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The Black Sea

Before 1700, navigati onal lighti ng around the Black 
Sea formed a coherent but highly constrained 

system, shaped by geography, harbour morphology, 
and insti tuti onal conti nuity. Along the western 
and south-western coasts, where Greek, Roman, 
and Byzanti ne urban traditi ons persisted, lighti ng 
took the form of embedded harbour fi res and 
headland beacons, maintained as part of routi ne 
watchkeeping rather than as dedicated lighthouse 
establishments. The northern coast introduced a 
disti nct liman and river-mouth logic, in which low-
level, adapti ble lights marked shift ing channels and 
controlled access rather than guiding ships from the 
open sea, closely paralleling Nile-mouth practi ce 
in Egypt. In Crimea sites such as Chersonesus and 
Theodosia sustained Mediterranean-style harbour 
lighti ng through Byzanti ne and Genoese insti tuti onal 
frameworks, while Kerch and Yeni-Kale demonstrate 
the persistence of strait-based beaconing as an 
instrument of passage control. Beyond Crimea, 
along the north-eastern Black Sea, the network 
att enuated rapidly; steep terrain, climati c instability, 
and weak urban government reduced lighti ng to 
intermitt ent military signals, marking the eff ecti ve 
outer boundary of pre-modern navigati onal light 

provision. Taken together, the Black Sea reveals a 
lighti ng culture that was pragmati c, locally rati onal, 
and remarkably durable, yet deliberately non-
monumental—an ecology of lights that functi oned 
eff ecti vely for centuries before being abruptly 
superseded, rather than evolved, by the modern 
lighthouse system.

Along the north-eastern Black Sea coast, pre-
1700 navigati onal lighti ng was sporadic, militarised, 
and ulti mately unsustainable. Although several 
Greek and Roman ports—such as Phanagoria and 
Dioscurias—likely employed routi ne harbour fi res 
during periods of prosperity, the combinati on of 
diffi  cult coastal topography, climati c instability, and 
weak urban conti nuity prevented the emergence 
of durable lighti ng traditi ons. In the Byzanti ne 
and medieval periods, light was used primarily 
for military signalling rather than for navigati on, 
embedded in forts and watch posts rather than 
harbours. This region thus represents the outer 
limit of the pre-modern Black Sea lighti ng network, 
beyond which permanent navigati onal lighti ng 
became impracti cal unti l the advent of modern 
engineering and state-sponsored lighthouse 
systems.
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Above: This engraving dated 1855 shows the “Lighthouse at Cape Chersonese Looking South.” Here we 
see the approach to the Greek-founded city of Chersonesus Taurica in Crimea, which in Byzanti ne and later 
sources is oft en abbreviated simply to Cherson. The city near modern Sevastopol was founded as a colony 
by Dorian Greeks from Heraclea Ponti ca around 422–421 BCE. At this northern part of the Black Sea the 
earliest use of light dates from these earliest ti mes as simple harbour fi res that were local, intermitt ent, 
and practi cal. Sadly, there is no evidence for a dedicated lighthouse tower before the modern period and 
Cherson fi ts the broader patt ern of non-monumental lighti ng common to Greek colonial and Byzanti ne 
provincial ports.

Left: Despite its importance as a Greek, 
Byzanti ne, and especially Genoese 
entrepôt (13th–15th c.), no source 
records a purpose-built lighthouse 
at Theodosia. This is striking given 
the port’s scale and confi rms that 
conti nuous lighthouse lighti ng was 
not a prerequisite for high-volume 
medieval mariti me trade, even in 
the Black Sea. The massive Genoese 
walls and towers of Caff a functi oned 
as dominant daymarks, and some 
towers were certainly capable of 
showing fi res or signals when required 
but in Genoese practi ce, lighti ng was 
subordinate to defence and control, 
not insti tuti onalised as a standalone 
navigati onal service.
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The Phoenician Coast

As we leave behind the Turkish coastline we 
move to a region generally know as the Levant, 

a roughly straight piece of coast running north to 
south that might also be called the Middle East. 
From Syria through Lebanon to Israel and Egypt we 
must be careful not to forget Cyprus which has a 
long history of difficult participation in the affairs of 
Greece and Turkey. Cyprus as in many other places, 
relied on harbour-based beacons and situational 
lights at its principal ports integrated into fortified 
moles, towers, or urban defenses. Under Lusignan 
and later Venetian rule, lighting functioned as 
a subsidiary aid to pilotage and port control, 
closely tied to military surveillance and harbour 
management rather than conceived as a separate 
navigational infrastructure for open-sea sailing.

