
1. Historical Background

The first evidence of habitation in Elaeousa dates from the 3rd century BC. It is a coin from the years of Ptolemy III dating from the 
3rd century BC, when the region was under Egyptian control, while two more coins are attributed to the period of the Seleucid King 
Antiochus II (mid-3rd century BC). Towards the late 2nd century BC, Elaeousa was a military base of the Seleucids, as indicated by 
numismatic evidence. However, in the early 1st century BC the city appears to have been ‘sacred and autonomous’. The former 
military station must have developed and turned into an ordinary Greek-like city in the same period.1 It is believed that at the time 
Elaeousa, with its harbour and fortified position on the island, must have been under the control of a local tyrant subjected to the 
important religious state of Olba.2 

In the years of Μark Antony, the city, together with the entire district of Cilicia Trachea, must have been under Tarkondimotus 
Philantonios, son of Straton, the Great, and then under his son. After the sea battle of Actium and his defeat by Antony (30 BC), 
Octavian Augustus relieved Tarkondimotus Philopator (the son of the Great) from certain positions in Cilicia Trachea and gave them 
to Archelaus of Cappadocia. One of these positions was Elaeousa as well as all coastal positions from Mount Korykos to Mount 
Lamos.3 Shortly later (circa 20 BC) the name Sebaste appears on bronze coins. Archelaus is supposed to have changed the name of 
the city out of gratitude towards his patron, Augustus. This is what Strabo must mean when he says that Archelaus was responsible 
for the habitation of the city and the formation of a kingdom whose capital was the same city.4 However, neither Strabo nor Plinius 
report the new name.5 The first who mentions Sebaste is Flavius Josephus in a text talking about Archelaus being accommodated by 
Herod Antipas (before 12 BC).6 Later, the name Sebaste is reported by Claudius Ptolemy and Stefanos Byzantios.7 In the early 1st 
century AD the city minted its own coins, on which it is reported as the metropolis of Sebaste, thus proving that the city claimed 
precedence over the district of Cilicia Trachea.8 

Archelaus I was succeeded by his son Archelaus II in 17 AD. In the meanwhile, the districts of Cilicia Trachea and neighbouring 
Isauria were convulsed by subsequent revolts in 6, 36 and 51/52 AD. During the second bloody revolt Archelaus II had to call in the 
governor of Syria Marcus Trebellius with 4,000 legionaries to suppress it. Archelaus fell from power two years later, in 38 AD, when 
Caligula offered the district to Antiochus IV of Commagene, who held power until 72 AD. According to Suitonius, the fact that 
Commagene and Cilicia Trachea became a province is attributed to Vespasian. However, the report of Josephus about the 
concession of the ‘Islet of Cilicia’  from Vespasian to the daughter of Antiochus Iotape and her husband Alexander, the great-
grandson of Herod of Judaea, must concern Elaeousa, which, as a result, remained independent over an indefinite period of time.9 In 
the years of Vespasian the city was connected with the great road artery leading from the River Melas to the Cilician Valley.10 

Περίληψη : 

Elaeousa is a city of Cilicia Trachea. The location of the city’s ruins is identified with the modern village of Ayaş, on the coast 
between Korykos and the River Lamos (Lamas or Limonlu Çayı). The city was built on an island, which was connected to the 
mainland by a narrow strip of land. Its heyday was in the 2nd century AD, although the glory days continued until the 6th century 
AD.
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There are few historical events from the 2nd century AD concerning Sebaste and Cilicia Trachea. Hadrian visited the region in 115-
116, when he was elected emperor in Syria, and in 131-132, during his second journey. The city was in its heyday in the second half 
of the 2nd century, when it was extended beyond the island and its inland. Elaeousa was then an important hub in the region and 
incorporated Korykos, which, according to sources from the early 3rd century, such as the Byzantine Stadiasm, is reported to have 
been a small town. A serious blow for its welfare came when the city was occupied, together with other coastal cities of Cilicia, by the 
Sāsānian king of Persia Shāpūr I.11 Although it was soon liberated thanks to a Roman counter-attack, it took the city a long time to 
recover. In the district of Cilicia Trachea (often called Isauria ever since in resources) there were once again raids and revolts by 
populations on the mountains, who often invaded the coastal cities.12 This situation went on until the late 4th century.  

