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Abstract
This paper focuses on an illegally excavated and looted Lycian-type sarcophagus of the Classical period that 
was recently investigated by a team of archaeologists, physical anthropologists, and epigraphers. Data produced 
from the archaeological excavation inside and around the sarcophagus demonstrated that it had been in use 
from the Classical to the early Byzantine period. The first phase of use dates to the Classical period. The second 
phase, characterized by an inscription recording ‘Alexandros, son of Philippos’ added to the north long face of 
the sarcophagus, dates to the Hellenistic period and it seems that the sarcophagus with its Hellenistic inscription 
was used until the 4th century AD. The third phase of use covered the 4th to the 7th centuries AD, during the late 
Roman and early Byzantine periods. The last period of use is defined by a nearly 1 m deep fill, in four layers, 
containing 34 burials. This newly discovered sarcophagus of ‘Alexandros, son of Philippos’ casts a fresh light 
on Lycian burial customs and the social status of the deceased.
Keywords: burial customs, Lycia, necropolis, sarcophagus, Tlos.
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The sarcophagus of Alexandros, son of Philippos:  
An important discovery in the Lycian city of Tlos

Taner Korkut and Çilem Uygun

Introduction
The ancient city of Tlos (Fig. 6.1), in the foothills of Mount 
Akdağlar (Kragos) in the Xanthus Valley, in the modern 
village of Yakaköy, approximately 41 km east of Fethiye, was 
one of the major cities of ancient Lycia (Korkut 2013; 2015). 
The large territory of the city apparently extended as far as 
the cities of Xanthus and Pinara to the south, Kadyanda and 
Telmessos to the west, and Araxa and Oinoanda to the north. 
The city was also located on the crossroads of a number of 
routes that connected the coast with the Lycian hinterland.

According to a Greek myth, the name of the city was 
derived from Tloos, who along with Pinaros, Xanthos, and 
Kragos was one of the four sons of Tremilus and Praksidike. 
However, this myth about the origin of the name of the city 
of Tlos is not very clear. It is likely that the name Tlos was 
originally an equivalent of the Lycian word Tlawa, a word 
that has often been linked to the ‘Land of Dalawa’ found 
in the late Bronze Age Hittite sources (Carubba 1993, 13). 
For instance, a Luwian hieroglyph mentioning the land of 

Dlawa has been attested on a Hittite monument at Yalburt 
near Konya in central Anatolia (Poetto 1993, 70–4). Apart 
from references in written sources, there is no explicit 
archaeological evidence from the site to confirm that there 
was a settlement at Tlos in the late Bronze Age, although 
recent excavations in the stadium area near the acropolis 
of the city have begun to yield Iron Age finds and some 
remains possibly of late Bronze Age character. It should, 
however, be noted that settlements of pre-Bronze Age 
character are common within the territory of Tlos (Korkut 
2014, 103–5). Archaeological soundings at the Tavabaşı 
Cave and the Girmeler Cave demonstrate human activity 
dating back to the early Neolithic period (Korkut 2014, 
108–10; 2015, 22–5).

The ancient city of Tlos witnessed its golden age in the 
Classical period in the 5th and 4th centuries BC, when Tlos 
and other Lycian cities were a part of the Persian Achaemenid 
Empire (Bryce 1986). Following his arrival in 333 BC, 
Alexander the Great took control of Tlos and all of Lycia. 
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Fig. 6.1. Tlos. Map showing the location of the town.

After the death of Alexander, Lycia, from the beginning of 
the 3rd century BC, came under the control of the Ptolemaic 
dynasty, in 197 BC passing briefly to the Seleucids. In 168 
BC all of the Lycian cities came together to form the Lycian 
League, in which Tlos was listed as one of the major cities 
with a right to three votes (Korkut and Grosche 2007, 79–81).

During the reign of Emperor Claudius, in AD 43 Lycia 
became part of the Roman Empire. Tlos managed to 
preserve its significance in the Lycian League under Roman 
dominion. According to the Roman milestone in the form of a 
monumental pillar (Stadiasmus Provinciae Lyciae), erected in 
the Lycian capital city of Patara as a dedication to the Roman 
Emperor Claudius, Tlos was accessible by a number of 
different routes during this period (Işık, İşkan-Işık, and Çevik 
1998–1999). The city continued to maintain its importance in 
the early Byzantine period, at which time Tlos is listed among 
the important bishoprics of Lycia. The archaeological remains 
from the city confirm that Tlos maintained this importance 
until the 12th century (Korkut 2015, 42–7). The significance 
of Tlos within the borders of Lycia continued also during 
the Ottoman period (Hellenkemper and Hild 2004, 885–8).

