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To Excavate or not? Case of Discovery of an 
Early Christian Baptistery and Church at Ulpiana, 
Kosovo

One of the best methods to obtain information about the past is to excavate a site or a settle-
ment using scientific methods. Ancient sources may provide vital information only if they are 
unbiased. Writers of these sources are generally geographers, pilgrims, merchants, captains 
etc. A certain event may be interesting for one, but it can be totally neglected by others. For 
this reason archaeologists and art historians have to approach them with caution. 

As any operation may cause unknown and unexpected side effects, the same applies to 
excavations as well. Frescoes or mosaics, which were conserved under ground for several cen-
turies, once exposed to the air might become irreversibly damaged. One of the best known 
examples of such damage is the case of Çatalhöyük. During the excavations of the 1960s, upon 
discovering wall paintings, the head of excavation team decided not to dig any further since 
there was no availiable technology to preserve them. Alas, it is not the case most of the time. 
Excavators with different expectations may or can not sacrifice. The dilemma in this case is to 
decide whether to continue excavating or not. This article intends to set an example for Early 
Christian archaeology in this context.

Subject of the article, ancient city of Ulpiana is 12 km from the city centre of Pristina, cap-
ital city of Kosovo, and 2 km from the nearby town Gračanica.

Upon the arrival of Romans, this region became a new province named Moesia after Mo-
esi’s. This newly established province was divided into two — Moesia Superior and Moesia 
Inferior prior to 86 A.D. [26, p. 68]. Ulpiana was within the boundaries of Moesia Superior. 
Later, this region was named Dardania and it became a Roman province. For this incident 
reigns of Aurelian, Diocletian and Justinian I were suggested [20,  pp.  196–197]. But most 
favoured view is the reign of Diocletian [35, pp. 1386–1387].

The location of the ancient city of Ulpiana was unknown, but the consensus was that it 
is the modern township of Lipjan. The site of Ulpiana was discovered in the first quarter 
of the 20th  century [2,  p.  272]. Archaeological excavations commenced in  1953 continued 
with intervals in the following decades. Basing on pottery analysis, it has been proved that 
Ulpiana was settled in the 1st century A.D. by Romans, although the name of the settlement 
remained unknown [11, p. 31]. The site was believed to be settled prior to the Roman arrival. 
During first years of archaeological excavations it was claimed to be a Prehistoric settlement 
[3, p. 376]. There were some small objects found on the site, which led us to such conclusion. 
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But those objects are to be approached with caution, since they could have been carried away 
by nature or brought in by human activities. One of the most important factors for the site of 
Ulpiana are the mines which were exploited as early as Prehistoric period. The region was well 
known for its silver and gold mines during Roman period [14, p. 128]. During the excavations 
of the 1980s, the discovery of urns from the late Bronze age (Brjnica culture, 1350–950 B.C.) 
indicated the earliest settlements of Ulpiana [7, p. 67].

There is no information about the boundaries of the city. Close to the northern cemetery, at 
its south, some houses dating 3rd–4th centuries were unearthed [12, p. 267]. This could be taken 
as an indication of the city limits. Since no city walls were found, it was suggested that it was a 
settlement without city walls [20, p. 97]. The city walls were constructed in the 4th century and 
constantly maintained until the 6th [31, pp. 63–65]. Approximately 100 metres east of city, a few 
small portions of another wall were discovered. This was taken as a proof of a new settlement. 
According to this theory, the city of Ulpiana shrank and instead of continuing to settle at its origi-
nal place a new site, which is smaller and at the east of the former one, was established [10, p. 44]. 
Existence of these walls was known as early as 1926 [2, pp. 269–272]. They were considered to be 
part of a military installation. To confirm this theory, several soundings were made which proved 
that these were defensive walls with towers probably belonging to a military campus [1, p. 86]. 

The first record of the name of Ulpiana in ancient sources dates to the beginning of the 2nd cen-
tury A.D. in Ptolemaios. It was mentioned along with Scupi, Naissus and Arribantium [29, III.5]. 
Ulpiana was founded by the emperor Marcus Ulpius Traianus (98–117 A.D.) and named after 
him. It is generally considered that Ulpiana was given the status of municipum either at its foun-
dation [25, p. 164] or soon afterwards, in the 2nd century A.D. [28, no. 1686]. Until the 5th century, 
there was no record of Ulpiana in any sources. Most likely, it was damaged by the invasions of 
Huns [32, p. 241] and Goths in the middle of the 5th century A.D. [27, pp. 285–286].

