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Black Strata 
in Early Greek Sanctuaries

Schwarze Schicht 
and the Altar of Artemis

Susanne Bocher

Abstract

black strata can provide crucial information 

Introduction

Ash, bones and votive objects are characteristic elements of the so-called black strata.1 

are connected with altars of later phases.2 The analysis of these strata mostly revealed 

1

2
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Black 
Layers

systematically deposited in a sanctuary, or are they results of other taphonomic processes 

The remnants of black layers 

The second element is the faunal remains 

3

The third element concerns the votive offerings
votives from profane 4

potential votives
5 Do we have such well-preserved and well-documented layers that we can 

The Black Layer (Schwarze Schicht) at Olympia

the sanctuary of Olympia date back to the Geometric period and are not directly related 
to architectural remains from that time. The phenomenon of a very thick black stratum 

3

Forstenpointner 2003, 203–213.
4

ritual but was itself non-votive in character.’
5

At Olympia, only few vessels and pottery sherds from the black layer

Susanne Bocher
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6 As its black colour was very characteristic, 
schwarze Schicht (black layer).7

they are mostly animals such as bovines and horses,8 but also some anthropomorphic 

bronze tripods of various sizes.9 As these black layers continued under the foundations 

black layer is 

6 Kyrieleis 2006, 35.
7

8 Cf. Heilmeyer 1979.
9 Cf. Maaß 1978.

Ash, Bones, Votives – Analysing the Black Strata in Early Greek Sanctuaries
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of the Temple of Hera built around 600 BC, it was possible to establish a terminus ante 
quem 10

schwarze Schicht

towards and around the Pelopion in the south. The thickest parts of the layer were found at 
the latter, around and north of the prehistoric tumulus that is located under the Pelopion.11 

the schwarze Schicht
black layer around the Pelopion with modern 

12

13 This shows that 

some areas, it was possible to differentiate two strata of black earth that were separated 

10 Kyrieleis 2006, 53–55.
11  cf. Mallwitz 1988, 81.
12

13  black layer at 

Susanne Bocher
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14

an altar.15

Hera in the Archaic period.16 
dark layer

the altars.

Ash – the Fire Remains
The schwarze Schicht

17

18

19

Populus alba).

black layer at Olympia 

evidence in order to reconstruct aspects of the early ritual activities. As mentioned 
above, the so-called black layers

black layer should be mentioned. Most of the tripods were disassembled 
and intentionally cut into small pieces before their last deposition. The reasons for this 

20

14

15 Paus. 5.13.8.
16 Kyrieleis 2006, 33–40.
17 Kyrieleis 2006, 43.
18 Kyrieleis 2006, 43.
19 Kyrieleis 2006, 43.
20 For Olympia, see Kyrieleis 2006, 96 n. 406.

Ash, Bones, Votives – Analysing the Black Strata in Early Greek Sanctuaries
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objects has been documented, despite the ouk ekphora rule that prohibits the removal of 

that most pieces had been re-used (in the sanctuary) and been cast into new (votive) 

pars pro toto 
in the cultic debris.21

22 

23

24 

25 Of special interest are the so-
called punched sheet bronzes (buckelverzierte Bleche) with about 350 specimens found 

different sizes that were hammered from the reverse side of the object. The majority 
of these objects seem to have been dress accessories or jewellery, like belts, headbands 

black layers of Olympia and 
indicate that they can be associated with early cult activities at the sanctuary. Especially 

done very carefully and, thus, was an intentional practice. About a hundred objects bear 

The folds are systematic and prove that they were not accidental results of taphonomic 
26 Similar observations 

are also known from other sanctuaries, but mostly they have not yet been systematically 
analysed.27 The already mentioned ouk ekphora principle could have been one possible 
reason for this practice.28

21 Kyrieleis 2006, 97–98.
22 Bocher 2013, 357–358.
23

24

25

26

27

28 Kilian-Dirlmeier 2002, 198.
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29

30 
or whether this took place later, after they had been on display for a certain time, for 

kathairesis – cannot be 

is done very precisely on several bands which could stress the importance of this practice 

In case of simple preparation for refuse deposit or re-use as raw material for new objects,31 
32

Greece, the Balkans or Italy, it is possible to speculate  whether people from these places 
visited Olympia in the early days and whether the bands can be interpreted as dedications 
of female dress accessories33 34 The bracelets and head-

other Greek sanctuaries.35

Bones – the Faunal Remains in the Black Layer at Olympia

black layer at the Pelopion:36 800 animal 

37 This shows that 

38

shown that all parts of the animals’ bodies were present. N. Benecke concludes that the 

29 Hansen (1996, 268 n. 66) mentions ritually destroyed objects found in Greece.
30 Cf. Kilian-Dirlmeier 2002, 222.
31 Cf. Hansen 1996, 268.
32 Kyrieleis 2006, 54.
33