In Volume 1 I described in detail how this part of 
the Mediterranean was home to that great nation 
of seafarers, the Phoenicians, and indicated how 
they might have played a role in the early use of 
lights for navigation. Their extended history was 
largely over by the centuries of this study, wiped 
out at the hands of violent Romans, and their lands 
eventually became settled by peoples we now call 
Syrians and Lebanese.

Along the Phoenician coast, navigational lighting 
before 1700 was shaped by a deeply embedded 
maritime culture embedded with deep practical 
seamanship, port familiarity, and institutional 
flexibility. Phoenician seafaring did not favour large 
towers but valued distributed, low-intensity aids 
such as harbour fires, quay-side lanterns, island 
beacons, and signal lights, all deployed where 
local knowledge identified a genuine navigational 
risk. This cultural predisposition persisted through 
Roman, Byzantine, Islamic, and Crusader periods, 
producing a long-lived preference for functional 
harbour lighting integrated into existing structures, 
rather than stand-alone lightstructures.

The management of such lights was 
correspondingly pragmatic. In the Phoenician 
period, fires were probably maintained by port 
officials, temple dependants, or civic agents 
embedded in palace or city administration, rather 
than by specialist light keepers. Under Roman and 
later regimes, responsibility shifted to harbour 
masters (curatores portus), military watchmen, 
customs officials, and fortress garrisons, with 
lighting treated as one duty among many, rather 

than a distinct profession. In medieval contexts, 
particularly at Sidon, Tyre, and Tripoli, lights were 
almost certainly tended by soldiers, sailors, or 
port guards, occasionally supplemented by locally 
resident mariners or religious communities, 
operating on a situational or seasonal basis. The 
Phoenician coast thus exhibits a distinctive history 
in which navigational lighting was culturally 
normalised yet institutionally understated, 
embedded in everyday port practice and coastal 
surveillance rather than embodied into a 
specialised system of built structures.

The Crusader Coast

The Crusader coast was a fortified Mediterranean 
shore stretching from modern Lebanon to 

northern Palestine, defined by a chain of Latin 
Christian port cities that linked maritime trade, 
pilgrimage, and military power between Europe 
and the Levant. It did not operate under a single, 
uniform lighting system, but instead developed, 
as had already been done for centuries, a 
rationale based on harbour morphology, military 
priorities, and inherited infrastructure. At one end 
of the spectrum stood Acre, where a confined 
artificial harbour, dense maritime traffic, and 
military administration made regulated harbour 
lighting a practical necessity. It was effectively 
institutionalised without actually building formal 
lightstructures. Caesarea Maritima45 represents a 
case of infrastructural collapse, where fine Roman 
harbour lights were downgraded to beacon and 
signal fires once the harbour had failed. The 
usefullness of lights was substituted by increased 
dependence upon pilotage and identification. 
Jaffa illustrates a third model in which a dangerous 
roadstead precluded the use of true harbour 
lights altogether, instead relying on intermittent 
beacons to manage risk and communicate landing 
conditions. Finally, Ascalon exemplifies the 
extreme militarisation of coastal lighting for it was 
here that fires functioned almost exclusively as 
strategic signals, integrated into fortress defence 
rather than navigation. Together, these sites 
demonstrate that Crusader navigational lighting 
adapted inherited Roman and local practices 
where it could to serve immediate operational 
needs.
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North Africa

From Alexandria westwards to Carthage, the 
pre-1700 lighting regime of the North African 

coast was asymmetrical determined by the very 
variable interaction of political authority, port 
hierarchy, and defensive priorities. At the eastern 
extreme, Alexandria retained the overwhelming 
exception in the form of the Pharos of Alexandria, 
which, despite repeated earthquake damage, 
continued to function as a navigational landmark 
and at least intermittently as an active maritime 
light well into the medieval Islamic period.46

West of Egypt, however, Roman North Africa 
presents a more scattered picture.47 At Apollonia 
in Cyrenaica, archaeological and topographic 
evidence indicates a purpose-built lighthouse 
associated with the Roman harbour mole, though 
much of the structure now lies submerged 
following the seismic events of late Antiquity. 
Similarly, at Leptis Magna, literary testimony 
and architectural remains strongly suggest a 
lighthouse or lighthouse-tower integrated into 
the harbour complex, even if the precise form and 
lighting technology remain debated.48

Beyond these exceptional sites, the Roman 
and Byzantine periods relied more heavily on 
harbour towers, prominent headlands, and local 
pilotage than on monumental lights, producing 
a coastline only intermittently illuminated in the 
strict navigational sense.

