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The Roman fort of Gheriat el-Garbia

the Roman fort at Gheriat el-Garbia is situated near an 
oasis in the tripolitanian pre-desert about 280 km south of 
tripoli on the fringes of the Hamada al-Hamra in Libya. it 
was built around aD 200 during the expansive frontier policy 
of Septimius Severus and represents the most important 
Severan military site of the limes Tripolitanus (fig. 1). While 
a vexillation of the legio III Augusta from Lambaesis was 
based in the fort until 238, it has been proposed that the fort 
was the headquarters of the praepositus limitis (regionis) 
Tripolitanae between 238 and 270/275 when the garrison 
abandoned the site1.

a German-Libyan archaeological field project which 
was initiated by m. mackensen (institute of Prehistory and 
archaeology of the Roman Provinces, University of munich) 
first started in 20092. it focuses on the documentation and 
excavation of the fort’s structural remains but also includes 
the surrounding areas including the nearby temple precinct, 
quarries and vicus. 

in spring 2009 a pottery survey was conducted in the 
fort and its vicinity (fig. 2). it was intended as a starting 
point to obtain first information on the pottery supply and 
the site’s chronology. the survey yielded more than 1300 
pottery fragments including african and tripolitanian Red 
Slip Ware, lamps, amphorae, cooking and coarse wares as 
well as handmade vessels. the majority of the Red Slip 
and the cooking wares provide a late 2nd–3rd-century date. 
However, a number of forms attest an occupation in the 4th 
and 5th centuries3. 

Amphorae from the pottery survey 2009 and from the 
excavations 2009–2010 

the survey material includes 212 diagnostic amphora sherds4. 
almost the same amount was found during the excavations 
at various sites inside the fort. this paper will concentrate on 

1 For a summary of the current state of research see Mackensen 2010 
(with bibliography).

2 the project was funded by the university’s LmUexcellent initiative in 
2009 and 2010.

3 M. Mackensen/F. schiMMer/s. schMid/M. Weber in: mackensen 2010, 
395–418; see also the contribution of m. Weber and S. Schmid in this 
volume.

4 F. schiMMer in: mackensen 2010, 411–416.

AMPHORAE FROM THE ROMAn FORT AT GHERiAT El-GARbiA (libyA)

Florian Schimmer

the amphorae from the survey. amphora types exclusively 
represented in the excavation material will also be mentioned.

tripolitanian amphorae make up the largest quantity 
with more than half of the entire assemblage (fig. 3,1–17). 
most of the rim profiles belong to oil amphorae tripolitana 
iii (fig. 3,2–9) which were common from the 2nd century 
aD onwards, whereas their predecessor, tripolitana i, oc-
curs in minimal numbers only (fig. 3,1). amphora stamps 
(fig. 3,16–17) are sporadic in contrast to the large number 
of stamps recorded at the contemporary fort of Gholaia/Bu 
njem approximately 190 km to the east5. a few vessels may 
be classified as form tripolitana ii (fig. 3,10–13) which is 
believed to have carried mainly fish products6. a tripolitanian 
wine amphora is represented by a handle of a small imitation 
of Dressel 2–4, belonging most likely to the early/mid Roman 
form Schöne-mau 35 (fig. 4,1)7. moreover, a limited number 
of oil amphorae africana i (fig. 4,2–3) and africana iia for 
fish products (or wine?) (fig. 4,4) were transported from the 
tunisian part of Africa Proconsularis to Gheriat el-Garbia 
probably during the 3rd century8.

amphorae of type Dressel 30(/Keay 1a9) (fig. 4,7–11) 
have long been regarded as wine containers from Mauretania 
Caesariensis based on epigraphic evidence. However, recent 
research has shown that these vessels were also produced 
in tunisia in the 3rd and 4th centuries; similar amphorae are 
known from other parts of the mediterranean such as the 
southern iberian Peninsula and even Cilicia10. the provenance 
of the examples from Gheriat el-Garbia remains to be verified, 
but both mauretanian and tunisian vessels seem to be attested. 