Archaeological excavations, initiated in Tlos in 2005, 
placed special emphasis on the monumental structures located 
in the centre of the city and the areas close to it (Fig. 6.2). 
The excavations at present continue investigating structures 
such as the theatre, the stadium, the great baths, the temple 
of Kronos, the city basilica, and on the acropolis (Korkut 
2015). In addition to these excavations, field surveys have 

also been conducted in the city and its territory from 2005 
(Korkut 2013; 2015). The focus of attention has been the 
pre-Classical and Classical past of the city and its territory.

The sarcophagus, the subject of this paper, was 
identified in an area to the east of the ancient city centre 
of Tlos (Fig. 6.3). The location in which it was found was 
evidently within the necropolis of the city, which had been 
used intensively from the Classical period into the Roman 
era. Although a series of sarcophagi, mausoleums, and a 
chamosorion grave had previously been documented in the 
necropolis, this sarcophagus had not been identified during 
our surveys due to a road employed by modern farmers 
passing over its top. In 2013, during the excavation 
season, an attempt was made to rob this sarcophagus by 
looters who succeeded in opening a hole in one of the 
narrow sides of the lid. This looting activity fortunately 
was noticed before any serious damage had been done 
to the sarcophagus. In consequence, its excavation was 
immediately included in the 2013 excavation program 
after the requested official permission had been obtained. 
The aim was to prevent any further destruction by grave 
robbers and obtain as much information as possible about 
the sarcophagus and its contents.

Carved from local limestone and oriented east/west this 
is a typical Lycian sarcophagus consisting of a rectangular 
coffer body (1.97×0.80×1.37 m) crowned by a gabled lid 
(2.40×1.22×1.40 m) (Fig. 6.4). The lid is preserved almost 
complete except for a small fracture in the ridge beam, 
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Fig. 6.2. Tlos. Aerial view.

while the rectangular coffer has several fractures on its 
north, west, and south sides. Both the interior and exterior 
of the rectangular body of the sarcophagus exhibit quite 
rough craftsmanship, excluding the smoothed northern side 
which carries a Greek inscription: ΑΛΕΞΑ[ΝΔΡ]ΟΥ ΤΟΥ 
ΦΙΛΙΠΠΟΥ carved over three lines (Fig. 6.5). On the lid 
there are in all six bosses for lifting, two on each of the 
long sides, one on each of the short ones. The long sides 
of the lid were also left smooth while the short sides have 
a 10 cm high border at the bottom end. On the short sides 
of the lid, a stylized pillar, in imitation of a wooden beam, 
rises above the bosses.

The excavation of the sarcophagus
In order to obtain as much information as possible about this 
sarcophagus, both the interior and its external surroundings 
were excavated. Four burial layers were identified (−60/−80, 
−80/−85, −85/−95, and −95/−110 cm) within the rectangular 
coffer of the sarcophagus, which contained an approximately 
1 m thick fill (Fig. 6.6). The top, or first and latest surviving 
layer produced the skeletons of three individuals, the second 
layer contained only one skeleton, the third layer produced 
the skeletons of 11 individuals, and the bottom fourth layer 
contained the skeletons of further 19 individuals, in total 34 
individuals. The skull (KF-3) found and drawn in the first 
layer originally belongs to the second layer. According to the 
bone fractures from the first layer the third individual (F-1) is 

a foetus; the skull of it is shattered. The skulls of the foetus 
(F-2) found in the third layer and the two infants found in the 
fourth layer (I-1-2) are also shattered. The two adult individuals 
identified in the first layer had rubble stones placed under their 
heads to serve as pillows (Fig. 6.7). The two parallel lying 
skeletons, facing in opposite directions, have their arms bent at 
the elbows and placed on the abdominal cavity. Furthermore, 
skeleton 2 (KF-2) was intentionally placed in the space formed 
by the opening of the legs of skeleton 1 (KF-1), which could 
imply that these individuals, defined as middle adults, were 
buried simultaneously. The heads of the deceased in the first 
and the second layers were all placed in the west. In the next 
layer down one head appears in the east, the others in the 
west end, while in the bottom layer the heads were divided 
between both ends of the sarcophagus, though most of them 
in the west. The heads in the two lowest layers appear not to 
be in their original position but may have been repositioned 
in clusters as the result of some cleaning up of older burials 
to make space for new ones.

