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CHAPTER 6 
Inhabiting Time 

 
 
 

“By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is 
building on it.  But each one should be careful how he builds.  For no one can lay any foundation 
other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.  If any man builds on this foundation using 
gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the 

Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each 
man’s work.  If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward.  If it is burned up, he will 

suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames” (St. Paul, First 
Letter to the Corinthians 3.10-15) 

 
“Of things subject to change we take abundant care, as if they were permanent: but that which is 

to endure for ever we neglect, as if it were soon to pass away. … Life is a dream, and a scene; and 
as on the stage when the scene is shifted the various pageants disappear, and as dreams flit away 
when the sunbeams rise, so here when the end comes, whether the universal or that of each one, 

all is dissolved and vanishes away. The tree that you have planted remains, and the house that you 
have built, it too stands on. But the planter and the builder go away, and perish. Yet these things 
happen without our regarding it, and we live on in luxury and pleasure, and are ever furnishing 

ourselves with such things, as if we were immortal.” (John Chrysostom) 
 

“Romanness was not given but constructed: built and rebuilt over the years in the tangle of 
superimposed structures whose sequences are not so hard to disentangle.  The houses of Pompeii 
and Herculaneum everywhere bear evidence of change; changing property boundaries, changing 
uses of space, changing fashions in house decoration and self-presentation” (A.. Wallace-Hadrill) 

 
 
 

 The history of the Roman Corinthia has often been written from the archaeology of 

the famous public monuments and religious architecture of the urban center of Corinth, 

the harbor of Kenchreai, and the sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia.  Consequently, in 

narratives of Corinthian history, the decline or even destruction of these public 

monuments in the third and fourth centuries AD has signified nothing short of the end of 

the Roman city and the beginning of the middle ages.  Some of the most famous religious 

monuments of the city, such as the Asklepeion and the Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore, 

fell down and were never rebuilt, the space turned over to early Christian graveyards.  

Even the old forum accumulated dust and became by the sixth century a repository of 
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human skeletons, the city center probably shifting to the east.  Such horrifying 

termination and reuse of traditional Roman public architecture and civic space have 

reinforced historiographic visions of the Late Antique city suffering major decline.  There 

are, however, potentially less dramatic and pessimistic narratives possible from 

archaeological data if we accept a broader landscape view of the spheres of building 

activity.  Arguably the simpler and more ephemeral places of Corinthian life—the 

houses, habitations, and privately owned structures—were sometimes more stable and 

long-lasting than even public monumental architecture, and may consequently tell us 

more about the health of Late Antique society at the local level. 

 
 If as the fourth and fifth chapters argued, Late Roman places in the Corinthian rural 

landscape were embedded in much deeper pasts and histories of habitation, this chapter 

offers a detailed examination of how smaller-scale structures in this landscape were 

sustained, renewed, and redefined over the long term.  The chapter will focus on the 

processes of building, maintaining, repairing, and refurbishing structures, and how these 

processes affected cultural continuity and change over the course of the broad Roman 

period.  The chapter will show how the renewing and refurbishing of domestic buildings 

and private architecture, and rebuilding on the same plots of land, were fundamental to 

sustaining and changing societal structures.  Refurbishing continued and renewed the 

most ordinary structures of the past, reconstructing both the sense of place and the most 

basic societal units.  Refurbishing was also the process by which society renewed and 

altered its relationship to its material past.  The built environment of the late Roman 

Corinthia arose from the solid foundations of the pasts, and yet rebuilding dramatically, 

albeit gradually, restructured the landscape.   

 

 This chapter argues that refurbishing was an important mechanism in rematerializing 

the relationship of late Roman inhabitants to their world, and extending the social life of 

antiquity through the sixth century.106  It attempts not an exhaustive survey of Roman 

                                                 
106 At times I will use the term ‘private’, although admittedly this is difficult to define from archaeological 
data.   
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housing for the territory, so much as an analysis of the processes of recycling buildings 

through time, and their significance for the continuity and transformation of society and 

place in Late Antiquity.  The chapter begins with a survey of excavated private buildings 

and building plots in the Corinthia (6.1) and the physical mechanisms of renewing house, 

home, and place; then (6.2) discusses the significance of refurbishing for perpetuating 

cultural structures of antiquity; and concludes with (6.3) a brief discussion of how 

refurbishment contributed to cultural continuity and redefinition in the Late Roman 

Corinthia.   
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6.1. Corinthian Structures in Time 
 A century of excavations by foreign schools and the Greek archaeological service 

has uncovered a variety of villas, farmsteads, and towers that had extended life uses 

throughout the Roman period.  The corpus of excavated habitations is large enough that 

there is potential for analyzing these buildings in a variety of different ways; it is 

somewhat surprising that there has been so little comprehensive treatment on these for 

the Roman period.107  The following section surveys excavated small-scale buildings in 

the Corinthia to understand the nature of these places in time:  How long were these sites 

in use?  How did they remain in use for so long?  And how did they change over time?  

Unlike archaeological survey data, excavation can reveal changes in the shorter term, in 

the order of generations, and is potentially very useful for understanding the life cycles of 

the countryside.  Ultimately, of course, the archaeologist still has to establish the nature 

of the relationship between periods, but the detailed record of stratigraphy constitutes a 

more precise medium for doing so.   