5 Cf. rebuFFat 1997. this difference is possibly due to statistical reasons, 
but as yet no precise figures on the total amount of amphorae from Bu 
njem have been published.  

6 For tripolitana forms i–iii see boniFay 2004, 89–92; 105–107; for the 
contents cf. id. 2007.

7 id. 2004, 146–147; S. Fontana in: e. Fentress/a. Drine/R. Holod (eds.), 
an island through time: Jerba Studies 1. the Punic and Roman Peri-
ods. Journal Roman arch. Suppl. 71 (Portsmouth, Rhode island 2009) 
278–283; see also reynolds 2010, 237 note 35. 

8 boniFay 2004, 107–111; id. 2007.
9 all rims correspond to (sub)form Keay 1a, but it can not be excluded 

that a few handles belong to form Keay 1b.
10 For Dressel 30 and related forms see boniFay 2004, 148–151; R. 

toMber, imitation and diffusion: the case of Dressel 30 in egypt. in: J. 
H. Humphrey (ed.), Studies on Roman Pottery of the Provinces of africa 
Proconsularis and Byzacena (tunisia). Hommage à michel Bonifay. 
Journal Roman arch. Suppl. Ser. 76 (Portsmouth, Rhode island 2009) 
151–156. P. Reynolds suggests that Keay 1a contained wine whereas 
1b carried fish sauce: reynolds 2010, 258 note 193.



320

Florian schiMMer

Fig. 1. Roman military sites in tripolitania from the 2nd to the 4th century aD (after Mackensen 2010, 364 fig. 1).  

Fig. 2. Gheriat el-Garbia. Plan of the Roman fort with the individual areas of the survey 2009. – Scale 1:5000.
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another group of amphorae with flat bottom, termed ‘mid 
Roman amphora (mRa) 1’ and almost certainly used for the 
transport of wine, consists of a number of variants belonging 
to different periods (fig. 4,12–15)11. according to the rim 
profiles, this form occurs at Gheriat el-Garbia mainly in the 
3rd century12, although a few examples may have reached the 
site during the late Roman period. there is little doubt now 

11 J. a. riley, the Coarse Pottery from Berenice. in: J. a. Lloyd (ed.), 
excavations at Sidi Khrebish Benghazi (Berenice) 2, Libya ant. Suppl. 
5 (tripoli 1979) 91–467 esp. 177–180; boniFay 2004, 146–148.

12 C. panella, anfore. in: ostia iii. Le terme del nuotatore. Scavo 
dell’ambiente V et di un saggio dell’area So. Studi miscellanei 21 
(Roma 1973) 463–633 esp. 469–471 (form ostia i fig. 453).

about a primarily Sicilian origin of these amphorae; however, 
petrographic evidence points to an additional north african 
production (on a limited scale?)13.

trade connections with the aegean or Black Sea regions 
are demonstrated by the handle of a wine amphora Kapitän 

13 capelli/boniFay 2007, 554; for the production in Sicily cf. D. MalFi-
tana, Roman Sicily Project (“RSP”): Ceramics and trade. a multidis-
ciplinary approach to the study of material culture assemblages. First 
overview: the transport amphorae evidenve. Facta 2, 2008, 127–192; 
see also reynolds 2010, 259 note 195. – thin sections as well as WD-
XRF and mGR analyses of a few samples from the survey material 
indicate that at least a part of the mRa 1 at Gheriat came from Sicily. 
the analyses were conducted by G. Schneider (Berlin) and m. Daszk-
iewicz (Warsaw).

Fig. 3. Gheriat el-Garbia. tripolitanian amphorae from the survey 2009 and the excavations 2009–2010 (marked with *). – 
Scale 1:4, stamps 1:2.
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ii (fig. 4,16), presumably of 3rd-century date14. Furthermore, 
a massive rim of an amphora from the southern iberian 
Peninsula has to be mentioned (fig. 4,17). it corresponds to 
form Dressel 14 for fish products which is common during 
the 1st and 2nd centuries, even if the production of late variants 
seems to have continued into the 3rd century15.

