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A Mediterranean 
melting pot
During the Dark Ages on the island of 
Mallorca, culture and religion clashed 
between the fading Pagans of Rome and the 
Byzantine and Vandal Christians. Antoni 
Puig and Mike Elkin examine evidence 
from excavations at the Byzantine church of 
Son Peretó to reveal how the new religion 
developed on the fringes of an empire. 
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T
he Byzantine Empire – the 
eastern Roman Empire based in 
Constantinople, modern Istanbul – 
considered the Balearics at one time 
its western-most edge. A case could 

be made that today’s mix of holiday-seekers, 
foreign pensioners and local Mallorcans is not 
unlike the crossover of societies that defined 
the Balearic Islands throughout history: the 
indigenous Talaoitics, Phoenicians, Romans, 
Vandals, Christians, Pagans, Jews, Muslims, 
traders, clergy, and pirates. Slightly larger than 
Cornwall, Mallorca brimmed, often violently, 
with diversity.      

The current excavation at the Byzantine church 
and settlement of Son Peretó is still in its infancy, 
but it has already uncovered clues to early Chris-
tian rites. The burials found have provided infor-
mation on the people who lived there during the 
5th to 7th centuries – a little known part of the 
island’s history. Meanwhile, the restoration phase 
of the project has preserved the previously exca-
vated foundations, protecting the exposed struc-
tures from deterioration and collapse, thereby 
allowing visitors to explore the ruins. 

The archaeological site of Son Peretó is located 
in a field just off the road that connects the city 
of Manacor to the town of Sant Llorenç des 
Cardassar. Excavations began in 1912 by Joan 
Aguiló, and subsequent excavations took place 
in 1967 by the University of Barcelona (focusing 
on the baptismal fonts and the mosaic floors). 
Archaeologists in the early 1980s uncovered the 
majority of the structures that the current team, 
sponsored by local authorities and the Manacor 
museum, began re-excavating and restoring in 
2004. Until recently, Son Peretó had become over-
grown and somewhat forgotten. 

The site’s central feature, the basilica-shaped 
church, is 21m long and 14m wide, with three 
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naves, previously separated by rows of columns 
to support the ceiling. Sporting an east–west 
orientation, the foundations show there was an 
apse and a monolithic altar with a niche below, 
likely for holy relics. A chorus is visible from the 
marks left in the stone floor of the central nave. 
In 2009, archaeologists found a washing basin 
thought to have cleansed churchgoers’ feet before 
certain ceremonies, next to the baptismal font – 
uncovered during the 1967 excavations – that had 
been restored the previous year. While this is not 
uncommon for this type of church, it is the first 
such example found on Mallorca. 

Before the current excavations, archaeologists 
had not been able to date all of the structures with 
precision. In 2005, however, diggers discovered 
pottery sherds in the foundations of the walls 
adjacent to the baptistery. These dated the area to, 
at the earliest, between the years 500 and 525. In 
general, the pottery found dates to between the 
5th and 7th centuries, although archaeologists 
have identified Roman and Islamic sherds as well. 
Further study concluded that part of the floor 
mosaics were laid in the middle of the 6th century 
(see box on p.36). Piecing together a chronology 
of the various buildings and areas is another of 
the objectives for the coming years. While the 
evidence so far suggests the basilica was built in 
the late 5th century, other areas of the settlement 
could have been inhabited by previous cultures.

The crew uncovered 30 tombs containing about 
20 people around the baptistery in accordance 
with the tradition of wanting to be buried as 
close as possible to the most sacred places. Ten 
of the tombs had been looted completely and 
filled in with dirt, and none of the burials held 
grave goods (except for one small jar). Most of 
the deceased were male and female adults, but 
also some children. The tombs were carved into 

ABOVE First excavations 
at Son Peretó were carried 
out by Joan Aguiló in 1912.

PREVIOUS PAGE Son 
Peretó, a Byzantine basilica-
shaped church on the 
Spanish island of Mallorca. 

BELOW The baptismal font 
at Son Peretó.



the bedrock in the shape of a person, covered 
with stone slabs and sealed with soil or cement. 

An analysis of the skeletons suggests that the 
population was healthy and well-fed. From the 
study of the shapes and sizes of the skeletons, 
archaeologists also concluded that several rooms 
were used as family mausoleums, with burials 
grouped into units related by kinship.  