 

 There are of course problems with using reports of excavated structures to 

reconstruct the history and life cycles of Roman buildings.  Many of these structures were 

excavated quickly as rescue operations, at a scale coarse enough that artifacts like coins 

and potsherds that could be used to date the buildings, were missed.108  Most of the 

publications themselves are preliminary and do little more than report on archaeological 

fieldwork in the most general ways; they consequently do not provide much detail for 

reconstructing the histories of these buildings.  In some of these reports, it is difficult to 

understand the details of excavation and, consequently, the data behind the interpretations 

of the investigator.  In many cases, without data sets available for the reader to examine, 

                                                 
107 For an exception, Cf. 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, 391-
396. 
 
108 See, for instance, Sander’s discussion of the problem of recognizing fifth century coins in excavation.  
G. 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. 
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one has to trust that the interpretations reached by the excavators are relatively reasonable 

and reliable, which may not always be the case; we must still attempt comparison. 

 

 There is a more troubling source of bias: excavation tends to occur only on sites 

considered worthy of excavation, usually defined according to the size of the building and 

the presence of elite-status architecture and goods.  Who wants to spend time excavating 

an ephemeral Roman farm building?  As such, a picture of the domestic landscape based 

on excavation is likely to greatly exaggerate the frequency of prestige residence relative 

to more ephemeral habitations.  Shabby buildings on the land that existed for only a 

generation or less are less likely to survive in the archaeological record, and less likely to 

attract the attention of the curious classical archaeologist.  Turning to a building like the 

Pyrgouthi Tower in the Berbati Valley may offer clues to ‘middling class’ residence, but 

I suspect that even this building lies at a much higher material threshold than many rural 

buildings of antiquity.  We only need to keep in mind that the buildings discussed here lie 

at a higher threshold of material investment and participation in Roman culture than 

would have been typical in the Roman Corinthia.   

 

 This section then surveys excavated structures to show how urban and extra-urban 

houses were inhabited through time in the Roman Corinthia.109   

 

6.1.1. Urban and Suburban Buildings  

 It is perhaps no great surprise that many of the best examples of domestic buildings 

come from contexts either urban and suburban, in the case of Corinth, or areas we would 

expect significant settlement buildup, as in the case of Lechaion and Kenchreai.  

Continued discoveries by the archaeological service and good stratigraphic excavations 

by the American School at Corinth suggest that Late Antique houses usually absorb and 

reuse structures from previous days.   

                                                 
109 The following survey attempts to focus only on buildings which were labeled by their investigators as 
‘private’ or ‘domestic’, that is, not specifically serviced for or by public resources and to be lived in.  In 
most cases, there is no way of knowing whether the buildings were ‘private’ or ‘public’, or passed through 
a period of ‘private’ / ‘public’ ownership.   
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Kokkinovrysi Villa 

One of the earliest Roman houses excavated by the American School at Corinth was 

the Kokkinovrysi Villa, also known as the “Shear Villa” because excavated by T. Leslie 

Shear in 1925 and subsequently published by him in a fifth volume of the Corinth 

series.110  The villa is situated on the southeastern outskirts of the city approximately 

fifteen minutes (by foot) from the Roman forum, near the Kokkinovrysi Spring and about 

eighty meters south of the new highway.  Shear’s excavation suggested that the building 

was constructed and used in the later first or early second centuries AD and remained in 

use into the fifth century AD.  The most impressive feature of the building is the 

exquisite group of mosaics depicting mythological figures such as Dionysus and Europa 

riding a bull, embedded in agricultural and natural scenes, and bordered by geometric 

patterns.  Shear argued that the mosaics belonged to pre-destruction Hellenistic phases of 

the city, possibly the third / early second centuries BC, which were incorporated into the 

floor of the early imperial villa;111 others have argued that the mosaics were set in the 

second century AD, possibly in two different phases.112   

 

Although the mosaics have understandably been the focal point of scholarship on 

this building, there are other interesting facets of its history.  On the one hand, it is clear 

that this building was impressive on a number of levels, including not only the technical 

mastery of the floor mosaic patterns, but also the complete outfitting of the room walls 

with marble revetment at the base and painted stucco extending upward toward the 

                                                 
110 Original Publications in T.L. Shear, “Excavations at Corinth in 1925,” in AJA 29 (1925), 381-97, at pp. 
391-97; and T.L. Shear, Corinth V, The Roman Villa, Cambridge, MA, 1930.  The coins from the area were 
discussed in J.D. MacIsaac, “Corinth: Coins, 1925-1926, The Theater District and the Roman Villa,” in 
Hesperia 56 (1987), 97-158. The villa has been discussed most recently in Rothaus 2000, 27-28, 153. 
 
111 Shear 1930, 25. 
 
112 Mosaics: Cf. G. Asimakopoulou-Atzaka,  “Katalogos Romaikon Psiphidoton Depedon me Anthropines 
morphes ston elliniko Choro,” in Hellenika 26 (1973), 216-54, at p. 228, for full bibliography on mosaic as 
of 1973; and S.E. Waywell, “Roman Mosaics in Greece,” in AJA 83 (1979), 293-321, at 297.  G. 
Asimakopoulou-Atzaka says that these are second century mosaics, and Waywell believed that the 
pavements were placed in at least two building phases in 1) the early second and 2) late second / early third 
centuries AD.   
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ceiling.  The central atrium was supported by columns, the bases of which survive, and 

there was evidence for large pithoi to the northwest and southwest and sub-floor water 

pipes servicing the atrium.  Although the five rooms measured only about 20 m (E-W) x 

10-15 m (N-S), this plan represents a partial clearing; the building extended to the 

northwest and southwest of Room E where the presence of pithoi indicate storage rooms, 

and the layout of walls suggested a cistern.113  Anyone journeying northwestward to 

Corinth on the road from Sicyon throughout the Roman period necessarily passed this 

impressively decorated building standing at the city’s border. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.1. Plan of Kokkinovrysi Villa (after Shear 1930), with 
refurbished walls in gray 
 