14 t. bezeczky, Roman amphorae from Vindobona. in: F. Krinzinger 
(ed.), Vindobona. Beiträge zu ausgewählten Keramikgattungen in ihrem 
topographischen Kontext. Denkschr. Wien 328 (Wien 2005) 35–107 
esp. 43–54; for a Black Sea origin of Kapitän ii (west of Crimea?) see 
reynolds 2010, 257 note 187.

15 For the production of Dressel 14 in Hispania Baetica and Lusitania 
cf. e. García VarGas, La producción de ánforas ‘romanas’ en el sur 
de Hispania. Rebública y alto imperio. in: ex Baetica amphorae. 
Conservas, aceite y vino de la Bética en el imperio Romano. Congreso 
internacional, Écija y Sevilla, 17 al 20 de Diciembre de 1998 (Écija 

Amphorae and the food supply of Gheriat el-Garbia 

While a 3rd-century date seems most likely for the majority 
of the amphorae, a few late Roman/Byzantine types were 
identified in the survey material: a rim fragment belongs 

2000) 57–174 esp. 83–84; D. bernal casasola, La producción de 
ánforas en la Bética en el s. iii y durante el Bajo imperio Romano. in: 
ibid. 239–372 esp. 278–279 (late variants); C. Fabião, Centros oleiros 
da Lusitania: balanço dos conhecimentos e perspectivas de investigação. 
in: D. Bernal/L. Lagóstena (edd.), Figlinae Baeticae. talleres alfareros 
y producciones cerámicas en la Bética romana (ss. ii a. C.–Vii d. C.). 
BaR internat. Ser. 1266 (oxford 2004) 379–410; see also e. García 
VarGas/d. bernal casasola, Ánforas de la Bética. in: D. Bernal 
Casasola/a. Ribera i Lacomba (edd.), Cerámicas hispanorromanas. Un 
estado de la cuestión (Cádiz 2008) 661–687; C. Fabião, Las ánforas de 
Lusitania. in: ibid. 725–745.

Fig. 4. Gheriat el-Garbia. tunisian, Western and eastern mediterranean amphorae from the survey 2009
and the excavations 2009–2010 (marked with *). – Scale 1:4.
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to a late 3rd–4th-century wine (or fish sauce?) amphora Keay 
25.1/africana iiia (fig. 4,18)16. an even later date must be as-
sumed for two rims of small-sized vessels Keay 26, so-called 
spatheia (fig. 4,19–20). there is no consensus on the primary 
content of these amphorae (wine, fish sauce, olives?), but oil 
has been largely excluded as their inner surface is mostly lined 
with pitch17. the first (fig. 4,19) and perhaps also the latter 
example from Gheriat el-Garbia (fig. 4,20) can be assigned 
to m. Bonifay’s spatheion form 1, suggesting a date in the 1st 
half or middle of the 5th century18. it is possible that a further 
rim fragment belongs to a late 5th–6th century tunisian am-
phora Keay 62Q (fig. 4,21)19, but this classification remains 
problematic. in addition, a closed deposit of late Roman date 
– probably a midden which accumulated until the second third 
of the 5th century – yielded few fragments of the late Roman/
Byzantine form Late Roman amphora (LRa) 1 for wine (or 
oil?); this type was manufactured in Cilicia and Cyprus20.

a quantitative analysis of the amphora forms repre-
sented in the survey material demonstrates a considerable 
preponderance of tripolitanian types, notably tripolitana 
iii (oil) and, to a minor degree, tripolitana ii (fish sauce) 

16 boniFay 2004, 119 (type 27); cf. id. 2007, 24 fig. 8; reynolds 2010, 
302 note 444.

17 See boniFay 2004, 125–129 (type 31–33) and reynolds 2010, 284 
note 331; 302 note 444.

18 boniFay 2004, 125–127.
19 S. J. keay, Late Roman amphorae in the Western mediterranean. a 

typology and economic study: the Catalan evidence. BaR internat. Ser. 
196 (oxford 1984) 334; 336; boniFay 2004, 137 (type 45).

