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CHAPTER 1 
Corinth1 and the End of the World 

 
 
 
 The Roman colony founded at the crossroads of land and sea, on the narrow Isthmus 

connecting northern Greece with the Peloponnese and the Adriatic with the Aegean Sea, 

became one of the most famous commercial centers of the ancient Mediterranean.  The 

city of Corinth was uniquely positioned on a land bridge with two harbors, at the gate to 

the Peloponnese, and near the major sanctuary of the pan-Hellenic Isthmian games.  It 

was linked in ancient fame to all the images of a cosmopolis—bustling commercial 

activity, a diverse and lively population of foreigners and locals, veneration of important 

deities, the presence of Roman governors and important officials, substantial wealth and 

luxury, and even rampant immorality and promiscuity.  Roman Corinth was counted and 

mythologized as one of the renowned ‘ancient’ cities of Greece, placed in a broader 

travelscape of merchant, sailor, politician, and pilgrim, who bypassed, visited, or, like St. 

Paul, came and stayed for a time.2   

 

                                                 
1 In respect to ancient place names, I have chosen the Greek spellings over the Latinized forms.  Hence, I 
use Lechaion rather than Lechaeum, Kenchreai rather than Cenchreae, and Kromna rather than Cromna.  
The only exception to this is that I use the more common Latinized form “Corinth” rather than Korinth.  
The exception to this exception is when I refer to the project and data of the Eastern Korinthia 
Archaeological Survey (EKAS). 
 
2 The Roman colonization of Corinth dates to 44 BC, more than a hundred years after the Roman conquest 
and destruction of the Greek city in 146 BC.  The new colony occupied the location of the earlier Greek 
city but was distinctly Roman in its political, religious, and social outlook.  Despite the obvious 
discontinuity in urban life in the second century BC, and the rather embarrassing refoundation, the Roman 
city would nonetheless appropriate many of the mythologies, histories, and significance of the former 
Greek city. 
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 The urban center of Roman Corinth has been uncovered through a century of 

excavations by the American School of Classical Studies.3  Archaeological research has 

revealed the architectural layout of the Roman city, with its centralizing forum, and most 

important public buildings, temples, shops and theaters of the first and second century 

AD.  Some three dozen monographs present detailed studies of the architecture, 

sculpture, inscriptions, and artifacts of the Greek and Roman cities, and excavations at 

Isthmia and Kenchreai have revealed the remains of the extra-urban sanctuary and eastern 

harbor.  These investigations have demonstrated the monumental and opulent character of 

the Roman city befitting its status as provincial capital.  Archaeology and textual sources 

together testify to the flourishing of this commercial center between the first and fourth 

centuries.   

 

 During the period known as Late Antiquity (late third-seventh centuries AD), 

however, our image of the city is seriously marred and conflicted by a confusing literary 

tradition and murky material record.  Sources from the period state that the city suffered 

earthquakes, plagues, and barbarian invaders, but remained metropolis and capital of the 

province of Achaia.  Archaeological investigations have shown that public buildings fell 

down while habitation continued throughout the town and country; that temples and 

sanctuaries were destroyed while new enormous basilica churches were erected; that the 

old forum was abandoned as the city center shifted eastward; and that the city shed its 

former public appearance while yet retaining much of its ancient character.  This dark 

cloud of evidence has produced modern assessments of the ancient city ranging from 

utter decline to health and efflorescence.  Unsurprisingly, historical conclusions about 

Corinth’s end have typically fissured along lines created by different methodological and 

interpretive frameworks; writing the ‘end’ of ancient Corinth is closely bound to the 

paradigms, methodology, and evidence brought to bear on the question.   

 

                                                 
3 C.K. Williams II, and N. Bookidis (eds.), Corinth: Results of Excavations Conducted by the American 
School of Classical Studies at Athens.  Volume 20: Corinth, the Centenary 1896-1996, Princeton 2003. 
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This study argues at a general and methodological level that examining a complex 

phenomenon like the end of the ancient city demands the broadest conceptual and 

methodological frameworks.4  Although the ancient city (and its decline) is often studied 

in terms of its urban layout and public buildings, the city was a dynamic entity existing 

well beyond its walls—in its territory, in extra-regional networks, and even in the ancient 

imagination—and shaped by the confluence of local, inter-regional, and Mediterranean 

worlds.  The “end of the ancient city,” in other words, involved not simply the decline or 

transformation of urban life (although that was important), but the redefinition of an 

entire cultural context and set of relations, most notably the relationship of the city to the 

wider world.  Examining the uneven processes of continuity, discontinuity, and change 

requires broad frameworks able to integrate the variety of evidence and deal with its 

complexities.  “Landscape approaches” can provide more sophisticated and variegated 

assessments of the way that a local world was transformed at the end of antiquity.   

 

This is a study of Corinth in Late Antiquity on the basis of the city’s Isthmian 

territory that connected the urban center with its twin gulfs and formed a crossroads of 

land and sea.  The study posits that the Roman city of Corinth was embedded in its 

eastern landscape, and that the Isthmus was integral to the city’s social and economic 

identity, mythology and imagery, and historical memory.  It argues, on the one hand, that 

despite broad changes affecting the physical fabric of the urban center during Late 

Antiquity, the city remained an important metropolis in the broader world largely because 

the broader place of ancient Corinth remained vital in Mediterranean contexts.  The 

Isthmus as a crossroads and connective landscape continued to contribute to the city’s 

material prosperity, reinforcing its position as one of the great ancient cities of Greece;  

most of the settlements and places on the Isthmus (e.g., the two harbors, the site of 

Isthmia, rural houses) had vital Late Antique lives, and reinforced the important role of 

                                                 
4 References to the ‘end’ of the ancient city in this study are not intended to imply a general sense of 
decline, nor an interest only in the discontinuities in the ancient world.  Rather, the use of the term ‘end’ 
refers to 1) the period of Late Antiquity generally, a period associated with transformation, and 2) the 
processes by which the ancient world became a medieval one at the local level.  These processes involved 
elements of continuity, discontinuity, and transformation.  How the city specifically ended is, of course, the 
subject of this study.   
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the city in the Mediterranean world.  Yet, on the other hand, it also highlights radical 

elements of discontinuity and change in this period.  Despite the vitality of the physical 

territory and extra-urban structures, ancient and classical traditions of perceiving and 

imagining the city ended, replaced by new (Christian) myths and stories about Corinth 

and its landscapes.  The study, then, provides evidence for the long-term continuity of 

both configurations of settlement and Corinthian places in Late Antiquity, while also 

showing how a territory laden with mythological and sacred meanings was re-inscribed 

with new significance and the narratives of a Christianized society.   

 

 The remainder of this chapter discusses the historiographic problem of the city in 

Late Antiquity (Section 1.1), details the particular historical scholarship on late Roman 

Corinth (1.2), and outlines (1.3) how a landscape approach offers a potential solution to 

the problems outlined in the first two sections.  The chapter ends with a brief overview 

(1.4) of the direction of the study. 

 

1.1. The City in Late Antiquity  
Since Edward Gibbon’s colossal study of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire 

over two centuries ago, the period of the third to seventh centuries AD has been the 

subject of undying debate.  A generation of recent scholarship has restructured the terms 

of this debate, but the discussion remains focused on the ways that an ancient world 

became a medieval one in terms of political structure, religion and ideology, and 

economy and society, while yet retaining some vestige of its former self.  The principal 

questions of the field have centered on the nature of this great transformation and the 

degree to which antiquity really ended.  How did the ancient world die, survive, or 

change, and, as importantly, where and when?5  If these questions continue to evoke 

                                                 
5 The classic exposition is P. Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, New York 1971, but continuity and 
change has remained a vital framework in recent historiographic work.  Cf., for example, F.M. Clover and 
R.S. Humphreys (eds.), Tradition and Innovation in Late Antiquity, Madison, WI, 1989; A. Cameron, The 
Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity, AD 395-600, London 1993; and essays in G.W. Bowersock, P. 
Brown, and O. Grabar (eds.), Interpreting Late Antiquity: Essays on the Post Classical World, Cambridge 
1999. 
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spirited debate, the proper conceptual and spatial framework for addressing them has 

shifted to the localized context of city, countryside, and landscape.   

 

The ancient city, that most integral institution of the ancient world, has traditionally 

stood at the center of questions about the passage of antiquity into the middle ages.  As 

M. Rostovtzeff and A.H.M. Jones well demonstrated long ago, the ancient Mediterranean 

was a world of cities, which formed the political, social, economic, cultural, and 

ideological focus of ancient life.  Whether the rural population barbarized the towns, as 

Rostovtzeff had argued, or the civic elite abandoned the cities for their self-sufficient 

estates as Jones suggested, something radical happened to these Mediterranean cities in 

the course of Late Antiquity.6  What exactly happened is the subject of much debate that 

is tied directly to historical methods and evidentiary frameworks.   

 

The scholarship that has most greatly influenced Late Antique scholarship is based 

largely on the evidence of literary testimony, including especially hagiographic literature 

(Peter Brown), or epigraphy, such as A.H.M. Jones’ work on Late Roman imperial and 

civic administration.  High-quality and abundant literary and epigraphic sources, 

however, simply do not exist for most cities of the Late Roman Empire.  The evidence 

that allowed Liebeschuetz to produce an administrative history of Antioch in Late 

Antiquity, for example, is the exception rather than the rule; Constantinople, Rome, and 

Alexandria number among the few other cities where inscriptions and texts are abundant 

enough to fuel historical research.7  In only a few other large cities is there enough 

evidence that it is possible to explore broader facets of urban life; local histories remain 

possible using the widest variety of source material.8   

 

                                                 
6 M. Rostovtzeff, Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire, Oxford 1926; A.H.M. Jones, Later 
Roman Empire, Norman, OK, 1964.   
 
7 Lavan 2001, 14-15. 
 
8 See, for example, L.J. Hall, Roman Berytus: Beirut in Late Antiquity, London 2004. 
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For most cities of the Mediterranean, material evidence is our principal source of 

knowledge for reconstructing civic life, and historians, by consequence, have begun to 

turn to archaeological methods to generate evidence for examining the city.9  While the 

use of archaeology for discussing cities has a history as old as Rostovtzeff’s Social and 

Economic History of the Roman Empire (1926), the last two decades have witnessed a 

veritable archaeological revolution—the excavation of many urban centers of the 

Mediterranean and their subsequent publications.  The marketplace is becoming flooded 

with books on the transformation of the city, and material approaches now figure 

prominently in much of this new scholarship.  These developments have the enormous 

potential to illuminate civic histories across the Late Roman Mediterranean, revealing the 

material dimensions of not only the small cities for which there is scant surviving literary 

and epigraphic evidence, but even the largest cities of the ancient Mediterranean whose 

histories are still based mainly on a different kind of evidence—documentary and 

epigraphic sources.   

 

While these new trends may well revolutionize our understanding of Late Antiquity 

generally, they may also bind the image and history of the city to a specific method and 

evidence, the excavation of the urban center.10  One can see the close relationship 

between excavation methods and historical conclusions in the recent focus in scholarship 

on urban topography.11  In a bibliographic essay on the Late Antique city by L. Lavan, 

                                                 
9 For the issue of the city and the end of antiquity, see S.J.B. Barnish, “The transformation of classical 
cities and the Pirenne debate,” JRA 2 (1989), 385-400; T.E. Gregory, “Archaeology and Theoretical 
Considerations on the Transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages in the Aegean Area,” in P.N. Kardulias 
(ed.), Beyond the Site. Regional Studies in the Aegean Area, Lanham, MD 1994, 137-59;  C. Foss, Cities, 
Fortresses and Villages of Byzantine Asia Minor, Aldershot 1996; N. Christie and S.T. Loseby (eds.), 
Towns in Transition: Urban Evolution in Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, Brookfield, VT, 1996; 
W. Liebeschuetz, “Late Late Antiquity (6th and 7th centuries) in the Cities of the Roman Near East,” in 
MedAnt 3.1 (2000), 43-75; W. Liebeschuetz, Decline and Fall of the Roman City, Oxford 2001; and essays 
in L. Lavan (ed.), Recent Research in Late-Antique Urbanism, Journal of Roman Archaeology 
Supplementary Series 42, Portsmouth 2001, especially Lavan’s bibliographic essay on pp. 9-26. 
 