34 Cf. Kilian-Dirlmeier 2002, 222.
35

36 schwarze 
Schicht
Kyrieleis 2006, 20.
37

(Cerastoderma edule).
38 Benecke 2006a, 247.
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partially calcinated.39

an intentional procedure before the deposition.40

The Altar of Artemis at Olympia

area of the Altar of Artemis at Olympia and compare these two depositions with the altar 

39 Benecke 2006a, 248.
40

Susanne Bocher
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by A. Mallwitz41

42 In addition, an inscription on a plastered black 
limestone altar from the Roman period was preserved with the name of Artemis written 
on it.43 The older late Archaic altar was in use until the early Hellenistic period and it was 

one of the rare documented altar sites that had been found with their debris still in situ.44 
black layers – similar to those mentioned above 

45 In 2002, a 

black layer.46

47

48

49 whereas many bones carried visible 

ossa femoris and patellae) and only very few specimens of the caudal 

black layers
(DAI Athens).

41

42

43

44 in situ
see also Kilian-Dirlmeier 2002, 193–194.
45

46

9–10. 
47 Benecke 2006b, 153–159.
48 Benecke 2006b, 154–155 with table 1. 
49

Ash, Bones, Votives – Analysing the Black Strata in Early Greek Sanctuaries
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spine (ossa sacralia and vertebrae caudales).50 This phenomenon concerns sheep and 
51 52

altar.53

54 The other parts 

bones have been made at other Greek sanctuaries, such as the Artemision at Ephesos, the 
55 

56

57 as well as from Archaic and Classical–Hellenistic 

58

59

50

51

Benecke 2006b, 159.
52 Benecke 2006b, 156.
53

54 Benecke 2006b, 156.
55

56 Chenal-Velarde and Studer 2003, 215–220.
57 Chenal-Velarde and Studer 2003, 215: the altar is situated in the vicinity of the Temple of Apollo Daphnephoros.
58 Chenal-Velarde and Studer 2003, 216: Femurs, patellae, and sacral and caudal vertebrae mostly from adult 

59

Susanne Bocher



59

eminently caprids’ femurs, we can infer that, despite the time difference, the remains of 

60 In other words, it 
can be assumed that in the Geometric period the caprids’ femurs were burnt at the altar 

61

This and the two altars at Olympia show that rituals known from the written sources 

show similar results between the earlier and the later material, one can assume that cult 

62

As the described black strata in the earliest phases of the sanctuaries were not connected 

relate to the remnants of activities at the altars.63 As altars seem to be the earliest elements 
64

65

or stray, unworked boulders used in this fashion as well as accumulations of ash, burnt 

were made are included.’66 black strata without a 
67 As Rupp 

60 Chenal-Velarde and Studer 2003, 219.
61 Chenal-Velarde and Studer 2003, 219.
62

Athens from the Classical period.
63

temenos and was not, as it was in later 

(1993, 1–17) for the development of early Greek sanctuaries.
64 Rupp 1983, 101.
65

66

67

Ash, Bones, Votives – Analysing the Black Strata in Early Greek Sanctuaries



60

was carried out at the place. Traditionally, later altars were often built upon older ones 

68

Additionally, other kinds of depositions are also known from early sanctuaries, for 
bothroi: 

were deposited and that are also known from the earliest phases in Greek sanctuaries.69

black 
layers

to be either still in situ at or near the place where they were lit. They could have also been 

70 the altar consists of the debris of 

to form the ash cone.71 

72 Also, as we know from Pausanias,73 a 

black layers

tradition. After the end of these cult practices the debris at the abandoned deposition area 
would be distributed over a wider area due to taphonomic processes. Such a hypothesis 

remains had to be removed to make way for a new temple. This would also show that 
people did not hesitate to remove older cult deposits and to cover them in order to create 
a new tradition.74 

68 Rupp 1991, 303.
69 Cf. Rupp 1974, 2.
70 Paus. 5.13.8.
71 Paus. 5.13.11.
72 Simon 1997, 129.
73 Paus. 5.14.4.
74

by P. Pakkanen in this volume.
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In this article I have discussed the phenomenon of the so-called black layers: how 

black 
strata

information about early cult activities at altars, and a more systematic study of all the 
black strata at Greek sanctuaries should be carried out.

Athens Department of the
German Archaeological Institute
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Plate 3.1. Sanctuary of Poseidon at Kalaureia, Poros (Emmanuel Savini). 

Plate 4.4. Plan with the two Altars of Artemis at Olympia (DAI Athens).
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Plate 4.1. Plan of the Sanctuary of Olympia. The black layer
red (DAI Athens, H. Birk).