Although it was not included in the list of 24 cities [6] damaged by the earthquake of 517/518, 
Ulpiana also must have been affected. After that earthquake, the city walls, much damaged and 
idle, were brought down by Justinian I (527–565). There were no city walls before the 4th centu-
ry, and upon its construction, a constant maintenance was needed until their reconstruction in 
the 6th century [31, pp. 63–65]. Justinian I beatufied the city and refounded it under the name 
of Iustiniana Secunda [9, IV.1.28–30]. It was suggested that after the invasion of the Slavs in 618 
Ulpiana was uninhabited [31, pp. 57–58; 11, pp. 7–9]. This date has to be questioned since there 
is evidence of a continuing usage of some buildings such as northern church.

When the city fell into ruins, the materials were reused by the locals for construction activ-
ities. It is most visible through the monastic church of Gračanica, where epitaphs were used 
in lower parts of the walls.

Archaeological excavations began in 1953 but yielded enormous results until 1959. Several 
sites were dug out including three cemeteries, parts of the city walls and the northern gate, a 
large church near the gate, another church near the northern cemetery, a stylobate of a Ro-
man temple, and walls of a Roman military camp east of the city. A Roman villa along with 
the rest of the city walls and towers were discovered during the excavations of the 1980s and 
1990s. In the 2000s, French [17, pp. 449–458] and German teams [1, pp. 82–88] together with 
Kosovar Albanian historians and archaeologists performed some geo-physical surveys and 
excavations at different locations.
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Christianity began to flourish in the Balkans as early as the 1st century A.D. Its spread was 
most probably caused by soldiers. Ulpiana was no exception. The first mention of christians 
in Ulpiana is by means of martyrdom of twin brothers, Sts. Florus and Laurus. The brothers 
were from Constantinople and worked on pagan temple construction in Ulpiana. Upon per-
forming a medical miracle, their christian identity was deciphred and they were dumped into 
a very deep well and martyred in the 2nd century A.D. [8, p. 345]. Their skulls were kept in 
Constantinople at least until the 14th–15th centuries [23, pp. 42, 152, 162, 186, 290, 293]. This 
information was provided by Russian pilgrims who visited Constantinople. It is interesting to 
note that cult of Sts. Florus and Laurus spread very rapidly afterwards in Russia. They were 
known to be healers of horses [18, p. 209]

Clergy members from Dardania and Macedonia were mentioned in the sources starting 
the 4th century. For example, bishops Machedonius and Paul who participated in the council 
of Serdica in 343 and synod of Constantinople of 553 respectively [15, p. 41; 36, pp. 156–163]. 
Another important name from Ulpiana is Gregentius. According to tradition, Gregentius of 
Ulpiana was sent to Ethiopia and Yemen during the reign of Justin (518–527) to ease problems 
among different christian groups [27, LVI.285–286].

Ulpiana, most probably was a bishopric before the invasions of Goths in the second half of 
the 4th century [27, LVI.285–286].

Until the year 545, Ulpiana was known as the Metropolis of Dardania. After that date, in 
order to ease the rivalry between Serdica and Iustiniana Prima, this title was given to the latter 
[33, pp. 279–280].

Christianity must have been accepted widely in Ulpiana. Numerous christian buildings 
might be taken as proof of it. There were at least four Early Christian structures in the 
city based on our current knowledge. Two of them, namely the church near Northern 
gate and the church on the Northern cemetery where discovered and excavated between 
1956–1959 [34, p. 326]. Basing on the presumable connection with the historical martyrs 
of the city, the first church was named the “church of martyrs”. It is a tripartite basilical 
church with narthex. According to the excavators, the church had five construction phas-
es. The oldest phase had floor mosaics [4, p. 325]. That church was dated to the 6th century 
[34, p. 326]. Although there was a record about the floor mosaics in the church, neither 
photos, nor drawings of it have been published.