10 On the trend of localism as it relates to the city, cf. S.J.B. Barnish 1989; N. Christie and S.T. Loseby, 
“Introduction,” in Christie and Loseby 1996, 1-3; Lavan 2001. 
 
11 Barnish 1989;  Christie and Loseby 1996;  G.P. Brogiolo and B. Ward-Perkins (eds.), The Idea and Ideal 
of the Town between Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Leiden 1999; Lavan 2001.  
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urban change and topography assume center stage, with subtopical themes including city 

walls and urban layout, the destruction and refurbishing of civic buildings, the palaces 

and governors’ houses, transformation of the urban fabric, and intramural burials, 

churches, and Christianization.12  The unavoidable bias of such scholarship, of course, is 

that it offers the narrowest glimpses of material change in the local world during Late 

Antiquity based on the particularities of what the spade and shovel have uncovered.  

Even in cities that have been subject to long periods of excavation, there remains a real 

risk of producing truncated visions of civic life.  Broader conceptual and methodological 

frameworks are important for escaping the dangers of particularism and offering more 

robust pictures of the ways that an ancient local world became a medieval one in Late 

Antiquity. 

 

Broader views are most common today in the form of regional studies of the rural 

world.  Individuals in antiquity derived their political and social identity from their 

association with towns but inhabited cultural spheres beyond the urban center, especially 

the territory of the ancient city where the local population worked, farmed, traveled, and 

worshiped.13  The rural world has traditionally played an important role in the 

historiography of the later Roman Empire,14 but only in recent years has the development 

of methods for studying the countryside, especially survey archaeology, allowed 

archaeologists to talk about the particular countrysides of particular cities.15  The 

                                                 
12 Lavan 2001. 
 
13 For general discussion, see essays in G. Shipley and J. Salmon (eds.), Human landscapes in classical 
antiquity: environment and culture, London 1996; for early discussions of the countryside in Late Antique / 
early Byzantine times, see essays in R.L. Hohlfelder (ed.), City, Town and Countryside in the Early 
Byzantine Era, Boulder 1982. 
 
14 Bowden and Lavan, p. xix.  Long ago Rostovtzeff posited that the ancient city was overcome by the rural 
world from the third century on, while A.H.M. Jones would claim that the flight of the urban elite 
(curiales) to the countryside precipitated the end of antiquity.   
 
15 On the importance of archaeological survey for understanding the countryside, cf. T.E. Gregory, 
“Intensive Survey and its Place in Byzantine Archaeology,” in Byzantine Studies/Etudes Byzantines 13,2 
(1986 [1990]), 155-75; T.E. Gregory, “Archaeology and Theoretical Considerations on the Transition from 
Antiquity to the Middle Ages in the Aegean Area,” in P.N. Kardulias (ed.), Beyond the Site. Regional 
Studies in the Aegean Area, Lanham, MD 1994, 137-59; and B. Ward-Perkins, “Land, Labour and 
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employment of survey methods has created a watershed for local histories that 

complement the explosion of urban studies based on the excavated remains of civic 

buildings. 

 

The Late Antique countryside has today become its own thriving field of study 

centered on patterns of rural settlement and fueled by the methods of archaeological 

survey.16  On the positive side, regional survey is relatively efficient and cheap, and 

consequently widely employed, with the result that it is now possible to talk about and 

compare countrysides around the Mediterranean.17  In the eastern Mediterranean 

especially, survey projects have populated numerous regional maps with Late Antique 

villages, villas, and farmsteads, and provided new information about aspects of rural life, 

including patterns and forms of settlement, land use and labor, and even ownership and 

tenancy.  Most importantly, survey has underlined the social and economic health of the 

rural world in Late Antiquity, strong evidence against generalized pictures of 

impoverished or abandoned countrysides by A.H.M. Jones and others.18  The privileging 

of the methods of archaeological survey, however, has also contributed to modern visions 

of the late Roman town and countryside that are unsatisfying in two important respects.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Settlement,” in A. Cameron, B. Ward-Perkins, and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge Ancient History 
Volume XIV: Late Antiquity, Cambridge 2000, 315-45, esp. 315-17; Bowden and Lavan 2004, pp. xxii-xxiii 
 
16 See especially W. Bowden and L. Lavan, “The Late Antique Countryside: An Introduction,” in Bowden 
and Lavan 2004, pp. xvii-xxvi; and A. Chavarría and T. Lewit, “Archaeological Research on the Late 
Antique Countryside: a Bibliographic Essay,” in Bowden and Lavan 2004,  pp. 3-51. 
 
17 S.E. Alcock and J.F. Cherry (eds.),  Side-by-Side Survey: Comparative Regional Studies in the 
Mediterranean World, Oxford 2004. 
 
18 For overviews of current issues, see Chavarría and Lewit 2004; also Y. Hirschfeld, “Habitat,” in G.W. 
Bowersock, P. Brown, and O. Grabar (eds.), Interpreting Late Antiquity: Essays on the Post Classical 
World, Cambridge 1999, 258-72;  B. Ward-Perkins, “Land, Labour and Settlement,” in A. Cameron, B. 
Ward-Perkins, and M. Whitby (eds.), The Cambridge Ancient History Volume XIV: Late Antiquity, 
Cambridge 2000, 315-45.  For case studies, see papers in W. Bowden, L. Lavan, and C. Machado (eds.), 
Recent Research on the Late Antique Countryside, Leiden 2004; and N. Christie (ed.), Landscapes of 
Change. Rural Evolutions in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Aldershot 2004.  On the 
importance of rural settlement as it relates to ‘economic growth’ in Late Antiquity, see J. Banaji, Agrarian 
Change in Late Antiquity: Gold, Labour, and Aristocratic Dominance, Oxford 2001, especially the second 
chapter. 
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First, the methods and terms for studying the countryside are so different from those 

for studying the urban center that the differences reinforce a division of ‘urban center’ 

and ‘countryside’ that was less rigid in antiquity than it may appear to us today.  

Archaeological survey highlights categorical terms like ‘farmsteads,’ ‘country homes,’ 

and ‘dispersed settlements’, which underpin a vision of the rural world as isolated and 

idyllic, downplaying the variety of ways that the urban world penetrated the rural, and the 

rural the urban.  While ancient writers did make distinctions between urban (astu) and 

rural (chora), the spheres of daily life were fluid and overlapping as individuals traveled 

between town and country, and beyond to neighboring cities and provinces.19  Even the 

countrysides were busier than we might imagine, peopled not only by farmers, day 

laborers, and shepherds, but also travelers and pilgrims, thieves and ruffians, and 

emperors, governors and local officials (to say nothing of vampires, gods, mythical 

heroes, and golden asses), en route to local sanctuaries, monuments, and festivals, or 

simply passing through.  Our principal methodological paradigms for studying the Late 

Antique city—excavation and regional survey—tend to flatten and compartmentalize a 

vital and fluid local world into the strict spheres of either town or countryside.   

 

Second, excavation and archaeological survey have illumined the structures of urban 

and rural life but have poorly revealed the individuals behind the material culture, the 

daily flow of human activity in town and territory, or the senses of place common to the 

urban and extra-urban worlds.20  Excavation reports of town and country houses, for 

                                                 
19 See F.R. Trombley, “Town and Territorium in Late Roman Anatolia (late 5th-early 7th c.)”, in Lavan 
2001, 217-33, summarized on p. 231:  “In the 5th- and 6th-c. Anatolia it can be said that the city penetrated 
its territorium—physically, politically, economically and culturally. …There was a great deal of social 
contact between city and territorium as dwellers of one zone crossed to the other; many people divided 
their time between the two, whether for reasons of economic gain or religious piety.  This is ultimately not 
surprising as the population intra muros was fundamentally dependent on the rural population.”  See also 
Bowden and Lavan 2004, xvii-xviii, on problems of definition of ‘countryside’. 
 
20 For efforts to take rural studies, survey archaeology, and artifact patterns beyond ‘dots on the map,’ see 
L. Foxhall, “Colouring in the Countryside”, in JMA 14.2 (2001); M. Given, “From Density Counts to 
Ideational Landscapes: Intensive Survey, Phenomenology, and the Sydney Cyprus Survey Project,” in E.F. 
Athanassopoulos and L. Wandsnider (eds.), Mediterranean Archaeological Landscapes: Current Issues, 
Philadelphia 2004, 165-82;  S.E. Alcock, Graecia Capta.  The Landscapes of Roman Greece, Cambridge 
1993; S.E. Alcock and R. Osborne (eds.), Placing the Gods: Sanctuaries and Sacred Space in Ancient 
Greece, Oxford 1994; and S.E. Alcock, Archaeologies of the Greek Past: Landscape, Monuments and 
Memories, Cambridge 2002. 
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instance, necessarily center on stratigraphic units, dating evidence, and catalogues of 

finds.  The conceptual vocabulary common to studies of the ancient countryside, 

moreover—dispersed and nucleated settlements, agrarian regimes, labor and peasants, 

demography, and the like—is generally derived from materialist theory, economic 

geography, and the discipline of settlement archaeology developed to study societies 

without texts.  Certainly generic categorical terms like ‘smallholders’ and ‘farmsteads’ 

communicate poorly the rich texture of ancient life or the vivid stories, myths, histories, 

and meanings that the ancients ascribed to their mountains, caves, rivers, tombs and 

habitation.21  Dealing with the fuller range of human activity, experience, and meaning is 

fundamental for understanding the end of the ancient city;22 it was not simply buildings 

and settlements but the entire local world—a context and a language—that underwent 

change in dramatic ways.23   

                                                                                                                                                 
 
21 Studies of how the rural world was experienced, mythologized, and embedded with meaning are as 
uncommon for Late Antiquity as they are for other periods, with important exceptions including 
scholarship that has developed around the Christianization of the countryside.  See Chavarría and Lewit 
2004, 38-43; B. Caseau, “The Fate of Rural Temples in Late Antiquity and the Christianization of the 
Countryside,” in Bowden and Lavan 2004, pp. 105-44; J. Mitchell, “the Archaeology of Pilgrimage in Late 
Antique Albania: the Basilica of the Forty Martyrs,” in Bowden and Lavan 2004, 145-86. 
 
22 There is a richer scholarship about human activities in Late Antique countryside from scholars working 
with literary texts and ancient inscriptions.  For some instances, see F.R. Trombley, “Town and Territorium 
in Late Roman Anatolia (late 5th-early 7th c.)”, in Lavan 2001, 217-33;  F.R. Trombley, “Epigraphic data on 
village culture and social institutions: an interregional comparison (Syria, Phoenice Libanensis and 
Arabia),” in Bowden and Lavan 2004, pp. 73-101.  Archaeologists have seldom attempted to integrate this 
other kind of evidence with their pictures of the countryside (or historians with archaeological evidence!).  
See the recommendations of Bowden and Lavan 2004, xxiv-xxv, for a more integrated picture, where and 
when possible.  
 
