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Abstract

An earthquake post 364 A.D. involved towns in Cyrenaica. Key elements in the establishing the date are two
coin-hoards, one found in 1956 in a dwelling built in the Sanctuary theatre of Asclepius at Balagrae
(El Beida) and the other found in 1916 inside a small house along the south side of the Lower Plateau of
Agora in Cyrene. Most of the small bronzes belong to the series issued between 350 and 361 A.D. under the
emperors Constantius II, Constans Gallus and Julian Caesar, but one coin from Balagrae was issued in 364
A.D. This year, therefore, gives a sure ferminus post quem to date the Cyrenaica earthquake. This earthquake
could be the one recalled in several literary sources, in particular two letters by Sinesius, and in the Demetria
inscription, dated in the second half of the IV century A.D. and traced in colour on a tomb at the Necropolis of
Cyrene that recalls the death of Demetria and her son Theodoulos during an earthquake. Moreover, a number
of buildings and monuments in Cyrenaica suffered damage attributed to the same quake: the Palace of
Columns and the «Via Monumentales in Ptolemais, the House of Jason Magnus, some Agora buildings, the
Strategheion, Apollo’s Temple and the Baths of Trajan in Cyrene.

Key words  Cyrene (Libya) — earthquake the recognition of the buildings destroyed, but
also drastically reappraised (Roques, 1987).

The first laborious openings by Italian ar- A single carthquake, dated by scholars in

chaeologists in Cyrenaica in the earth that coy- 365 A.D., enjoys general consent (Lepelley,

ered the ancient cities of the Penzapolis (fig. 1) ~ 1984; Jacques and Bousquet, 1984; Di Vita,
revealed destruction and collapse. Some of this 1990) supported as it is by rehable archeologi-
had occurred in architectural structures which cal documentation and recalled in literary and
could not have been conlapsae vetustate and, epigraphic sources. But I believe that also for
above all, they had the tragic character of un-  the earthquake of 262 A.D. the elements in
expectedness. It was inevitable that a seismic ~ favour are sufficient to guarantee wide margins
event should be offered as the interpretative ~ of possibility (White, 1984: Lloyd, 1990;
key of these phenomena and it was immedi- ~ Cameron, 1992; White and Monge, 1992).

ately found recorded among the observations Key elements in the process of acknowledg-
collected in the excavation diaries and in the ing a cyrenaican quake in the second half of
first editions of Cyrenaica monuments (Ghislan- the IV century A.D. are two coin-hoards. One
zoni, 1916). of them was found in May 1956 in a modest

In the following years, this theory was de- dwelling of late antiquity that had been built in
veloped and widened (Stucchi, 1965: Good- the ambulacrum of the Sanctuary theatre of
child, 1966-1967; Stucchi, 1975; Bacchielli, Asclepius at Balagrae (El Beida) (Goodchild,
1981) in the number of seismic events and in 1966-1967). The small house was later been
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Fig. 1. The map of Cyrenaica during the IV century A.D. (sketched by G. Barozzi).

destroyed by an earthquake that had produced
one victim, whose skeleton was found in May
1917 by Sinesio Catani (fig. 2).

Of the 259 small bronzes that make up the
hoard, some are illegible and many have been
cut, thus losing the obverse legend. Most of the
legible coins belong to the two series «Spes
Reipublice» and «Fel Temp Reparatio», that
were issued between 350 and 361 A.D. under
the emperors Constantius II, Constans Gallus
and Julian Caesar. But a coin of Valentinian I,
with the legend Securitas Reipublicae and the
figure of Victory facing left with a palm and a
crown in her hand allows us to reach, at last, as
far as 364 A.D. This year, therefore, gives a
sure terminus post quem to date the Cyrenaica
earthquake.

The second coin-hoard, of 243 small
bronzes, was found on 14 October 1916, again
by Sinesio Catani, inside a small house that in
late antiquity had been built along the south
side of the Lower Plateau of Agora in Cyrene
(Stucchi, 1965; Goodchild, 1966-1967; Stucchi
and Bacchielli, 1983). The coins, unrecogniz-
able in the collection at Cyrene Museum, were
in a terracotta vase and were 11, 16 and 18 cm
in diameter. Catani’s description and further
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information held in the Museum archives al-
lows us, however, to recognise in them a high
percentage of issues under Constantius II, in
the «Fel Temp Reparatio» and «Spes Reipubli-
cae» types. Therefore the coin-hoard must
have been accumulated in the same period as
that of Balagrae. And once again the causes of
abandon must be identified in an earthquake,
as several skeletons would seem to show
found, again in 1916, a few dozen metres from
the modest dwelling, under the columns of the
Northern Stoa (Stucchi, 1965) (fig. 3). Their
position under the drums of the columns may
in fact allow a connection with Building B6 —
destroyed by an earthquake in the second half
of the IV century A.D. — since in all the suc-
cessive reconstructions of the monument the
columns were excluded.