Following the Islamic conquests of the seventh 
century, the emphasis shifted decisively away from 
lightstructures towards a distributed system of 
coastal surveillance that used fortified ribāṭs and 
watchtowers along the Ifriqiyan shore. Examples 
such as those at Sousse and Monastir have already 
been given (see p58). They were positioned for 
inter-visibility and employed beacon fires by night 
and smoke by day to signal hostile fleets and 
coordinate defence. Any benefit to navigation was 
essentially incidental rather than primary.49

By the time we reach Carthage, the Punic and 
Roman harbour complexes are exceptionally well 
documented archaeologically, but the existence 
of a discrete, purpose-built lighthouse cannot 
be demonstrated with confidence. At most, 
one might propose harbour-entrance towers 
capable of carrying fires, a hypothesis consistent 
with Mediterranean practice but not secured in 
surviving evidence. Taken together, the North 

Above: This image is a mid-sixteenth-century 
woodcut from Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia 
(first published 1544), shown here in an early 
German edition. The page forms part of Münster’s 
description of Africa and presents a schematic 
view of Alexandria, accompanied by moralising 
and classical commentary (including references to 
Pliny). The main city view is not topographically 
accurate but follows contemporary European visual 
conventions, depicting Alexandria as a fortified 
harbour city intelligible to early modern readers. 
Below, a smaller woodcut represents the Pharos 
lighthouse, rendered as a symbolic tower rather 
than an archaeological reconstruction, reflecting 
the persistence of classical authority and inherited 
imagery long after the monument itself had 
disappeared. The marked divergence from the 
historical Pharos arises from the fact that no reliable 
visual model survived into the early modern period, 
and Münster was working from textual descriptions 
filtered through medieval tradition rather than 
observation. As a result, the lighthouse is shown 
using a generic tower type familiar from European 
coastal architecture, prioritising recognisability and 
clarity over structural accuracy, at a time when 
printed images functioned primarily as interpretive 
aids rather than documentary records.
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Final Comments

The purpose of this final section is to tidy up loose 
ends. This has been an extensive study across 

a wide area of sea and embracing many different 
cultural backgrounds. Each section has been a 
digest of the different geographical regions and the 
whole chapter is supplemented by much additional 
supporting data in Sections D, E and F of Chapter 
12, the Site Survey.

However, there are a number of issues that 
remain unanswered so this might be thought of as 
my attempt at a kind of FAQ section. These questions 
have occurred to me during the course of my study 
so I am sure they could be in your minds too.

It seems curious that, despite the most wonderful 
examples of lighthouses being constructed, first 
at Alexandria and then at Genoa, there was so 
little adoption of the model across the wider 
Mediterranean and such a great extent of time.
Before 1700, navigational lighting appears as a 
naturalised, almost taken-for-granted maritime 
practice: fires, lanterns, beacons, and harbour lights 
embedded in fortresses, quays, monasteries, ribats, 
and watchtowers, maintained pragmatically by local 
authorities and adapted to specific environments. 
Yet this long-standing continuity gives way, in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to an 
extraordinary rupture, in which many traditional 
lights disappear or fall into neglect before being 
replaced, often after a substantial hiatus, by a new, 
technically and institutionally distinct lighthouse 
system.

This fracture should not be understood as a 
simple decline or collective amnesia, but as the 
result of a structural reconfiguration of maritime 
worlds. Firstly, early modern changes in ship size, 
draught, and sailing practice reduced reliance on 
night coastal pilotage. Then shifting trade routes 
and convoy systems favoured offshore navigation 
and daylight landfall. The weakening of local port 
institutions undermined the informal maintenance 
networks that had sustained pre-modern lights.