23 In their recent analysis on Late Roman countrysides, Bowden and Lavan similarly argue that the picture 
of the Late Antique countryside is today still drab, a result of knowing very little about the ecological 
particulars that create the local environmental backdrop for human experience.  See Bowden and Lavan 
2004, xxii-xxiii.  “The result of these gaps in research interests is that the Late Antique countryside can be 
said to appear to us above all as a landscape of people and places.  It is a landscape of places thanks to field 
survey and excavation.  The lively people in this landscape owe their prominence in part to the inspirational 
writings of Peter Brown.  However, if one tries to imagine this landscape, from Brown’s work or from the 
life of a rural saint, one perceives a world that is still rather drab.  It is probably best imagined as a white 
canvas, with people and buildings in gray or black.  It is a long way from being green, yellow or brown.  It 
is a world in which people farm, go to church and go to market, but not one in which one can imagine 
ancient terraces, distant woodland or winding lanes—in short all those elements which make up a rich 
human experience of the countryside.”  I am less bothered by this shortcoming in countryside studies than 
by the principally materialist paradigms for studying the countryside that lack any connection to human 
story and meaning.  When possible, the scholar of the ancient countryside must enrich bland descriptions 
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Although the threads of urban and rural studies outlined above remain valid and 

popular approaches to studying the late Roman city, we must admit that our typical 

picture of the local world suffers that gray drabness caused by our dependence on the 

methodological terms of excavation and survey.  One can still hear M.I. Finley’s dictum 

that the history of individual ancient cities is a dead end since the evidence that might 

provide color and detail to a picture of the local world are generally scanty.24  And yet, in 

an academic climate that shuns ‘big history’ for local and micro-regional approaches, 

local history will certainly remain an important component of historical discourses.  We 

must then develop ways to discuss the ancient local world that seek to balance local 

complexity with broader historical significance, recognizing the importance of the 

minutiae but not losing sight of the larger historiographic scope.  The ancient city is an 

entity dynamic enough that broader purviews are fundamental.   

 

The remainder of this study argues that a landscape approach (see 1.3, below) 

constitutes a valuable paradigm for studying the ancient town and country and analyzing 

the complexity inherent to the transformation of the local world in Late Antiquity.  The 

Roman city of Corinth is an ideal candidate for such a study because the city was 

famously connected to its eastern landscape (the Isthmus) in antiquity, and the city’s 

history between the third and seventh centuries is so poorly understood today.  More 

importantly, Corinth was a major city throughout the Roman period, and its landscape 

and pasts were widely known and discussed at the time, even if not in the detail that the 

modern scholar would prefer.  It is, consequently, possible to study Corinth in its 

landscapes in more vivid and specific ways than is common for most cities of the 

Mediterranean.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
based on archaeological remains with ancient stories and histories, meanings and associations, mythologies, 
experiences, and pasts that surrounded particular places in the local landscape. 
 
24 M.I. Finley, “The Ancient City: From Fustel de Coulanges to Max Weber and Beyond,” in Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 19 (1977), 325.   
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1.2. The End of Ancient Corinth 
 The historical and archaeological scholarship on Corinth in Late Antiquity is 

currently in process of significant revision.  In place of conventional narratives of the 

ancient city ending in the later fourth century, scholars have begun to reassess both the 

appropriateness of decline models for understanding the city generally, the specific 

evidence seeming to support the traditional picture, and the overall chronology of change.  

The increasing corpus of archaeological evidence from both town and countryside, 

especially, is being used to generate optimistic visions of the city’s flourishing in the fifth 

and sixth centuries.  Whereas previously scholars had pointed to the destruction of urban 

buildings as a sign of the end of the ancient city, they now point to material culture that 

demonstrates the continuity of the city’s metropolitan character.  And in place of general 

models of decline, scholars have become more interested in questions of civic continuity 

and redefinition.  Historians of Late Roman Corinth now face a greater challenge in 

defining where “antiquity” resided in the life of the ancient city and which kinds of 

evidence are brought to bear on the question.  A brief overview of the historiography as it 

relates to methodological and evidentiary frameworks can provide a sense of the 

problems involved with interpreting Corinth for this period and highlight profitable paths 

for future work. 

 

Modern historical sketches of Late Antique Corinth have traditionally followed the 

testimony of ancient authors like Zosimus, Evagrius, and Procopius, who suggest that 

Corinth fared disastrously between the later third and seventh centuries AD, suffering an 

unending series of death blows from invaders, earthquakes, and plagues.25  The sixth 

century historian Zosimus, for instance, says that following the death of Valentinian,26  

                                                 
25 See, for instance, J.H. Finley Jr., “Corinth in the Middle Ages,” Speculum 7 (1932) 477-80.  For recent 
reviews of these historical events as they relate to the physical evidence, see R. Rothaus, Corinth, First City 
of Greece, 2000, pp. 16-26;  G.D.R. Sanders, “Problems in interpreting Rural and Urban settlement in S. 
Greece, AD 365-700,” in N. Christie and S. Scott (eds.), Landscapes of Change: the Evolution of the 
Countryside from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, Aldershot 2004;  A.R. Brown, “Waiting for the 
Barbarian Invasions: Reconciling Archaeological and Historical Evidence for Barbarians at Corinth in Late 
Antiquity,” Paper presented at the 106th Annual Meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America, Boston 
2005; and A.R. Brown, “‘The Overthrow of the Temples and the Ruin of the Whole of Greece’: Rhetoric 
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Earthquakes likewise happened in many places. Crete was very much shaken, as was likewise the 
Peloponnese, and all Greece, many places being destroyed; indeed almost all were overturned, 
except Athens and the country of Attica…. 

 
Later in the fourth century (Zos. 5.6-7), Alaric and his Goths  

 
…left all Attica uninjured, and proceeded to Megaris, which he took at the first attempt. From 
hence, meeting with no resistance, he proceeded towards the Peloponnesus. Gerontius thus 
allowed him to pass over the Isthmus, beyond which all the towns, being unfortified and confiding 
in the security which they derived from the Isthmus, were capable of being taken without the 
trouble of fighting.  For this reason Corinth was first assaulted and immediately taken, with the 
small towns in its neighborhood, and afterwards Argos, with all the places between that and 
Lacedaemon.  Even Sparta shared in the common captivity of Greece. 
 

Jerome himself named the Alaric invasion as one of the ‘catastrophes of our times’ 

indicating nothing less than:27     

 
The Roman world is falling: yet we hold up our heads instead of bowing them. What courage, 
think you, have the Corinthians now, or the Athenians or the Lacedaemonians or the Arcadians, or 
any of the Greeks over whom the barbarians bear sway? I have mentioned only a few cities, but 
these once the capitals of no mean states. 

 
In the sixth century, Procopius and others enumerate Corinth among the cities 

overthrown and destroyed by ‘terrible earthquakes’ and decimated by the plague.28  To 

round out the disasters, the Slavs rolled through in the late sixth century exterminating 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Archaeology in Barbarian Invasions of Late Roman Greece,” Paper presented at the Conference for 
Shifting Frontiers in Late Antiquity VI: Romans, Barbarians, and the Transformation of the Roman 
World,” Champaign-Urbana, March 2005.  
 
26 Zosimus Book 4, and 5.6-7.  The English translation is from the 1814 edition by W. Green and T. 
Chaplin.  Standard and accepted English translations are used in this study, when available.  Unless 
otherwise stated, the translations of the classical sources are from the Loeb Classical Library series, and the 
patristic translations are from the Eerdmans Publication series of Early Church Fathers, now widely 
available in the public domain and in on-line format: http://www.ccel.org/fathers2/   Zosimus’ main source 
for Greece in the fourth century is the early fifth century historian Eunapius.   
 
27 Jerome, Ep. 55 (To Heliodorus).  The English translation is from the Eerdmans series.  See also 
Claudian, In Rufinum 2.186-191, for the destruction of the city’s harbors. 
 
28 See Proc. Anec. 18.42.6; Aed. 4.2.24, who list multiple terrible earthquakes, including some under 
Justinian.  Cf. also Evagrius Schol. 159.12; John Malalas Chron. 418.4; and Cosmas Indic. Topog. Christ. 
1.22.14, for passing details.  There is confusion in the historiography tradition about whether these 
earthquakes occur during the reign of Justin or Justinian, or both.   
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what remained of the population or driving them into exile.29  Taken uncritically and read 

together, these sources form a chronicle of disastrous events that include perhaps four 

barbarian invasions (Herulians (AD 267), Visigoths (396), Vandals (c. 450), and Slavs 

(580s)), at least three epic earthquakes (360s, 370s, and 520s), and a deadly plague in the 

early 540s AD.  In some historical depictions, the city entered a tailspin of decline as 

early as the third century from which it never recovered. 

 

A century of archaeological work at Corinth, Isthmia, and Kenchreai has uncovered 

numerous Late Antique buildings, which, when read through the ancient authors, have 

materialized narratives of decline and produced an image of Corinth in ruins, a city 

stripped of its Greco-Roman character by AD 400.30  The vision of Corinth as a 

destroyed, derelict, or despoiled city was advanced most forcefully in the last century by 

scholars including J. Finley, O. Broneer, and R. Scranton (among many others) but has 

remained to this day a standard interpretation of the material remains.31  Relatively 

recently, for instance, Ivison argued that the Roman forum was abandoned as a civic 

space by the fifth century when the spread of burials through the area signaled a 

definitive end and transformation of the ancient city.32  Similarly, D. Engels explicitly 

and vividly linked the public face of the city with the civic values of a service society; the 
                                                 
29 For the sources for these invasions, see P. Charanis, “The Chronicle of Monemvasia and the Question of 
the Slavonic Settlements in Greece,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 5 (1950), 139-166; K.M. Setton, “The 
Bulgars in the Balkans and the Occupation of Corinth in the Seventh Century,” in Speculum 25 (1950), 
502-43; K.M. Setton, “The Emperor Constans II and the Capture of Corinth by the Onogur Bulgars,” 
Speculum 27 (1952), 351-62. 
 
30  Barbarians and earthquakes have together provided enough specific dates that it has been possible for 
scholars to connect most broadly dated Late Antique destruction layers with particular historical events.  
For critiques of approaches that interpret the archaeological evidence in light of the literary testimony, cf. 
Rothaus 2000, 16-26; Sanders 2005; Brown 2005. 
 
31 Finley 1932; O. Broneer, Corinth I.iv. The South Stoa and its Roman Successors, Princeton, N.J., 1954, 
159; R. Scranton, Corinth XVI: Medieval Architecture, Princeton 1957, 5.   See Rothaus 2000 and Sanders 
2005 for discussions.   
 
32 E.A. Ivison, “Burial and urbanism at Late Antique and early Byzantine Corinth (c. AD 400-700),” in N. 
Christie and S.T. Loseby (eds.), Towns in Transition: Urban Evolution in Late Antiquity and the early 
Middle Ages, Brookfield, VT, 1996, 99-125; but see responses by Rothaus 2000, 21-26, and K.W. Slane 
and G.D.R. Sanders, “ Late Roman Horizons established at Corinth,” in Hesperia 74.2 (2005), 243-97, who 
argue that these burials should be dated at least a half century (and perhaps a full century) later than Ivison 
suggests and indicate the movement of the agora of Corinth out of the forum! 
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buildings destroyed in the fourth century represented nothing less than the heart of 

classical civilization and individuals guided by the principles of a civic stoicism.33   

 

Change is rarely as immediate as destruction and there are many reasons for 

doubting a historiographic tradition characterized principally by decline.  The most 

immediate arguments against the paradigm generally are that the city was rebuilt 

following the fourth-century disasters and remained the provincial capital of Achaia and 

the metropolitan see through the sixth century.34  Over the last two decades, moreover, 

archaeologists have generated a variety of archaeological evidence problematizing an 

overly pessimistic picture of decline.  This scholarship varies greatly in subject matter 

and approach but is united in assessing the archaeological evidence independently of the 

scattered literary references, as well as its sharp criticism of the ancient sources.35  In this 

respect, this scholarship marks a departure from previous perspectives that read 

archaeological material through the literary sources.  This new research of town and 

countryside is contributing in important ways to more nuanced visions of the city and has 

established several different approaches for future scholarship on the city. 