Clearly, the earthquake must have been the
one recalled in the well-known passages that
have been discussed so many times (Good-
child, 1966-1967; Rebuffat, 1980; Roques,
1987; Di Vita, 1990) of Libanius (Orat., XVIII,
291-293), Ammianus Marcellinus (XXVI, 10,
15-18), Saint Jerome (Chronicon, ed. Helm,
p- 244) and another ten or so historians of late
antiquity. With regard to the involvement of
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Cyrenaica in the quake, the mention of Libya
by Libanius as being in the stricken area is not
enough, because the term indicates the entire
African continent rather than the two provinces
of Libya Inferior and Libya Pentapolis. But
there are two letters by Synesius (Roques,
1987) written at the beginning of 412 that tell
of a quake that preceded the scourge of An-
dronicus” governorship in 412 A.D. (Epist. 42)
and reduced a fortress in Hydrax to ruins
(Epist. 66). The moment of its efficiency, inter-
rupted suddenly by the earthquake, dates [ur-
ther back in time (moidc) and therefore the
catastrophe can most likely be related to that
documented by the Balagrae coin-hoard, also
in consideration of the fact that the Bishop of
Cyrenaica makes no references in his corre-
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Fig. 2. Balagrae: the excavations of the ambuleacrim in the Sanctuary

Department of Cyrene, Libya F 101).
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spondence to any earthquake he had personally
witnessed.

Decisive confirmation of Cyrenaica’s in-
volvement is finally given by Demetria's in-
scription (fig. 4), traced in colour on a tomb at
the Necropolis North of Cyrene (Comparetti,
1914; Bacchielli er. al., 1992), that recalls the
fact that Demetria and her son Theodoulos
died in an earthquake. Paleographic analyses
suggest strongly that the text dates back to the
second half of the IV century A.D. and the his-
tory of the funereal monument seems to sup-
port this,

There are a number of buildings and nionu-
ments in Cyrenaica that have suffered damage
that can be attributed to the carthquake post
364 A.D. Among the most certain and mean-
ingful examples (Roques, 1987) is the Palace

Theatre ol Asclepius {photo Antiquity
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Fig. 3. Cyrene: the excavations in the North Stoa in Agora (photo Antiquity Department of Cyrenc,

Libya E 68).

ol Columns in Ptolemais that collapsed in this
period, crushing the fleeing inhabilants under
heaps of rubble; their bones have been found at
the bottom of the swimming-pool in the great
peristyle (Pesce, 1950). Sdll in Ptolemais it is
reasonable to believe that the colonnade in
«Via Monumentale» was damaged by the
quake, since its restoration was authorised by
Valentinian I and Valens and then by Arcadius
and Onorius (Kraeling, 1962).

At Cyrene, in the House of Jason Magnus,
the collapse of the columns, with the drums
found in succession, is due to this catastrophe,
as a coin of Constantius 11 found under the
blocks confirms.

The damage recorded in the Agora complex
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has already been referred to; other damage is
reliably documented in Apollo’s Sanctuary. In
the Strategheion, at the moment of excavation,
most of the blocks were found around the
building, falling to the ground «making a half
tarn on themselves» (Gismondi, 1951); in
Apollo’s Temple the colonnade partly col-
lapsed to the ground, compact and homoge-
neous and «many fragments of the columns still
upright in sifu have their drums out of place
and turned on themselves» (Pernier, 1935): in
the Baths of Trajan the excavators found the
columns, the walls and the vault lying on the
ground, giving the impression that the building
had «collapsed because of a violent seismic
movement» (Ghislanzoni 1916; Guastini, 1916).
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Fig. 4. Cyrene: the inscription on Demetria’s Tomb (photo L. Bacchielli, in Guidoboni er al., 1994).
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