 
 The form of excavation (cleaning) and incomplete recording of stratigraphy make it 

difficult to understand well the chronology of the site, but there is little doubt that this 

suburban villa underwent a number of refurbishments.  As Shear himself emphasized,114 

                                                 
113 Shear 1930, 17. 
 
114 Shear 1930, 17, 25. 
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the internal walls of the structure correspond irregularly and awkwardly to the rectangular 

paneling of the mosaics, suggesting that the walls were not original to the mosaic.  Shear 

concluded that the floor mosaics were the structural remains of a Hellenistic house that 

existed on the spot, with the irregular walls belonging to the early imperial construction 

of the villa, but it seems as likely that these walls represent later refurbished phases of the 

Roman use of the building, for Shear noted several internal walls subdividing Room E, as 

well as a possible later cistern in the area.  We might infer, too, that the pithoi belong to 

the latest use of the site.  As noted above, some scholars have suggested that the insetting 

of the mosaics themselves occurred in several phases.   

 

Dating the end of the use of the villa is itself a difficult issue.  There are over a dozen 

coins spanning the second to early fifth centuries, which suggest a final antique use life 

extending at least into the first half of the fifth century AD, and probably longer; coins of 

Constantine III and Justin II leave open the possibility for continued use to the late sixth 

century.115  There is a good possibility that there were structural changes in the later 

Roman period that cannot be discerned from the recorded evidence.  In the end, the 

collapse of the roof was followed by the walls, but the ruins of the building must have 

long remained visible for at some point the columns were taken away, and later 

Byzantine coins point to activity on the site; even in the 1920s, the soil burying the ruins 

was less than half a meter thick. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
115 Shear’s list of Roman coins (1930, 25) include issues of Domitian (1), Hadrian (1), Antoninus Pius (2), 
Commodus (1), Caracalla (1), Gallienus (2), Constantine I (2), Constantius II (2), Gratian (1), Valentinian 
(1), Valens (2), Theodosius (4), Arcadius (2), Honorius (1), Constantine III, and Justin II (2).  There are 
two main problems with using coin evidence for dating the end of the use of a building: 1) Coins stay in 
circulation for many years beyond their minting; a generation or two is not at all uncommon; and 2) Coins 
of the fifth century are smaller and consequently less recognized during normal excavation processes.  For 
discussion of these issues, Cf. Jairus Banaji, “The Circulation of gold as an index of prosperity in the 
central and eastern Mediterranean in Late Antiquity,” in C.E. King and D.G. Wigg (eds.), Coin Finds and 
Coin Use in the Roman World. The Thirteenth Oxford Symposium on Coinage and Monetary History, 25.-
27.3.1993, a NATO Advanced Research Workshop, Berlin 1996, 44-47; and G. 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. 
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 Regardless of how we reconstruct the life cycle of the Kokkinovrysi Villa 

specifically, the building never stood in isolation but was embedded in the historical and 

spatial material context of long-term use in the area, dating at least to the Classical 

period.  Shear himself noted a variety of fifth century BC Attic and Corinthian pottery 

outside the walls of the building, and a dozen pre-destruction coins were recovered, 

pointing probably to earlier houses in the area.  Excavations by the Greek Archaeological 

Service in 1963 uncovered two Roman country houses nearby, possibly dated to the third 

century, with associated wine press and olive processing collection tank; other 

investigations have noted the presence of nearby Hellenistic and Roman tombs.116  No 

doubt the existence of earlier features on the land contributed to the long use of this 

building and area through the Roman period. 

 

 
Anaploga Villa  

 The ‘Anaploga Villa’ is a large building that lay north of the road between Ancient 

Corinth and the modern village of Hagioi Anargyroi, about half a kilometer west of the 

Odeion.117  The building was discovered when plowing in the area turned up a colossal 

statue head, a column capital fragment, and two pieces of an epistyle frieze, all dated to 

the first century AD.  Brief excavations by the American School uncovered a sizable 

complex that was interpreted by Robinson at the time as a building of ‘a semi-civic 

character,’ such as that belonging to a merchant’s club, but was later interpreted as an 

early imperial villa.  The plan published by Miller shows a substantial building (15 m. N-

S x 25 m. E-W) with 11 rooms, including an atrium with impressive mosaic floor (Room 

                                                 
116 On the two Roman country farms: H.S. Robinson, “Excavations at Corinth,” in Archaiologikon Deltion 
18 (1963), Chronika B1, 76-80, at 77; with A.H.S. Megaw’s summary in “Archaeology in Greece 1962-
1963,” in Archaeological Reports 9 (1963), 3-33, at pp. 10-11.  On the Roman chamber tomb: C.H. 
Morgan, “Excavations at Corinth 1935-1936,” in AJA 40 (1936), 466-84, at p. 484.  Recent work in area: 
D. Blackman, “Archaeology in Greece 1999-2000,” in Archaeological Reports 46 (2000), 3-151, at p. 24.   
 