Outside the church, parallel to its southern wall, there were three column bases were found 
in situ. Although it did not attract much attention of the excavators, it was an important find. 
This clearly indicates a parekklesion. The existence of parekklesia has been known from the 
4th–5th centuries. It can be found on several plans [21, p. 1587]. Parekklesia, especially during 
the middle Byzantine period (843–1204), became widespread. It was found in pairs, mostly 
parallel to southern and northern walls of the structure terminating with an apse [5, p. 245]. 
Due to location of column bases, it is clear that parekklesion, at least on the southern side, was 
there for as long as the southern wall of the church existed. Since these kinds of parekklesia 
were common in the middle Byzantine period, it may be suggested that parekklesion was 
added long after church had been built. If that was the case, the church and the city appeared 
much later than it would be suggested; maybe as late as the 10th century, when Dardania was 
believed to be Slavicized [24, p. 190].
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The church on the Northern cemetery was built on top of graves which were dated to the 
4th century, whereas the church itself was dated to the 6th [37, p. 326]. That was a church ending 
with one apse on the east. There are two chambers at southern and northern parts of narthex. 
They were there either because it was a church with side aisles, or because these sections were 
added to a single naved building.

Entrance from the narthex to the nave was possible by means of an opening with a two-col-
umned door, of which column bases were found in situ. In front of this door, there was a floor 
mosaic with geometrical patterns and dedicatory inscription in Latin. It was dated to the first 
half of the 4th century. In later years of excavation, there is no mention about this mosaic, and 
hence it could be taken that it has’t been preserved.

This church is located outside the city walls at the moment. The city walls were built in the 
4th century and constantly repaired until the 6th century A.D. [31, pp. 63–65]. Although the 
church was dated to the 6th century, it was most probably built in the 4th, when there were no 
city walls at all.

***
In 2012, the first Turkish archaeological excavation in Europe began under my direction. 

The location was chosen based on a survey and archive work. The excavation site is located 
approximately in the middle of the city. During the 2012 excavation season, five niches and a 
baptismal basin in the form of a cross made of reused bricks, were unearthed. In the following 
year, three more niches were uncovered and an octogonal baptistery was unearthed. The wid-
est point of the baptistery is approximately 13 metres. A long wall in the direction of south-
north was discovered next to the western entrance. Outside this wall, towards the west, a small 
hypocaust was found. Inside the baptistery, in front of the western entrance, the floor was 
paved with lime. Approximately two meters away, several large blocks of stone and a water ca-
nal were discovered. These were taken as a sign of a pre-baptistery settlement. Probably, there 
was a Roman house on the same spot. Between southern and northern parts of the baptistery, 
there is an inclination. The difference in height is 0.4 metre. This is clearly an indication of an 
earthquake. It could be the one that happened on August 28th, 358 A.D., with the epicentre in 
Nicomedia; the one that destructed large parts of Macedonia [16, pp. 255–259].

Next to the baptistery, there are burials of one female and one male laying in the direction 
of east-west. Both deceased were in their twenties. According to the carbon 14 tests made by 
Hungarian Atomic Institute, they were buried in the 5th – 6th century. Despite the ban of burial 
within and in the vicinity of the baptisteries by the council of Auxerre in 578, it may have been 
disregarded since it was a local council [19, p. 281]. Since there was one baptistery as a norm 
in Early Christian period [13, p. 208], our focus shifted to locate the main church of the city. 
Approximately 5 metres north of baptistery, the two parallel walls in the direction of east-west 
were discovered. As excavation continued it was clarified that the walls belonged to the main 
church of the city. 

The two-phased church with the dimensions of 20 x 40 metres was unearthed (Ill. 18). This 
was a church in the form of a basilica. There were two side aisles and a nave which ended 
with a single apse in the east. There was no atrium. The first church, built in the mid 4th cen-
tury A.D., was destroyed due to an earthquake. Probably at the end of the 4th or beginning 
of the 5th century, another church was built on the same spot. Basing on this information, a 
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probable image of the baptistery and church was made (Ill. 19). The 5th century church was 
narrowed on the northern and southern sides, approximately 1 metre on each side. During 
the 2015 excavation season, a very intriguing discovery was made. There were five skeletons 
laid on the southern wall of the first church. Two of the skeletons, both of which are female, 
were in better condition. Based on the anthropological analysis made on the spot, it was deter-
mined that one of the females was in her twenties, whereas the second one was in her forties. 
Most probably, these skeletons belong to the people who died in the church during the earth-
quake and were buried as a sign of respect and privilege. 

The entrance to the church is possible by means of the three doors in the west which lead 
into the narthex. The passage to the nave was possible by means of yet another set of three 
doors. The central one was the most damaged one. Most probably, it had two-column arrange-
ment. Southern entrance is in better condition. On its floor there is a reused white marble slab. 
A hole in this slab indicates the position of the door. One metre away on the southern wall, 
there is another marble slab with a hole which also proves that there was a door there as well.