The osteological standards set by Buikstra and 
Ubelaker (1994) are adopted here in order to determine 
the age and the gender of the individuals buried in the 
sarcophagus. The age of the individual is divided into seven 
different age groups: foetal (prenatal), infant (0–3 years),  
child (3–12 years), adolescent (12–20 years), young 
adult (20–35 years), middle adult (35–50 years), and 
old adult (50+ years). In the first table below cases of 
uncertain allocation are signalled by a question mark (?). 
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Fig. 6.4. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus (north side), carved 
from local limestone, at the end of excavations.

Fig. 6.5. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Drawing of the sarcophagus with inscription (north and west sides).

The data recording the gender, age group and level of the 
34 individuals found in this sarcophagus are shown in  
Table 6.1, while the numbers in the age groups and gender 
of the individuals are shown in Table 6.2.

During the excavations conducted on the north side of 
the sarcophagus several bone fragments representing a 
skull, chin, and finger, together with several fragments of 

pottery were identified at the −50 cm level and below. These 
bone fragments fall into the category of infant, child, and 
middle adults, although they do not show any anatomical 
articulation. The find levels and the characteristics of the 
bones found outside the sarcophagus itself are listed below:

−50/−75: mandibles, some cranial bones, and some 
phalanges belonging to one child and a middle adult?

−60/−75: bones from a body belonging to one middle 
adult and one infant.
−65/−75: some cranial bones, phalanges and vertebral 
bones, as well as some animal bones.
−75/−115: some bone parts belonging to the infant 
found at a depth of −60/−75 cm, various bones and 
bone parts, in addition to animal bones.
−115/−140: body bones.
−140/−145: body bones and a tooth.

Evaluation of the archaeological finds
Most of the archaeological finds recovered from the inside 
of the sarcophagus consisted mainly of body shards of pots. 
The first of three diagnostic pottery fragments came to light 
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Fig. 6.7. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. The first, top layer 
with three skeletons.

in the first layer, a black glazed kylix base datable to the 
Classical period (Fig. 6.8, no. 1). The second diagnostic 
fragment (Fig. 6.8, no. 2) came from the fourth, lowest 
layer, the body of a Hellenistic pot employed as a pillow 
for the child (KF-19). The third diagnostic example was a 
base of a jug (Fig. 6.8, no. 3), likewise from the first layer. 
In addition to the pottery, objects including glass, bronze, 
and iron were also found (Fig. 6.9). It is not possible to 
determine the original form of the glass fragments (Fig. 
6.9, no. 1). Glass beads are of a wide variety of forms 
and colours; the round beads, embellished with glass frit 
in light or dark contrasting coloured layers, date from 
the 1st to the 3rd century AD (Fig. 6.9, no. 2). The same 
chronology is valid for the cylindrical and oval beads. 
Bracelets of iron and bronze with round sections were 
identified, as well as a spiral-shaped bronze ring (Fig. 6.9, 
no. 3). These metal finds also date to the period between 
the 1st and 3rd centuries AD.

The excavations conducted outside the sarcophagus 
provided more material than from its inside. The area in 
front of the inscribed northern flank of the sarcophagus, 
in particular, yielded diagnostic examples for dating. The 
pottery fragments recovered together with human bones 
near the sarcophagus range over a long period, from the 4th 
century BC to the 7th century AD. The earliest examples 
are black glazed body shards, followed by fragments 
of Hellenistic unguentaria (Fig. 6.8, no. 4), lagynoi 
(Fig. 6.8, no. 5), pots (Fig. 6.8, no. 6), cups (Fig. 6.10,  
no. 1), and skyphoi (Fig. 6.10, no. 2) datable from the 3rd 
to the 2nd century BC. A ring-stone depicting Heracles 
(Fig. 6.11), together with the Alexandros inscription, are 
both related directly to the use of the sarcophagus. On 
this ring, which features a black-and-white-veined onyx 