An island in the cross-hairs
During the Roman Empire, Mallorca enjoyed a 
stable, prosperous career centred at the cities of 
Pollentia in modern Alcúdia to the north, and 
Palma, the current capital, in the west. Roman 
consul Quintus Caecilius Metellus conquered 
Mallorca between 123 BC and 121 BC, although 
the cities developed during the 70s BC after the 
Sertorian wars ended. Thus, there was a military 
and settler component to the islands. It was also 
the spot to which unwanted politicians were 
banished – one such being Publius Suillius, 
related by marriage to and mentioned by Ovid, 
who was exiled to the island during Nero’s reign 
on charges of corruption.

And then the Vandals appeared in the 5th 
century. They first came just to pillage in 425, but 
then stayed and ruled the entire archipelago from 
455. Originally one of many Germanic tribes that 
fled westward to avoid attacks from the Huns, the 
Vandals in the 5th century quickly became one of 
the most powerful forces in southern Mediterra-
nean. After various incursions into the region, the 
Vandals settled in southern Spain between 422 
and 428. From there they ventured into northern 
Africa where they founded a kingdom in 442, 
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and began military expeditions to Sicily, Sardinia, 
Corsica, and the Balearics – taking control of the 
latter immediately prior to sacking Rome in 455.  
From their base in Carthage, in modern-day 
Tunisia, the Vandals created a network of strong-
holds in the Mediterranean – including Mallorca, 
Corsica, and Sardinia – to impose their will on the 
conquered Romans. 

The Vandal conquest endured until 533 when 
Justinian I, emperor of the Eastern Roman 
Empire based in Constantinople, began a quest 
to recapture the former Roman territories in 
the west and sent a force to evict the Vandals, 
led by the general Belisarius. After routing the 
Vandals around Carthage and freeing the city of 
its foreign occupiers, part of the Byzantine fleet 
did the same to the Mediterranean islands. The 
Byzantines then conquered parts of south-eastern 
Spain, but lost them to the Visigoths in the early 
7th century. With the Iberian peninsula lost, the 
Balearics became the western-most edge of the 
Byzantine Empire. Historians put forth the idea 
the archipelago belonged to the Mauretania II 
province, administered by Septum – modern-day 
Ceuta – a Spanish city on the Moroccan coast. 

Several of the existing archaeological sites on 
the Balearic Islands dating from the Byzantine era 
suggest a military use. In the forum of Pollentia, 
archaeologists discovered that the Byzantines 
used pre-existing structures such as the Capi-
toline Temple to build a fortification at the 
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ABOVE The burial ground 
in the western area of the 
site at Son Peretó. Burials 
tended to be grouped in 
family units.

INSET Excavation of 
the burials showed that 
most had been looted in 
Antiquity, and no grave 
goods remained.
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highest point of the city. Likewise, at Can Pins 
on the nearby island of Formentera, archaeolo-
gists uncovered a square fort with towers at each 
corner, a characteristic that has led scholars 
to compare it to the Byzantine strongholds in 
North Africa. But while the architecture suggests 
proximity to Northern Africa, the mosaics found 
at Son Peretó display artistic styles closer to the 
traditional schools in Constantinople. 

Religion played an important role as well. 
The Byzantine churches on the islands thus far 
studied and excavated include Son Bou (Alaior), 
Cap des Port (Fornells), Fornàs de Torelló (Maó), 
and Illa del Rei (Maó) in Menorca; and Cas Frares 
(Santa Maria des Camí), Son Fradinet (Campos), 
and Son Peretó in Mallorca. The study of these 
basilicas and excavation work has led archaeolo-
gists to two arguments: that these rural parishes 
acted as gathering points for dispersed communi-
ties, or that they were established to stamp out 
the remaining pockets of Paganism and replace 
it with Christianity. 

Heap of faiths
The archaeological investigation at Son Peretó 
would be incomplete without a close study of 
religious life on Mallorca at the end of the Roman 
Empire, which must have been a confusing affair 
amid the internal disputes about faith and ortho-
doxy. The Vandals, for example, were Arians, 
who, like the Visigoths who conquered mainland 
Spain, did not believe in the Holy Trinity. The 
official faith of the Byzantine Empire, however, 
was the Eastern Orthodox Church. In addition, 
historical sources suggest that Christianity in 
the Balearics sometimes fell under the authority 
of the pope in Rome. And on top of that, other 
Christian sects, Pagans and Jews lived on Mallorca 
after Rome burned.   