At the same time, emerging states were 
reluctant to assume responsibility for coastal 
lighting without standardisation, enforceability, and 
technological reliability, all of which only became 
viable with the advent of optical science, improved 
fuels, and centralised bureaucracies in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The modern 
lighthouse thus did not evolve organically from 

African coast before 1700 thus reveals not a 
continuous “chain of lights” but a mosaic in which 
one enduring monumental beacon, a handful of 
Roman harbour lighthouses, and a later Islamic 
signalling coastline fulfilled overlapping but distinct 
functions within changing political and maritime 
regimes.

West of Carthage, the Mediterranean navigational 
lighting network fragments and ultimately dissolves. 
Roman Mauretanian ports such as Hippo Regius 
and Caesarea briefly sustained routine harbour 
lighting, but their early decline prevented long-
term continuity. Further west, along the Algerian 
and Moroccan coasts, maritime practice shifted 
toward roadstead anchoring, river mouths, and 
Atlantic-facing routes, reducing the utility of fixed 
harbour lights. At the Strait of Gibraltar, sites such 
as Tangier and Ceuta almost certainly employed 
beacon and signal fires, but these functioned as 
strategic warning and control systems, not as aids 
to pilotage. The absence of sustained lighthouse 
culture west of Ifriqiya thus reflects a fundamental 
reorientation of maritime geography, where the 
institutional, harbour-based logic of the wider 
Mediterranean no longer applied.

In my chapter about the earliest lights of Empire 
I described the gradual inroduction of lighthouse 
‘thinking’ to the wider world and it is in some ways 
appropriate here too for along most of the north 
African coastline formal maritime lighting was 
introduced, reshaped, or intensified under regimes 
whose maritime culture originated in the northern 
and eastern Mediterranean, above all Roman, 
Byzantine, Venetian, and Ottoman authorities. 
This was because these powers brought with them 
infrastructural traditions that treated lights as 
part of state- or commerce-supported navigation. 
Byzantine influence at major ports, and later 
Venetian and Ottoman harbour lights were clearly 
tied to imperial logistics.

However, this does not imply the absence of 
indigenous or Islamic maritime agency. Under Islamic 
rule, North African coasts developed their own 
lighting practices, typically embedded in defensive 
and signalling systems such as ribāṭs, watchtowers, 
beacon chains. So external Mediterranean powers 
tended to introduce “lighthouse” thinking, while 
local regimes more often employed light as a tool 
only secondarily useful to navigation.
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medieval practice; it replaced it discontinuously, 
transforming navigational lighting from a diffuse, 
situational craft into a systematised, state-managed 
infrastructure. The “gap” between these two very 
different worlds marks a moment when older lights 
no longer aligned with new maritime economies, 
yet modern solutions were not yet conceptually or 
administratively possible. This required an epochal 
transition in how the sea itself was governed.

When it finally arrived, the modern lighthouse 
system did not enter the Mediterranean as a 
sudden northern “wave,” nor did it arise from a 
straightforward internal evolution of medieval 
practice; rather, it emerged through a slow, uneven 
process of recognition, experimentation, and 
selective adoption between the late seventeenth 
and nineteenth centuries.

Northern Europe, particularly the Atlantic 
coasts of France, Britain, and the Low Countries, 
developed earlier pressure for standardised coastal 
lighting due to tidal navigation, poor visibility, dense 
commercial traffic, and strong central states willing 
to fund maritime infrastructure. Mediterranean 
powers, however, observed these developments, 
but initially lacked both the economic incentives and 
the administrative frameworks to replicate them. 
Traditional Mediterranean navigation continued 
to favour daylight sailing, offshore routing, and 
pilotage over continuous night approach, reducing 
the perceived urgency of large-scale lighthouse 
investment.

Change in the Mediterranean accelerated 
only when multiple pressures converged: the 
growth of deep-draught merchantmen, intensified 
naval warfare, the expansion of insurance and 
risk calculation, and the maturation of optical 
technology capable of producing predictable, 
standardised lights.

Even then, adoption was piecemeal. Individual 
ports and capes were upgraded experimentally, 
often under foreign influence administration, 
long before coherent national lighthouse services 
emerged. The result was not a technological 
invasion but a conceptual realignment, in which 
Mediterranean authorities gradually accepted that 
navigation lights must be permanent, uniform, and 
centrally managed, an understanding that marked a 
decisive departure from the embedded, situational 
lighting practices that had prevailed for centuries.

