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Remarkably preserved Roman cities, lush mosaics, and an absence of pestering trinket-mongers
make Libya a compelling destination for archaeology buffs.

In 1 otis WLRNI R

THE ENOTIC \ACAHON DESTINATIONS
Libva probubly
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\mencins dreim  about
rinhs <Jose o st

images of shadowy terronst networks

exploding jethiners  ind Amencn Hags

burning in the sticets Theres no US embassy in | iby.
the Stie Department website wnuns. and amv Amenican
visitor i peril there must seek protection with the Belgians
Libva beckoned nywav ind on the advice ol Daad
Alittingly. a Bnitish wchaeologist worlang i Liby 15 south
ern fezzan region | put together in itinerars that would

[he place conjures

e

e B e ]

tihe me lrom some ol the Meducrraneans hinest Creek
and Romuan sites. to vast pyranid cemeteries deep in the
southcrn desert, limshmg up at 1 legendary caravan ainy
hard ilong the Algen in border.

Since the Umited Nations sanctions imposed itter the
Lockerbie bombing in 1989 were hited three veirs ago
Lutopeans—mosth | rench Brinsh ind ltahans. all prev
ous colomal masters—have been coming by jet and cruse
ship wieeted by tnendly travel agents and escorted by
hnowledgeable guides The infrastructure 1s in plice the
pich ges are fixed and the roads ire well paved Libvi in




The theater at Lepcis, cleared and partially rebuilt by Italian
grchaeologists in the 1930s

eration The French they report. will be digging soon at
the Roman site ol Lepcis Magna and the Greeh city of
Apollomia the Itiliins at Roman Sabratha Lepcis. Creek
Cirene and the southern rock-art sites of Jebel \kicus
and the Poles somewhere still to be determined along the
far eastern coast [t would also be nice  said al Khadour
vith a smile to see the Unnersity of Pennsylvanii team
come back to the Old Forum in Lepcis

RIPOLI ITSEL] 1S THE SITE of ancient Oea. now dis
appeared sine for the second-century A n arch of
Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius m the medina. or
old quarter Ripidly growing at the outskirts and .1long the
corniche road central Tripoli sull has the feel of its ltalian
colonial vesterve it 1f vou ignore the triple lifesize posters
of Muammar Qaddah that hne the streets. Foot traffic 1s
hght. cars rarelv honk and the outdoor cafes only murmur
not hum All the city s waterpipe smokers seem to congre
gate 1n a single allevway In marked contrast to all other
cities in North Africa. Tnpoh s medina seems even quieter
than 1ts modern quurters
Just downstairs Irom al-Khadour in the Red Fort 1s the
Tripoh Nuseum its considerable collection ranging from
Palaeolithic points found in the Sahara to the worlds
finest collection ol Roman Floor mosaics. to a trophy room
of state gifts recewed by Qaddafi from hke minded revolu
tionary leaders In the entrwav stands the latest wquist-
ton. or in this case 1 re icquisition —a second centun
aD Roman copv of the Capitoline Aphrodite found at
Lepcis which the ltahan govemor-general of Libva had
given the Nazi marshal Hermann Goenng in 1939 [t was
returned to Tripoli in 1999 atter surfacing in 1 private
German collection
Unlike Oe 1. the other two cities of Roman Iripolitama
(the province consisung ol western Libvas three great
ancient cities hence its name! Sabratha to the west and
epcis to the east are well preserved and unbuilt upon in
short 1s now up to speed with Eavpt and Morocco as an later peniods In both 1 visitor can trace their settlement
archaeological tourist destination from Punic imes str nght through to late Byvzintine Libva
The Libvan \nuquities Department led lor nearh 20 was conquered by the Arabs in the late seventh centun
vears by Al al Khidoun s also welcoming back the foreign - While the grandiose building plan of the Romn emperor
archaeologists who led large-scale excavations here in pre Septimius Severus 1 natne son of Lepcis put both ciues
sanction davs Al Khadournis office 1s 1in e meen o e on the map architecturilly speaking
the rabbit warren of old Tripoli's Saray al- .- - - B * lwahan uchaeologists in the 1930s did 1

