Archaeology of Adriatic shipbuilding and seafaring
PAKOŠTANE PROJECT, LATE ROMAN SHIPWRECK NEAR THE ISLET VELI ŠKOLJ
IN THE GEOLOGICAL/GEOGRAPHICAL AND CULTURAL/HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Abstract:
Pakoštane today is a modern tourist destination on the Dalmatian coast, nearly half
way between the two well‐known urban centres of Zadar and Šibenik. Its history has to be
considered within the context of the history of the whole region, comprising the nearby Lake
of Vrana to the east and the Channel of Pašman towards the northwest.
The Lake of Vrana is the biggest natural lake in Croatia. It is actually a Karst valley
formed some 10.000 years ago and filled with brackish water. A pretty narrow limestone
barrier (800‐2.500 m wide) separates it from the sea, making it easily accessible from the
Pakoštane port situated in front of the south‐eastern entrance to the Channel of Pašman. Due
to the presence of many natural springs, the area of the lake has been the important source
of fresh water for the whole region. Its mild climate, fertile soil and the abundance of water
stimulated the agriculture from prehistoric to modern times, making the cultivation of
vegetables possible during the whole year.
The Channel of Pašman, named after the long nearby island running parallel to the
coast, represents the shortest navigation route to and from the colony of Iader. It is divided
into so called eastern and western passage by a series of small islands situated in the centre
of its south‐eastern part. Due to many shallows and reefs the modern navigation and fishing
activity is strictly controlled by a number of regulations, while its other natural characteristics
require careful navigation too.
The present area of Pakoštane is protected by three small islands, one of them housing
a small church of St. Justina, said to be a votive church edified after the Battle of Lepanto. The
second one named Veli školj, meaning “big islet”, conserves the traces of a small fortification
probably from prehistoric period, while the third one named Babuljaš doesn’t show any traces
of human activity.
It seems that in Roman times the islands of Sveta Justina and Veli školj formed one
single island that was probably connected to the mainland in the form of a small peninsula or
maybe separated from it by an extremely shallow passage. In the first case the area of the
port could have been divided into two separate smaller bays, one of them protected by a
rectilinear combination of a natural and a human‐made barrier.
The relatively recent discovery of the well preserved shipwreck in the Late Roman
layer could testify to the continuity of the port through Late Antiquity, when the Channel of
Pašman became part of the important Eastern Adriatic navigation route taking pilgrims from
the island of Corfu towards Aquileia and Ravenna. The shipwreck is situated between the
village and the island of Veli školj, about 100 m from its north‐eastern promontory.
Good visibility, low depth, thin sandy layer above the hull and well preserved wooden
material were some of the main reasons for choosing this shipwreck to be studied by the
international team of experts, thus introducing the principles of nautical archaeology in the
Croatian archaeological science.
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