117 The basic report is in H.S. Robinson, “Excavations at Corinth,” in Archaiologikon Deltion 18 (1963), 
Chronika B1, 76-80, at 78-79, pl. 92.c; but see Stella G. Miller, “A Mosaic Floor from a Roman Villa at 
Anaploga,” in Hesperia 41 (1972), 332-54, for a full publication of the mosaic from Room 7.  The building 
has been discussed most recently in Rothaus 2000, 28, 152.  It is unfortunate that the Anaploga Villa was 
never published beyond a brief overview of the 1962 field season for it has subsequently been destroyed. 
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VII) and a courtyard.  The building stood outside the wall of the city in the late Roman 

period, along an east-west Roman road; its remains have subsequently been destroyed. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.2. Anaploga Villa (after Miller 1972) 
 
 The chronology of the building is poorly recorded but Miller’s publication at least 

suggests a four hundred year long life, with two major alterations following construction: 

1) The building was originally constructed in the first century AD, with 2) the mosaic 

floor added by the end of the first century.  The building remained in use, with no 

evidence for structural change in its main plan for the next two hundred years until 3) a 

major alteration in the fourth century divided the southern panel of mosaic flooring from 

the main area with a wall.  The latest coins at the site are emperors of the late fourth 

century AD, suggesting a life at least through the early fifth century.118    

 

 
                                                 
118 Coins from late fourth century emperors lie in a deposit on top of the floor: Valentinian, Arcadius, 
Theodosius I 
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Figure 6.3. Anaploga Villa, three phases of Room VII (after Miller 1972) 

 
The possible reasons for the continuity of use of the building through time are not 

hard to understand.  The house is impressive in size, with a brightly colored mosaic floor 
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showing still-life vignettes of birds pecking on fruits, vines and plants interspersed with 

centaurs and animals, and bordered by interlocked circles, foliage, and meander patterns.  

Given the associated statuary and architecture found in the area, we can infer that the 

villa was only a single impressive structure in a broader group of prestige buildings.  

Robinson’s investigation of the area uncovered other buildings dated to the third and 

fourth centuries AD, as well as earlier Classical structures, such as an industrial 

establishment immediately to the north of the Anaploga Villa.119  It is not out of question 

to suggest some material relationship between Roman domestic buildings and their pre-

destruction past.  What is most telling is that the building remained so structurally 

constant for so long; even the fourth century refurbishment did not alter the structure 

dramatically.   

 

Panayia Field Villa and Site 

 More recent excavations by the American School of Classical Studies have 

uncovered an extensive complex (c. 60 m x 40 m) of Roman houses, buildings, and baths 

in the area known as the Panayia Field, southeast of the main Roman forum area, and 

lying immediately west of a N-S Roman road.  The entire area was carefully excavated, 

providing a detailed glimpse of stratigraphy and making possible a finer reconstruction of 

the history of the site; the Late Antique bath has recently been published by G. 

Sanders.120  The history of the buildings in this area is as follows:  

 

                                                 
119 Robinson notes that this was the most impressive of the buildings in the area.  For industrial facility: 
Robinson 1963, 79. 
 
120 The following reconstruction is based on a synthesis of Sanders 1999, the preliminary reports, and the 
plans of the site.  Preliminary reports include G.D.R. Sanders, in “Archaeology in Greece 1997-1998,” AR 
44 (1998), 22-24; “Archaeology in Greece 1998-1999,” AR 45 (1999), 21-23; “Archaeology in Greece 
1999-2000,” AR 46 (2000), pp. 24-25;  “Corinth”, in David Blackman, “Archaeology in Greece 2000-
2001,” in Archaeological Reports 47 (2001), 21-22;  “Corinth”, in David Blackman, “Archaeology in 
Greece 2001-2002,” in Archaeological Reports 48 (2002), 17-20.  LR Bath: Guy Sanders, “A Late Roman 
Bath at Corinth: Excavations in the Panayia Field, 1995-1996,” in Hesperia 68 (1999), 441-480, especially 
458-63.  Cf. also discussion in G.D.R. Sanders, “Archaeological Evidence for Early Christianity and the 
End of Hellenic Religion in Corinth,” in D.N. Schowalter and S.J. Friesen (eds.), Urban Religion in Roman 
Corinth: Interdisciplinary Approaches, Harvard 2005, 419-42; and G. 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. 
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 The earliest attested Roman use of the site (so far) is a luxury villa constructed in the 

first or second century.  The artifacts and the structural remains of the earliest building 

are poorly preserved, however, due to the erection of an urban house that immediately 

followed the building’s destruction by fire in the third century.121  The early fourth 

century reconstruction represents a more substantial investment in the area that leveled 

the entire site down to the foundations and walls.  The middle Roman villa assumed the 

same general orientation of the earlier building, with some of its walls immediately 

overlaying those of the previous building, but was constructed on a more impressive 

scale, with a peristyle mosaic-paved courtyard added to the southwest.  This building was 

outfitted with fancy marble, small sculptures, floor mosaics, fountains, and frescoed wall 

paintings.  The middle Roman building burned down in the later fourth century, after 

which it became vacant for a time, although the ruins continued to exist until many of the 

walls and blocks had been robbed away.   

 

 The space of the expanded middle Roman complex was reused in two later phases.  

Another less substantial apsidal house, perhaps dating to the middle or later fifth century 

AD, was constructed over the remains of the middle Roman building, cutting into the 

former building’s destruction rubble, in turn partially damaging the mosaic of the earlier 

building; this building did not reuse the walls of the earlier structure in a major way.122  

By the mid-sixth century, the entire site was rebuilt at a major level with two separate 

foundations: a long building of unknown function (at least 50 m. E-W, and 20 m. N-S) 

was built over the southern half of the middle Roman complex (e.g., the courtyard), and a 

sizable bath (c. 12 x 20 m) with marble flooring and wall revetment, was constructed 

over the northern half.  Both buildings reuse north-south walls of the earlier building, 

although there is clear evidence also for disregard of the layout of the previous building 

as the trenches for the walls of the bath cut through middle and early Roman layers.123   

                                                 
121 Sanders 1999, 443, 458. 
 
122 Sanders 1999, 444, 458-59.  The pre-construction material from the fill of the bath date to the fifth 
century.  Cf. also Sanders 2004 and 2005, for the apsidal building. 
 