Let us next return to the greatest of them all. 
To this day, the Pharos of Alexandria stands out 
as the singular greatest building in the maritime 
environment and it is such a tragedy that, unlike the 
pyramids, we can no longer enjoy its aura. And we 
might say its fame was greater than its frame , yet 
it did not become the prototype of a reproducible 
technology.50 The Pharos was a singular convergence 
of political ambition, geographic necessity, and fiscal 
capacity, and it was precisely this singularity that 
prevented its widespread replication. Alexandria’s 
harbours demanded a distant sea-mark across 
a low, featureless coastline; its Hellenistic rulers 
sought architectural expressions of dynastic power; 
and its state-controlled economy could sustain 
continuous maintenance on an unprecedented 
scale. Most Mediterranean ports faced none of 
these conditions simultaneously.

Elsewhere, landfall was visually legible, harbour 
entrances were close-range problems, and 
navigational risk could be mitigated more cheaply 
through embedded harbour lights, local pilots, and 
beacons. Roman “pharos-like” structures, as at Ostia, 
Boulogne, or Dover, were exceptional responses to 
local needs, not steps towards a standard system. 
More importantly, pre-modern polities lacked both 
the conceptual framework and administrative 
incentive to treat navigational lighting as a scalable 
public utility. Lights were justified locally, not 
regionally, and funded pragmatically rather than 
systematically. Without standardised optics, fuels, 
or signal differentiation, large towers offered little 
advantage over modest installations, while imposing 
heavy construction and maintenance costs.

The Pharos thus remained an icon but not a 
model. It was admired, referenced, and occasionally 
imitated, but never absorbed into a Mediterranean-
wide technological tradition until the institutional 
and epistemic conditions of the modern era made 
replication both meaningful and economically 
viable.

We might now legitimately ask why Genoa, 
as a major sea-faring polity, created such a fine 
lighthouse, whilst Venice did not. The emergence 
of the Lanterna of Genoa as the most developed 
pre-modern lighthouse in the Mediterranean 
is a reflection of Genoa’s need for a singular, 
maritime marker, a need that Venice largely did not 
share. Genoa’s harbour sits on a steep, complex 
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Ligurian coastline, exposed to heavy weather 
and approached from open sea routes used by 
Atlantic, western Mediterranean, and long-distance 
merchants. Here, a powerful, elevated light visible 
far offshore provided genuine navigational value. 
Venice, by contrast, occupied a lagoon environment 
where access was governed by channels, pilots, 
tides, and local knowledge: navigation was a 
regulated process with distributed day beacons, 
and controlled entry. The maritime power of Venice 
rested on convoys, statutes, pilots, and bureaucracy, 
rather than on large, impressive monuments. Genoa 
was a more contested and outward-facing republic 
that embraced monumental harbour architecture 
as a statement of civic identity, autonomy, and 
maritime credibility, especially in competition with 
Pisa and Venice itself. The Lanterna thus functioned 
simultaneously as navigational aid, watchtower, 
and an emblem of the Genoese commune for 
which the political culture valued visible markers 
of sovereignty. In this sense, Genoa’s lighthouse 
was the product of a different maritime rationality. 
Where Venice mastered the sea through regulation 
and control, Genoa mastered it through visibility 
and strength.

These studies quickly identify distinct differences 
between the three dominant maritime powers of 
the medieval Mediterranean. Pisa never lacked 
monumental towers but the city-state is not credited 
with creating a system of lightstructures. When Pisa 
is viewed through this lens, it appears anomalous or 
deficient: a major medieval maritime republic that 
seemingly “failed” to construct a lighthouse. This 
conclusion, however, rests on the assumption that 
effective navigation necessarily required a single, 
dominant structure. In reality, Pisa’s maritime 
environment and institutional culture encouraged 
a different navigational logic. The Pisan coast was 
centred on a shifting river mouth rather than a fixed 
harbour entrance, and navigation relied heavily on 
pilots, alignments, and local knowledge. Within this 
context, the proliferation of coastal towers capable 
of displaying fires constituted a distributed system 
of visual cues, flexible enough to adapt to silting, 
changing channels, and occasional military threats. 
Because these towers were multifunctional and 
often only intermittently lit, they do not appear 
clearly in studies that seek “lighthouses” as discrete, 
permanent institutions.