Fig. 6.6. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Burial layers.

stone, is a bust of Heracles wearing a wreath with his 
head slightly turned to his right. Both the position and 
physiognomy of the face are similar to the depiction 
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Table 6.1. The gender, age, and excavation level of the skeletons found in the sarcophagus.
Individual Sex Age Group Ground Level (cm)
1 (KF-1) Male Middle adult −60/−80
2 (KF-2) Female Old adult −60/−80
3 (F-1) Unidentified Foetal −70/−80
4 (KF-3; İ-1) Male Middle adult −80/−85
5 (KF-4) Female Old adult −85/−95
6 (KF-5) Female Child −85/−95
7 (KF-6) Male Young adult −85/−95
8 (KF-7) Male Middle adult −85/−95
9 (KF-8) Female? Adolescent −85/−95
10 (KF-9) Male Middle adult −85/−95
11 (KF-10) Unidentified Young adult −85/−95
12 (KF-11) Female Middle adult −85/−95
13 (KF-12) Male? Middle adult −85/−95
14 (KF-13) Unidentified Child −85/−95
15 (F-2) Unidentified Foetal −85/−95
16 (KF-14) Female? Young adult −95/−105
17 (KF-15) Male Middle adult −95/−105
18 (KF-16) Unidentified Child −95/−105
19 (KF-17) Male Young adult −95/−105
20 (KF-18) Male Middle adult −95/−105
21 (I-1) Unidentified Infant −95/−105
22 (I-2) Unidentified Infant −105/−110
23 (KF-19) Unidentified Child −105/−110
24 (KF-20) Male Young adult −105/−110
25 (KF-21) Male Adolescent −105/−110
26 (KF-22) Male Young adult −105/−110
27 (KF-23) Male Middle adult? −105/−110
28 (KF-24) Male Middle adult? −105/−110
29 (KF-25) Male Middle adult −105/−110
30 (KF-26) Unidentified Child −105/−110
31 (KF-27) Unidentified Child −105/−110
32 (KF-28) Female Young adult −105/−110
33 (KF-29) Female Old adult −105/−110
34 (KF-30) Female Unidentified −105/−110

Table 6.2. The age and gender distribution of skeletons found inside the sarcophagus.
Sex Age Group (years)

Foetal 
(<birth)

Infant  
(–3)

Child 
(3–12)

Adolescent 
(12–20)

Young adult 
(20–35)

Middle adult 
(35–50)

Old adult 
(50+)

Unidentified

Male/Male? 1 4 10
Female/Female? 1 1 2 1 3 1
Unidentified 2 2 5 1
Total 2 2 6 2 7 11 3 1
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Fig. 6.8. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Pottery from inside and outside the sarcophagus.

of Heracles by Lysippos. The deeply shaped eyes, the 
plasticity, the highlighted hair and beard, and other art/
craft refinements, all suggest a date of the ring-stone to 
the beginning of the Hellenistic period.

The use of the sarcophagus during the Roman period 
is attested by the presence in the excavations of fragments 
of pottery and blown glass datable from the 1st to the 4th 
century AD. Open-mouthed bowls and plates with ring 
bases of a utilitarian character (Fig. 6.10, no. 3), a bowl 
imitating terra sigillata wares (Fig. 6.10, no. 4), unguentaria  
(Fig. 6.10, no. 5) and straight-rimmed glass cups (Fig. 6.10, 
no. 6; Fig. 6.12, no. 1) can all be dated to the 1st and the 
3rd century AD, while the plates with roulette decoration, 
late Roman terra sigillata C and D groups (Fig. 6.12,  
nos. 2–3), are all from the 4th century AD.

The latest use of the sarcophagus is documented by 
late Roman and early Byzantine glass and pottery ranging 
in date from the 5th to the 7th century AD. The pottery 
includes pithoi with rims with relief decorations such as 
bead and incised and grooved wavy lines (Fig. 6.12, no. 
4) and by cooking pots with flaring rims and bulbous 
bodies (Fig. 6.12, nos. 5–6). A coin from the reign of the 
Emperor Heraclius (622–623 AD) seems to confirm that 
the sarcophagus was still in use in the 7th century AD 
(Fig. 6.13).