 

First, recent investigations in Corinth’s urban center have produced strong evidence 

for general continuity in building culture (i.e., new foundations) and the traditional 

configuration of the city center into the sixth century.36  Excavation at the Panayia field, 

southeast of the Roman forum, for instance, has produced direct and vital evidence for 

several phases of large-scale, presumably private, expenditure, from the fourth to the 

                                                 
33 D. Engels, Roman Corinth. An Alternative Model for the Ancient City, Chicago 1990, esp. pp. 66-91. 
 
34 There is certainly wide evidence for destructions in this broad period, but many questions remain about 
when these occur, and whether they can be tied to one or even several destruction events.  The fourth 
century is summed up by Rothaus 2000, 21, “What is clear, despite questions of precise chronology and 
cause, is that Corinth was heavily damaged in the late fourth century.”  For another review of the evidence, 
see Robinson 2001, 121-31. 
 
35 Rothaus 2000, 16-26; Sanders 2004; Brown 2005. 
 
36 G.D.R. Sanders, “A Late Roman Bath at Corinth: Excavations in the Panayia Field, 1995-1996,” in 
Hesperia 68 (1999), 441-480; G.D.R. Sanders, “Problems in Interpreting Rural and Urban Settlement in S. 
Greece, AD 365-700,” in Christie and Scott  2004. 
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sixth centuries AD, including a fourth century villa and sixth century bath.37  The Roman 

forum itself, the central space of the Roman colony, continued to function as a civic 

space through the later fifth century (and not the early fifth century, as had been 

previously proposed).38  In her recent analysis of the fountain of Peirene, B. Robinson has 

argued that the elaborate triconch court of the fountain of Peirene should be down-dated 

from the second to the fourth century, and the associated pool may date to the fifth 

century, thereby providing evidence for the remaining importance of this traditional 

Corinthian place through Late Antiquity.39  K. Slane and G. Sanders have assembled the 

evidence for building activity in the Roman city in the fifth and sixth centuries, which 

includes baths, houses, and the monumental and exquisite Early Christian churches.40  

Their work in refining Late Roman and Byzantine period ceramic chronologies may 

radically alter the monumental history of the city by down-dating the destruction contexts 

of many important civic buildings by half a century, well beyond the supposed 

devastation events of the late fourth century.41   

 

Second, there is a significant corpus of scholarship that now argues that the city 

continued to function as a metropolis and Roman city through the sixth century,42 even if 

many public buildings of the old Roman colony and its hinterland fell out of use.43  In 

addition to the continuity of civic spaces and buildings like the Roman forum and the 

fountains, noted above, there is evidence for continuity in the city’s religious outlook, 
                                                 
37 Sanders 1999, 2004. 
 
38 Rothaus 2000, 21-26; Slane and Sanders 2005. 
 
39 Robinson 2001. 
 
40 Slane and Sanders 2005; Sanders 1999, 2004. 
 
41 Slane and Sanders 2005.  See also K.W. Slane, “East-West Trade in Fine Wares and Commodities.  The 
View from Corinth,” in Rei Cretariae Romanae Fautorum Acta 36 (2000), 299-312;  and K.W. Slane, 
“Corinth’s Roman Pottery: Quantification and Meaning,” in Williams and Bookidis 2003, 321-335;  
G.D.R. Sanders, “Recent Developments in the Chronology of Byzantine Corinth,” in Williams and 
Bookidis 2003, 385-399. 
 
42 See Slane and Sanders 2005. 
 
43 But see the dating problems for the Roman forum: Rothaus 2000, 21-26; Slane and Sanders 2005.   
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lamp industry, and place in commercial networks.44  R. Rothaus has assembled the 

evidence for continuing pagan cult in the Corinthia and has posited a late date for the 

Christianization of the city—largely at the hands of the emperor.45  Slane and Sanders 

have shown that the city participated in Mediterranean-wide trade networks through the 

sixth century.46  The discontinuity of old Roman Corinth, embedded in its social, 

economic, religious, and political structures, must then be reconciled with the strands of 

continuity in the life of the ancient city.47  In light of an ever-increasingly diverse picture, 

it may be profitable to ask why certain facets of Roman civic life and architecture 

continued while others did not.  Framing questions in this way shifts the debate away 

from general models of decline to questions of civic continuity and redefinition in a 

period of radical change, while still allowing for elements of discontinuity and building 

destructions by barbarians, earthquakes, Christians, or the simple passing of time.    

 

Finally, archaeological research in Corinth’s extra-urban territory (Fig. 1.1) has 

produced a picture of the region in Late Antiquity that appears both positive and healthy.  

P.N. Kardulias has shown, for instance, that even at Isthmia, the construction of the 

Byzantine fortress evoked an expenditure of energy and wealth that is not compatible 

with decline paradigms;48 certainly, Timothy Gregory’s study of the 7.5 km long trans-

Isthmian wall might demonstrate a similar phenomenon.49  Scholars using the methods of 

                                                 
44 For religious cult, see Rothaus 2000; Sanders 2005.  On Corinth’s lamp industry, see K.S. Garnett, “Late 
Roman Corinthian Lamps from the Fountain of the Lamps,” Hesperia 44 (1975), 173-206; Slane and 
Sanders 2005.  For trade and commerce: Slane 2000, 2003; Slane and Sanders 2005.   
 
45 Rothaus 2000.  See also Sanders 2005 for new archaeological evidence. 
 
46 Slane and Sanders 2005. 
 
47 For recent discussions, cf. R. Rothaus, Corinth, the First City of Greece: an Urban History of Late 
Antique Cult and Religion, Leiden 2000; and Slane and Sanders 2005.   
 
48 P.N. Kardulias, “Architecture, Energy, and Social Evolution at Isthmia, Greece: Some Thoughts about 
Late Antiquity in the Korinthia,” in JMA 8.2 (1995), 33-59.  Also his dissertation: P.N. Kardulias, The 
Byzantine Fortress at Isthmia, Greece and the transition from Late Antiquity to the Medieval Period in the 
Aegean, Ph.D. Dissertation, Ohio State University 1988, which has recently been published as: P.N. 
Kardulias, From Classical to Byzantine: Social Evolution in Late Antiquity and the Fortress at Isthmia, 
Greece, BAR Series No. 1412, Oxford 2005. 
 
49 T.E. Gregory, Isthmia V: The Hexamilion and the Fortress, Princeton, NJ, 1993. 
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surface survey have argued that the Corinthia was flourishing in Late Antiquity, with a 

variety of country houses, villas, and rural buildings.50    Kardulias, Gregory, and 

Sawmiller, for example, have argued that the Late Antique Corinthia shows signs of 

greater agricultural exploitation, population, and economic flourishing than ever before.51  

Gregory has argued that the rural structures of the classical polis come to an end not in 

the late fourth century but in the late sixth, when society collapsed, effecting the 

transformation from antiquity to the medieval period in Greece.52  Accepting that the 

urban center of Corinth had strong social, economic, and cultural links with its 

countryside, we may wonder whether a flourishing countryside is better suited for an 

urban center in decay, or in prosperity.53  These are questions that can now be addressed 

to profitable ends. 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
50 This is not altogether surprising since survey is a method suited for producing long-term pictures of 
settlement structures, but usually too coarse to map historical or archaeological events, whether earthquake 
or barbarian.  Scholarship includes P.N. Kardulias, T.E. Gregory, and J. Sawmiller, “Bronze Age and Late 
Antique Exploitation of an Islet in the Saronic Gulf, Greece,” in JFA 22 (1995), 3-21; T.E. Gregory, “An 
Early Byzantine Complex at Akra Sophia near Corinth,” Hesperia 54 (1985), 411-28; T.E. Gregory, 
“Diporto:  A Byzantine Maritime Settlement in the Gulf of Korinth,” Deltion tis Christianikis 
Archaiologikis Etaireias 12 (1984) [1986], 287-304; T.E. Gregory, “A Desert Island Survey in the Gulf of 
Corinth,” Archaeology 39.3 (May/June 1986), 16-21; R.M. Rothaus, “Urban Space, Agricultural Space and 
Villas in Late Roman Corinth,” in P.N. Doukellis and L.G. Mendoni (eds.), Structures rurales et sociétés 
antiques, Paris 1994, 391-396; Rothaus 2000, 26-29; D.K. Pettegrew, “A Late Roman Settlement 
‘Explosion’?  The Continuity and Reuse of Sites in the Eastern Korinthia,” presented at the 105th Annual 
Meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America, San Francisco, CA, January, 2004; and W.R. Caraher, 
D. Nakassis, and D.K. Pettegrew, “Siteless Survey and Intensive Data Collection in an Artifact-rich 
Environment:  Case Studies from the Eastern Corinthia, Greece,” JMA 19.1 (2006), 7-43.  For a basic list of 
late Roman sites in the Corinthia, cf. Rothaus 2000, 151-55, and the appendix to this dissertation. 
 
51 Kardulias, Gregory, and Sawmiller 1995. 
 
52 Among others, see T.E. Gregory, “Archaeology and Theoretical Considerations on the Transition from 
Antiquity to the Middle Ages in the Aegean Area,” in P.N. Kardulias (ed.), Beyond the Site. Regional 
Studies in the Aegean Area, Lanham, MD 1994, 137-59. 
 
53 The nature of this relationship has been rarely explicitly discussed in literature for the Corinthia.  For an 
exception, see Rothaus 1994; 2000, 26-29.  It is common, though, in discussions of Greece generally.  See 
Gregory 1994; J. Bintliff and A. Snodgrass, “The Cambridge/Bradford Boeotian Expedition: The First Four 
Years,” Journal of Field Archaeology  12 (1985), 123–161; J. Bintliff and A. Snodgrass, “The end of the 
Roman Countryside: a view from the East,” in R. Jones, H. Bloemers., S. Dyson, and M. Biddle (eds.), 
First Millennium Papers: Western Europe in the First Millennium AD (BAR International Series 401), 
Oxford 1988, 175-217; J. Bintliff, “The Roman Countryside in central Greece: Observations and Theories 
from the Boeotia Survey (1978-1987),” in G. Barker and J.A. Lloyd (eds.), Roman Landscapes: 
Archaeological Survey in the Mediterranean Region, London 1991, 122-132.   
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Figure 1.1. Corinth and its Eastern Territory, with modern toponyms.  Red shade 
shows areas intensively surveyed by the Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey 

 

The new images of Corinth in Late Antiquity that are emerging from excavation and 

survey are based on more sophisticated readings of the archaeological evidence (and 

independently of the literary testimony) and offer positive interpretations of the city as 

healthy, even flourishing, in this period.54  This growing body of scholarship provides a 

number of appropriate frameworks for discussing change, epistemological tools for 

reading evidence, and indices useful for measuring the passing of antiquity into the 

middle age in the local world.  Assessing the end of ancient Corinth and its 

transformation into a Byzantine town, in other words, may be approached in different 

ways through careful articulation of how an ancient past was embedded in a material 

                                                 
54 Rothaus 2000, 17-18; Sanders 2004; Brown 2005. 
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world at the local level.55  While the new composite picture may be a more vibrant Late 

Antique city, we should not expect it to be as neat and tidy as the decline paradigm, 

which envisioned the city’s demise; rather, we might expect instead something like a 

celebrated building textured with old and new elements, antiquity unevenly spoliated and 

redefined in a new construction.   

 

If the approaches outlined above provide a solid basis for imaging Corinth in Late 

Antiquity, they offer only an important initial step for thinking about the end of the 

ancient city as a place formed through a variety of cultural contexts.  Here I would argue 

that there is great value in instilling the literary tradition into ancient histories in order to 

understand how ancient authors envisioned the city during the period.  It was not, after 

all, only Zosimus and Procopius who had things to say about Late Antique Corinth, but 

historians, geographers, philosophers, poets, bishops, preachers, and travelers scattered 

across the Mediterranean (to say nothing of the Corinthians themselves), who mention 

the city and its history, sporadically but consistently throughout this period.56  Their 

testimonies are usually cursory and seemingly irrelevant, but they provide a texture of 

story, myth, perception, and narrative that enhances our otherwise dry archaeological 

narratives detailing the material phases of the Late Antique city.  The ancients provide 

that ‘sense of place’, which is often biased and inaccurate but should nonetheless be 

assimilated rather than dismissed—even misinterpretations can offer direct views into 

ancient perceptions, which create an entirely different approach to studying the past.57   

                                                 
55 This complexity is inherent to studies of Late Antique / early medieval cities.  Cf. B. Ward-Perkins, 
“Urban Continuity?”, in Christie and Loseby 1996, 4-17.   For a recent defense of the concept decline, see 
Liebeschuetz, Decline and Fall of the Roman City; and W. Liebeschuetz, “The uses and abuses of the 
concept ‘decline’ in later Roman history, or Was Gibbon politically incorrect?”, in Lavan 2001, 233-38, 
with responses (238-45) by A. Cameron, B. Ward-Perkins, M. Whittow, and L. Lavan.  The general 
response was that the use of the term ‘decline’, like the term ‘continuity’, must be properly qualified and 
defined (if it is used at all) in reference to the specific facet of ancient culture. 
 
