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B. PERIODS AND NAMES

The term ‘early Roman’ is used to indicate a period correspond-
ing to the civil wars of the late Republic through the reign of the 
Julio-Claudians, while ‘high imperial’ refers approximately to 
the reign of Trajan through the Severan dynasty.1 ‘Late antique’ 
or ‘late Roman’ are used to describe the fourth through mid-sev-
enth centuries. This era ends at Aphrodisias with the break in 
occupation of much of the city most likely after the reign of 
Heraclius. The so-called Dark Ages of the seventh through 
ninth century are discussed here in terms of absolute dates. The 
term middle Byzantine is reserved for the ninth through twelfth 
centuries. 

In the roughly 1200 years covered by these terms, the city 
of Aphrodisias was known by at least three names. From the 
Hellenistic period to late antiquity it was called Aphrodisias, 
the sacred city of Aphrodite. By the sixth century it was more 
often referred to by the name of the province of which it was the 
capital, Caria.2 By the seventh century it had adopted another 
name, Stauropolis, City of the Cross, but this seems not to have 
gained much traction, and the city is referred to as Caria again 
in the middle Byzantine period.3 

The Triconch House has also undergone several name 
changes. In the early 1960s, it was referred to by its excavators 
as the Multi-Apsed Building, because of its form. Shortly there-
after it came to be referred to in field notes and publications as 
the Bishop’s Palace, because of its proximity to the Cathedral 
and the discovery of bishops’ seals in the house.4 Though prob-
ably accurate in the latest phases of the building (the ninth to 
twelfth centuries), the name Bishop’s Palace is misleading as a 
description of the building for most of its history. The house 
has also been suggested as the location of a governor’s palace.5 
In 2009, the building was renamed the Triconch House, after its 
most prominent architectural feature.6 

The name Triconch House is used here to refer to the late 
antique building that included the triple-apsed hall, which ex-
isted only after the late fourth or early fifth century. When dis-
cussing periods prior to that renovation, I refer to buildings on 
the site of the Triconch House.

C. URBAN CONTEXT

Most of Aphrodisias was laid out according to a grid plan in 
the late Hellenistic period.7 The public buildings in the city 
center were fitted into the framework provided by the grid, 
which was oriented to the cardinal directions; streets connected 
public buildings with the rest of the city and with each other 
(Figs. 1–2). To the north and south of the Triconch House were 
the Temple of Aphrodite (Fig. 2, no. 2) and the north stoa of the 

1 AJA 1997, 3–5; AJA 1998, 235, 238; AJA 2008, 728.
2 e-ALA, I.1-I.10; ALA, 1–3, 11–34.
3 ALA, 149–151 and e-ALA, esp. VI.54; Nesbitt 1983, 159–60.
4 Campbell 1991, 14.
5 Erim 1986, 73. See below, Chapter 5, for discussion.
6 Berenfeld 2009.
7 Ratté 2008, 7–36.

some kind of shelter built against the stoa wall. The line of piers 
runs from the west end of the passageway to the corner of the 
large niche in the back wall of the north stoa of the Agora. That 
niche encroaches on the passageway, narrowing it by about half. 
This area was blocked and subsumed into the house with the 
construction of the south apsidal hall (26) and related rooms 
(27–29) probably in the sixth century.

In the late Hellenistic through the high imperial period, 
buildings on the site of the Triconch House were part of a civic 
complex along the north side of the Agora. The late antique 
house was created by renovating existing structures and adding 
the two large apsidal halls (4, 6) in the late fourth or early fifth 
century. The resulting house was occupied for more than two 
hundred years. It suffered serious damage in the seventh cen-
tury, as did much of the city, when substantial portions of the 
urban fabric of Aphrodisias fell into ruin. After late antiquity, 
the building became part of what was most likely an episcopal 
complex associated with the Cathedral, formerly the Temple of 
Aphrodite. 

At every stage of its history, the site of the Triconch House 
was intimately linked with the structures and institutions that 
surrounded it, and its evolution follows the major phases of the 
history of Aphrodisias. Structures were first built there during 
the city’s emergence as a planned town in the late Hellenistic 
period and they continued to be used throughout the imperial 
period. In late antiquity, when the city was a provincial capital, 
those structures were transformed into a large and well-appoint-
ed townhouse in the center of town. Finally, beginning some-
time after the mid-seventh century AD, the Triconch House be-
came a bishop’s residence and remained a component of a larger 
ecclesiastical complex through the middle Byzantine period, 
when Aphrodisias was a metropolitan see and pilgrimage site. 

