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5. Ceramics and Material Culture

3.1 A Method for the Activity Analysis of Medieval Sites:
From the Stratiké Surface Survey Project,

Acarnania (Western Greece)

Acf}mania 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
OF thig neglected region an excavation project began at
Stratos (Fig. 1) in 1990." Two years later, in 1992, the
*Xcavations were supplemented by a surface survey. The
Ater project, a Greek-German collaboration, started
droung the ancient city of Stratos and was completed in
9972 Stratos is situated on a hill in the easternmost part
0_ Acarnania on the border with Aitolia and next to the
'8¢est river in Greece, at the present time called
cl}eloos. In ancient times, Stratos was temporarily the
“pital of the Acarnanian league.

About the history of the Medieval period of Acarnania
an‘_i especially of Stratos there are some indications in
Titten sources. An early record was provided by Ciriaco
! Pizzicolli (from Ancona) in the 15" century AD
(Bodnar 1960, 31). In his time Stratos was named
'Crovigli (vigla means ‘watchstation’ and gerd derived
Cither from ‘yepdg’ [strong] or ‘iepdg’ [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 12" century and during his
travels in Greece he also mentioned the location
‘Acheloos’, where ten Jewish families lived. In the 13"
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 18" and 19™ centuries there are some
further mentions about Sorovigli by early travellers, such
as Leake (1967, 140, 143), Heuzey (1860, 331) or Lolling
(1989, 232).> From 1700 on, the Aromunes, a nomadic
tribe of Vlachs from the Balkan area, sporadically came
to the region of Stratos (Weigand 1895, 183ff.). 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 19"
century. After the struggle for independence Acarnania
became Greek. In the second half of the 19" 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
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material from different deposits (Fig. 2). The hiSFOrlca]
written sources were confirmed by these finds, Wh‘c

to then had been considered as no longer discernible
the Medieval period at Stratos (Soustal 1981, 157)-

During the excavation in the agora (in collaboration W‘ﬂ%
Barbara Papadopoulou of the Byzantine Ephorate dle
loannina) the basement of a house dating from the Mid p
Byzantine period was uncovered (the dating is based a
an examination of the ceramic finds by Pamces
Armstrong). Foundations of further Medieval hous”
could be identified in the excavated area, for examp e’h
the east stoa and in the ancient bouleuterion. Behi
enclosure of the agora, evidence of a street from
Ottoman period was revealed.

The church of Ag. Nikolaos, built in 1871, has som;
earlier Byzantine phases. Next to this church the aps® o
chapel was found, covered by some grave”
Unfortunately, the graves contained no grave goods' it
the acropolis the ancient city walls were partially bu
over by mortared walls, these have been date
Medieval or Ottoman times as well. Apart from b
architectural remains, the excavations yielded g]azed i
unglazed sherds as well as tiles.
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Nex_t to the excavation in the city, a surface survey was
“rried out in the region around Stratos (Fig. 3). The
ole 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
Pe so-called Stratiké (given by the ancient author
it;)lb’blos) is a plain, with hills leading into mountains at
€dges. In the past 30 years the Stratiké has been
"ained and ploughed for intensive agriculture on a
Massive scale and the whole area has become arable land.
? grid of collection fields, laid over the landscape,
Omed the basis for the intensive field-walking survey.
sio Particular emphasis was placed on topographically
ag‘}lﬁcant spots, nor were sites with remains from
e“CI.ent periods surveyed in a more intensive way than
ir?trhe]: or later sites. Instead, in accordance with the
fntions of the project, all topographic features and
genods were treated equally. During the field-walking
Urvey, the distribution and density of surface material
t“éas documented, as well as unusual features of the
Pography and geomorphology were recorded. Any
"4gnostic material, comprising rims, handles, bases and
CCorated ceramics, was collected. Architectural remains
Were measured and drawn to scale. A specific method of
®llecting sherds permitted the identification of activity
sr?a§ within the site in one period, as well as probably
lfting yses through time, as these were indicated by
fferent artefact types.

5. Ceramics and Material Culture

As with other surface survey projects, the Stratiké
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.

LAKE
. OZEROS

STRATIKE

ACHELOOS

Fig. 3 - Stratiké (grey) and the survey grid (dotted lines) field-walked in 1992-97
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However it has been defined, the site is the starting-point A further criterion for determining the ‘site function '

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 Stratiké-
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 of a 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 19™ 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 Stratiké and a reconstruction of the former context
remains elusive, since the most frequent finds in the
survey are only ceramics.
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i
in the size of sites (e.g. Cherry, Davis and Manﬁzqurﬁg
1991, 18-20; Mee and Forbes 1997, 37), but this 15 d
necessary a solid criterion. One small site with few Sgit it
— especially single-phase — might indicate a grave, who
could also be just the field shelter or hut of a family et
lived there during the summer and went back O tiké’
village in autumn, as it is still common in the_stmt0 g
Sherds spread over a larger area might Pomt, tnce
settlement as well as a big cemetery, while the ex‘st:’] ect
of pottery of higher quality does not automatically T he
a sanctuary or cemetery. In most cases, I s
comprehensive analysis of a survey project the sit€ }”IO :
have been identified as a settlement (town, vil liffe
farmstead etc. depending on the site’s size) unless t‘n54
were obvious indications (architectural rem?lon’e
epigraphic evidence etc.) of a different function: I
takes a closer look, an interesting phenomenon caf are
noticed: In most cases when site distribution mapsti 5
included in publications, their symbols indicate onY ma
periods and/or site sizes. It is difficult to find 2 4
which shows the distribution of the sites within 2 peﬂthe
by functions, even when such functions are stated 10 -
published report. A function may be described as farig
is known, but will often not appear in the comp
analysis of all sites on distribution maps and as part ©
general historical interpretation.
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g‘;urches might serve as an example to illustrate this
préle' As Bowden has shown, there are varying
Conditions for the establishment of a church (see
tOOWden, this volume). In Greece some churches appear
Nave been built in the middle of nowhere. Some, as on
1,“98, are distributed one per field, while on Medieval
'8Ina, each house had its own chapel. In the Stratiké,
vi]ere are isolated churches as well as those vyithin
(mageS. These churches could ha_ve a history which is
OHgEr than that of the site in which they are currently
andnd' If one used the same symbols' to marI.( settlement
Qhurch distribution without noting a difference in
inction, however, one would create a map which would,
b Cst, indicate single-phase, as well as multi-period sites
. Population changes over time. Village churches built
Fhe Byzantine period, sometimes survive even when
e:r founding villages do not. Thus, by indicating
lement and function over time on the map, one can
OW more accurately the history of an area.

:]';ea broader context the site function provides an aid to
understanding of such phenomena as persistence,
iuSCIGation, migration, and more generally, continuity and
ontinuity. These different behaviours of the
POpulation stay in or leave from a settlement —
Conr'enc-e the structure of a landscape (Fig. 5). Thus,
Settllnmty may refer not only. to the permanency of a
€ment, but even to the persistence of the name of that
Iement, as demonstrated by the change from Stratos to
em_"igla to Sorovigli and back to Stratos once more.
pgnt‘nl{ity may also pertain to any section of the
k. pll_latlon, as well as to institutioqs,_ to functions (in
prat]-on to central places) or to religion and religious
i:cucgs (Kunow 1994, 339-340). Then again,
Continuity may not necessarily signify depopulation.

5. Ceramics and Material Culture

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,’ as well as
socio-economic implications to a landscape reflected in
the surface material.®

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.
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Fig. 5 - The impact of continuity and discontinuity on landscape
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