A further distortion arises from the fragmentary 
nature of medieval administrative records. Pisa 
never developed a centralized lighthouse service 
comparable to that of early modern Genoa or Venice. 
Responsibility for coastal towers was divided among 
communal authorities, ecclesiastical bodies, and 
private interests. As a result, documentation tends 
to describe towers in terms of defence, jurisdiction, 
or taxation rather than illumination, even when 
lighting was evidently part of their practical use. 
The absence of explicit reports of “lighthouse” in 
these records has been mistaken for the absence of 
lights.

Finally, Pisa’s maritime decline after the late 
thirteenth century, accelerated by the defeat at 
Meloria and by progressive silting, has encouraged 
retrospective narratives that read backward from 
failure. Towers that survived as ruins or were 
absorbed into later Tuscan defensive systems 
are interpreted as evidence of redundancy or 
inefficiency, rather than as remnants of a once-
functional coastal signalling network. A more 
historically sensitive reading recognizes Pisa not as 
a republic without maritime lights, but as one that 
pursued an alternative, network-based approach to 
coastal visibility, effective within its environmental 
and political constraints, yet poorly served by 
modern lighthouse-centered analyses. Thus, a 
detailed study of the navigational strategy for entry 
into the Pisan harbour system highlights a rather 
different logic - one in which there is no dependency 
on a single lighthouse. Offshore there was a distinct 
hazard at Meloria that gave rise to a tradition of 
warning against dangers - a rare function in the 
Mediterranean and one that predates the story of 
the Eddystone. Even today, the function remains, 
as I described on p237. Port-zone towers were 
used as control plus cues that led to the inward 
bearings to steer. Porto Pisano is described in later 
summaries as having multiple towers - even a chain 
at the entrance. These are indicators of a port 
that is simultaneously militarised, regulated, and 
guidance-dependent. Later, as the harbour basin 
and usable approaches migrated due to sediment 
build-up, Pisa’s best solution was redundant vertical 
markers, structures that could be used as daymarks 
and, when needed, also display fire. rather than 
one expensive, permanently staffed lighthouse that 
could not easily be moved.
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The defeat at Meloria and further Genoese 
attacks present us with the reasons why there 
was an intensification of watch-and-warning 
signalling along the same coastline that also served 
commercial arrivals.

In summary, Pisa’s “lighting policy” is best 
described as a distributed, pilot-compatible, hazard-
aware visual environment that include hazard 
identification. A plethora of towers is interpreted as 
multi-use nodes that could show signals and fires as 
circumstances required.

Some final thoughts are now due concerning 
the schism between east and west versions 
of Christianity. As Rome decayed, Byzantium 
flourished. So what happened to navigation? 
The decline of navigational lights following the 
transformation of Roman power was far more 
pronounced in the western Mediterranean centred 
on Rome than in the eastern Mediterranean 
oriented toward Constantinople, and this difference 
reflects contrasting patterns of institutional survival. 
In the Latin West, the fragmentation of imperial 
administration after the fifth century dismantled the 
fiscal, legal, and urban frameworks that had quietly 
sustained harbour lights as routine civic services. 
Ports declined, long-distance trade thinned, and 
lighting reverted to episodic, locally maintained fires 
or disappeared altogether as municipal continuity 
collapsed.

By contrast, Constantinople inherited not only 
Roman administrative forms but also Roman 
assumptions about maritime control, sustaining 
imperial harbours, customs regimes, naval logistics, 
and ceremonial sea approaches that preserved 
the logic of harbour lighting even when individual 
installations changed. While the Byzantine world 
did not replicate Alexandrian monumentality, it 
maintained a functional continuity of lights and 
beacons, often embedded in fortifications, palatial 
complexes, and ecclesiastical landscapes, often 
supported by monastic or military communities. 
The contrast is therefore not one of decline 
versus survival, but of systemic attenuation versus 
institutional adaptation. Rome’s lighting culture 
withered as urban life itself contracted, whereas 
Constantinople’s persisted precisely because the 
city remained a maritime capital, where navigation, 
defence, and imperial presence continued to demand 
controlled nocturnal visibility. This divergence helps 

explain why the eastern Mediterranean retained a 
recognisable pre-modern lighting ecology into the 
medieval period, while the western Mediterranean 
experienced a deeper and more prolonged rupture 
until the modern era.

