Web Page

The Skerki Bank Deep Water Archaeological Project, 1989,1997
Anna Marguerite McCann

The site of Skerki Bank was discovered in 1988 by Robert D. Ballard in
international waters about 80 km NW of Sicily. It was identified on the basis of scattered
ancient amphoras documenting an ancient trade route and the remains of a separate
ancient shipwreck nicknamed the“Isis”. The following year, Ballard returned to the site
for the first JASON Project with a collaborative team including Anna Marguerite
McCann, archaeology director, and Mary-Lou E. Florian, conservator. The JASON
projects were conceived and directed by Ballard in response to America’s need to interest
and encourage children to pursue careers in the sciences, technology and archaeology.
The project was designed to show how archaeologists might make use of the new
technologies and to bring attention to the international problem of illicit excavation.
Working at depths of over 750 meters with a remotely operated vehicle (ROV) named
Jason (that gave its name to the project) and a smaller, towed, unmanned sled, named
Medea, a team of dedicated professionals made a breakthrough for underwater
archaeology. Robotic technology opened up the deep sea to the archaeologist.

The technology was developed by Ballard and his team of engineers at the Deep
Submergence Laboratory (DSL) at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. Where
SCUBA divers cannot go, we can now search with the eye of the camera and with sonar
and we can share our discoveries with audiences thousands of miles away. This first
JASON Project was also the first time that a live television broadcast had been attempted
from the sea floor. These broadcasts reached over 225,000 children in 13 downlink sites
in America and Canada. Children could see what we were seeing on their TV monitors
in North America in less than one half second. The success of the first 1989 JASON
Project has been recognized by a number of national awards. Among them are the 1990
American Association for the Advancement of Science/Westinghouse Award for the
public understanding of science and technology and the 1990 Computerworld
Smithsonian Award for “pioneering a system that allows students to view and interact
with underseas exploration projects in real time”. The JASON Projects continue today on
an annual basis and reach about one and one half million children and 33,000 teachers.

In 1997 Drs. Ballard and McCann returned with a larger team, more sophisticated
technology and the US Navy’s nuclear research submarine, the NR-1. Other
archaeologists were: John P. Oleson, University of Victoria, Jon Adams, University of
Southampton and Brendan Foley, MIT. Conservators were: Dennis Piechota, Arlington,
MA, and Cathy Giangrande, London. Dana Yoerger headed the team of engineers from
Woods Hole and MIT. While the NR-1 surveyed the area for new wreck sites, ROV
Jason was deployed from a mother ship and was used to survey, record, and recover a
sample of artifacts from several of the Roman wrecks. 8 shipwrecks were found in all at
Skerki Bank: 5 Roman merchantmen dating from the late Republic (Wreck D) and early
Empire (Wreck B, Wreck F, Wreck () to the late Empire (/sis), one medieval fishing
vessel (Wreck A) , and two nineteenth-century wooden sailing ships (Wreck C, Wreck E).
We also documented the debris fields of Roman ships that were dumping cargo to stay



afloat or spilling cargo as they sank. Jason, the most versatile ROV ever used for
archaeological research, documented the sites with digital and video photography and
using sonar with precise navigation made microbathymetric maps of the wreck sites. The
ability to create both photomosaics and topographic maps of the wreck sites while on
shipboard is a tremendous contribution for archaeological research.

The Roman wrecks show a fascinating mix of cargoes from both the eastern and
western Mediterranean, including quarry-rough blocks of granite, a wide variety of
amphoras, whole sets of kitchenware and fine ware, and bronze vessels. The expedition
was widely reported in international print and television media. The artifacts from Skerki
Bank are at the Mystic Aquarium in Mystic, Conn.

The final report of the project has been published: A.M. McCann and J.P.
Oleson, Deep-Water Shipwrecks off Skerki Bank: The 1997 Survey, Journal of Roman
Archaeology, Suppl. 58, Portsmouth, R.I.: JRA, 2004, Pp. 224, 228 illus., 42 color
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