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5-1 A Method for the Activity Analysis of Medieval Sites:

From the Stratike Surface Survey Project,

Acarnania (Western Greece)

carnania is situated in the westernmost region of 

Mainland Greece. It is, like most parts of Greece, very 

mountainous and has a long coastline with many 

Protected bays. In order to shed some light on the history 

this neglected region an excavation project began at 

tratos (Fig. 1) in 1990.l Two years later, in 1992, the 

excavations were supplemented by a surface survey. The 

atter project, a Greek-German collaboration, started 

around the ancient city of Stratos and was completed in 

'97. Stratos is situated on a hill in the easternmost part 

°f Acarnania on the border with Aitolia and next to the 

Digest river in Greece, at the present time called 

cheloos. In ancient times, Stratos was temporarily the 

capital of the Acarnanian league.

bout the history of the Medieval period of Acarnania 

and especially of Stratos there are some indications in 

Written sources. An early record was provided by Ciriaco 

'Pizzicolli (from Ancona) in the 15th century AD 

(Bodnar I960, 31). In his time Stratos was named 

.erovigli (vigia means 'watchstation' and gero derived 

either from 'yspog' [strong] or Tepog' [sacred]).

Franziska Lang

Ciriaco also mentioned that the inhabitants of 'Gerovilia' 

called the hill of the temple of Zeus 'pyrgos Acheloos'. 

The name Acheloos itself is known for a diocesan town, 

but at which location is still disputed. Schwandner (1994, 

459-465), for example, has suggested that Gerovigli was 

the diocesan town Acheloos. This suggestion is based on 

the excavation results, as well as the surface survey: 

Medieval finds were revealed by the excavations within 

Stratos, while the survey-teams collected Medieval 

material around the hill of the temple of Zeus (Fig. 2). If 

Schwandner's interpretation is correct, an earlier source 

than that of Ciriaco referring to Acheloos is found in the 

records of the journey by Benjamin of Tudela (Asher 

1840, 46). He visited the Jewish communities around the 

Mediterranean Sea in the 12th century and during his 

travels in Greece he also mentioned the location 

'Acheloos', where ten Jewish families lived. In the 13th 

century the seat of the bishop moved from Acheloos to 

Angelokastro, which is situated to the South of Gerovigli 

(Stratos) on the other side of the river Acheloos.

Fig. I - Acarnania
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Fig. 2 - Stratos with areas inhabited during Medieval and Post-Medieval times

In the following years the name Acheloos no longer stood 

for a particular settlement, but rather for an entire region. 

At some point the location called Gerovigli became 

Sorovigli. From the 18th and 19th centuries there are some 

further mentions about Sorovigli by early travellers, such 

as Leake (1967, 140, 143), Heuzey (I860, 331) or Lolling 

(1989, 232).3 From 1700 on, the Aromunes, a nomadic 

tribe of Vlachs from the Balkan area, sporadically came 

to the region of Stratos (Weigand 1895, I83ff.). They 

settled there under the rule of Ali Pasha at loannina. 

Leake (1967, 140) in fact mentions that Sorovigli was 

burnt by the men of Ali Pasha at the beginning of the 19th 

century. After the struggle for independence Acarnania 

became Greek. In the second half of the 19th century, 

more Vlachs were settled on the site of the ancient town 

of Stratos and in some other villages in the area, in 

accordance with a law of Prime Minister Charilaos 

Trikoupis. After the Second World War, Sorovigli was 

renamed Stratos once again. In the 1960s the village was 

moved from the ancient and Medieval town 

Sorovigli/Stratos to the foot of the hill (Dekoulakou 

1971,324).

When the excavation started, the centre of interest 

focussed on antiquity. However, from the first days on, 

the excavation yielded Medieval and Post-Medieval 

material from different deposits (Fig. 2). The hismr'cjp 

written sources were confirmed by these finds, whic for 

to then had been considered as no longer discernible 

the Medieval period at Stratos (Soustal 1981, 157).

with 
During the excavation in the agora (in collaboration of 

Barbara Papadopoulou of the Byzantine Ephorate 

loannina) the basement of a house dating from the Ml 

Byzantine period was uncovered (the dating is base 

an examination of the ceramic finds by Pam 

Armstrong). Foundations of further Medieval ho 

could be identified in the excavated area, for examp • 

the east stoa and in the ancient bouleuterion. Behin 

enclosure of the agora, evidence of a street fr°m 

Ottoman period was revealed.