These considerations of the contast between 
east and west come strongly into focus when we 
compare Ostia with Byzantium. Ostia, Rome’s 
principal port, possessed substantial harbour 
infrastructure and almost certainly employed 
routine harbour-mounted lights in the high Roman 
period, embedded in moles, towers, and port 
buildings.51 Its fate was inseparable from that of 
Rome itself, for as Roman imperial administration 
fragmented , so the Tiber silted. Ostia’s commercial 
relevance collapsed, harbour maintenance ceased, 
and with it the institutional context that sustained 
navigational lighting. By the early medieval period, 
any lights that survived were sporadic, local, and 
non-specialised, reflecting the broader contraction 
of urban life and maritime throughput in the 
western Mediterranean.

The Golden Horn presents the inverse case. As 
the primary harbour complex of Constantinople, 
it inherited Roman harbour practice but was 
sustained by an unbroken sequence of imperial 
administrations, Roman, Byzantine, and then 
Ottoman. As one administration segued into 
another, the sequential strategies continued to 
treat maritime access as a strategic and fiscal 
priority.

Navigational lighting was never dependent 
on a single monumental structure, but persisted 
as a distributed system with fires and lanterns 
mounted on sea walls, towers, chains, palatial 
complexes, and ecclesiastical sites, all serving 
navigation, defence, and ceremonial display.52 
Even as individual installations changed, the logic 
of controlled nocturnal visibility endured, because 
the city itself remained a political and naval capital.

This great contrast between the great ports of 
Ostia and Constantinople reveals that a decline 
of lights in one location or the success of lights in 
another was not driven by technological regression 
or cultural indifference, but by the loss or survival 
of harbour-centred institutions. Where Ostia 
became an archaeological landscape, the Golden 
Horn remained a living maritime system—and 
lights persisted accordingly.
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It has been a persistent thread of thought 
throughout this treatise as to just how much 
the two seemingly very different and competing 
cultures of Christianity and Islam affected the 
medieval history of lighthouses. I have alread 
touched on this to some degree in earlier pages.

Before 1700, differences between 
navigational lights under Islamic and Christian 
rule lay not in technology, for technology was 
not really at issue during the entire period of 
this book. In essence, there was none! Since it 
could easily be argued that culture was not at 
the root of a sailor’s needs, the answer must 
surely reside in differences of institutional 
framing and administrative purpose.

In Islamic ports, lights were typically 
managed as part of integrated systems of 
coastal surveillance, port regulation, and fiscal 
control, rather than as stand-alone navigational 
services. Fires and lanterns were embedded 
in fortresses, ribats, customs posts, and river-
mouth controls, and were tended by soldiers, 
guards, port officials, or religious-military 
personnel, with visibility often deliberately 
limited to ensure controlled access.

In contrast, Christian-ruled ports, particularly 
in Byzantine and Latin contexts, were more 
likely to inherit or maintain explicit harbour-
light traditions, sometimes framed as civic 
or ecclesiastical services, and occasionally 
entrusted to monastic communities or 
dedicated keepers, especially where imperial 
or urban continuity existed. This distinction 
reflects administrative priorities rather 
than doctrinal difference: Islamic regimes 
emphasised regulated entry and defensive 
awareness, favouring near-field lights and 
signal systems, while Christian polities, drawing 
on Roman precedent, more readily sustained 
harbour-mounted pilotage lights in ports 
oriented toward commercial throughput.

Yet the boundary between these two 
approaches was porous. In practice, both 
systems relied on multifunctional lights 
serving navigation, identification, and warning 
simultaneously, and both showed a marked 
reluctance to invest in monumental lighthouse 
towers outside exceptional cases. The contrast 
is therefore best understood not as a religious 
divide, but as a difference in port governance 

and risk management, shaped by inherited 
infrastructure, military context, and patterns 
of maritime traffic.

