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l’Institut français du Proche-Orient 5 (Beirut, 2007), with full 
bibliography on Bosra up to 2007.
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Bovalar

(also Bobolá). Rural settlement on the banks of the Segre River, 
23 km southeast of Lérida (Ilerda), in Diocletianic Tarraconensis, 
Prefecture XV: Hispania (see map 7, L3). Although small in size, 
the site holds great interest because of its architecture and its ar-
chaeological remains. Occupied over a long period in antiquity, B. 
was destroyed suddenly by an intense fire, which effectively sealed 
its material culture in situ.

The site includes a three-aisled early Christian basilica (with 
parallels in the  Balearics, North Africa, Baetica, and Lusitania; 
fig. 1). A settlement of Visigothic date surrounds the church; the 
terminus ad quem (based on numismatic evidence) is 711-15. The 
east end of the church was divided into three spaces, with two 
straight partition walls intersecting the east wall of the building. 
The church sanctuary was in the middle of the nave, with funerary 
chambers on either side; there was no projecting apse. At the west 
end of the nave, still within the walls of the basilica, was a separate 
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Fig. 1.  Bovalar, plan of the basilica.
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baptismal space with a square font (Ristow.1998, no. 571) situated 
beneath a baldachin ( Ciborium); the canopy was supported 
by columns with finely carved capitals and imposts resting on 
horseshoe arches. The movables found inside the basilica included 
a 7th-c. cylindrical bronze censer (Pita & Palol, CIAC 8 [1972], figs. 
14a, b) with a domical lid; several Italian and Coptic parallels exist.

Several three-roomed houses were recovered at the site, along 
with farm and husbandry tools. The coins (trientes of Egica [687-
98], of Egica/Wittiza [698-702], of Wittiza [702-10], and of Achila 
[possibly 710-13]) provide a chronological context for the settle-
ment of the site. These were struck at the Tarraconensis mints 
of Gerunda ( Gerona),  Tarragona/Tarraco, and Zaragoza/
Caesaraugusta; others were struck at mints elsewhere in Hispania: 
Sevilla/Hispalis,  Mérida,  Córdoba, and  Toledo. Coins 
issued by Akhila, who ruled in the eastern part of the Visigothic 
kingdom when Roderic was on the throne in Toledo (according 
to the Laterculus Regum Visigothorum [Codex Parisinus 1667], 
which states that he reigned for three years before the Muslim oc-
cupation) were also discovered here. Items of personal adornment 
— above all, 7th-c. Hispano-Visigothic lyre- or kidney-shaped 
bronze belt attachments of Hispano-Visigothic type — were found 
in the houses at the site.

This conjunction (in a sealed deposit) of numismatic evidence 
and important movables is a singular event in the archaeology 
of the Iberian Peninsula in a late antique/early medieval setting 
(7th-8th c.). In addition, the appearance of the first coins of Akh-
ila from the mint of Caesaraugusta defines the geographic extent 
of this monarch’s rule. The basilica should be dated to the 5th c.; 
along with the rest of the settlement, it was destroyed between 713 
and 715. B. was evidently an agricultural hub from which farmers 
went out to cultivate cereals and legumes and to tend orchards. 
This conflicts with the several contemporaneous literary smears of 
Visigothic Spain as a realm of indolence and decadence.
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Box

A small portable container or receptacle. Multiple late antique 
examples survive in a wide range of materials: glass, ivory, metal, 
stone, and wood. For purposes of classification, five determinants 
are essential: size, shape, material, ornament, and function. The 
last is always a fundamental consideration, but because of the way 
the archaeological evidence survives, it is often difficult or im-
possible to determine how a given box was used in late antiquity.

The vocabulary of b. in late antiquity is fluid and imprecise. 
The words arca/arcula, capsa/capsula, cista/cistula,  pyxis, and 
scrinium are all attested. In English, box, casket, chest, coffer, pyx-
(is), and  reliquary are accepted terms, used more or less fre-
quently, each with its own special nuances — except “box,” which 
is the generic term. English “box” (Scottish boxse, boxe) is derived 

from Lat. buxum (πύξος: box-tree) via the Teutonic buhse (bühse, 
büchse). The generic “box” probably has a Latin equivalent in late 
Roman usage: arca.

Arca/Arcala
Arca is a container for money (as per OLD) and, by extension, also 
denotes a box for the storage, preservation, and protection of all 
other valuables. Jerome chose the term arca to denote the  ark of 
the covenant. After Juvenal’s time (late 1st c. a.d.), arca was often 
used to mean a coffin (Koch/Sichtermann.1982, 23-25), including 
one made of stone ( Sarcophagus); this usage carried over into 
medieval and modern Italian, but in the present context, arca does 
not refer to a sarcophagus, which is large and relatively stationary, 
but to portable chests, caskets, and smaller boxes: that is, movables.

Rich inhabitants of Pompeii installed chests in the atria of their 
villas for the storage of household valuables. Chests for the bridal 
trousseau (donum nuptiale), e.g., appear several times in the picto-
rial arts of late antiquity (Pharaoh’s daughter at S. Maria Maggiore; 
Pulchritudo in the Trier basilica; tombs at Silistra and Plovdiv; 
Piazza Armerina mosaics). The Projecta casket in London is a late 
Roman arca, no doubt intended for the storage of bridal valuables. 
Late antique arcae exist in all five above-mentioned material cate-
gories. Two subcategories of arca are especially important for the 
material culture of early Christianity: scrinium, used to store  
papyrus scrolls and codices ( Codex); and  reliquary, used to 
preserve the remains of martyrs and saints.

Scrinium
This writing case is a receptacle for holding scrolls and writing 
materials, a bookcase, or a box. The word is common in early 
Roman Imperial sources (see OLD); its meaning varies by context, 
but a consistent usage of scrinium denotes a box for the storage of 
scrolls and writing materials (see Wendel, 1943).

A 4th/5th-c. Christian scrinium with bronze fittings ( Box: 
Wood) was discovered in situ at Nijmegen (Buschhausen.1971, 
A52). Many Roman Imperial funerary reliefs show scrinia among 
the decedent’s grave goods. These reliefs are to be interpreted 
symbolically — they underscore the deceased’s philosophical life-
style, his intellectual attainments, erudition, and wisdom — but 
no scrinium enclosing a scroll has ever been discovered in a burial 
setting. In Roman libraries, papyrus rolls were stored in stone 
scrinia that were numbered. The Galla Placidia mosaic (Ravenna) 
represents a wooden scrinium containing the four gospels, each 
on a separate shelf (plate 13).
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Box: Glass  Glass: Box

Box: Ivory (Brescia Casket)

One of the most beautiful and fascinating works of art that sur-
vives from late antiquity (Brescia, Museo della Città; see Vol-
bach.1976, no. 107). In its original form, the b. (fig. 1) is approx. 
25 cm high, 32 cm long, and 22 cm wide, consisting of a rectan-
gular wooden frame to which carved ivory overlay (in the form 
of relief panels or plaques and framing strips;  Sculpture: Relief 
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