As a result, the Balearics were a melting pot of 
rituals and beliefs during the 5th and 6th centu-
ries, and external influences found eager ears: 
indeed, it was common for a single congrega-
tion to include both Latin and Greek speakers, 
reflecting the islands’ mixture of backgrounds. 

Religious conflict was not far behind. Severo, 
the bishop of Menorca, wrote about the violence 
shortly before the Vandal occupation, high-
lighting some gruesome affairs in 418. While 
taking place prior to the Byzantine period, the 
events give an idea of the atmosphere the Vandals 

The mosaics
The basilica at Son Peretó was home 
to the largest collection of Byzantine 
mosaics yet found in the Balearic 
Islands. Farmers tilling the land struck 
them in 1912, and archaeologists were 
called in that year to investigate further. 
None remain on site, as they were all 
removed and installed in the Manacor 
Historical Museum, where some have 
now undergone conservation work.

Among the tiles uncovered is the 
funerary slab of Baleria (above left). 
The mosaic inscription provides us 
with a few details about this woman, 
who must have held an important 
position in the community judging 
by the privileged spot inside the 
church in which she was buried: 
BALERIA FIDELIS IN PACE VIXIT 
ANNIS LXTRS DE HAC VITA SD II 
KAL OCTO or Baleria the faithful 
lived in peace for 60 years. She passed 
from this life on the second day of the 
calends of October.

The majority of the mosaics 
found were purely decorative, 
using geometric and floral patterns 
which link the artistic styles of Son 
Peretó with influences from North 
Africa and particularly the Eastern 
Mediterranean.
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and Byzantines found when they arrived. The 
bishop’s letter recounts the conflict between the 
Christians of Iamona, modern-day Ciutadella, 
and the Jewish community of Mago, now called 
Maó. The strife resulted in the destruction of the 
synagogue and the building of a Christian temple 
over the ruins. 

These Christian churches are, so far, the most 
important sources for clues about the Byzantine 
period on the islands – providing information 
on how the Christian faith developed, how other 
sects and religions influenced local beliefs, and 
how close the islanders were to others in the Medi-
terranean. The Balearics, for example, served as a 
place of religious study or retirement. Pagan clerics 
and thinkers travelled there, and were exiled there, 
during the Roman Empire, and Christians did the 
same during the Byzantine period. However, as 
one 7th century document revealed, sometimes 
something less-than-holy was taking place. 

In 603, Pope Gregory I sent a letter to John, 
his ‘defender’, about the monastery of Capri, 
the ancient name for Cabrera; Cabrera is a 
small island off the southern tip of Mallorca, 
where Christians built a monastery, some of the 
structures of which archaeologists have dated to 
between the 5th and 7th centuries. This letter 
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suggests that religious study was not the Cabrera 
monks’ only pastime:

It has come to our attention that the monks of 
the monastery on Capri, adjacent to the island of 
Mallorca, are acting so perversely and are submit-
ting their lives to such a variety of criminal acts 
that they show they are fighting not for almighty 
God but for the ancient enemy, and we say this 
with a groan.

Gregory then dispatched John to the island to 
investigate and punish any wrongdoers. Some 
scholars suggest these ‘criminal acts’ refer to piracy. 

While we may never learn what those monks 
were up to, understanding the lives of the 
islands’ Christian congregations and the roles 
these rural churches played in Byzantine times 
is the crux of the excavation at Son Peretó. The 
reason for the decline and abandonment of the 
site is still unknown, although a layer of carbon 
and ash dating to the end of the 7th century or 
the beginning of the 8th century suggests a fire 
could have caused massive destruction to the 
structures and hastened an exit.   

Another question is the size of the site. Archae-
ologists plan to use traditional and geophysical 
surveys to locate Son Peretó’s boundaries, not 
only to complete an archaeological schematic, but 
also to answer the question whether the site was 
a meeting place for a stable population or one for 
a dispersed rabble. Next summer, the crew plans 
on excavating the interior of the basilica. The 
work will re-evaluate the work done by previous 
archaeologists and hopefully break new ground.   

‘The idea of returning to excavate the interior of 
the basilica after almost 30 years is very exciting,’ 
says excavation co-director Magdalena Salas. ‘The 
stratigraphy from those earlier excavations did not 
tell us much, so there is a lot of potential for some 
very solid archaeological answers.’ 

ABOVE An aerial view 
looking at the western 
sector of the excavation. 

ABOVE RIGHT 
Excavations at the church at 
Son Peretó.
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tell us much, so there is a lot of potential for some 
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