56 This point is easily demonstrated by a simple search of the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) for 
‘Corinth’ between the fourth and seventh centuries which turns up more than a thousand hits.   
 
57 The weaknesses of the literary record as they relate to regional studies are well-discussed.   See, for 
instance, G. Shipley, “Ancient History and Landscape Histories,” in Shipley and Salmon (eds.), Human 
Landscapes in Classical Antiquity: Environment and Culture, London 1996, 1-15.  Recently, however, 
landscape archaeologists have become increasingly optimistic about the role of texts in archaeological 
investigations, as, for instance, Bowden and Lavan 2004; Athanassopoulos 2004.   For the Mediterranean 
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In writing local histories, there is greater value in adopting expansive purviews of 

place that entail thinking about the ancient city in broader spatial and conceptual scopes.  

Broad but textured views can reduce the risk of myopic visions of the Late Antique city 

and enable understanding the transformation of an entire local context and world during a 

period of great change.  To study the end of the city is to study the end of a whole 

experienced context and set of relations, as well as their many continuities and 

redefinitions.  As I will develop in the course of this study, landscape provides an 

effective context and framework for more nuanced images of the city in the third to 

seventh centuries AD.58   

 

1.3. Corinth in a Landscape 
This is a study of Late Antique Corinth in terms of the connective landscape linking 

the urban center to its two seas and the wider Mediterranean.  This study argues that the 

central image of Roman Corinth as a maritime city and traveler’s cosmopolis was based 

on the historicized relationship of the city with its eastern territory, the Isthmus, and the 

Isthmus with the world.  The eastern landscape of Corinth defined the city, 

communicating its most significant civic myths and histories in material and conceptual 

forms, and contributed to the city’s material prosperity and commercial character.  The 

study examines continuity and change in this landscape (and by consequence, the city) 

during Late Antiquity.  On the one hand, despite radical changes to the public 

monumental configuration of the urban center, sanctuaries, and even harbors in the third 

to seventh centuries, the physical territory of the Isthmus continued to act as a crossroads 

                                                                                                                                                 
world, including especially important territories like the Corinthia, it is actually possible to reconstruct the 
process of ‘signification’ and the ‘world of meaning’ in a way that does not require that we ‘create a 
surrogate discourse’ (Layton and Ucko 2000, 12).  This is in sharp contrast to the problems confronting 
prehistorians working in other parts of the world.  See Layton and Ucko 2000 for discussion.  In light of 
this fact, it is surprising that incorporating and employing ancient texts in Mediterranean landscape 
archaeology is so exceptional. 
 
58 For a rich study that illustrates the potential of integrating excavation records with literary sources, and 
roots monuments in conceptual and historicized landscape, see Robinson 2001, who argues that the sense 
of place, history, and the Greco-Roman past embedded in the fountain of Peirene remains alive through 
Late Antiquity. 
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that enabled and facilitated trade and travel, promoted the city’s cosmopolitan 

significance, and undergirded the relationship of the city to the world.  And yet, on the 

other, the Isthmus itself, which was so rich in historical, mythological, and sacred place, 

was conceptually redefined in the same period, losing its former significance and gaining 

the newfound significance and narratives of a broader Christianized society.  Examining 

the landscape, then, provides an effective index for understanding the end of the ancient 

city and the changing relationship of the city to the broader world.   

 

This dissertation uses the term ‘landscape’ in ways that will become apparent in the 

unfolding of the study, but it is important to be explicit here about how this term has been 

employed in Mediterranean scholarship generally, its potential value for assessing the end 

of the city, and how I will use the concept.  In Mediterranean studies, ‘landscape’ is a 

very shifty term.59  In its conventional and most common usage in regional studies, it 

refers simply to a geographic territory or region, the natural environment which people 

settle and exploit.  In this use of the term, landscape is the proper spatial framework for 

addressing questions of long-term cultural change, whether broad theoretical issues 

rooted in the approaches of cultural ecology, processualism, and the Annales school,60 or 

                                                 
59 For general overviews of the use and meanings of the term, see A.B. Knapp and W. Ashmore, 
“Archaeological Landscapes: Constructed, Conceptualized, Ideational,” in Ashmore and Knapp (eds.), 
Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, Oxford 1999, 1-30; K. Green, Archaeology: An 
Introduction, Philadelphia 2000, 80-84;  R. Layton and P.J. Ucko, “Introduction: gazing on the landscape 
and encountering the environment”, in P. Ucko and R. Layton (eds.), The Archaeology and Anthropology 
of Landscape, London 2000, 1-20; S. Stoddart, “Introduction,” in S. Stoddart (ed.), Landscapes from 
Antiquity, Cambridge 2000, 1-5; T. Darvill, “Neolithic Landscapes: Identity and Definition,” in Stoddart 
2000, 1-13.  For discussions, new and old, of landscape approaches in the context of the archaeology of the 
Aegean and Mediterranean, see G. Barker, “Introduction: Methods and Problems,” in G. Barker and J. 
Lloyd (eds.), Roman Landscapes: Archaeological Survey in the Mediterranean Region, London 1991, 1-9; 
J.F. Cherry, “Archaeology Beyond the Site: Regional Survey and its Future,” in J.K. Papadopoulos and 
R.M. Leventhal (eds.), Theory and Practice in Mediterranean Archaeology: Old World and New World 
Perspectives, Los Angeles 2003, 157-59;  Knapp and Given 2003, 1-5, 311-12; and E.F. Athanassopoulos 
and L. Wandsnider, “Mediterranean Landscape Archaeology Past and Present,” in Athanassopoulos and 
Wandsnider (eds.), Mediterranean Archaeological Landscapes: Current Issues, Philadelphia 2004, 1-13.  
 
60 Perhaps the most explicit and coherent study of this sort is the Argolid Exploration Project, which 
concluded the main publication of their survey with a chapter examining the ‘co-evolution of landscape and 
human settlement’ over a period of some 50,000 years.  See M.I. Jameson, C.N. Runnels, and T.H. van 
Andel, A Greek Countryside. The Southern Argolid from Prehistory to the Present Day, with a Register of 
Sites by C.N. Runnels and M.H. Munn, Stanford 1994.  But there are many examples in the Mediterranean 
of application of the concept landscape in an environmental sense: G. Barker, Landscape and Society: 
Prehistoric Central Italy, London 1981; J.L. Bintliff (ed.), Archaeology and the Annales School, Leicester 
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more specific historiographic problems relating to changing patterns of demography, 

settlement, and the ancient economy.61  All such studies are united in their emphasis on 

landscape as a physical entity and territory, an object of human activity, exploitation, and 

settlement.  The term employed in this way is rarely defined, and its implicit use points 

simply to the land itself, or the human traces on the land.62   

 

Archaeologists and anthropologists hailing from post-processual and post-structural 

perspectives are more squeamish about attributing to landscape a specifically natural 

character or, for that matter, any definition whatsoever.  In the new school of landscape 

archaeologies, landscapes are better described than defined, as pinpointing the term is to 

put to death what many see to be its principal values: its ambiguity, fluidity, mutability, 

and contingency.  In this regard, some scholars have likened landscape to a ‘process’ or 

structure of relations that is constantly being contested and transformed.  Bender, for 

instance, calls landscape63  

                                                                                                                                                 
1990; J.F. Cherry, J.L. Davis, E. Mantzourani (eds.), Landscape Archaeology as Long-Term History: 
Northern Keos in the Cycladic Islands from Earliest Settlement Until Modern Times, Los Angeles 1991; C. 
Mee and H.A. Forbes (eds.), A Rough and Rocky Place: The Landscape and Settlement History of the 
Methana Peninsula, Greece, Liverpool 1997; P. Horden and N. Purcell, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of 
Mediterranean History, Oxford 2000; J. Wiseman and K. Zachos (eds.), Landscape Archaeology in 
Southern Epirus, Greece, I.  Hesperia Supplement 32, ASCSA 2003; E.F. Athanassopoulos, “Historical 
Archaeology of Medieval Mediterranean Landscapes,” in E.F. Athanassopoulos and L. Wandsnider (eds.), 
Mediterranean Archaeological Landscapes: Current Issues, Philadelphia 2004, 81-98.   For general 
discussions of time and landscape, see T. Ingold, “The Temporality of Landscape,” in World Archaeology 
25 (1993), 152-74; L. Wandsnider, “Artifact, Landscape, and Temporality in Eastern Mediterranean 
Archaeological Landscape Studies,” in Athanassopoulos and Wandsnider (eds.), Mediterranean 
Archaeological Landscapes: Current Issues, Philadelphia 2004, 69-79. 
 
61 E.g., G. Barker and J.A. Lloyd (eds.), Roman Landscapes: Archaeological Survey in the Mediterranean 
Region, London 1991;  N. Christie (ed.), Landscapes of Change. Rural Evolutions in Late Antiquity and the 
Early Middle Ages,  Aldershot 2004.  Landscape is also used as the straightforward equivalent to the 
natural environment and the countryside.  See G. Shipley and J. Salmon (eds.), Human Landscapes in 
Classical Antiquity: Environment and Culture,  London 1996; O. Rackham and J. Moody, The Making of 
the Cretan Landscape, Manchester, UK 1996. 
 
62 Landscapes are occasionally defined, as, for instance, ‘palimpsests’ of human activity created over long 
periods of time.  See G. Barker, “Introduction: Methods and Problems,” in G. Barker and J. Lloyd (eds.), 
Roman Landscapes: Archaeological Survey in the Mediterranean Region, London 1991, 1-9. 
 
63 B. Bender (ed.), Landscapes: Politics and Perspectives, Oxford 1993.  See also B. Bender, “Theorising 
Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge,” in Man 27 (1992), 735-55.  More recently, 
landscapes are a “way in which people—all people—understand and engage with the material world 
around them….landscapes are always in process, potentially conflicted, untidy and uneasy.” Cited from B. 
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polysemic, and not so much artefact as in process of construction and reconstruction.  The 
landscape is never inert, people interact with it, re-work it, appropriate it and contest it.  It is part 
of the way in which identities are created and disputed. 

 
There is, however, no single dominant interpretative thread in the postmodern 

‘archaeologies of landscape’ but only a multiplicity of approaches fissured along 

different lines.64  Hence, while some theorists may use the concept to refer to a cultural 

process, a mode of social interaction, and a constantly changing text of human agency,65 

many scholars (and most field archaeologists) see landscape as an entity, materially and 

territorially situated, albeit mutable and changing.66  What is nonetheless common to 

almost all of these more recent approaches is the rejection of landscape as simply a 

passive and neutral backdrop for human activity and exploitation, or a natural 

environment studied only from ecological and economic perspectives.  Emphasis is 

instead given to the total cultural landscape, the product of human experience and 

cognition, meaningfully constituted, symbolically structured, and phenomenologically 

focused.67  As such, landscapes form material and cultural contexts charged with meaning 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bender, “Introduction,” in B. Bender and M. Winer (eds.), Contested Landscapes: Movement, Exile and 
Place, Oxford 2001, 3. 
 