123 Sanders 1999, 445. 
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 The Late Antique complex apparently fell out of use by the late sixth century, but a 

small house dating to the early seventh century overlay the remains of the bath and 

reused the calidarium for heating purposes.124  Graves of the late sixth and seventh 

centuries were recovered from this area.  Only in the following centuries, from the 

seventh to eleventh, is there little evidence for use of the area.   

 

 The detailed recording of this excavation allow us, then, to see the complex 

intricacies of the life cycle of an area of building space over many centuries.  The 

Panayia field area was a site of prestige architecture for nearly 400 years, with several 

uneven episodes of total rebuilding that differently made use of previous foundations and 

preexisting walls.  The destruction of the earliest Roman building on the spot was 

followed by the immediate reconstruction of the Roman house at an impressive scale.  

Following the conflagration of this middle Roman domus in the later fourth century, 

however, there was no immediate rebuilding.  The ruins of the building remained, 

probably an ugly eyesore for the city until much of the building material had been reused 

elsewhere.  But within a century, the site again came to life with the construction of a 

new house, and then, later, a lavish bathing complex and long building; both of these later 

phases overlay and incorporate some of the foundation of the earlier structures.  We can 

surmise that the construction of the later buildings occurred in respect to the abandoned 

ruins: a good extensive building plot along a main north-south thoroughfare with terraced 

foundation offered attractions for reconstruction of large elite-status buildings well to the 

end of antiquity.   

 
 
The “Aphrodision” Villa at Kenchreai 

 A large Roman building in the northwestern area of the harbor of Kenchreai was 

excavated by Americans in the 1970s and published by Scranton in 1978.  Although 

originally interpreted as a temple of Aphrodite mentioned by Pausanias, Rothaus 

                                                 
124 Sanders 1999, 456-57, 462. 
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convincingly re-identified the building as a villa that remained in use in Late Antiquity.125  

Based on Scranton’s detailed publication and plans, it is possible to reconstruct nine 

building phases covering eleven centuries of reuse, from the Classical period to at least 

the late fourth century.  The building site as it existed for much of the Roman period 

included two buildings, a south building and a brick building that were later united in a 

single complex.  The entire site was extensive, covering a space 75 m x 40 m.   

 

 The Greek period is represented by at least three building phases, each of which 

overlay each other, but at different orientations and plans.  The Roman period buildings 

begin with construction of a complex with stoa and peristyle court early in the first 

century AD.  Around AD 100, a brick building with a hall and peristyle courtyard (with 

mosaics) was constructed over the court of the earlier building, reusing many of the walls 

of the previous phase.  This was remodeled and enlarged around AD 200, but followed 

the same general orientation and reused the same walls of the two previous phases; the 

floors were remodeled at this time.  Another minor refurbishment occurred in the early 

fourth century with new partitions in some of the rooms.  Finally, the destruction of this 

building at the end of the fourth century was followed by reconstruction on the same 

orientation of earlier buildings, but uniting the two buildings into a single complex.  This 

final building lasted into the sixth century, when it was replaced by a new building of 

roughly the same plan but lying on a different orientation.   

 

 Like the Panayia field area, refurbishment was a process that continually rewrote the 

walls of earlier phases while still bearing a relation for the site’s general form and lay, 

incorporating foundation walls of previous phases.  Despite changes, especially to the 

internal walls, there is considerable continuity in the basic outline and orientation of the 

main structure, and definite continuity in the practices of rebuilding even into the sixth 

century.   

                                                 
125 Cf. R. Scranton, Kenchreai, Eastern Port of Corinth. Vol. 1. Topography and Architecture, Leiden 1978, 
at pp. 79-90, and Rothaus 1993; 2000, 29. 
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Figure 6.4. The Aphrodision, Roman-period building phases (after 
Scranton 1978) 
 

 

6.1.2. Rural Structures of the Eastern Corinthia 

 There are only two good candidates for rural villas or structures in the Eastern 

Corinthia, the Pano Magoula and Katounistra villas.  The lack of excavated villas is 

mainly a product of incomplete investigation, since the EKAS survey produced many 

probable candidates for villas and farms in this territory.   
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Pano Magoula 

One of the best examples of a true rural villa in the immediate vicinity of Corinth is 

the Pano Magoula villa, along the Argos-New Corinth road, excavated and reported on 

by D. Pallas.  Deep plowing in the 1950s upturned large fragments of architecture 

(including columns and capitals), pithoi, a circular millstone, and pieces of the floor of 

the building (in pebble and mortared tiles).  D. Pallas subsequently excavated four 

trenches that uncovered parts of a large Italian-style villa with atrium and peristyle 

courtyard, and associated features: an enormous cistern (at least 23 m. x 10 m, depth of 

1.30 m), an olive press, and pithoi.126  Water pipes tapping into the cistern connected to 

and serviced the buildings to the south, with a garden in-between.  The partial clearing of 

this site indicates an impressive size (over 20 m long) and complete with agricultural 

features.   

 

The chronology is complicated but indicates at least a 300 year long life cycle.  The 

only finely dated artifacts span the course of the Roman period: second century lamp 

fragments (probably Type XXVI ) in the fill of the eastern wall of the cistern, a lamp of 

Type XXVIII, and a Late Roman coin of unclear type.  Despite the paucity of early 

imperial material,127  Pallas argued that the construction style and brickwork pattern, as 

well as the basic atrium-style (with impluvium) plan and ornamentation of the villa, 

demonstrated a previously existing villa of the first or second centuries AD.  This earlier 

villa, which was contemporary with the construction of the cistern, was demolished and 

replaced by a new building after the mid-third century AD.  The marble revetments, 

pavements, and columns of the late Roman villa, then, were in ‘secondary’ context, 

absorbed into the later phase of use of the site.  This later building, then, seriously 

refurbished the earlier, but still made use of the foundation, plan (including atrium), and 

building material of the older building.  The late phase of the house is unclear, but Pallas 

thought he found a tile grave in one part of the house, suggesting early Christian use.   