Hamra or Red l'on allegedly named for ! -~ ¢+ line job of clearing and rebuwilding some

the blood that ran down us walls from .::._::.ITUNIS'I{&I S““‘“fifr‘_f‘ﬁu“_ ol the better known monuments

the severed heads of prisoners spiked R x J Last of Tripolitania. some 600 muiles

H Lepcis Magn o,p_alca‘“‘,_,_ .

upon its crenellitions. While the forts T : tlong the coast. hes Cyrennct the

gory histon lades back mto earl Arab e Ghadames 5 [Hellenized region of eastern Libva and

umes. the building rests upon founda — its Greek ces of the Pentipohs—

tions of a clener sort—a Roman bath Cyrene. Barce Teucheira Apollonia and
ALK 2 $ @ Gaama [ lespendes visits as thorough
Al-Khadoun and his depun Guima A p All ment visit g

Anag a Unnersitv of Kansas-educated . 15 those to Lepcis and Sabratha ind a

classical archacologist. are enthusiastic  * ntr;GER CHADS BN ¢ high speed easr-west rail link under con
. r3 .

about the new era of international coop- = Baa® = .._.h struction will facihtate tounsm At the
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Roman baths adjoining Tripoli's renovated -+ U the 20-room seaside Villa Silin just west of Lepais. s
Saray al Hamra or Red Fort Right. a section . Libvas second greatest example of decoratne irt
of the second-century A0. Arch of Marcus .. Discorered in 1974 bv a hsherman after 1 storm surge
Aurelus in the city's old quarter. i « had washed off some of the sand that had covered it in

depths up to 18 feet the alla 1s undergoing final
oy restoration betore opening to the public some-
time soon. But private visits can be arranged
from Lepcis and even in the unmilluminatea

Cvrenaican site of Qasr Libva hes the countr s
greatest cxample of mosaic art. at least n the
esumation of Omar al-Mahjoub a 60-vear vet

eran of the Antiguities Department a magnih e ', rooms the mosaics are staggeringhy beautiful
cent. Byzantine-era series of some 50 scenic b : The U shaped seaside portico 1s paved with
floor mos uics left in situ & . . comedic Nilotic scenes of amphora helmeted pvg
w0 mies Bghting sharp toothed crocodiles pointy-billed
HAT AL-NAHJOUB $1HOULD ENDORSE ARI v egrets. and quacking ducks The main rooms have
from Cyrenaica 1s no small mater e ’ scenes of bull jumping acrobats. the four seasons
spent his entire career in ind around pissing under 1 zodiac. and king Lyvcurgus axing
[ epeis. starting out as a w nden and ending s the : madh it his ~on turned by the god Dionvsus
wea coordinator |le passes his retnement yvears ® into 1 ny vine In o floor measurnng lmost 13
tending 1 postc ird shop at the sites mun gite 1nd 1 feet by tour teet a seven team chunot rice
visit would not he complete vichout speaking with < untolds at tull tilt in Lepes hippodrome the
the min who has seen eventhing | even helped :. — Ligest outside Teah What was apparenth
crite the \phrodite that went to Germiny he s s in = ¥ the nursen 1s decor ited with 1 iresco ot
1 conspirttorial whisper ind I im so el that we < b ‘:" _ children herding ducks. Tyven the sa
now h e it back | s T vants quarters show signs of elaboratc

Al Mudyoub wis tesponsible for gunrding | epeis it
the height of the North \rica camp ugn i World W
[l German tioops under Rommdl and Buush ind
Canadiin soldicrs under 1ield Marshall Montgomen
swept bick and lorth along rhe coastil roid nght out
side the gite. But no soldiers hid nme to enter he
remembers. 1 had the whole place 10 myvselt s one
encounter invohed chasing away some British signil
men rigging an intenna onto columns 1n the Severan
Forum

Al M ihjoub modesth 1inks the mosaic

complex he himself has been responsible for
LRI I |

L - o
M frescoes

The sea howeser his no regard
for histonn and a retuning wall has
been built to do the work that the
a tons ol sand once covering the villa
7 had previoush performed Wathout

An Aphradite fram the baths at
Cyrene a Greek city in the Hellenized
region of eastern Libya. is on display
at the Tripoli Museum.
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-uch protection. Silin would soon end up like \ills Nile,
located just east of Lepcis harbor and now mosthy tumbled
into the waves—but not, thankfully. belore 1ts own mos.uics
had been moved o [ripoli.