The church of Ag. Nikolaos, built in 1871, has s0fa 

earlier Byzantine phases. Next to this church the apse 

chapel was found, covered by some gra on 

Unfortunately, the graves contained no grave g°°dsi,ui|t 

the acropolis the ancient city walls were partially ; to 

over by mortared walls, these have been date 

Medieval or Ottoman times as well. Apart from and 

architectural remains, the excavations yielded glaze 

unglazed sherds as well as tiles. 
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ext to the excavation in the city, a surface survey was 

carried out in the region around Stratos (Fig. 3). The 

Whole area, from the river Acheloos to the mountains and 

ake Ozeros to the West, and to the villages Lepenou and 

^atsouki to the North, was surveyed. The major part of 

so-called Stratike (given by the ancient author 

.olybios) is a plain, with hills leading into mountains at 

its edges. In the past 30 years the Stratike has been 

rained and ploughed for intensive agriculture on a 

Passive scale and the whole area has become arable land.

A grid of collection fields, laid over the landscape, 

rrned the basis for the intensive field-walking survey. 

.0 Particular emphasis was placed on topographically 

significant spots, nor were sites with remains from 

ancient periods surveyed in a more intensive way than 

earlier or later sites. Instead, in accordance with the 

intentions of the project, all topographic features and 

Periods were treated equally. During the field-walking 

survey, the distribution and density of surface material 

Was documented, as well as unusual features of the 

P°graphy and geomorphology were recorded. Any 

'agnostic material, comprising rims, handles, bases and 

ecorated ceramics, was collected. Architectural remains 

Were measured and drawn to scale. A specific method of 

collecting sherds permitted the identification of activity 

areas within the site in one period, as well as probably 

Siting uses through time, as these were indicated by 

'fferent artefact types.

As with other surface survey projects, the Stratike 

Surface Survey Project (SSSP) was not only concerned 

with the recovery of unknown sites from the earliest 

period up to the present day, and with determining the 

chora of the city of Stratos. Above all, it focussed on a 

number of questions relating to a wider context: the 

interaction of 'town and countryside', demographic 

changes, the reconstruction of settlement patterns across 

time, and the continuity and discontinuity of sites in 

different political, socio-economic and cultural 

perspectives. The entire material culture of a landscape 

should offer the basis so as to achieve the aims just 

mentioned. In this, the 'site' plays an important role. The 

site was even a point at issue, since there is no 

standardised terminology and 'the definition of site is an 

act of interpretation' (Alcock, Cherry and Davis 1994, 

138). In the end, the main debate circles around on how 

many sherds a findspot needs to be classified as a site and 

to indicate the size of a site. The discussion became more 

complicated, when it came to define the off-site 'site'. 

The interpretation of off-site surface material as a result 

of manuring was also at issue (Wilkinson 1982, 323-33; 

Bintliff and Snodgrass 1988, 506-13; Cherry, Davis and 

Mantzourani 1991, 45-54; Alcock, Cherry and Davis 

1994, 142-168; Wilkinson and Tucker 1995). These 

points of controversy will not be discussed here further, 

but rather our own method for interpreting 'site function' 

and on-site activities.

Fig. 3 - Stratike (grey) and the survey grid (dotted lines) field-walked in 1992-97
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Fig. 4 - Stratike - Distribution of Medieval and Post-Medieval finds

However it has been defined, the site is the starting-point 

for all further interpretation of the landscape use and its 

history. The more surprising it must seem that the 

function of that site is not really a matter of debate; 

apparently the definition is quite clear. The Stratike- 

Survey has revealed several find spots with Medieval and 

Post-Medieval material (Fig. 4). Because of the surviving 

evidence, the functions of certain sites are perceptible. 

