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Building with Mosaics of Olympos:  
Mosaics of Late Ancient Era – Early Byzantine Period

Abstract
Ancient city of Olympos, being one of the East Lycian cities, lies over an area located 80 km southwest of Antalya 
city center. The Building with Mosaics is situated on the northern part, predominated by settlements that belong 
to Byzantine Period. New buildings were erected over the site during the Early Byzantine Period when it lost its 
function. it can be asserted that the Building with Mosaics was used as a bath during its first phase from the 3rd to 
4th centuries A.D. Mosaic with Thalassa figure is situated in exedra of Room D. The second stage saw the renewal of 
the walls and the partial re-application of the plan. The studies so far revealed that among the mosaics of the first 
stage, those in the Rooms C and D were used twice. However, mosaic of the Room G, which was modified in terms 
of floor plan, was actually planned along with the second floor. The second floor was added when the Building was 
reconstructed between the end of 5th century and the beginning of the 6th century A.D. Most probably the second 
construction phase took a long time and the Building was finished with partial alterations from its initially planned 
state. By the way, the second floor mosaics were added to the Building at this phase.

Keywords: Lycia, Olympos, Byzantine, Building with Mosaics, Thalassa, Season Mosaics

Ancient city of Olympos, being one of the East 
Lycian cities, lies over an area located 80 km 
southwest of Antalya city center. Also worthy of 
noting that the high ground over where exists the 
flames that burn with methane, which were in-
spired Bellephron and Chimera myth, stands 9 
km northwest of the city. Akçay bisects the city, 
through the middle of which it runs. The Build-
ing with Mosaics is situated on the northern part, 
predominated by settlements that belong to Byz-
antine Period (Fig. 1). The reason why this build-
ing was named so was the fact that inside of it 
there were mosaic pavements that still remain 
in-situ. The site contains remains of buildings 
that might presumably belong to Late Roman 
Period along with several sarcophagi. New build-
ings were erected over the site during the Early 
Byzantine Period when it lost its function. It is 

believed that during the same period the Building 
with Mosaics, like others, was built over one of 
the Roman buildings inside the site area. 

First ever studies on the Building were con-
ducted in the year 1992 by archeologist Orhan 
Atvur of the Museum of Antalya, as part of an 
attempt to recover and safeguard the mosaics 
which fell from the second floor and therefore 
were in bad condition (Atvur 1999)1. In those 
years, mosaics were taken away in small piec-
es of fragments from their original place to the 
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1 Thanks to head of excavation Prof. B. Yelda Olcay Uç-
kan for giving an opportunity to study on mosaics, Olym-
pos Project team and Mr. Atvur for sharing his material and 
knowledge about the Building and attentive work.
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excavation house  inside where they used to be 
kept under preservation. The team of archeolo-
gists was made to leave behind the remaining 
pieces within a sandy soil base, which was pre-
pared in flat shape. Studies have been continued 
as part of a Project since 2007 by a team assigned 
by Anadolu University.2

The Building’s floor plan was so that it com-
prises a big hall at the centre which is surrounded 
by nine other rooms and interior spaces.3 It is in 
the shape of a rectangular complex positioned 
along the northeast – southeast direction (Fig. 2). 

2 For the researches were made by the team see Uçkan 
2006; for the researches about the Building see Muradiye & 
Gökçen Kurtuluş Öztaşkın (in press); Uçkan 2008.

3 Plan of the Building was updated by Muradiye & 
Gökçen Öztaşkın during the 2009 excavation.

Exedras are found over the northeastern walls of 
each of the rooms A, C and D. Beside that, archi-
tectural elements with cross were also retrieved 
at the site survey4. The Building’s walls contain 
incised cross motifs over their mortar and dye-
made ornaments over their bricks. Inside the 
Building, many ceramic and metal finds were re-
trieved, which were dated between 5th and 6th 
centuries A.D.5. The coins retrieved among the 
other finds were dated to the time of Iustinus 
II.6. The masonry, which is known to be applied 

4 For architectural plastics found in the Building see 
Uçkan 2006: 125-129.

5 For small finds see Uçkan 2006: 131-141; Muradiye & 
Gökçen Kurtuluş Öztaşkın (in press); for ceramic finds see 
Öztaşkın 2009.

6 For coin finds see Uçkan 2006: 138-140.

Fig. 1   Plan of Olympos city from excavation archives.
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in the Building, requires further attention to be 
paid thereto. However, in order to understand the 
chronology associated with the Byzantine period 
at the city of Olympos, there is need for further 
attention to paid to the Building. During the stud-
ies, the striking resemblance between the Build-
ing and the Roman baths with respect to their 
plans caused the idea that long before there might 
have been a bath structure around here7. Prob-
ably, at the Byzantine period, the previous plan 
was partially repeated during the re-construction 
of the Building. The second construction added 
a stairway to going up to the second floor and 
demarcated some of the large rooms at the first 
floor with walls.

During the excavation of 1992, within the exe-
dra at the main hall of the first floor, a mosaic was 
documented with a woman figure on it (Fig. 3–4). 
Various interpretations were argued while trying 
to define who the figure called the “Lady with the 
Snake” refers to (Uçkan 2006: 94). Due to the tail 
motif placed upon the figure, it was suggested 
that the figure was that of a woman saint and was 
animating her suffering inflicted by torture. In the 

7 Thanks to F. Tülek for pointing out similarity between 
plan of the Bath II 7a in Anemurium and plan of Building 
with Mosaics in Olympos. For the Bath in Anemurium and 
its mosaics see Tülek 2004: 238-240.

year 2009, when the mosaics in the Building were 
examined, both the fact that the woman figure 
was depicted nude and also its position inside the 
Building prompted the idea that possibly a pave-
ment, one that belongs to the first stage of the 
Building, used to be thereat.

It was discovered that the patterns on the fig-
ure’s head were not some kind of a headdress but 
rather they were wing motif. Because of that, it 
might not be wrong to define that the woman fig-
ure belongs to Thalassa.8 Unfortunately, the wall 
fragments that fall from the second floor dam-
aged some parts of the mosaic. However, one can 

8 For Thalassa iconography see Cahn 1981; Cutler 
1991;  Şahin 2008.

Fig. 2   Plan of the Building with Mosaics.
Plan by G. Hamamcıoğlu - M. & G.K. Öztaşkın.

Fig. 3   Thalassa mosaic in Room D. Photo by Orhan Atvur.

Fig. 4 
Detail of Thalassa 
mosaic. Photo by 
Orhan Atvur.