64 See, for instance, the range of perspectives and approaches in B. Bender (ed.), Landscape: Politics and 
Perspectives, Oxford 1993; P. Everson and T. Williamson (eds.), The Archaeology of Landscape: Studies 
Presented to Christopher Taylor, Manchester 1998; W. Ashmore and A.B. Knapp (eds.), Archaeologies of 
Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, Oxford 1999; P.J. Ucko and R. Layton (eds.), The Archaeology 
and Anthropology of Landscape, London 2000. 
 
65 For landscape as “a flickering text”, see D. Cosgrove, and S. Daniels (eds.), The Iconography of 
Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design, and Use of Past Environments, Cambridge 
1988, 8. 
 
66 Certainly one of the most significant divisions in the scholarship of cultural landscape is this one that 
exists between ‘explicit’ and ‘inherent’ approaches, or landscapes as ‘entities’ vs. landscapes as ‘relational 
structures’.   For discussion, see P. van Dommelen, “Exploring Everyday Places and Cosmologies,” in 
Ashmore and Knapp (eds.), Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, Oxford 1999, 277-
86; J. Thomas, “Comments on Part I: Intersecting Landscapes,” in Bender and Winer (eds.), Contested 
Landscapes: Movement, Exile and Place, Oxford 2001, 181-88. 
 
67 C. Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, Oxford 1994; see also papers 
in Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Stoddart 2000; C.L. Crumley, “Sacred Landscapes: Constructed and 
Conceptualized”, in Ashmore and Knapp (eds.), Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, 
Oxford 1999, 269-76.   
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derived from specific historical, social, and political spheres.68  Knapp and Ashmore may 

be representative in seeing landscape as69  

 
“an entity that exists by virtue of its being perceived, experienced, or contextualized by people,” 
but one that is also “neither exclusively natural nor totally cultural: it is a mediation between the 
two.”   

 
Indeed, many scholars, and particularly archaeologists, use the term in a way that 

assumes an integration of the conceptual and material.70  Landscapes are cultural and 

ideational but also physical, historically contingent entities created and structured by 

human agency, experience, and perception.71  In this sense, landscapes also refer to and 

reflect the modern conceptual frameworks of analysts and scholars themselves.  To 

summarize, as the term is used in post-processualist literature, landscape represents an 

entity and a context, perceived and material, as well as a modern framework.  The 

ambiguities and vagueness of such definitions are precisely why many scholars adopt 

landscape approaches: landscape is a flexible and fluid concept useful for analyzing the 

complexities of change to local worlds. 

                                                 
68 S.E. Alcock, Graecia Capta. The Landscapes of Roman Greece, Cambridge1993, 6-8; C. Tilley, A 
Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, Oxford 1994; and see various papers and 
approaches in P. Topping (ed.), Neolithic Landscapes: Neolithic Studies Group Seminar Papers 2, Oxford 
1997. 
 
69 Knapp and Ashmore 1999, 1, 20-21.  See also Given and Knapp 2003, 3-4: “We believe landscapes exist 
only when they become contextualized, perceived, and experienced by people.” 
 
70 See, for instance, Stoddart’s concise summary of themes in landscape archaeology: S. Stoddart, 
“Introduction,” in Stoddart (ed.), Landscapes from Antiquity, Cambridge 2000, 5: “The most convincing 
approaches attempt to involve both the natural and the cultural.  Individuals may have different views of 
landscape, but are still affected by its physical form and have to define practical ways to survive and thrive 
in any given landscape….The most judicious approaches acknowledge that there is an interrelationship 
between the symbolic and the practical which avoids the current polemics of dichotomy.”  And Ucko and 
Layton 2000, 1: “Landscapes are particular ways of expressing conceptions of the world and they are also a 
means of referring to physical entities.  The same physical landscape can be seen in many different ways by 
different people, often at the same time…the term may refer both to an environment, generally one shaped 
by human action, and to a representation (particularly a painting) which signifies the meanings attributed to 
such a setting.  These multiple senses give rise to what Gosden and Head call landscape’s ‘useful 
ambiguity’: ‘Landscape encompasses both the conceptual and the physical’ (Gosden and Head 1994: 113).”  
See also A. Flemming, “Prehistoric Landscapes and the quest for territorial pattern,” in P. Everson and T. 
Williamson (eds.), The Archaeology of Landscape: Studies Presented to Christopher Taylor, Manchester 
1998: Manchester University Press,  42-66. 
 
71 Knapp and Ashmore 1999, 12; See also Given and Knapp 2003, 311-12; Given 2004. 
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 Despite the relevance and applicability of these ‘cultural landscape’ approaches to 

classical archaeology and ancient history, their implementation is rare in Mediterranean 

studies.72  Most recent edited collections of landscape studies, for instance, employ the 

concept only to refer to the physical environment.73  The use of the term in this narrower 

sense is understandably related to the methodological frameworks of particular 

disciplines, and the seeming irrelevance of theoretical approaches generally within those 

disciplines.74  Moreover, as Lavan recently observed in his introduction to a work on Late 

Antique archaeology, historians may feel they have little need for the generic terms of 

social and anthropological theory (e.g., ‘elite’ and ‘social life’) when they already possess 

historically specific vocabulary (e.g., curiales and humiliores) for discussing the end of 

                                                 
72 On the undeveloped potential of cultural landscape approaches in Mediterranean archaeology, see 
comments by Cherry 2003, 157-59; Athanassopoulos and Wandsnider 2004, 9-10; Given 2004.  Susan 
Alcock, of course, has produced several significant landscape studies: S.E. Alcock, Graecia Capta. The 
Landscapes of Roman Greece, Cambridge 1993; Alcock and Osborne 1994; S.E. Alcock, Archaeologies of 
the Greek Past: Landscape, Monuments, and Memory, Cambridge 2002.  Until relatively recently, 
however, she has been one of the few exceptions to the processual trend.  Other examples include Given 
and Knapp 2003, 1, who defined the region of the Sydney-Cyprus Survey Project “based not only on its 
spatial and geomorphological attributes but also on what we perceived to be its likely cultural coherence 
within the northern Troodos region and its historical continuity in terms of mining zones and agricultural 
communities.”  And M. Given, “From Density Counts to Ideational Landscapes: Intensive Survey, 
Phenomenology, and the Sydney Cyprus Survey Project,” in E.F. Athanassopoulos and L. Wandsnider 
(eds.), Mediterranean Archaeological Landscapes: Current Issues, Philadelphia 2004, 165-82, who 
attempts to use artifact distributions to deal with past conceptions of the land.  For a recent study of 
Corinth’s fountains in terms of its developing landscapes, see B.A. Robinson, Fountains and the Culture of 
Water at Roman Corinth, Unpublished Dissertation, History of Art, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia 2001.   
 
73 The lack of interest in landscape in this broader sense is apparent in the near total absence of 
interpretative and symbolic approaches in the five volume set of the POPULUS series, despite the explicit 
awareness of the diverse meanings of landscape in the general introduction: G. Barker and D. Mattingly, 
“General Editors’ Introduction: The POPULUS Project,” in J. Bintliff and K. Sbonias (eds.), 
Reconstructing Past Population Trends in Mediterranean Europe (3000 BC-AD 1800), Oxford 1999, iii-ix.  
Moreover, in Athanassopoulos and Wandsnider 2004, only the essays by Given and Wandsnider deal with 
cultural landscapes. 
 
74 Certainly many post-processual studies adopt an incomprehensible and vague terminology and discourse 
that can be difficult to follow.  See, for instance, the review of post-modern landscape literature by S.H. 
Lekson, “Landscape with Ruins: Archaeological Approaches to Built and Unbuilt Environments,” Current 
Anthropology 37 (1996), 886-92.  The use of the term ‘landscape’ to refer to the physical environment is 
also rooted in its own theoretical and conceptual frameworks, even if these are usually unstated.  
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the ancient world.75  And yet, the concept can provide a valuable framework for 

integrating so many kinds of historical evidence into a coherent picture of the ancient 

city.  As a way of demonstrating the potential of the concept, I will return briefly to the 

weaknesses in town-and-country paradigms outlined at the conclusion of section 1.1 

above to show how cultural landscape perspectives provide new ways of conceiving the 

problem of the end of the ancient city.   

 

 First, landscape provides flexible and fluid spatial frameworks that need not (but 

can) assume a rigid division between urban center and rural world.  Conventional 

distinctions of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ are sometimes helpful for analyzing facets of social and 

economic life, but this traditional division can lead to truncated and unrealistic visions of 

the local world based on the compartmentalization of ancient life and experience into 

urban or rural spheres.  Such views discourage perceiving the ways that ancient people 

traveled and ranged widely between and through town and country, down well-traveled 

pathways, by land and sea to the important places of their world.  Cultural landscapes 

suggest richer perspectives and senses of place, prodding us to think about cities beyond 

institutions and the built environment, as places imbued with histories, significance, and 

meanings.76  A landscape approach encourages thinking more deeply and broadly about 

the local world, permitting the conventional division between town and country but also 

different conceptions when such divisions prove irrelevant.  Scholars studying the Late 

Antique city can benefit greatly from thinking about how a world “bedecked in places,”77 

—an entire spatial context and configuration of places and structures—was formed, 

maintained, and transformed.  

                                                 
75 See L. Lavan, “Late Antique Archaeology: An Introduction,” in L. Lavan and W. Bowden (eds.), Theory 
and Practice in Late antique Archaeology, Leiden 2003, vii-xvi.   
 
76 See especially C. Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, Oxford 1994; 
Alcock and Osborne 1994; S. Feld and K.H. Basso (eds.), Senses of Place, Santa Fe, NM, 1996; R. 
Bradley, An Archaeology of Natural Places, London 2000; Bender and Winer (eds.), Contested 
Landscapes: Movement, Exile and Place, Oxford 2001.  “Places”, like “landscapes”, are better described 
than defined, but refer to the way that humans, as groups and as individuals, structure their world. 
 
77 See E.S. Casey, “How to Get from Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time: Phenomenological 
Prelegomena,” 13-52, summarized pp. 44-45. 
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Second, a landscape approach gives value to the full range of human experience and 

meaning, including but not limited to ancient social and economic conditions.  Hence, 

landscape approaches provide a richer purview of a local context, uniting human activity 

and behavior with patterns of thought, social and economic data with histories, 

mythologies, and meanings.78  As Ingold puts it,79  

 
For both the archaeologist and the native dweller, the landscape tells—or rather is—a story.  It 
enfolds the lives and times of predecessors who, over the generations, have moved around in it 
and played their part in its formation.  

 
The idea that landscapes tell, or embody, ancient histories, stories, and narratives, is one 

poorly explored in regional studies in the Mediterranean.80  And yet landscape in this 

sense is potentially a powerful concept that enables new perceptions of the end of 

antiquity, especially as so many ancient literary sources speak only to this end.  Enriching 

our definitions of landscape and place allows for and encourages the incorporation of 

stories and mythologies about particular territories with the picture formed from 

archaeological data.   

 

This dissertation employs the concept landscape in several ways consistent with the 

different landscape approaches outlined above.  First, landscape is used to refer to and 

focus on a particular physical territory, the Isthmus of Corinth, the connective crossroads 

of land and sea from which the city derived much of its cultural and historical 

                                                 
78 See Ucko and Layton 2000, 11. 
 
79 T. Ingold, “The Temporality of Landscape,” in World Archaeology 25 (1993), 152-74, citation at pp. 
152-53.  Also van Dommelen 1999, 278-79: “landscape can effectively be understood as ‘the most solid 
appearance in which a history can declare itself.’” 
 