20 P. reynolds, Levantine amphorae from Cilicia to Gaza: a typology and 
ana lysis of regional production trends from the 1st to 7th centuries. in: J. 
m. Gurt i esparraguera/J. Buxeda i Garrigós/m. a. Cau ontiveros (edd.), 
LRCW 1. Late Roman Coarse Wares, Cooking Wares and amphorae 
in the mediterranean. archaeology and archaeometry. BaR internat. 
Ser. 1340 (oxford 2005) 563–611 esp. 565–567; reynolds 2010, 276 
note 300.

Fig. 5. Gheriat el-Garbia. Quantities of amphora types represented in the survey material (by number of fragments).

(fig. 5). in contrast, amphorae of type africana i and ii (oil, 
fish sauce?) as well as mRa 1 and Dressel 30 (wine) were 
documented in moderate quantities, while other types occur 
only sporadically. the latter also applies to Dressel 14 and 
LRa 1, recorded exclusively among the excavation finds 
which otherwise show a similar quantitative pattern of forms 
to the survey material.

most of the amphorae of type tripolitana ii and iii, af-
ricana i and iia as well as mRa 1 and Dressel 30 arrived at 
Gheriat el-Garbia probably during the first three quarters of 
the 3rd century when a military unit was garrisoned in the 
fort. Forms which are normally common before the 3rd century 
(tripolitana i, Schöne-mau 35, Dressel 14) may have reached 
the site in the first decades of this century. on the other hand, 
the tunisian and eastern mediterranean vessels from the late 
Roman/Byzantine period (Keay 25.1, Keay 26/spatheia, Keay 
62Q? and LRa 1) add to the evidence of a late Roman oc-
cupation provided by the Red Slip and cooking wares.

according to the amphorae, we are looking at a region-
ally – i. e. within the regio Tripolitana – organised supply 
with olive oil to Gheriat el-Garbia from the early 3rd century 
onwards. oil shipments from more distant areas (tunisia) 
are attested, but they played only a marginal role. it is plau-
sible that the main part of the tripolitanian oil came from 
the fertile Gebel Garian area some 180 km to the north (fig. 
1). However, comparatively few amphora kilns producing 
tripolitana amphorae have yet been located in the Gebel 
mountain range between the coastal plain in the north and 
the pre-desert zone in the South21. ostraca from the fort at 

21 P. arthur, amphora Production in the tripolitanian Gebel. Libyan 
Stud. 13, 1982, 61–72. – G. Schneider (Berlin) and m. Daszkiewicz 
(Warsaw) analysed 16 samples of tripolitana iii amphorae from the 
survey material by means of WD-XRF, mGR and thin sections. it turned 
out that these samples provide very heterogeneous fabrics. moreover, 
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Gholaia/Bu njem indicate that olive oil, presumably from 
the Gebel or from agricultural areas south of it, was delivered 
by indigenous camel riders (camellarii), even though parts 
of the consignments may have originated from the coastal 
region (Lepcis magna)22. Contrary to the supply with olive 
oil it is difficult to estimate the amount of tripolitanian and 
tunisian fish products transported to Gheriat el-Garbia. Wine 
amphorae seem to have reached the site primarily by long-
distance trade. However, it should be noted that we cannot 
estimate to what extent food was delivered by goat skins etc.

the pottery supply of the tripolitanian pre-desert zone 
northeast of Gheriat el-Garbia and its development during 
the Roman period was studied by J. Dore as part of the 
UneSCo Libyan Valleys archaeological Survey (ULVS) 
conducted between 1979 and 198923. His work provided a 
valuable overview of the common local range of amphora 
forms. However, a number of aspects concerning trade and 
provision of foodstuffs are still difficult to assess. the lack 
of comprehensive and well-dated pottery deposits is a gen-
eral problem that complicates the development of a precise 
chronology. the pattern of food supply emerging at Gheriat 
el-Garbia for  the 3rd-century occupation phase matches 
Dore’s results for the ULVS area insofar as he also states a 
predominance of tripolitanian amphorae and an explicitly 
smaller percentage of tunisian vessels in the 3rd, but also in 
the 4th century; while the number of tunisian vessels hardly 
changes from the 3rd century onwards, there is a consider-
able decline of tripolitanian amphorae in the 5th century24. it 
still remains to be verified if this phenomenon also occurs at 
Gheriat el-Garbia. a few forms attested at Gheriat el-Garbia 
were not recorded in the ULVS area and vice versa.