2. Coinage and Cults

Because there is no historical and epigraphic evidence, the coins of Elaeousa are an important historical source.13 The city started to 
mint its own coins in the early 1st century BC – a series of extremely rare silver four-drachma coins, which carry the inscription ‘of the 
sacred and autonomous Elaeousa’  and show the head of goddess Tyche wearing a tower-like crown on the obverse and a female 
deity, probably Aphrodite Euplia, on the reverse. More often are found bronze coins from about the same period, with the heads of 
Zeus, Athena and Tyche on the front, and the heads of Nike, Mercury and Aphrodite on the back, often followed by the inscription 
‘ΕΛΑΙΟΥΣΙΩΝ’  (of Elaeousa). After the adoption of the name Sebaste, together with the former types (Heads of Tyche and 
Athena/Nike), new types [Caduceus (staff)/Dolphin and Herakles’  Club/Nike] bearing the inscription ‘ΣΕΒΑΣΤΗΝΩΝ’ (of Sebaste) 
and, more rarely, ‘ΜΗΤΡΟΠΟΛΕΩΣ’ (of Metropolis) appear. Then there was a gap in time corresponding to the period of 
Archelaus II, before bronze coins appeared again, representing King Antiochus on the front and Apollo, Tyche and Queen Iotape 
sitting on the back side. There are inscriptions naming the royal couple (Antiochus and Iotape). In the Roman Imperial period, 
Elaeousa minted coins in the years of Antoninus Pius (138-161), Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Aurelius Verus (161-169), Commodus 
(180-192) and Valerian (253-260), which are the latest known coins. The common type shows the upper part of Athena on the front 
and of Poseidon or Nike on the back. The city is reported as Sebaste, while certain words appear, such as metropolis, sacred, 
sanctuary, autonomous, free, flagship and coastal. The latter two prove the importance of the city’s harbour and possibly indicate its 
capability of accommodating divisions of the imperial fleet.

According to numismatic and epigraphic evidence, the most significant cults in the city were those of Athena, Aphrodite Euplia, 
Mercury and Zeus.

3. Economy

Strabo says that Elaeousa was a particularly fertile island very close to the mainland.14 Its riches came mainly from olive trees, after 
which the city was named (‘elaea’  in Greek = olive) and other Mediterranean products, such as wine and cereals. The neighbouring 
inland was particularly rich in timber, which made Cilicia a classic strategic point to build and bunker the fleets. Finally, the region of 
Elaeousa was rich in fish catch, according to Oppianus.15 

4. Elaeousa in the Late Roman Period and the Middle Years

There is little historical evidence about the city from Late Antiquity and the Byzantine period.16 The district of Cilicia Trachea was 
Christianised in the early 4th century AD. There are two known bishops coming from the city: the first, Menodorus, participated in a 
local synod in Tarsus in 434 and the second, Alexander, participated in the Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon (454). The city 
suffered, just like the entire region, from the raids of the Isaurians towards the late 5th century, while a particularly strong 
Monophysite movement developed there. The bishops of Sebaste are not reported in the activities of the 6th and 7th century, which, 
in combination with archaeological evidence, implies a period of decline. In the 11th century Sebaste came under the bishop of 
Tarsus, which indicates that it must have been an unimportant small town at the time. However, it appears again in the 14th century, 
incorporated in the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia.

5. Monuments
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The original settlement was on the island, which covered an overall area about 128,000 sq. m. The island looked like a small hill with 
the remains of a three-aisle Byzantine basilica. Italian excavations that started in 1995 have brought to light significant findings, 
although some monuments have not been fully researched yet.17 For this reason, but also because the locals collected stones from 
several monuments and the theatre in the 19th and the 20th century, the description of the city’s remains given by Francis Beaufort, 
who travelled to the southern Asia Minor to map the coasts on behalf of the British Navy and was the first who identified Ayaş with 
Sebaste, is valuable evidence.18 Beaufort gives a brief description of the city’s remains but gives a rather clear picture of the buildings 
visible in his time.

The most important monument of the city is the peripteral temple, built on a high podium, on the eastern part of the island, in a 
prominent position, at the highest point of the low hill overlooking the city. The temple was visible from the sea. It measures 32.94 × 
17.6 metres. A series of underground rooms of unknown use has been excavated under the stylobate. The pteron consists of 6 
columns on the front and 12 on the long sides. Five columns are preserved in place. It is quite strange that no traces of the southern 
colonnade of the pteron have survived. The fluted columns from limestone are a combination of the Composite and the Corinthian 
order. The epistyle consists of three fasciae decorated with a cyma, and a frieze representing a male figure riding a dolphin and a sea-
horse. 

The deity to whom the temple was dedicated is uncertain. Excavations in the city tend to accept the assumption that it was dedicated 
to Aphrodite Euplia because of the representation of the marine company on its architectural decoration.19 The building dates from 
the second half of the 1st century AD. In the early Byzantine period, in the 5th or 6th century AD, a small Christian chapel was built 
inside the temple.20 The floor of the church was covered with mosaic, revealed by Gough in the 1950s, but not preserved today. It 
represented heaven and Jesus Christ at the centre, while the style is reminiscent of the Antiochian. 

A big three-aisle early Christian basilica can be seen at the northern end of the island; it was surrounded by a thick perimeter wall or a 
portico and a baptistery. 