The foundation walls of some chapels or churches could 

be identified. The facade of a fountain house was 

preserved, which had been constructed in 1741 as the 

inscription shows. Foundations of houses, dating to the 

Late Byzantine period, were found in the place called 

Palaiocharvati, where large houses with at least two 

rooms in the basement and with an enclosed court could 

be identified. Traces ofa further settlement were revealed 

north of the acropolis of Stratos in a remote area. Here, 

the houses (one- and two-room houses) are smaller in size 

than those at Palaiocharvati. Also some traces of 

kalderimi, the Ottoman roads, were uncovered in some 

places. The wasters of tiles indicated a local tile 

production from the 19th century. These examples 

provided evidence which helps to clarify our 

understanding of a site's use. In most cases, however, one 

cannot immediately understand the original use of a place 

in the Stratike and a reconstruction of the former context 

remains elusive, since the most frequent finds in the 

survey are only ceramics.

A further criterion for determining the 'site functionu^ 

in the size of sites (e.g. Cherry, Davis and Mantzo 

1991, 18-20; Mee and Forbes 1997, 37), but this is 

necessary a solid criterion. One small site with few s jt 

— especially single-phase — might indicate a grave, 

could also be just the field shelter or hut of a family thejr 

lived there during the summer and went back to 

village in autumn, as it is still common in the Str to 

Sherds spread over a larger area might point 

settlement as well as a big cemetery, while the exis 

of pottery of higher quality does not automatically re the 

a sanctuary or cemetery. In most cases, in ou|d 

comprehensive analysis of a survey project the site 

have been identified as a settlement (town, vl ere 

farmstead etc. depending on the site's size) unless 4 

were obvious indications (architectural rem 

epigraphic evidence etc.) of a different function. be 

takes a closer look, an interesting phenomenon ca 

noticed: In most cases when site distribution maPse 

included in publications, their symbols indicate only p 

periods and/or site sizes. It is difficult to find a 

which shows the distribution of the sites within aP 

by functions, even when such functions are stated 10 

published report. A function may be described as ta 

is known, but will often not appear in the c° f^ 

analysis of all sites on distribution maps and as part 0 

general historical interpretation.
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Ch
urches might serve as an example to illustrate this 

nSue- As Bowden has shown, there are varying 

reconditions for the establishment of a church (see 

to°Wden, this volume). In Greece some churches appear 

have been built in the middle of nowhere. Some, as on 

Jnos, are distributed one per field, while on Medieval 

gma, each house had its own chapel. In the Stratike, 

ete are isolated churches as well as those within 

plages. These churches could have a history which is 

f°nger than that of the site in which they are currently 

und. If one used the same symbols to mark settlement 

church distribution without noting a difference in 

at hcti°n' however, one would create a map which would, 

best, indicate single-phase, as well as multi-period sites 

in" Population changes over time. Village churches built 

th !he Byzantine period, sometimes survive even when 

founding villages do not. Thus, by indicating 

sh Uement and function over time on the map, one can 

°w more accurately the history of an area.

a broader context the site function provides an aid to 

understanding of such phenomena as persistence, 

cleation, migration, and more generally, continuity and 

Continuity. These different behaviours of the 

Population - stay in or leave from a settlement — 

"fluence the structure of a landscape (Fig. 5). Thus, 

ntinuity may refer not only to the permanency of a 

dement, but even to the persistence of the name of that 

G dement, as demonstrated by the change from Stratos to 

rovigla to Sorovigli and back to Stratos once more. 

Continuity may also pertain to any section of the 

Population, as well as to institutions, to functions (in 

atl°n to central places) or to religion and religious 

Practices (Kunow 1994, 339-340). Then again,

Continuity may not necessarily signify depopulation.

A drop in site numbers within a particular period might 

be the result of migration to other regions or movement 

from village to town (e.g. families who follow their 

relatives who moved earlier from village to town). When 

using only a site-distribution map, one might interpret the 

decline in sites as a decline in population. Whereas 

including both, the distribution of sites, as well as size 

and function, can demonstrate the increase in size of one 

or two sites within a period, even as the total number of 

sites might be decreasing. Moreover, it would allow one 

to observe potential urbanisation (Greenwood 1985, 533- 

534). Thus, discontinuity might be the result of an 

'evolutionary' process (the break-up of the 

political/economical system) or a 'revolutionary' process, 

such as an occupation (Kunow 1994, 340). Hence, 

treating sites as equivalent to settlements is insufficient if 

one intends to give an analysis of cultural,5 as well as 

socio-economic implications to a landscape reflected in 

the surface material.6

As already mentioned, the most familiar determination of 

a site's function is based on interpretable material 

(architectural remains, inscriptions, graves etc.) and size. 