The nave was separated from the side aisles by columns. Underneath these columns, there 
were large stone slabs whose traces could still be observed. The nave ends with an apse in the 
east. The templon before the apse was approximately 0.4 metre high and stood on stone pieces. 
There are traces of a synthronon of the first church in the apse.

Due to its location, size and its lavish decoration with mosaics, the church we have discov-
ered is the main church of the city. The damage of the 6th century earthquake was disastrous. 
Its impact can still be seen in the nave. There are holes in the ground deeper than 1 metre. 
Due to the high cost and difficulties in using the same site for re-erection of the church, a new 
one was constructed which was most probably the one near northern gates. All the material 
available was taken from the main church and reused in the new one. No inscription concern-
ing its dedication was ever found. Since it was the main church of the city, it would be safe to 
assume that it was dedicated to Sts. Florus and Laurus. This church was decorated with floor 
mosaics discovered in 2013. Except for two birds in the southern nave, all of the mosaics have 
geometrical patterns. There are also 22 dedicatory inscriptions with names of donors in Latin. 
The longest inscription is in the middle of the narthex by the main entrance. This inscription 
survived partially. The term “comes” in inscription is interesting. This word was used as a 
term of nobility in late antiquity. In the meantime, it meant “the governor and commander 
of the army”. Considering the importance of the army in the area and the fact that there is a 
military camp in the vicinity, this might have been a dedication to the army commander of the 
city. Other than this, most of the mosaics are in northern and southern aisles. There are very 
small fragmentary pieces of mosaics in the nave. The best preserved mosaics were found in 
the southern end of the narthex. When the second church was under construction, the floor 
mosaics were laid with mortar in most of the floors except for the area in front of the tem-
plon which was paved with bricks. Probably, due to the lack of finance and expertise, the new 
mosaics were never made and the old ones were never restored. The most important pattern 
of the mosaics is the cross (Ill. 20). It can be used as an important criterion for dating. Since 
the depiction of cross on the floor was banned by Theodosius II in 427, it provides terminus 
post quem [22, I.8.1]. Mosaics with crosses were located mostly in the northern aisle except 
for a small portion in the southern aisle.
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One of the most important criteria for dating of structures is coins. All the coins found 
at the site, except for one silver, were made of copper and bronze. The oldest one is from the 
reign of Geta (209–211 Α.D.) and the newest is from the reign of Justin (518–527). Approxi-
mately 90 % of the legible coins  dated to the 4th century.

Upon excavating Ulpiana between 2012–2015, an Early Christian baptistery and a church 
were discovered. This was the biggest discovery since the excavations began in 1954. By un-
earthing these structures a light was shed on regional history and Early Christianity. Great 
discoveries of early excavations of the 1950s lost some of their spectacular details such as mo-
saics, original plasters and walls. Heavy handed restoration with the use of concrete in the past 
caused even more destruction. There was a similar case with the site we have been excavating. 
The negligence of security and the lack of basic protection against elements caused partial de-
struction of walls and mosaics. When I was officially invited to Kosovo, my aim was to teach 
methods of excavation and recording techniques with the help of modern technology. Our 
part of job has been done and now, hopefully, the local authorities will do their part, name-
ly preservation, conservation and later presentation of the finds. Otherwise, what we have 
brought out to light will not do any good. In that case, was it really necessary to excavate it?
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Ill. 18. Aerial photograph of the church. Ulpiana, Kosovo. 
Photo by Η. Çetinkaya

Ill. 19. Probable look of church and baptistery. Ulpiana, 
Kosovo. Author: T. Öner

Ill.  20. Mosaics with crosses. Ulpiana, Kosovo.  
Photo by Η. Çetinkaya

Ill. 21. Swinging 
thurible, circular  
in shape, discovered 
in the church  
at Horbat Bata-
Carmiel in the 
Galilee. 6th c.

Ill. 22. Swinging 
thurible, hexagonal 
in shape, held by 
the paramonarius 
Theodoros. Mosaic 
floor of the Church 
of Saint Cosmas and 
Damianus, Jerash. 
6th c.

Ill. 23. St. Stephen swinging a thurible without a lid. Wall 
painting from the Transfiguration Church at Kovalevo. 
1380. Novgorod Museum


