 
6 Hutt, North Africa, p 43. Illustrations, p 39, 122-6; Madrasa, p 40. 
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portal arch dates it 739 in the Muslim calendar [1338-9].1  The portal door is 

encased in bronze decorated with stars in a geometric pattern,2 and the 

courtyard arcade is formed of pointed horseshoe arches.3 

 

The mosque of Sidi al-Halwi Mosque was built 1353 and is a smaller version of 

the Sidi Bu Madyan.4  The marble columns of the sanctuary are apparently from 

from the palace at Mansura, which may never have been completed because 

the Maranids appear to have pillaged it for their buildings in Tlemcen after they 

captured the city.5  

 

Al Mansura 

 

It was as early as 1303 that the Marinads turned their camp into a fortified city, 

some of the walls of which survive.6  The entrance to the Great Mosque of al-

Mansura was through the base of the fourteenth century minaret which 

survives.7  Work on the mosque began under Ab Ya’qb during the siege of 

Tlemcen and was resumed after the Marinids returned there about thirty years 

later,  Following the Almohad mosques, this one exhibits many of the new 

characteristics – the axial minaret projecting from the wall, the depth of the 

sanctuary, the arrangement of three transverse aisles following the qibla wall, 

the use of mud brick for the walls but stone for the portals and minaret, the 

regularity of the arrangement and the increased scale.  The minaret stands 

though the mosque is otherwise incomplete.  The entrance is in the base of the 

minaret and leads directly into the courtyard.  Coloured ceramic pieces were 

inserted into the carved decoration of the minaret.8 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Hutt, North Africa, p 123.  
2 Hutt, North Africa, p 124.  
3 Hutt, North Africa, p 126.  
4 Hutt, North Africa, p 46. Illustrations, pp 127-131. 
5 Hutt, North Africa, p 129. 
6 Hutt, North Africa, p 121. 
7 Hutt, North Africa, p 120. 
8 Michell, Islamic World, p 219. 
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