                                                 
126 Guy Sanders and I located the property of this excavation in the fall of 2004, but there is quite literally 
nothing to see there.  It has been backfilled and is currently overgrown with tall weeds. 
 
127 The coin and lamp date the fill on which the house was founded to not before the middle of the 3C AD. 
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Figure 6.5. Pano Magoula Villa (after Pallas 1955) 
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Katounistra  

 In the district called Katounistra, about 4.5 km northeast of Loutraki, excavations 

have uncovered an enormous elite-residence building of Roman date, complete with 

apsidal rooms, hypocaust bath, clay drains, exquisite imported columns, marble 

revetment, and polychrome geometric mosaic floors.128  The complex represents a villa 

residence with associated bath, measuring some 50 x 75 m.  Because the building is still 

under investigation, there has been little discussion of its chronological development.  

The current construction has been dated to the late Roman period based on fourth century 

coins found in several rooms, and a lamp fragment dating to the fourth / early fifth 

century AD.  But it is clear that there are substantial early imperial architectural 

fragments (blocks, columns, and marble) at this site as well, suggesting an earlier phase 

to the site;129 the reports also mention the occurrence of building material (e.g., columns) 

in secondary context.130  This suggests, no doubt, that the building underwent several 

phases, the details of which will only come with fuller study.131   

 

 The site has obvious attractions.  Sitting on a natural rise, it has a marvelous view of 

the Corinthian Gulf to the north, as well as the Oneion mountain range, the entire 

Isthmian plain, and the eastern coast of the Corinthia extending southward.  One can also 

get a clear view of Acrocorinth and the mountains of the western Corinthia from 

Katounistra.  The site is situated above good agricultural land, and when I visited the site 

in 2004, there were millstone fragments visible among the remains. 

                                                 
128 The basic text for the building has, so far, only occurred in archaeological notices.  Reports by the 
ephorias include: AD 28 (1973), Chronika 83; AD 51 (1996), pp. 94-95; AD 52 (1997), Chronika 148-49; 
Ergo YPPO 2 (1998), 78-79; and Ergo YPPO 3 (1999), 88-89.   Brief English summaries are found in 
Blackman, David, “Archaeology in Greece 1998-1999,” in AR 45 (1999), 24; and David Blackman, 
“Archaeology in Greece 2001-2002,” in Archaeological Reports 48 (2002), 21.  Wiseman apparently knew 
of this site (1978, 48).   
 
129 I thank Timothy Gregory for this observation. 
 
130 AD 51 (1996), 95; AD 52 (1997), Chronika 149.   
 
131 One also might wonder whether there might be an even earlier pre-Roman phase, since Wiseman noted 
that plowing had revealed classical pottery in the area.  Wiseman 1978, 48. 
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Figure 6.6. The Villa at Katounistra, showing bath on right 
 
 

6.1.3. Rural Villas and Towers of the Southern Corinthia  

 The following two case studies from the Southern Corinthia are introduced for the 

sake of comparanda.  Although they are not located on the Isthmus, they do offer insights 

into the processes of refurbishing in other parts of Corinthian territory in the Roman 

period.   

 

Varela 

 The site of Varela is situated just west of the modern village of Ayios Vasilios, near 

the little church of Ayios Nikolaos, on the lower slopes of a gentle hill above a small 

valley.132  Excavations on several plots of land there in 1984 revealed several buildings 

covering an extensive area  (75 m x 50 m), and with a complex chronology ranging from 

Late Roman to the Ottoman period.  Excavations revealed rooms with geometric mosaic 

floors, a bathing establishment, a cistern, and, as I noticed in my visit to the site, several 

large pithoi.  The combination of what appear to be a residential complex with bathing 

structures suggest a large rural villa of Late Antique date.   

 

                                                 
132 So far as I know, the only report on the building is AD 39 (1984), B1, 109-10 1991-92, with English 
summary in AR 1992, 10.  Rothaus discusses it briefly as well (Rothaus 2000, 29).   
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Figure 6.7. The Site of Varela 
 

Based on coins and pottery, investigators argued for a long continuous habitation 

from the third to late sixth centuries.133  Coins of the third and fourth centuries 

presumably indicate a construction date in the late third / early fourth century, although 

coins beneath the floor of one room of the bath date to the late fourth century, suggesting 

that the bath was added in a later phase.  Following an earthquake of the mid-sixth 

century, repairs were made in the later sixth century, but it is unclear from the notes the 

nature of habitation following this point.  The Byzantine buildings apparently lay 

adjacent to the Late Antique structures.   

 

 This villa complex is not an isolated site.134  Ancient Cleonae is located nearby, and 

presumably the site lay near the north-south road to the Argolid and an east-west pass 

into the Nemea Valley.  A view toward Acrocorinth is possible from the hills above, a 

visual reminder of the major city nearby.  Today, the valley is cultivated for olives, vines, 

and grain, and we should expect similar agricultural aspects in antiquity as well.  The 

Roman life of the Varela villa as a villa lasts at least 300 years, from the third / fourth 

through the sixth centuries, with several phases of major construction attested. 