This leaves most of the material, the thousands of sherds 

without any directly understandable shape or fabric, in 

danger of being neglected. To prevent the loss of this 

material and to demonstrate what sherds might tell us, 

particularly about the function and activities of a site, a 

method of analysis will be presented below. The 

examination of the surface material is aimed at 

establishing a chronology and determining the genuine 

use of the sites, as well as offering a diachronic 

interpretation of land-use in the area surveyed. As the 

majority of finds at the sites are potsherds, they yield 

good evidence for determining the date and function of a 

site.

Fig. 5 - The impact of continuity and discontinuity on landscape
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Certainly, at first the material must be dated. This is not 

only important for establishing a site's chronology, but 

also for constructing a framework for dating undated 

local sherds. For this matter the single-phase sites are 

most important for developing a regional chronology. At 

these places, the material is more or less homogenous and 

is datable to one period. Once the datable and the undated 

material are combined, one can deduce, by comparing the 

shape and fabric of the unknown sherds with the known 

sherds, whether the same chronological period pertains to 

the former undated pottery.

A detailed examination of ceramics can provide essential 

information not only in the sense of chronology, but also 

for a site-function-analysis. For that purpose it might be 

worthwhile to recall briefly the different uses of 

locations. Human settings may be classified into three 

general categories: living areas (settlement, town, 

villages, farmstead, field shelter, industrial installation 

etc.), religious structures and cemeteries. Doubtless these 

categories are reflected in their material culture, which in 

turn mirrors different spheres of human behaviour. In a 

living area one finds different items for food preparation, 

cooking, serving, transport, storage of liquid and dry 

products, tiles, tools etc. In religious structures the 

votives are usually made of metal and often valuable. 

Ceramics are used for different purposes: basins and jugs 

are used for baptism, plates and cups could be set into the 

outer wall of the church for decoration, while amphorae 

could even be built into the pedentives of the churches 

(Sanders 1989, 188-190, 196). The roofs were often 

covered by clay tiles. Graves can provide goods, but there 

are also graves without any goods in Medieval times. The 

graves with goods often have some jewellery and/or 

vessels made of clay or glass. The variety of clay vessel 

types is not wide (Makropoulou 1985, 255-269; 

Vavylopulou-Charitonidou 1989, 210-226). Con­

sequently, each category is represented by various items, 

or by different numbers and combination of items.

This knowledge forms the basis for further discussion. In 

ceramics there is a correlation between vessel use and its 

morphology and technology, and so the assemblages of 

vessels can be distinguished into each category just 

mentioned.7 Hence, a detailed analysis of the types, their 

numbers and the combination of sherds from each site 

constitutes the basic requirement for a functional 

interpretation of each site. This method of pottery 

analysis implies the hypothesis that each function is 

characterised by a similar combination of pots; 

comparable assemblages in different sites might point to 

a similar function of these sites.

At first, the SSSP carried out a detailed analysis of the 

shape of each diagnostic sherd. This was important for 

dating the ceramics, however, to reconstruct the genuine 

context in the above sense, it was more helpful to produce 

a matrix. The latter placed the many individual forms into 

bigger and more manageable groups. All types of 

Medieval vessel shapes can be classified in the following 

groups (Table 1), with the main differentiations between 

open and closed-shape vessels. Then there are some 

subgroups in each main group for further differentiated 

The criteria are based on size and purpose (Rice

208-242).