The continued—and probably continuous—occupation of 
the Triconch House through the middle Byzantine period pre-
sents both challenges and opportunities for reconstructing the 
building’s history. One challenge is that most of the objects that 
would have filled the late antique house were stripped away in 
later phases of occupation. Substantial portions of the building’s 
late antique architectural fabric were reconfigured, carted off, or 
reused over several centuries. Evidence for the middle Byzantine 
occupation of the Triconch House consists of the extensive, if 
unevenly preserved remains of the renovated building, several 
lead seals of bishops and other office holders, and coins. Al-
though uneven, the evidence for the middle Byzantine building 
on the site suggests that it was larger and more complex than its 
late antique predecessor.

There are many elements of the site of the Triconch House 
that defy precise explanation. Several blocked doorways, trun-
cated walls, and rebuilt and renovated portions of this structure 
cannot be connected to any particular period. This study focus-
es on its major phases that roughly correspond with late Hellen-
istic/early Roman, late antique, and middle Byzantine periods, 
but there were other ‘micro’-phases within these that cannot be 
fully reconstructed. Among the reasons for this are the long-
lived building techniques at Aphrodisias and the regular reuse 
and repositioning of material. The nearly continuous occupa-
tion of this site over more than a millennium also contributed 
to its many permutations. 
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Triconch House and the Sanctuary. After these renovations, 
the only public (that is, non-service) entrance to the Triconch 
House (C) opened onto the same street as the main door to the 
Cathedral. 

Chapter 5 examines the Triconch House in relation to late 
antique houses at Aphrodisias and more widely in the empire. 
The significance of the construction of a triple-apsed hall in an 
urban house in the eastern Mediterranean is discussed in con-
nection with villa architecture in the west as well as broader 
trends in late Roman elite domestic buildings. Finally, it is ar-
gued that the Triconch House may have been a governor’s resi-
dence in late antiquity, based on an examination of renovations 
of the Agora and the Bouleuterion as they relate to the Triconch 
House, as well as literary and epigraphical evidence. 

Chapter 6 is an exploration of the middle Byzantine histo-
ry of the Triconch House and argues for its integration into a 
precinct dominated by the Cathedral and its identification as 
a bishop’s palace. Archaeological evidence is presented for the 
reconfiguration and expansion of the house in this period, in-
cluding the construction of at least one chapel in the expanded 
building, and agricultural production facilities. A series of lead 
seals found in and around the house is also presented. Finally, 
the latest phases of the building’s history and its final abandon-
ment are discussed in relation to evidence for the destruction 
and collapse of the city in the late twelfth century. Chapter 7 
presents a brief summary of the conclusions of this study.

wall paintings of Victory and the three Graces, which were in-
stalled in a loggia-type corridor (12) and neighboring rectangu-
lar room (13) on the south side of the building.

Chapter 4 describes the architecture and interior decoration 
of the late antique house. The architectural development of the 
building is divided into three phases. The first late antique phase 
begins around AD 400 and is marked by the construction of the 
triconch (6) and north apsidal hall (4) and the unification of 
the site into a single, elaborate domestic property. Architectural 
components are discussed along with decorative elements and 
furnishings, including mosaic and opus sectile floors, sigma ta-
bles, and a relief depicting a double image of Nemesis. Statuary 
associated with a series of niches in the peristyle courtyard is 
discussed, as is evidence for the presence of a large statue of the 
Aphrodite of Aphrodisias in the house. The second architectur-
al phase is broadly dated to the fifth century and includes the 
installation of a private bathing suite on the south side of the 
building and some alterations of the peristyle courtyard. 

The third and final late antique phase of the house repre-
sents a marked change in the urban orientation of the building. 
The connection between the Triconch House and the Bouleute-
rion was severed in this phase by the construction of a long, nar-
row apsidal hall (26) along the south side of the house (referred 
to as the south apsidal hall). This renovation roughly coincides 
with the construction of the atrium and narthex of the Cathe-
dral, resulting in a closer topographical connection between the 