The great enmity that arose between the two 
religions of course came to a head during the 
Crusades and a few words of summary relevant 
to the provision of lights are appropriate. The 
period in question did not introduce new 
navigational lights to the Mediterranean, but 
resulted in a recalibration of their importance 
and governance. This, in turn, created a new 
momentum that particularly benefitted 
maritime powers such as Venice.

From the late eleventh century onward, 
sustained long-distance maritime logistics in 
the form of troop transport, supply convoys, 
pilgrimage traffic, and naval warfare placed 
unprecedented pressure on reliable harbour 
access. Regulated night entry into ports 
was demanded and predictable coastal 
signalling was highlighted. In this context, 
lights increasingly ceased to be merely local, 
situational aids and became instruments 
of control, coordination, and trust within 
expanding maritime systems.

The Venetians were especially well 
positioned to exploit this shift. Drawing on 
Byzantine precedents and their own commercial 
institutions, they developed a formalised, rule-
based approach to harbour lighting, integrating 
lights into port statutes, convoy regulation, and 
state oversight.53 Study shows that Venetian-
controlled or influenced ports, whether in the 
Adriatic, Aegean, or eastern Mediterranean, 
exhibit a clearer tendency toward regulated 
harbour lights, often tied to customs, naval 
administration, or fortified infrastructure.

More broadly, the Crusader period marks a 
transition of ideology in which lights begin to 
be understood less as ad hoc fires and more 
as part of a managed maritime environment, 
even if still embedded in fortresses, 
monasteries, and port towers. This was not yet 
a Mediterranean-wide system, nor did it erase 
Islamic or Byzantine practices, but it reshaped 
expectations.

After the Crusades, major maritime nations 
increasingly assumed that important harbours 
should be lighted in some regularised fashion, 
yet still not with lighthouses!
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Conclusions
A tradition of showing lights for mariners 
continued during the 5-8th centuries in 
some locations where it had already been 
established by Roman practice. Whether it 
did so was determined by a balance of need 
and available resources. Where it did not, 
Roman structures were either destroyed or 
fell into disuse.

Very few new structures that might be 
described as lighthouses were built during 
the entire period of study.

Lights shown during these centuries were 
limited by the primitive technology available 
to make them.

Apart from the type of fuel and the mass of 
it that had to be burnt to create the amount 
of light needed, there were few options 
available to those seeking to assist mariners 
with lights.

Once the focus of the Catholic Church had 
moved to Constantinople, the growth and 
expansion of their Byzantine fleets played a 
significant role in the provision of harbour 
lights.

Most Medditerranean ports with sufficient 
activity showed basic lanterns or torches 
at quaysides but casually and with no pre-
determined community policy.

We can be confident about the showing of 
navigational lights only where there was an 
agreed policy, approved and managed by 
an institution within the local, regional or 
national community.

Military control of signals, where it could 
be implemented, almost always took 
precedence over civilian needs.

The earliest national civic institutions were 
not formed until after 1700.

The earliest institutions showing lights for 
navigators were ecclesiastical from around 
the 5th century onward.

The earliest local civic institutions appear to 
have been those at Genoa, Venice and Pisa 
from around the 12th century.

The Lanterna of Genoa is a most historic and 
important medieval lighthouse operating 
today much as it was throughout the past 
five centuries.

For more than two centuries it was paired 
to a second, smaller lighthouse. It has been 
suggested that these were leading lights but 
this in not supported by geo-positional data.

When most other navigational lights were 
fuelled by coal or wood fires, or the burning 
of candle wax, these lighthouses were 
certainly the most important to have been 
lit with olive oil burning lamps because of its 
availability in the region.

The Lanterna is the longest functioning 
lighthouse in the same overall structure. 
(The lighthouse at La Coruna is the longest 
surviving functioning structure, but in a 
more recently modified form.)

It is my assertion that the motivation for the 
original construction of the Lanterna was 
Genoa’s involvement in the First Crusade, 
clues to which are provided in the city coat-
of-arms and its essential inclusion on the 
exterior of the lower tower, facing landward.

There are a number of loosely defined 
periods during which we can assign different 
levels of navigational aid provision:

(1) Antiquity: pre-400

(2) Ecclesiastical: 400-1200

(3) Byzantine: 400-1200

(4) Islamic: 700-

(5) City State: 1100-1400

(6) Ottoman: 1200-

(7) Pre-Modern: 1600-1700
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