Further parallels become obvious if compared to the 
amphora evidence from the fort of Gholaia/Bu njem. this 
site was also mainly supplied with tripolitanian olive oil 
in the first half of the 3rd century, whereas fish-sauce (and 
wine?) was delivered primarily from tunisia as shown by a 
considerable number of amphorae type africana iia25.

they could be divided into several different groups probably indicating 
a large number of different (small) workshops.

22 R. Marichal, Les ostraca de Bu njem. Libya ant. Suppl. 7 (tripoli 
1992) 103–104; 181–182; 195–196 (nos. 75 and 88); rebuFFat 1997, 
164–165.

23 dore 1996.
24 ibid. 352–354.
25 m. boniFay, observations préliminaires sur les amphores africaines de 

l’oasis de Bahariya. in: S. marchand/a. marangou (eds.), amphores 
d’Égypte. De la basse époque à l’époque arabe 2. Cahiers Céramique 
egyptienne 8/2, 2007, 451–462 esp. 458; cf. rebuFFat 1997. So far 
there is no conclusive evidence of Rebuffat’s assumption that tunisian 
africana iia-types were imitated in tripolitania.

it is noteworthy that, according to R. Rebuffat, the 
proportion of tripolitanian and africana iia amphorae at 
Gholaia/Bu njem comes to approximately 2:1 or 3:126. at 
Gheriat el-Garbia, in contrast, the percentage of tripolitana 
amphorae is considerably larger (fig. 5), even if it must be 
emphasised that the survey material includes amphora types 
that reached the site after the 3rd century. i do not have a 
satisfactory explanation for this phenomenon at the moment. 
one may suppose that Gholaia/Bu njem was closer tied to 
the long distance trade-routes along the coast which possibly 
favoured a stronger influx of tunisian amphorae. on the other 
hand, the ratio of tripolitanian and tunisian amphorae of 3rd 
and 4th-century date recorded in the ULVS area show more 
affinities to Gholaia/Bu njem than to Gheriat el-Garbia27.

Summary

the amphorae assemblage from the Severan fort at Gheriat 
el-Garbia represents the largest series of amphorae recorded 
at a Roman site – along with the assemblage from the con-
temporary fort at Gholaia/Bu njem – in the tripolitanian 
pre-desert to date. the vessels presented in this article were 
collected during a pottery survey in 2009, including a few 
forms which were identified exclusively during the excava-
tions in 2009–2010. an analysis of the amphora forms and 
their contents shows that Gheriat el-Garbia was supplied 
primarily with olive oil from tripolitania. Fish products came 
likewise from areas within the regio Tripolitana, but also from 
tunisia and the southern iberian Peninsula, while wine was 
delivered mainly from more distant regions like Sicily and 
the eastern mediterranean as well as presumably tunisia and 
mauretania. a preponderance of tripolitanian amphorae in 
contrast to a more or less moderate amount of vessels from 
tunisia (and other regions) has also been observed both in 
the pre-desert northeast of Gheriat el-Garbia and at the fort 
of Gholaia/Bu njem, even though the proportion of tripoli-
tanian amphorae is distinctly larger at Gheriat el-Garbia. 
the main part of the amphorae may have reached Gheriat 
el-Garbia between circa 200 and 270/275 aD when a garrison 
was stationed in the fort. However, a few amphora types of 
4th–5th-century date (and later?) as well as late african Red 
Slip and cooking ware forms attest an occupation during the 
late Roman period.

f.schimmer@lmu.de

26 rebuFFat 1997, 163.
27 dore 1996, 354 fig. 47.1.
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