80 Textual approaches to reading places are common for ancient studies generally.  For instance, reading 
the city as text and narrative has a longer history in ancient studies, and has today become common, 
especially in respect to the important cities like Rome.  See, for instance, C. Edwards, Writing Rome: 
Textual Approaches to the City, Cambridge 1996; D. Favro, “The city is a living thing: the performative 
role of an urban site in ancient Rome, the Vallis Murcia,” in B. Bergmann and C. Kondoleon (eds.), The Art 
of Ancient Spectacle, New Haven, CT, 1999, 204-19.  It is also easy to point to many cases of sacred sites, 
or even entire areas, such as the Holy Land, where landscape is read: e.g., E.D. Hunt, Holy Land 
Pilgrimage in the Later Roman Empire AD 312-460, Oxford 1982. 
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significance and imagery in the Roman period.81  It is in this sense, interchangeable with 

the ‘countryside’ and ‘extra-urban world’, but is broadly focused to the north and east 

(rather than the south and west) and emphasizes the city’s connective qualities; its 

borders are not fixed and unchanging.  But my use of the term also refers to the 

interpretive and conceptual context through which Corinth on the Isthmus was 

experienced and imagined.  It refers to the spatial territory of the Isthmus but with the 

conceptual and historical overtones and sense of place connected to that territory, in 

short, “the world as it is known”82 to the Roman city’s inhabitants, visitors, and 

illustrators.83  Finally, landscape highlights my own framework for integrating the many 

facets of ancient life—town and countryside, settlement and sacred place, human activity 

and meaning, the physical and ideational, and myth, perception and experience—into a 

coherent context.  In this study, then, landscape refers both to the physical and 

interpretive Isthmus of Corinth, as well as my own approach.84  I will elaborate on these 

points below as they relate to modern scholarship of Corinth’s territory.   

 

                                                 
81 There is some flexibility, of course, in this use of the term, as the Isthmus was defined and conceived 
differently in the Roman period.  The second chapter will address this issue. 
 
82 Ingold 1993, 156. 
 
83 Although certain kinds of evidence (e.g., documentary sources, inscriptions, potsherds) may highlight the 
emic perspective of Corinthians themselves or etic perspectives of travelers to Corinth, this distinction is 
somewhat superficial.  For Corinth, the spheres of insider and outsider overlapped considerably in different 
ways.  This study will underscore that overlap of local and translocal.   
 
84 For the convenience of dealing with different bodies of evidence, the study will use the terms 
“conceptual landscape”, “imaginary landscape”, and “landscape of famous places” to refer to the territory 
of Corinth as it was imagined and preserved in ancient stories and literature; and “physical landscape” and 
“material landscape” to refer to the material dimensions of the territory (settlements, sites, physical places) 
revealed by the analysis of archaeological data.  This categorical distinction is somewhat artificial as it 
could be seen to imply that archaeological empirical evidence is somehow superior to documentary 
evidence.  This is obviously not my intention for both kinds of sources must be conceptualized and 
interpreted.  Rather, organizing the evidence in this manner is useful in so far as it highlights different 
facets of the history of the Isthmus, as revealed through qualitatively different bodies of evidence, which in 
turn underscores the complexity of change in Late Antiquity.  It could also be argued that because 
landscape is always interpreted, it is imperative to discuss not a single landscape but multiple landscapes 
(in the plural) existing at any point in time.  While this may be correct, such an approach would favor the 
trees (particular landscapes) for the forest (the context), making a diachronic study of this sort impossible. 
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Studying the city of Corinth in terms of its topography, land, and territory, has a 

history as old as antiquity and it is important to discuss how a landscape study of Corinth 

differs from the important scholarship already existing on the Corinthia (See Fig. 1.1).85  

Comprehensive and topographical studies for all or parts of the Corinthia have been 

provided by M. Sakellariou and N. Faraklas, and J. Wiseman, and most recently by G. 

Lolos (Sicyonia) and J. Marchand (Cleonaea).86  Wiseman’s work aims to provide a 

study of topography and physical evidence for all human activity, and is consequently 

comprehensive and descriptive.87  There are a number of discussions of land and its use 

in the Corinthia, including the work of J.B. Salmon for the Archaic and Classical 

countryside, T.E. Gregory, P.N. Kardulias, and R. Rothaus for Late Roman / Early 

Byzantine settlement, and D. Romano’s studies of the centuriation of the early Roman 

colony.88  There is also a rich history of archaeological investigations of ‘extra-urban’ 

sites including excavations at the Isthmian sanctuary, the harbors at Kenchreai and 

Lechaion, studies of the trans-Isthmian fortification walls, and numerous rescue 

excavations by the Greek Archaeological Service in the modern nomos of the Corinthia.89  

                                                 
85 By “Corinthia” here, I mean the modern nomos.  For a fuller discussion of definitions of the Corinthia, 
cf. the second chapter.  
 
86 M. Sakellariou and N. Faraklas, Corinthia-Cleonaea, Athens 1971; J. Wiseman, The Land of the Ancient 
Corinthians, Göteburg 1978; G.I. Lolos, Studies in the Topography of Sikyonia, PhD Dissertation, 
University of California at Berkeley, Berkeley 1998, now forthcoming as a Hesperia supplement; J.C. 
Marchand, Well-built Kleonai: A history of the Peloponnesian city based on a survey of the visible remains 
and a study of the literary and epigraphic sources, PhD. Dissertation, University of California at Berkeley, 
Berkeley 2002.   
 
87 Wiseman 1978, 6. 
 
88 For the Classical-period settlement: J.B. Salmon, Wealthy Corinth: A History of the City to 338 B.C., 
Oxford 1984, esp. pp. 1-37.  For late Roman settlement, see references in Section 1.2 above.  One of the 
fullest discussions of the topic of Roman rural settlement for the Corinthia is an unpublished BA thesis, 
M.P. Urse, Rural Settlement in the Korinthia in Roman Times, Unpublished B.A. Thesis, The Ohio State 
University, Columbus, OH, 1988.  Centuriation: D.G. Romano, “Post–146 B.C. Land Use in Corinth, and 
Planning of the Roman Colony of 44 B.C.,” in T.E. Gregory (ed.), The Corinthia in the Roman Period, 
JRA Suppl. 8, Ann Arbor, MI, 1993, 9–30;  D.G. Romano, “A Tale of Two Cities: Roman Colonies at 
Corinth, Colonia Laus Iulia Corinthiensis and Colonia Iulia Flavia Augusta Corinthiensis,” in E. Fentress 
(ed.), Romanization and the City, Portsmouth, RI., 2000, 83–104; and D.G. Romano, “City Planning, 
Centuriation, and Land Division in Roman Corinth: Colonia Laus Iulia Corinthiensis and Colonia Iulia 
Flavia Augusta Corinthiensis”, in Williams and Bookidis 2003, 279-301. 
 
89 The excavations at Kenchreai and Isthmia have been published in their own series, Kenchreai and 
Isthmia.  The excavations at Lechaion have received preliminary reports by D. Pallas in Archaiologikon 
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This research has been fundamental for the development of this current study, but 

there are important differences.  The basic analytical and spatial framework for this study 

is not Corinthian land but, rather, landscape.  While landscape does focus on the city’s 

territory, it gives unbalanced attention to the Isthmus at the expense of other areas of the 

Corinthia.  A comprehensive history of land use in antiquity, such as that of Sakellariou 

and Faraklas, or Wiseman, would consider the western and southern Corinthia, as well as 

the city’s northeastern territory.  Historical studies of the Classical-period polis would be 

justified in focusing on the agricultural capacities of the rich plain west of the city,90 or 

the southeastern Corinthia where the territory borders the Epidauria.91  But for the Roman 

and Late Roman period, so much of Corinth’s political, economic, social, cultural, and 

symbolic importance and imagery derived from the territory that connected the city to the 

broader world, and the broader world to the city.  If this study appears overly focused on 

the Isthmus, it is not because other areas of Corinthian territory were socially or 

economically unimportant, but because they were less central to the definition and image 

of the city in the Roman era.  The city’s eastern landscape and the world to which it 

connected formed a rich historicized context, meriting a study in its own right.   

 

The term landscape also highlights the attention given in this study to human 

experience, meaning, and story.  Most landscape studies in Greece have centered on 

social and economic dimensions of human interaction with the land—agricultural 

potential; site size, location, and hierarchy; forms of exploitation; and population 

estimates, to name a few—or the history of a particular territory, but landscape is a 

concept that can speak to many spheres of life, including human experience and meaning, 
                                                                                                                                                 
Deltion and Praktika; for the trans-Isthmian walls, see J. Wiseman, “A Trans-Isthmian Fortification Wall,” 
in Hesperia 32 (1963), 248-75; Wiseman 1978, 59-64; Gregory 1993; W.R. Caraher and T.E. Gregory, 
“The Fortifications of Mt. Oneion, Corinthia,” in Hesperia, Forthcoming.  The reports of investigations by 
the Greek Archaeological Service can be found in Archaiologikon Deltion for the 1980s and 1990s, 
summarized in English in Archaeological Reports in JHS. 
 
90 Salmon 1984. 
 
91 M.D. Dixon, Disputed territories: interstate arbitrations in the northeast Peloponnese, ca. 250-150 B.C.,  
PhD. Dissertation, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, 2000. 
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senses of place, and memory and history.  This study strays from the typical focus given 

to social and economic questions to explore how the Corinthia was experienced and 

known to the outside world, in addition to the region’s inhabitants.  It offers an 

interpretation of the end of ancient Corinth on the basis of the city’s continuing and 

changing place and role in that wider world, as evident in the literary and material 

evidence for the Isthmus.   

 

Third, the use of the organizing concept ‘landscape’ undermines the conventional 

urban / rural and town / country divides that are so common in regional studies today (see 

section 1.1, above).  While conceptual distinctions of ‘town’ and ‘country’ are at times 

appropriate analytical categories, they are not satisfying for the Corinthia in the Roman 

period.  As others have noted,92 Corinth’s ‘countryside’ was never far removed from the 

urban center, and totally integral and bound to the life and functioning of the city.  For 

the Roman cosmopolis that gained its wealth and reputation from its connectivity to the 

broader world, divisions between urban and extra-urban worlds were hardly firm.  This 

study presents evidence for why we are warranted in seeing this Isthmian territory as an 

extension of the urban center rather than an extra-urban ‘other.’  The use of the term 

landscape underlines the connectivity of the urban center to its suburban and extra-urban 

territory, eastern sanctuary, harbors, and ultimately, the world, thereby linking places that 

are usually studied in isolation.  If the use of excavated material from the urban center in 

this study seems limited or incomplete, this is a result of pragmatic rather than conceptual 

limitations—the use of excavated material from the town is complex enough that it 

warrants a careful consideration in its own right.93   

 

                                                 
92 See Rothaus 1994, citing Pallas; and Rothaus 2000, 26-29, for the social links between town and 
‘countryside’ and a discussion of ‘villas’.   
  
93 There is a great opportunity to refine the history of the urban topography of the city in the fourth and fifth 
centuries through reappraising excavation contexts based on revised ceramic chronologies.  Anyone 
focusing on urbanization issues in respect to Late Antique Corinth, however, must deal with the very real 
methodological problems outlined by Sanders (2005), including rereading evidence with sensitivity to the 
new chronology.  This involves, of course, sorting through the messy world of baskets, notebooks, and site 
reports, and a competence in dealing with the details of stratigraphy, let alone pottery!   
 



 33

A final word must be said about landscape archaeology and the methods of 

archaeological survey.  Many of the generation who introduced archaeological survey 

into classical lands intentionally pitted the new methodology against both the historian’s 

reliance on documentary sources for reconstructing ancient society, and the excavator’s 

hyper-intensive methods that reveal limited perspectives of a region’s material culture.  

The last two decades have seen much of this initial optimism dissipate in light of the 

growing acknowledgment of different kinds of ‘source problems’ for using survey data to 

reconstruct land use patterns.  And yet, for so much of the ancient Mediterranean, 

archaeological surface survey remains our best method for saying something, anything, 

about the extra-urban world, and must therefore remain a central method for landscape 

studies.  As someone who has contributed to this debate over the nature of archaeological 

survey evidence, I am aware of the limitations and problems, but also the potential, of 

using such evidence.   

 

This study aims to use data from the Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey 

(EKAS) in a way that is innovative but responsible, integrating this kind of data with a 

variety of other evidence.94  For a region as significant and famous as the Corinthia (Fig. 

