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FIGURE 37
Reconstructed prehistorit: topography af the area of the Mycenaean ?art.

PRAP -4rchite . E. Zangger.

(Fis. :z). This rectangular floodplain looks like it might have been a water-

fi1led pool that later became silted up. If this is correct, the remarkably

straight boundaries of the floodplain, which measures about z3o by 3zo

metefs, and its location in a dune environment, where natural lakes are un-

likely to occur, would have argued in favor of a man-made basin. The only

conceivable function of an artificial basin so close to the sea would, of
course, be that it served as a Protected port. Thus, early on, the working

hypothesis was formulated that the rectangular floodplain near Romanou

might represent a silted-up port for the Late Btonze Age kingdom.

Determining whether there was once water in the basin is relatively

easy-at least in theory. One has to investigate the subsurface deposits to

see whether there are sediment layers in the stratigraphy that only form

underwater. During the second season of fieldwork, we therefore at-

tempted to take a sequence of cores across the plain using a hand dril1 or

auger. Soon it turned out that theory and practice can be quite different

matters. All of our cores terminated at shallow depths in a thick layer of
impenetrable gravel. At this stage, we were ready to drop the initial hy-

pothesis and abort the investigation of the basin, but after much encour-

agement from our archaeological colleagues, who had even secured some
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extra funding, we returned the ti - ..

from a loca1 well-driller.
Using this device. we rvere hn.-, -

tinuous threat of collapsing dril l .

covered a thick layer of clav-a c.:
r,vater (Fig. 39). Thus, the rniri;, :

conceal a former basin that used :, :
next step, we had to find out u'he::..
or salty. Microscopic invesrig,rri : -

revealed shells of many hundreds ,:

a marine environment. Hence. ti=-,
connected to the open sea.

This discovery also proved the ,

in part-constmcted artificialh. ::
lrould create and keep open this i:-.
to the shore. Eventually the ba-.i: '.",

the several-meters-thick layer oi ;::.'
Geologically speaking, the dep.-,.::.

extreme to another. First, the i-..:
clayl later, it became quicklr h[e: ,

These gravel deposits evidentlr' ,-...
\\rhen the Selas River chose its n.'"', '

Jepression with stream gravel de: .

Obviously, we wanted to firid -:
-ong it was functional, and u,he: ::-,
.troying the basin. The well-dal.-; ,
:.r.rainly to collect pollen sample .-
:urned out that the amounr o;' : .

Lagoon dropped to a low räte är,-r'-r.

,eve1 around r2oo B.c. Evidenrir. lrl
-ere with the course of the Sel;.-: R
::irtially. After rzoo B.c., hou'e-.'::.

:o11apsed, the river permanenth' .:.. :

\Vhy would Mycenaean enli::::-
:ext question turned out to be l:-.. :
:he port basin and the redirectio: -

-.',e lusive. An artificiallf con.rr.. :: .

.heltered port, by itself, makes :=:-
:a11ed a cothon harbor, was e\-er .,r'
:.ninion of naval trade in the Ileir:=:
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want to direct a river throu:-,
rhe stream, mainlv durin:-:--
just a few years.

Since the basin was und. '-

change in riverbeds was d''.. :
many strong arguments i.. ::
most important one bein3 :..

middle of a bedrock knol' I

from an expert in Nlvcenr.:.

Jost Knauss from the Poh:.;.
our project. Knauss ha. ir. .'
,rted by Mycenaean engin.. -'

.entral Arcadia, ,n6l [1r rr:- '

the subject.

During the fieldwork. K:.

lake that existed inland oi:-.
rated by the knoll; but ther 

"'.,
cuts through this knoLl. B,.:

system behind the whole ;. :'

man-made port greath i1'..:-
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in by sediment when the lake spills over its shores after at unusually heavy

rain. With the help of the detailed observations, maps, and diagrams made

by Jost Knauss-and a hint by his colleague, Daniel Vischer, from the

Eigenoessische Technische Hochschule in ZuÄch-a plausible explana-

tion for the whole system (and its demise) finally materialized after the end

of the 1995 field season.

It all has to do with the epithet "sandy" Pylos. Today, deserted sand

beaches several kilometers long stretch north of Romanou. Very likely

some, or even much, of this sand used to cover the beach, even during the

LateBronze Age. Under these circumstances, it would have been virnrally

impossible to keep the entrance to the port basin sediment-free. The sea-

water that penetrated into the basin would have carried sand with it, and

this sand would have soon blocked the port entrance. Thus, the whole con-

struction of the port only made sense when it could be kept free of sedi-

ment. In order to achieve this, it had to be flushed with a small but perma-

nent flow of clean water. As long as the basin was fi1led with so much

sediment-free water that there was a steady stream of it flowing out to the

sea, no sediment-rich marine water could get into the basin.

Hence, the stream had been diverted simply to flush the port basin.

Since river water tends to contain even more sediment than seawater, how-

ever, the Mycenaean engineers had to construct a sediment trap first-and
that is where the lake comes in. When the sediment-rich river water en-

tered the lake, it lost most of its energ'y and therefore dropped its sediment.

Then, a small current of dean water derived from the surftce of the lake

ran through the artificial canal into the port basin, while the remaining wa-

ter left the lake through the original streambed that exited at Osmanaga

Lagoon. This system obviously demanded that somebody control how

much clean water was directed into the basin and how much dirry water

was allowed to escape into Osmanaga Lagoon. When this control was

abandoned atter the Mycenaean demise, the river was left to itself and

chose the shorter course through the former port basin.

This port basin at Romanou not only ranks as the first and thus far only

known artificial port in prehistoric Europe, it also-for the first time-
demonstrates that Mycenaean hydraulic skills were not limited to domes-

tic drainage and irrigation systems, but also applied to naval installations.

This discovery sheds a new light on seafaring and naval trade during the

Late Bronze Age. Thus far, many scholars have assumed that during Myce-

naean times, vessels were simply pulled ashore, probably because this is the

procedure described by Homer. Now we know that we have to look care-

fully for traces of artificial ports-no matter how co4cealed they might be

under several meters of gravel.
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