Lepais own newly opened museum holds many portrait
busts found along the once-celebrated colonnaded wav. as
vell as two \phrodites [rom the baths. the myvthological
hero twins. Custor ind Pollux. taken from the theiter. a
monumental toot from a lost bronze statue ol the Roman
emperor Marcus \urelus. and a stone elephant which calls
to mind the same animal iconography lound in 1 {loor mosa-
1c 1n Sabrathas trade office across the sea in Roman Ostia

Many of Lepas 600 green-streaked muarble columns
along the colonnaded way and the 400 red \swan granite
columns n the Severan Forum are gone. relocated to
Windsor Castles Roman follv or to Versailles ind the
Church of St. Germain-de-Prés in Paris. 1hree monolithic
columns sull lie at the waters edge. waiting for a ship large
enough to carry them oft to Europe. Their ston is told by
French Consul Claude Le Maire. who at the wrn of the
eighteenth century wrote 'l have been working over tive
months to free them from the sand. = but | cannot ship them
because I do not have a barge strong enough * It 1s disheart-
ening to think that so manv of these stout columns. hewn and shipped at such time
and effort 2.000 years ago, were shaved into thin veneer to accent French drawing
rooms. At the same time. however. a large block of unworked Aegean marble. des-
tined to clad Lepcis' Arch of Septimius Severus. was hauled up recently from a ship-
wreck off Misrata and sits not far from the reconstructed four-sided archway. whose
original friezes—now in Tripoli—have been replaced with replicas.

These friezes hint at the beginnings of the famously dystunctional Severan dvnasty
of the late first-carly second centun A.p. In one panel. Septimius Severus reaches
across the front of his vounger son Geta to shake the hand of Caracalla. his elder son.
Caracalla must have seen this as a future license to kill. for just ten months after his
father had named both sons as co-cmperors in Februan of v.p. 211 he had Geta
killed. Caracalla himself was assassinated 12171 as was Severus grandnephew
Alexander Severus (2351, bringing to an end this 1ll-fated African ruling family

ABRATHA. ON T'HIE OTIER HAND, will alwayvs be associated with the lighter side

ol life. [t was in the Roman basilica here in 1.0 158 that Apulieus of Madaura,

celebrated author of The Golden Ass ta tale ol 1 man’s adventures after being
transtormed into a1 donkey ). defended himself g unst charges of witcheraft in 1 daz-
zlingly invenuive oration. whose text 1s known to us as the
Pro se de magia. or more commonly the \pologia Students
of Roman rhetoric continue to study this text as a step-hy-
step example of how to charm. disarm. and skewer an oppo-
nent when one’s own life is on the line.

Apulieus oration would have been more appropriate if
staged in Sabratha's theater, which stands not far from the
basilica in its [ully reconstructed glory. Pieced together by
the ltalians in the 1930s, it restores the 72-foot-high,
three-storied, 96-marble-columned architectural splendor,
built under the reign of Commodus (a.p. 180-192). In its
grandiosity and completeness, only the theater at Orange
in Roman Provence can compare.

Sabratha's other monuments include baths. fora. and
temples Like Lepeis the site 1s uncrowded extensne and
minimally exc.nated. No crowds of tag-ilong children or
self appointed guides swarm after a3 meandering tounst

Quacking ducks and amphora-
helmeted pygmies decorate a
portico at the 20-room, seaside
Villa Silin, just west of Lepcis.

Rock art from a remote desert
site in southern Libya.