 

 

                                                 
133 Artifacts include lots of pottery (66 groups of sherds), 26 bronze coins, and an ear-pick and spear-head. 
   
134 Rothaus 2000, 29. 
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The Pyrgouthi Tower-Farmstead  

We can catch a good glimpse of rural recycling practices in one of the best excavated 

rural structures in Greece, the Pyrgouthi Tower in the Berbati Valley, and east of 

Mycenae.  This Hellenistic tower (Pyrgouthi) has long been known, but was only 

seriously investigated and excavated in recent years by the Berbati Valley Project.  The 

excavations were careful and thorough enough that the tower became the subject of two 

dissertations at Stockholm University, and will constitute part of a forthcoming volume 

by the Swedish Institute at Athens.  Consequently, the careful reporting allows for 

detailed reconstruction of the different phases of use of the tower.135   

 

Like the buildings examined already, the surface scatters around the Hellenistic 

Tower at Pyrgouthi (FS 506) were rich, but had long suggested Classical occupation.136  

Intensive survey around the site corroborated dates between the fifth century BC and late 

Hellenistic periods,137 which led the investigators to the hypothesis that the tower was a 

small part of a larger farmstead complex dating to the Classical or Hellenistic period.  

Only a more intensive gridded survey in 1995 revealed later Roman material, and only 

excavation demonstrated the complex lifecycles of the building.138  

 

The early Hellenistic construction of the Pyrgouthi tower as a fortified storage 

facility for a nearby village settlement was only the first of several lives for the 

building.139  The first refurbishing dates to the first century BC.140  It involved revamping 

                                                 
135 Arto Penttinen, Berbati Between Argos and Corinth: the excavations at Pyrgouthi in 1995 and 1997 
from the early Iron Age to the early Roman period.  Unpublished PhD Dissertation.  Department of 
Classical Archaeology and Ancient History.  Stockholm University 2001; and J. Hjohlman, “Farming the 
Land in Late Antiquity: The Case of Berbati in the Northeastern Peloponnese.”  Unpublished PhD 
dissertation, Department of Classical Archaeology and Ancient History, Stockholm University 2002. 
 
136 Penttinen 1996, 239. 
 
137 Penttinen 1996, 278.  Forsell 1996, 336-42, hardly mentions the site in her catalogue of Roman sites 
discovered by the Berbati Survey. 
 
138 Penttinen 2001, 7-8, 88-93. 
 
139 The tower is dated to the early HE period on the basis of its construction style (coursed polygonal to 
irregular trapezoidal) and a limited amount of pottery in and around the tower (Penttinen 2001, 91).  There 
are earlier periods represented at Pyrgouthi, but it is difficult to know what relationship they bear to later 
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the tower itself—cleaning out its fill, repairing its faces, plastering some of its interior 

walls, reducing its height by eliminating the second story, and perhaps converting it into a 

storage facility.  It also entailed appending an external complex of walls to the western 

end of the structure, increasing the length of the entire structure, including the tower, to 

sixteen meters.141  Furthermore, five cut blocks from the tower, which indicate the earlier 

structure had been pulled down, were incorporated into the new structures to the west.142  

A range of storage jars, cooking vessels, and fine wares, along with loom weights and 

beehives, were introduced to the place, attesting to the intensification of the agricultural 

function of the complex.143 Following its use in the first century BC, the early and middle 

Roman period use of the site is difficult to assess, but a limited amount of second century 

pottery suggests that the tower may have been occupied and maintained during this 

period; there was, however, no evident architectural refurbishment during this period.144   

 

The final major refurbishing of the farm occurred in the mid-sixth century AD, 

which began with a cleaning that removed or obliterated traces of earlier occupation, 

taking the new building down to rebuild directly on bedrock.145  The construction of 

                                                                                                                                                 
phases.  The site was inhabited during the late 8th and 7th centuries BC, and the absence of storage wares 
convinced Penttinen that the site was a seasonal settlement for a pastoralist community.  Two cavities cut 
into the bedrock, along with misfired pottery and wasters dating to the Classical period, indicate that in the 
Classical period, the site was used for kilns and workshop.  Is there any relationship between earlier and 
later periods? 
 
140 Like the blockhouses in the Argolid, refurbishing the tower obliterated all but the slightest traces of 
cultural material from the early Hellenistic period.  On the basis of the absence of ceramic remains dating 
to late Hellenistic period, and toppled blocks, Penttinen argues that the tower fell out of use within a 
hundred year period and was followed by periods of disuse in the late Hellenistic period. Penttinen 2001, 
91. 
 
141 Penttinen 2001, 33-46.  The tower was still only 8 meters N-S. 
 
142 Penttinen 2001, 91. 
 
143 Penttinen 2001, 93.   
 
144 Hjohlman 2002, 117, points out that the upper story of the tower was made of mud brick and 
consequently, the tower became dilapidated sometime before Late Antiquity.  In any case, mud brick is not 
a material that will survive for several hundred years without periodic replacement.   
 
145 Hjohlman 2002, with reconstruction at 117-120.  Cf. also, Wells, cited in Blackman et al 1997-98, 30, 
and Penttinen 2001, 53, 91-92. 
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significant storage rooms to the south and southwest of the tower leveled preexisting 

remains, destroying parts of the external late Hellenistic / early Roman walls and 

scattering much of the pottery scatter of the earlier period.146  Constructing the walls to 

the south of the tower also utilized ancient inscribed Hellenistic blocks.147   The tower in 

turn, which had initially been used for storing grain, and was first refurbished into an 

agricultural complex, was now converted into some kind of wine press house with 

agricultural facilities, including a trough, treading floor, and press.148  The late occupation 

of the site ended only in the seventh century AD, when it was burned down, the walls and 

roof collapsing into the house.  Although the ruins of the Late Antique farm underwent 

additional brief periods of use, disuse, and reoccupation of a lesser kind until the modern 

period, the tower complex was never fully refurbished following its Late Antique 

phase.149   

 
 
6.1.4. Conclusion  

This concludes the survey of excavated villas and farmsteads in the Corinthia that 

have been sufficiently published to allow inference about the life cycles of Roman 

domestic buildings.  We could pile up a longer list of buildings from the region, as well 

as other areas of Greece, that have been superficially noted in archaeological reports, but 

many of these buildings were identified only with the generic descriptor ‘Roman 

structure’, and rarely are described in any detail.150  It is better to tie together the 

                                                 
146 Penttinen 2001, 36, 52, 70, 82. 
 
147 Pentinnen 2001, 81.  The inscriptions probably derive from nearby grave monument.  They bear the 
names  “Hantho” and “Poseidaniou.” 
 