The inscription
The inscription carved on the northern face of the 
sarcophagus reads: Ἀλεξά[νδρ]ου τοῦ Φιλίππου [(The tomb) 
of Alexandros, son of Philippos].
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The names Philippos and Alexandros are very common 
in the historical records. At first glance, the names recall 
Alexander the Great and his father. Alexander the Great 
is rarely called by his personal name in inscriptions or 
in the Greek sources, where he most often is recorded as 
‘Alexandros Basileus’ or ‘Alexander Magnus/Alexandros 
Makros’. For this reason, the inscription must be related to a 
family employing the names ‘Alexander’ and ‘Philip’. For the 
interpretation and the dating of this inscription, some specific 
factors, such as palaeographic features and syntactic structure, 
have to be considered. Starting with the palaeographic 
features, the height of the letters in the inscription is 12 cm. 
This is quite unusual for an inscription, especially for an 
inscription on a sarcophagus. Such large letters often appear 
on architecture during the Roman period. However, writing in 
large letters on a stone monument is not peculiar to any period. 
The height of the letter may change according to the form 
and size of the monument and at the commissioner’s request. 
Hence, there are some inscriptions containing large letters on 
the monuments of the Hellenistic period, especially in the 

Fig. 6.9. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Glass, bronze and iron 
objects from inside the sarcophagus.

2nd century BC and later. Furthermore, some special letters 
used in the inscription are peculiar to the Hellenistic period,  
i.e. Α, Ξ and Π. The letter ‘Π’, for example, that is ‘pi’, was 
written in two ways. The first ‘pi’ is the typical Classical and 
Hellenistic letter form in which the second leg of the letter is 
left short in mid-air. The other ‘pi’ has a shape which became 
standardized in the Roman Imperial period, when both legs 
of the letter were of equal length. The present type of ‘pi’ 
are transition letters found in 1st-century BC inscriptions.

In addition to these palaeographic features, the syntactic 
structure of the inscription forms a dating criterion. Indicating 
the patronymic, the father’s name, with the masculine genitive 
article (TOY), is a characteristic of Classical period standard 
inscriptions. For most of the Hellenistic period, the father’s 
name was written with this article. During the Roman Imperial 
period, this article was used not for the father’s name, but for 
the grandfather’s. It is not possible to say that this inscription 
belongs to the Roman Imperial period due to this. However, 
there remains the possibility that this might be a clerical error 
and there should have been a KAI conjunctive after the TOY 
genitive article showing the father’s name. However, there is 
no trace of writing in the second line of the inscription. If this 
conjunctive had been used, the translation would have been: 
‘Alexandros’, also known as Philippos’ (tomb)’. However, 
there is no evidence to show that it should be read in this 
way. All of the second line was left blank as would have been 
suitable for the writing of the TOY article. The inscription 
might have been added to the sarcophagus in the 3rd century 
BC based on this grammatical characteristic. There is the 
opportunity of evaluating the social status and personal name 
recorded in the inscription. Firstly, the names Alexandros and 
Philippos were very popular as Alexander the Great and his 
father Philip were historically important figures. During the 
Roman period there was a restriction on the use of ‘tribu’ 
and ‘gentilicia’ names. However, the use of ‘gentilicia’ names 
was allowed by the emperor and everyone had the right to 
use them, such as the name Aurelius. However, there was 
a restriction placed on the use of the name of Alexander. 
In contrast, he gave his own name to many cities. He was 
pleased that his name was given to monuments and buildings 
and the name Alexandros has been used from Alexander the 
Great until today by everyone.