Table 1 - Type categories

open shapes closed shapes
special shapes

bowl jug
e.g. candlestick

cup jar
chafing dish

dish flask

plate pot

open big vessel closed big vessel

In the open-shape class the bowls are small 

handleless. A cup is bigger and has often an offset ti^ 

dish is big and is used for food preparation and ser^  ̂

The form of a plate seems obvious. A basin or m 

belongs to the subgroup of big open-shape vessels. 

criteria for the closed-shape vessels are size as we 

purpose. The differences between a jug and a Jar 

mainly in size. Apart from this, ajar is normally use 

storage and transport. A pot has a relatively big diam 

and is used for cooking. A big closed-shape vessel 

a storage pot like a pithos. A candlestick or chafing .o0 

for instance belongs to the special shapes. In ad 1 e|s 

what may be said of the larger categories of veonce 

applies to sherds as well. For example, a handle that 

belonged to a jug, can thus be placed in the subg 

'jugs', even if it is no longer possible to identify the ethefl 

shape of that jug. By applying this classification, one 

gains more sherds for the evaluation of a site.

• The 
Another aspect to characterise ceramics is the fabric, 

fabric of each fragment was described in detail. 

SSSP used a special sheet on which every different 

was outlined. On this sheet it was recorded whether 

ceramic was hand- or wheel-made, the treatment 0 

surface, the hardness etc. This detailed analystsj 

conducted to create a model from which to date un .§ 

vessels. As discussed for the analysis of shapes' ajfl 

sufficient to group the single fabrics into five f 

classes (Table 2). The main criterion was the treatmen of 

the surface which helped to sort out the huge am°u had 

individual fabrics for the site-activity analysis, as_ 

been done for the shapes. In this case a detai 

examination is not necessary.

fabric class surface treatment

decor with sophisticated decoration, 

e.g. sgraffito

fine simple glazed, incised, painted

slip with slip

simple without slip

coarse coarse like pithos

Table 2 - Fabric categories
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e decorated fabric is characterised by an elaborate 

th tem such as sgraffito, which needs several stages in 

e Production. Fine fabric is decorated as well, but in a 

de Pler way. It could be glazed in one colour, painted or 

d corated by comb patterns. Vessels which, after the first 

^'ng, are given a separate slip of clay are called slip 

thare: Fragments without any surface treatment belong to 

simple fabric, and finally the coarse fabric has a rough 

dace on which the inclusions are visible (e.g. pithoi). 

ese groups of types and fabrics are the basis of the 

notional analysis of each site. The sherds of each site 

semblage were accounted for and, in accordance with 

J system of categories for shapes and fabrics, both the 

.ape and fabric of the pottery were determined. The 

owing examples might give an idea of how the model 

notions.

'the Late Byzantine site 078 a lot of handles and 

ldecorated fragments are visible, while at site 999 (also 

date Byzantine), the sherds are mostly rims and are 

corated. If one compares both collections of sherds, 

be can notice the different uses of types and fabrics at 

h sites. At site 078 one can determine that most 

sels are closed-shapes (Fig. 6). One shape 

dominates: most fragments of ceramics are jars. There 

only a few sherds of other types. Some sherds indicate 

h°i. The open-shape vessels are only represented by a 

f P. The vessels of this collection can be related to three 

ncs: the predominant one is simple ware, while the 

ers are fine and coarse fabrics.

Fig. 6 - Distribution of type and fabric classes 

at site 078

Jthe other site, 999 (Fig. 7), the proportion of the open 

^the closed-shape vessels is roughly balanced. There is 

Predominance of one single form in the whole 

fjemblage. Apart from some bowls, cups are the most 

0fequent form of open-shape vessels, whereas fragments 

Jars and jugs represent the closed-shape group. This 

also contains some pieces of simple fabric. 