Lo T




here so all the cultunil incongruities
ol tich
Mearrerrinein beichfront countn
slov v opeming o the West ¢ be
snored n peace
ith the proverbial man in the
street. mamy ol whom spol.e English
would end i eve popping surprise
thit the wisitor wis Amencin |
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Bilbus in the hrst Romin atiack on
the Garamantian heartland in 19 8¢
This desert crossing itself was such 1
feat that Cornelius was gnen 1ot
umphant v elcome upon his return to
Rome the nirst toreign born to be so
honored

The Greck historrain Herodotus
tirst brought the Garimantes to the

»d
o

itention of the Western world in the
hith century Bc. calling them

never telt unwelcome
In winter, 1 fog ¢ roll i to par
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tully obscure the waten horzon. g ¢ [abled warniors in horse drawn char
but ‘he hghtly breiling surt ind 4. 3 ~1ots spreiding earth upon the st
brine  beach smell e constint i . 3 - plun to grow ther crops and fight
reminders that seuside property. § : = ing euernilla sty le desert warfare thur
then 3s now 1s worth building on. & 4 - later bedevilled generations ot
even 1 its dnnking supph s less Roman legionnaires The Romin
than <ecure  Sabrathis undepend chromcler Tacitus dismissed them
ible aqueduct was an impetfect 15 ungovernable, and his contempo

solunion to Roman urbin plins 1e rann Lucian said they Ined in tents—

great views but nsufficient w aten
Qaddans modern solution pumps
witer from desert aquulers to thusn
coastal cities

Like Omar al-Mahjoub =t Lepcis
Sabratha too has a locil savant Ining
in 1ts shadow Yusuf al-Khatali 1s
Cilitormia truned aruist and animat-
«d polvmath irom whose willa one
can see the theaters top uer Like
\pulieus. he takes 1 lirm theatical
command of :nv discussion Books
on architecture. arch icology. ind it
Iy off his shelves at the merest query. He loves to lecture
with his hands—his mun pomnt being that Sibrathi was
Libvan or better said  neo-Libvin  long betore 1twas ever
colonized by the Rom ins Carthiginians Phoenicians ind
possibh by anomvmous seafanng predecessors from the
cistern Mcditerrane in

Decoding Punic mscuptions ilongside the tndent icons
of the zoddess Tamt comes easily to al-Khatih who retuns
B nv-arer hipsters aur e even wlule discomsing on Punic
child saciifice The naime Sabrith 11s of [ by in-Berber on
amn be expluns unhihe the Punic source of the nime
lepas and was hirst ated n 1 sixth-centun 8o Cireek
nugation il guide  Neo-Libyvin meaning the kind ol cul-
tn Uy hyphen ited parson he considers himselt as well s
his sorebe us to be s 1 term al Khoatali de ity v shes were
i wider crreulition

Byzantine-era mosaics at the
Cyrenaica site of Qasr Libya
along the eastern coast.
Below statuary at the Roman
theater at Lepcis

UST AS IOURISTS SHUITLINC between [npohtaniy nd
Crrenaict can choose between bus or pline runul the
new tiumn 1s readv), so can tounsts wishing o visit the
[ ¢zzan region 600 miles to the south Severil domestic
line~ make regular flights to the regional capital or Sabh1 but
flying me ins missing the starthnghy void lindscapes of the
[ lamada -1 lamra. or Red Rocky Plam. famously crossed by
the 20 000 men of the 31d Augusta Legion led by Cornelius
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they were wrong on both counts. for the
Garamantes had 2 successlul kingdom
and Inved in houses of salibrick

The reason for heading this way these
davs 15 to see what 1s lelt of Garamantian
ewvilization. its pyramid cemetenes con-
taining more than 100,000 1ombs. some
12.000 miles of wngation tunnels. and the
site of ancient Carama uselt. near its newly
opened muscum. Diector Sad Salih
Abdelaziz anes personal wurs ol all nearby
sites. | was chosen tor this job savs the
ex-school teacher. with a sheepish grin,
because | am one of only three people in
the enure oasis who speaks Fnghsh.