The name Alexandros is not common in the Lycian 
region, so far only 23 individuals with this name have been 
registered, all from the Roman period. Until the discovery of 
this inscription at Tlos, no earlier use of the name Alexandros 
had been documented. Lycians spoke the Lycian language and 
gave themselves local names. Very few people gave Greek 
names to their sons, probably because the Greeks had little 
influence on their culture, but in the Hellenistic and later 
periods mixed families occur giving a much more varied 
picture in the use of personal names, especially in the Roman 
period when important changes happened to the Lycian 
culture. At that time, in addition to the local names, people 
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is an exception, not only in the inscriptions from Lycia and 
Anatolia, but for other Greek inscriptions elsewhere. This 
name serial is only present on the oracle inscriptions at Delphi. 
At CID (Corpus des inscriptions de Delphes) IV 117, there 
is a record of ‘Alexandros, son of Philippos’ in an inscription 
dated to 117 BC. Except for this example, no other matching 
name serials exist. The question remains, what was the reason 
for this exception. Did it result from admiration and special 
respect for Alexander the Great and his family? It is reasonable 
to expect that the grave owner’s family may have expressed 
such admiration. A person with the name of Philippos might 
well have given the name of Alexandros to his son due to 
admiration for Alexander the Great. Such a family tree might 
not have been acceptable to the local population, but it was 
perhaps possible for a family which moved to Tlos from the 
West. As a result, it is reasonable to argue that the use of this 
name by the owner of the grave might not have been a casual 
incident. The use of the name seems to indicate that he was 
not only a person of importance in Tlos, but possibly in all 
Lycia in terms of social status.

Multiple uses of the sarcophagus
From the evaluation of the finds recovered from inside 
and outside the sarcophagus it can be concluded there 
were three phases of use of this sarcophagus. The first can 
be dated to the late Classical period with reference to the 
typology of the sarcophagus itself, with its gable-roofed 
lid typical for this period; the black glazed potshard found 
inside supports this date. The second phase of use dates 
to the Hellenistic period, when the inscription was added 
to its northern side: ‘Alexandros, son of Philippos’. Both 
the ceramic finds and the ring-stone depicting Heracles 
date from the 3rd/2nd century BC. The grave probably 
continued to be used by the same family until the 4th 
century AD, when, as our excavations could testify, the 
sarcophagus was robbed and emptied.

According to the finds the third and final phase of use 
dates from the 4th to the 7th century AD, but it has not 
been possible to establish for how long the sarcophagus 
was abandoned between the second and third phases. The 
burials of this late phase were all unfurnished. While 
the skeletons of the lower layers in this last phase of 
the sarcophagus were much disturbed, the anatomical 
articulation of the skeletons in the latest, top burial layer 
was not destroyed; a Hellenistic pot and bricks from 
the hypocaust system of the Roman baths (abandoned 
in the 3rd century AD) were reused as supports for the 
heads of the deceased. This reuse of the bricks is another 
confirmation of the late date of the burials.

As a result, the excavation undertaken in and around this 
sarcophagus shows that the original Classical sarcophagus was 
reused first sometime in the Hellenistic period and then again 
in the early Byzantine period as a family burial (Fig. 6.14). 

Fig. 6.10. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Pottery and glass 
from outside the sarcophagus.

Fig. 6.11. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Ring-stone depicting 
Heracles.

gave names such as Claudius, Aurelius, Marcius, Valerius, 
etc., which is why the name Alexandros is found frequently 
in the Roman period.

‘Alexandros, son of Philippos’ would fall within the normal 
range of names under normal conditions. However, this name 
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Fig. 6.13. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Coin from the reign of Emperor Heraclius.

Fig. 6.12. Tlos. The Alexandros sarcophagus. Glass and pottery from outside the sarcophagus.

During the early Christian period the old city centre of Tlos 
was abandoned and a new city centre was established on the 
southern side of the acropolis. This new area was surrounded 
by a ‘city wall’ starting from the foot of the acropolis (see  
Fig. 6.3). However, the residential area extended beyond the 
city walls during the mid-Byzantine period. For the early 
Byzantine period in the city planning of Tlos therefore, 
the use of this area as a necropolis is unusual. It is clear 
that the sarcophagus found at the edge of the city was used 

as a necropolis throughout the Classical, Hellenistic, and 
Roman periods. Nevertheless, no archaeological remains 
representing the Byzantine period have so far been identified 
in this area. This is because the settlement was moved to 
the southern slope of the acropolis of Tlos in the early 
Byzantine period. As is understood from the name of 
the owner of the burial, the members of this family were 
ordinary people, even if once of some possible importance. 
Although it is not certain, the possibility that there was 
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another settlement area on the eastern side of the city centre  
in the early Byzantine period, should not be excluded. It is 
hoped that future research will illuminate this issue.
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