1.1), archaeological survey is only one kind of source available to the ancient historian.  

The meager epigraphic evidence has rarely been studied or included in histories of the 

city in Late Antiquity, but it can be directed easily to such questions.95  As noted earlier, 

                                                 
94 The recently completed Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey has revealed a ubiquitous Late Roman 
presence, including many new sites.  The Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey (EKAS) was carried out 
between 1998 and 2001, with study seasons following between 2002 and 2004.  The project was directed 
by T.E. Gregory (Ohio State University) and D. Pullen (Florida State University).  I was in all seasons.  
The archaeological data from these regional projects was collected by the methods of intensive 
archaeological survey: teams of archaeologists systematically walking across the landscape, counting and 
collecting artifacts (pottery and tile fragments especially), and recording the locations of cultural activities.  
Survey data was collected using “siteless” survey methods, similar to those employed by the Pylos 
Regional and Sydney Cyprus Survey Projects.  Artifacts were counted, collected, and recorded according to 
small survey tract / unit.  For a preliminary analysis of the Late Roman material from this survey, cf. 
Pettegrew 2004; and Caraher, Nakassis, and Pettegrew 2006. 
 
95 There is no up-to-date epigraphic collection for this period, but there are older collections in J.H. Kent, 
Corinth.  Vol. 8, part III.  The Inscriptions, 1926-1950, Princeton, NJ 1966, 162-209; D. Pallas, 
“Επιγραφες απο την Κορινθο ”, in Ephemeris Archaiologike 1977, 61-85; and scattered references in E. 
Sironen, The Late Roman and Early Byzantine Inscriptions of Athens and Attica, Helsinki 1997, 401-8. 
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the city of Corinth was the subject of more discussion in antiquity than is usually 

acknowledged, and dismissed, today.96  The Corinthia is a region rich in archaeological 

investigation, including rescue excavations, more systematic excavation, and 

archaeological survey in its extensive (topographical) and intensive forms.  Altogether, 

these sources allow for a multivariate approach with the potential to integrate different 

evidence and enrich our picture of the city on the Isthmus in its Roman and Late Antique 

world.  Landscape is a framework conceptually broad enough to incorporate both the 

data-specific spatial analysis of archaeological survey and the imaginative musings of 

writers such as Strabo, Pausanias, and John Chrysostom.   

 

A study of the transformation of ancient city in terms of its local world cannot have 

rigid spatial and chronological parameters, even if the subject, as described above, 

centers around the land mass known as the Isthmus in the period of Late Antiquity.97  

While the spatial core of this study focuses on the Isthmus, I often refer to excavations at 

Corinth as well as the southern and western Corinthia.  A study of the crossroads of a 

famous commercial city must make constant reference to the wider world to which the 

Isthmus connected, as well as the imagined and perceived landscape known and 

discussed by those who never even visited the city.  The dynamic interaction of the local, 

regional, and Mediterranean-wide contexts is in fact the proper subject of this study, for 

the city was a place and entity formed in the cultural confluence of such spheres.  In 

respect to chronological parameters, this dissertation examines the “Late Roman” or 

“Late Antique” period, often defined for Greece as the period between the mid-third and 

early seventh centuries AD.98  Yet, this study takes as its subject the ancient city, and 

                                                 
96 Although the literary evidence is not great, it is now possible to do more exhaustive searches via 
computer databases of the TLG and integrate this data into the picture of the region. 
 
97 By the Isthmus, I refer usually to the territory between the urban center of Corinth and the mountains of 
Gerania and between the Corinthian and Saronic Gulfs.  More precise definitions are unnecessary, as 
chapter two will argue. 
 
98 There is much confusion and inconsistency over the use of the terms “Late Roman”, “Early Byzantine”, 
“Late Antique”, and “Early Christian” in a Mediterranean context (Cf. J. Vroom, After Antiquity: Ceramics 
and Society in the Aegean from the 7th to the 20th Century A.C.  A Case Study from Boeotia, Central 
Greece, Leiden 2003, 25-26).  In this study, I use the terms “Late Antique” and “Late Roman” 
interchangeably to denote the period between the middle of the third and early seventh centuries AD.  The 
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explores the ways that Greco-Roman ‘antiquity’ lived on in the place.  The chronological 

parameters therefore center on Late Antiquity, but range backward and forward in time to 

explore the ways that the late Roman landscape was both made and remembered.   

 

1.4. Directions  
In conclusion, this study argues that the definition of ancient Corinth—a maritime 

capital situated on the Isthmus and well-connected to the wider world—was transformed 

in Late Antiquity, carrying on as an important metropolis while yet casting off many of 

the garments of its former image.  If the story of Roman Corinth was inscribed on its 

physical landscape, and if the classical tradition narrated how to read that landscape, then 

examining the Isthmus and its interpretations in Late Antiquity should provide an 

appropriate index for understanding the end of the ancient city.   

 

The dissertation is divided into seven chapters, followed by an epilogue and several 

appendices.  This general introduction (Chapter 1) is followed by a second chapter 

(“Corinth in a Landscape”) highlighting the significance of the Isthmian crossroads for a 

study of Roman and late Roman Corinth.  Chapter Two introduces some of the chief 

images and historical reputations of the ancient city in antiquity—Corinth as a wealthy 

commerce city, a traveler’s cosmopolis well-situated at the crossroads of land and sea, 

and connected to a wider world—and discusses the material importance of the Isthmus 

for the life of the Roman city.  The chapter argues that visions of commercial Corinth at 

the end of antiquity cannot ignore the most important connective landscape that shaped 

and defined its historic identity and image as a maritime city.  The urban center and its 

eastern territory were materially and conceptually bound together, and the landscape 

communicated the most significant myths and narrative of the city.  Consequently, this 

physical landscape (and the conceptions of it), so central to the city’s resources and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Late Roman period, as defined by the Eastern Korinthia Survey corresponded to the dates AD 250-700+.  
The broad Roman period was divided in half, between the Early Roman period—about 31 BC to AD 250—
and the Late Roman Period, between AD 250 and AD 700+.  Artifacts that could not be dated to either 
Early Roman or Late Roman were dated to simply Roman, which was 31 BC to AD 700+, as were artifacts 
that overlapped the AD 250 division. 
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reputations, forms an appropriate index for studying of the end of the ancient world.  This 

chapter is intended as an introduction to the Isthmus and its importance for Roman 

Corinth, including the city’s image and identity, introducing the framework that will be 

developed in the remaining chapters.99   

 

Chapter Three (“The Image of the City”) is about the stories of the Corinthian 

landscape that circulated through the Roman period.  It examines the significant places in 

the Isthmus mentioned in traveler accounts or in passing, and the various meanings that 

they possessed.  The chapter discusses the ways in which a landscape of famous places 

(Isthmia, Nero’s Canal, and the harbors) was created, maintained, forgotten, and 

redefined in the first to seventh centuries AD.  It highlights how the common perceptions 

of the territory in Roman times reinforced a particular image of Corinth as a maritime 

city of travel and commerce, one of the crossroads of the broader world.  This conceptual 

landscape was so compelling that it dominated discussions of the territory and ‘blinded’ 

ancient travelers (and many modern scholars) to the ordinary places spread across the 

territory (Ch. 4 and 5).  The imagined landscape was, moreover, tied to the medium of 

classical literature and the phenomenon of tourism to Greece, which both suffered 

significantly from the third or fourth centuries AD; consequently, the territory grows dim 

in the literary testimony of Late Antiquity.  An ancient pattern of reading and interpreting 

the Isthmus in light of classical literature fragments in this period, and the traditional 

image of the city is radically redefined.  The chapter explores how the city’s conceptual 

landscape, this landscape of famous places, changes, despite broad material continuity in 

the territory (Ch. 4-6). 

 

The fourth chapter, “A Busy Countryside,” presents the ceramic data collected by the 

Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey in terms of Corinth’s reputation as a famous 

commercial city.  It shows that despite the scant documentary evidence about settlement 

                                                 
99 As the second chapter will make clear, arguing that the Isthmus was important for the city’s economy is 
not to argue that the city’s economy was determined by and entirely based on this particular territory.  This 
study takes for granted that all Corinthian territory played into and contributed to local economy.  It was, 
nonetheless, mainly the Isthmus that fascinated the Roman world, including (as chapter two will show) 
even the Corinthians themselves.   
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on the Isthmus (Ch. 3), the physical landscape was very busy.  The chapter tackles a 

major interpretive problem common to regional surveys in Greece—how to understand 

the pattern of Late Roman abundance of artifacts compared to a relatively empty Early 

Roman landscape.  It presents a case for ‘source criticism’ in interpreting survey data, 

arguing that Late Roman material is more visible than Early Roman on account of a more 

diagnostic artifact assemblage, which is itself related to patterns of trade and distribution 

in the Roman period.  The chapter argues that the Isthmus contributed vitally to Corinth’s 

commercial reputation beginning in the early Roman period and lasting through the sixth 

century.  The ceramic material found in archaeological survey of the Isthmus supports the 

ancient image of the Roman city as a major commercial center, but one whose structures 

of trade and settlement were not confined to the urban center but existed in its extra-

urban territory.  The abundance and continuous distribution of Late Roman pottery on the 

Isthmus indicates that the eastern territory remained a fundamental place in 

Mediterranean-wide distribution networks through the sixth century, despite the 

concomitant fading significance of this territory in the ancient imagination (Chapter 3).   

 

Chapter Five (“The Crossroads”) builds on the previous chapter by discussing the 

broad area of habitation that emerged at the major crossroads of the Isthmus known as 

“Kromna” between the sites of Isthmia / Kenchreai and the urban center of Corinth.  

Despite the fact that this specific crossroad was never mentioned in antiquity— 

“Kromna” was not a major town of the Isthmus, as has often been argued—the ubiquity 

of Early and Late Roman pottery confirms that the area was significant as a crossroads 

and emporium.  The abundant material culture in the area throughout the Roman period 

provides telling evidence for the longevity of the city’s extra-urban structures of 

commerce and habitation.  The continuing importance of this crossroads through the sixth 

century AD—as well as rural settlements on the Isthmus generally—demonstrates again 

that the material resources of the territory remained vital for the city, even if the 

documentary evidence for the city is so weak.  The physical structures of extra-urban 

habitation on the Isthmus reinforced the city’s traditional place in Mediterranean markets.   
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Chapter Six, “Inhabiting Time” explores the meaning of the longevity, continuity, 

and reuse of ordinary places in Corinthian territory in Late Antiquity.  This chapter 

examines rural and urban villas and buildings, contextualized in terms of Roman and Late 

Roman attitudes toward private building.  Despite the discontinuities in public buildings 

of ancient Corinth, more ordinary places had long lives stretching through Late Antiquity.  

Processes such as refurbishing constituted the kind of basic ways that antiquity was 

continued, renewed, and redefined between the third and sixth centuries, while the forms 

of building show that the inhabitants of the city were well aware of private building 

trends elsewhere.  This chapter, then, provides another piece of evidence demonstrating 

the economic and cultural health of the region and city in Late Antiquity and the way that 

the city interacted with the broader world.   

 

A final chapter offers a very brief conclusion about future prospects for this study.  A 

fuller discussion of the Christianization of the Corinthian landscape, including both a 

remaking of the city’s myths and the proliferation of a Christian material culture in the 

territory, would significantly round out and complete the current study.   

 

An appendix follows detailing the discussion of methods for defining Late Roman 

sites in the Eastern Corinthia as revealed by EKAS; and a presentation of those sites. 

 

These chapters together offer a study of the way that the image of the city continued 

and was redefined in the course of Late Antiquity.  It is not meant to be exhaustive but 

does aim for coherence, shedding light on how local antiquity survived, died and was 

reborn.  Corinth on the Isthmus represents my first effort to sort through the colorful 

stories surrounding a famous city of antiquity, and the physical remains of those who 

lived, moved, and passed their while where the roads of the world converged.   

 