Cornehus Balbus lamed desert cross-
ing 1s now often replicated by adventure
tourists. who cross the salt plain
and dune fields by Landrover R
While welcoming the recent + .
bvom 1n desert tourism. . ;
Guima Anag 1s concerned 3
about the fate of rock art in
the remote desert sites, T
some of which date from #
the late Palacolithic. Savs
Anag. who was recently
appointed to a UNESCO com
mittee  promoting  Saharan
tourism. “many adventure tourists ire
now visiting the south. and they do not
share the same ethics or education as
tourists who come to our historical
sites on the coast | hae hid to
quickly  become both 1 desert
policeman and an expert n pre
histone archaeology. ™ Two vears .
[talian olf road

A

ago. a group of
enthusiasts was found at the border with
a broken petroghph in their possession. “Not professional
thieves. just opportunistic collectors,” notes Anag

ACh NORTIL across i Hlaniapy  a-Hasiga
squeezed up aguinst Mzeris Great Sand Seas s the

jewel ol the desert, the legendary carnan ciy of

Ghadames. or Cyvdamus 1o the Bomans, onginally settled
in prehistoric times near o perennial spring. Now
UNESCO Warld Heritage Site: Ghadames 1s 1 gy psum-
plastered Rubil.s Cube ol interlocking courtvards. bal-
conics rooms, and
curvilincar covered strects. whitewashed to o holliant

PASSageWay s Ny, SL"C{)I‘ILI ston

gleam on the outside and decorated in red crosshateh
motifs—reminiscent ol o Berber bnde's hennaed feet and
hands—on the inside.

But old Chadames is now empty of people. its residents
having moved over the List 20 vears to a modern breeze-
= block town immediately vutside the ancient ciy walls. The
United Nations Development Program (UNDP? has been

Reconstructed Arch of Emperor
Septimius Severus in Lepcis. Its ongi-
nal fnezes. now in Tripali, have been
replaced with replicas. Below, stone
elephant in the Leacis Museum.

working with local master masons and
thewr apprenuces to rebuild what had
crumbled and 10 replumb and rewire
what can be remhabited. Ther aim s 1o
retrofit tradiional mud architecture 1o
the needs ol todn The tusk 1s daunting,
for the towns taditional urban plan ol
Lcuned and narrow streets is not neces
F - sanhy swited to the modern economn.
= Namve son and UNDP consultant
2= [abuir \hmud Ibrabim thinks it can be
“done There 1s no better place to be on 1
115 degree summer doy than in the cen-
ter of old Chadames where it never gets
above 85 he sivs  People sull go there
from the modern town to wait out the
heat And in the desert. that is what has
and alwayvs will drive urban planning—
human comlort.” As Libvas tourism
economy becomes more developed. that
mav 10 Fict become true once ugain
It 15 easy to foresee tocks of west-
ern tounsts coming to Ghadames.
staving in lunky troglodytic B&Bs
with flush toilets, roaming the
three-mile-square old city. devoid
ol motorized traffic. crisscrossed
with spookilv covered streets. and
tHlumimated here and there with
hght wells three stories high. The
oasis dates are said to be the sweet-
est ind plumpest of all the Sahara.
ind 1ts airport 1s soon to reopen.
Once the southernmost limit of
—~ Roman control in the rcgion.
B Chadumes  Like the rest of
Liby.1. 1s no longer destined to
remun the
mans land 1t has been lor the last 20 vears =

irchavological  no

Lotts WeErNER. a Neu York wrniter trarels frequenth to he
Middle Eas: and North \frica He s crateful for the assis-
tance siven hom on this article by lsam Harras at Wings
Travel in Trpoli wimngstravel@yahoo com |

*
TRAVEL ADVISORY

Travel for U.S. citnzens to Libva requires o State
Department waiver (see travel stute gov/libva hunl). but

in reahity. i1s much like that to Cuba: the host countries
withhold the visa stamp [rom A\merican passports. and |
our government generally looks the other waw
Prospective tounsts are advised to seek information
from travel agencies currently doing business there. |
such as Bestway Tours in Burnabyv. Canada (1-800-
663-084+4), www.bestway.com: and Wings Travel.
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