The theatre of Elaeousa is on the slope of an inland hill, to the south of the island, where the city had developed already from the 1st 
century AD. The rocky hill accommodating the cavea is covered mainly by modern houses, which had been using the theatre as a 
dump until about 1995. It is directed to the south. The theatre was extensively destroyed by the inhabitants who collected its stones 
(already from Late Antiquity) and their agricultural activities and, as a result, the stages of the building cannot be accurately dated on 
the basis of archaeological evidence. The excavation of 1995-2001 has not revealed the shape of the monument yet. It was a theatre 
in Greek style with a diameter of 55 m. The cavea was divided into eight rows (cunei) by six stairs but only parts have survived. The 
orchestra was 13.5 m in diameter, while the theatre is estimated to have been seating about 2300 people.21 

The skene (wooden structure) developed in two stages: the first was in the 2nd century AD and the second in the early 3rd century. 
In the second and more luxurious stage the skene was rebuilt using extrinsic material (granite from Troad for the columns and marble 
from Prokonnesos for the capitals). The theatre must have been abandoned about 260 AD, after the city was captured by Shāpūr. 
Today on the site of the skene there are two buildings from the 6th century serving as tanks. The aqueduct leading to the island ran 
underneath the theatre.

A paved street has been excavated to the south of the theatre, directed from east to west. Traces of an earlier building, probably from 
the 1st century AD, have been discovered on the eastern part of the cavea; it was decorated with two-colour mosaics and there must 
have been some connection with a bathing complex. Immediately south of the building of the skene there was a building with a 
colonnade (probably a stoa), with 18 of its columns preserved until 1818. It dates from the early 2nd century, while the two tombs 
excavated around the theatre must have been a little earlier (1st century AD).

The Agora of the city, to the south of the theatre, has been partly excavated. Among the findings were a long perimeter wall and 
numerous architectural parts of an impressively big building from the 6th century, decorated with mosaics and interiorly divided into 
three aisles. It was probably an early Christian basilica, which covers the largest part of the square. Earlier buildings have been traced 
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on its foundations. The building is surrounded by a baptistery, tombs and two fountains, which indicates that some saint or martyr was 
worshipped there. 

In the mainland there is an impressive complex, the so-called great baths of the city. They were probably built about the 2nd century 
AD. A gymnasium must have existed to the west of the vast square. A second bathing complex lies on the hill of the temple and dates 
from the late 1st or the early 2nd century AD. A third bathing complex has been excavated near the site of the city’s harbour. These 
baths have been extensively destroyed because of the subsequently built Byzantine wall of the harbour. Thirteen rooms have been 
identified. An odd circular building has been excavated in the same area; it is partly carved on the rock and was surrounded by a 
pteron with 24 columns and had a total of six openings. It must have been built in the 5th or 6th century AD. 

Finally, in the mainland there are traces of three aqueducts Beaufort saw. The one of them leads to the city, while the two others are 
within some distance from the city. The most important of them runs along the coast from the River Lamos to Korykos and dates 
from about 400 AD, according to epigraphic evidence.22 

The most impressive topographical element of Elaeousa is the fact that the city is full of burial monuments.23 The most important 
necropolis was to the southeast and was used from the 1st to the 7th century AD. Both early research and modern excavations 
brought to light a series of tombs, such as aedicula tombs, house tombs , sarcophaguses or burial monuments with elaborate 
architectural decorations.
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Γλωσσάριo : 
aisle

Τhe part of the naos of a church set off by the internal rows of piers or columns, namely by the structures supporting the roof.

architrave or epistyle
The lowest part of an entablature resting on the columns capitals and supporting the frieze.

capital
The uppermost part of a column or pillar crowning the shaft and supporting the entablature. The decoration of the capital characteristizes the ancient 
greek orders of architecture. In Doric order the capitals are decorated with abacus and echinus, in Ionic with spiral scrolls (volutes), while the 
corinthian capitals are composed of small corner volutes and a basket-shaped body decorated with rows of acanthus leaves. 

cavea
Τhe auditorium or audience sitting of a theater.

cyma / cymation 
Moulding decoration with ovals or tri-cusps alternating with lotus flowers. It was meant to separate or to lay stress upon two surfaces. In ancient 
architecture we distinguish Doric, Ionic and Lesbian cymation, according to their decoration and section form.

frieze (1. architecture), (2. painting)
1. The part of the entablature resting on the architrave and below the cornice. In the Doric order the frieze is decorated with two alternative motives, 
namely the triglyph and metope, while in the Ionic order the frieze is a decoratively carved band.
2. Decorative horizontal band that sweeps parts of a vessel or the highest part of the walls in a room.

obverse
The face of the coin which bears the more important device. Due to ambiguities that sometimes exist, many numismatists prefer to use the 
term for the side struck by the lower (anvil) die. 

orchestra 
The performance space of the ancient Greek and Roman theatre, placed between the scene building and the cavea. It was usually 
semi-circular in shape and rarely circular. 
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peripteral temple 
Having a single row of columns on all sides.

podium 
The base of a building 

pteron, the
A collonade parallel to, but apart from the cella.

scene (lat. scaena -ae) 
The stage building of the ancient theaters originally used for storage but provided a convenient backing for performances. 

stoa, portico, the
A long building with a roof supported by one or two colonnades parallel to its back wall. 

stylobate 
The top step of the crepidoma (the stepped foundation of an ancient Greek building) from which the columns rise.

three-aisled basilica
An oblong type of church internally divided into three aisles: the middle and the two side aisles. The middle aisle is often lighted by an elevated 
clerestory. In the Early Byzantine years this type of church had huge dimensions.
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