°ntrary to site 078, at site 999 there are decorated sherds 

°und as well.

special shape

(D 

co 

(/)

decor .fine dl slip  simple IE coarse

Fig. 7 - Distribution of type and fabric classes 

at site 999

The combination of the shape and the fabric groups in 

each site must be compared to find sites with more or less 

identical or non-identical pot sequences. The more 

similar the sequences at the sites, the more logical it is to 

suppose the same function for those places, as well as the 

opposite. In a comparison of both sites (078, 999) one can 

recognise that, apart from pithoi and bowls, the same 

forms, jugs and jars, are revealed at both sites, but differ 

in ratio and fabrics. It seems to be likely that the genuine 

context of each site can be characterised by its different 

functions. However, for comparative purposes, a set of 

references is require, before one can attempt to establish 

to which of the above-mentioned main categories 

(settlement, ecclesiastical structure or cemetery) a site 

might belong. Such data must be obtained from sites for 

which the context is known and must be based upon 

single-phase sites, since multi-period sites can change 

their function over time. The pottery of such a known 

context must be researched in the same way as the 

examples of 078 and 999. Only then one can compare the 

sequences of the sites from where the context is known, 

with those of the formerly analysed but as yet unknown 

assemblages, and finally identify their genuine function.

The Stratike area, for example, provided sherd 

assemblages of a Late Byzantine settlement, site 030. At 

this place, foundation walls of houses and a church were 

detected. Once again, after listing the ceramics of the site 

in a graph (Fig. 8), one can see that only two types and 

two fabrics are represented. The simple fabric 

predominates at 030 and many jars were found. In a 

comparative analysis (Fig. 9) of the shapes of all three 

sites, different combinations of the vessels are visible. 

Site 999 has the greatest variety. The amount of the types 

is roughly balanced except for the bowls, whereas at 078 

the jars clearly predominate. The finds from 030 show 

mostly closed-shape vessels. An almost similar picture is 

gained by comparing the fabrics of these sites (Fig. 10). 

At 078 and 030 there are the same fabrics, whereas site 

999 was dominated by fine fabric and there are also pots 

with decoration.
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 decor .fine ID slip Osimple Dicoarse

O

special shape

fabric

Fig. 8 - Distribution of type and fabric classes at site 030

bowl 0cup radish Opiate

Oop. big vessel Ijug Ejar  flask

pot Bel. big vessel Especial shape

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

From these data one might infer that the many jar 

site 078, like those at site 030, were used f°r 

storage. The sequences of pots in both Placc5bfofl 

roughly similar and therefore site 078 might have 

a former rural settlement (likely a farmstead), wna 

999 the greater variety of types and fabrics indicae 

different function.

might 

I hope to have provided an insight into how one 

gather further information about the use of the site on 

more encompassing employment of ceramics bash 

a framework of a site-activity analysis. Combinej 

all other information, the interpretation and 

reconstruction of the political, socio-economic 

cultural organization of a landscape and nl 

behaviour are more accurate.

1 The project was directed by Lazaros Kolonas in collaboration with 

Ernst-Ludwig Schwandner. Lazaros Kolonas was then the Director 

of the Department of Antiquities of Patras, while Ernst-Ludwig 

Schwandner was the head of the Department of History of Ancient 

Architecture at the German Archaeological Institute in Berlin.

2
It was jointly directed by Lazaros Kolonas, the German historians 

Peter Funke and Hans Joachim Gehrke, the architect Ernst-Ludwig 

Schwandner and the geographer Friedrich Sauerwein.

3
These publications concern reprints of 19th century travelogues 

(Leake 1967; Lolling 1989).

4
Even architectural remains do not always give conspicuous 

indications (see Mee and Forbes 1997, 36).

'Landscape is not only to be seen as an environment for living and 

economic exploitation, but there are also magical and religious 

perceptions (Muller 1992, 43-58).

A further issue is the equivalent treatment of site-sizes. I suppose 

we cannot start our research with one universal set of site-size valid 

for all periods. The size of a town, village etc. varies from period to 

period (probably also the definition and its significance too); 

therefore different size-categories must be considered in the 

settlement pattern analysis and they must be independently defined 

for each period (Gregory 1984, 273; Kennedy 1985, 4-6; Bintliff 

1997, 72-88; Lang 1999).

7
Once again, one must consider that the variety of shapes and 

fabrics was not the same in different periods. In ancient times there 

was a larger variety of pot types than in later times. Therefore, the

Fig. 9 - Comparison of types from 078, 999 and 030

NOTES
results of the site-function-analysis of one period are not nec™^ 

transferable to other periods, but must be examined case fo  ̂

Nonetheless, within each time period every category 0 

setting has its specific combination of numbers and types ot 1
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