148 Hjohlman 2002, 104-108. 
 
149 Penttinen 2001, 53; Hjohlman 2002, 120.  Material was found that date to the twelfth and 
nineteenth/twentieth centuries. Even in modern times, the tower was used as a dump for stones and 
garbage. 
 
150 Interesting comparanda can be found in the blockhouses and pyramids of the Argolid, which were all 
refurbished in Late Antiquity.  See especially L.E. Lord, “The ‘Pyramids’ of Argolis,” in Hesperia 7 
(1938), 481-527; L.E. Lord, “Watchtowers and Fortresses in Argolis,” in AJA 43 (1939), 78-84; L.E. Lord, 
M.A. Frantz, and C. Roebuck, “Blockhouses in the Argolid,” Hesperia 10 (1941), 93-112; R.L. Scranton, 
“The Pottery from the Pyramids,” in Hesperia 7 (1938), 528-538; and H.M. Fracchia, “The Peloponnesian 
Pyramids Reconsidered,” in AJA 89 (1985), 683-89. 
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disparate examples above into some coherent statements about refurbishing and long-

term use of places in the Corinthia.   

 

6.2. Building the Past into a New Future 
 Habitation in the Roman Corinthia was embedded in particular places with long 

histories.  As discussed in the previous chapter, we can see this best at the broad level of 

landscape, but the review of excavated domestic buildings above provides additional 

evidence for long histories of use and reuse of specific places over several centuries and 

even longer.  In a number of cases, such as the Pyrgouthi tower and the Aphrodision at 

Kenchreai, the original construction certainly dates to the Classical or early Hellenistic 

periods.  In Corinth also, preexisting buildings are suggested at several of the sites, but 

excavations were not thorough enough to indicate the relationship of later to earlier 

structures.  Even those villas and houses that originate in the Roman period have life 

cycles of at least 300 years.  There simply are not many excavated buildings in the 

Corinthia that do not provide evidence for very long use cycles.  A summary of the 

evidence can be seen in Figure 6.8 below, which tabulates the number of episodes of 

refurbishment and investment in rural structures by half century.151   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
151 The presence of a “?” indicates uncertainty about the nature of construction in the phase, while the “/” 
and “\” indicate that the building episode could be dated to either of two successive periods.  Note that this 
table does not tabulate the evidence for habitation, is far more frequent.   
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Figure 6.8. Building investment episodes in urban and rural structures, by half 
century 
 
 
 The reasons for re-inhabiting particular places on the landscape over long periods of 

time are both simple enough to understand and too complex to pin on a single 

explanation.  The economy of reusing old building material and sites,152 civic and state 

laws encouraging upkeep and even requiring reuse of buildings,153 the aesthetic ideal of 

                                                 
152 Percival 1976, 198-99, recording the insightful observation made by Linckenheld about the reuse of a 
villa in Moselle for graves: “the attraction of ruins, he said, could well have been that they made the land 
on which they stood quite useless for agricultural purposes, so that by using them as cemeteries the local 
people could ensure, first, that their dead were not likely to be disturbed, and second, that they would not 
diminish the area available for farming” 
 
153 LAWS: In D. 1.18.7 (Ulpian), the provincial governor is to encourage property owners to repair their 
dilapidated buildings of ‘unsightly appearance. The laws against demolition of private buildings and the 
transfer of materials were apparently intended to maintain the aesthetic appearance of the city and prevent 
property speculation.  Demolishing and rebuilding on a greater scale could be profitable.  On the topic, cf. 
especially E.J. Phillips, “The Roman Law on the Demolition of Buildings,” in Latomus 32 (1973), 86-95, 
and P. Garnsey, “Urban Property Investment,” in M.I. Finley (ed.), Studies in Roman Property, Cambridge 
1976, 123-36, but also relevant is J. Crook, “Classical Roman Law and the Sale of Land,” in M.I. Finley 
(ed.), Studies in Roman Property, Cambridge 1976, 74-75; R. MacMullen, “Roman Imperial Building in 
the Provinces,” in HSPh  64 (1959), 207-11; and Alchermes 1994, 175-78.   
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upkeeping buildings,154 the passing of houses as property through inheritance,155 the 

significance of the building for family and civic identity, and social memory all must 

have played into and fostered a structure of place that generated numerous phases of use 

and reuse over the centuries.  The point that I would like to emphasize in the following 

discussion is not why buildings were reused but how reuse played into the renewal and 

redefinition of Corinthian society in the Roman period.  For this discussion, I will single 

out three important facets of the patterns of domestic building in the Corinthia and the 

processes of refurbishing: 1) the physical pattern of refurbishing Roman houses, both 

generally and in the Corinthia; 2) the implications of refurbishing for understanding the 

social and economic health of the region in Late Antiquity; and 3) the significance of 

recycling and rehabitation for cultural continuity and change in a Late Antique landscape.   

 

6.2.1. Cycles of the Roman House 

 First, a word about the mechanics of maintenance and refurbishing can be 

informative in its own right.  How long did elite-status houses typically (not) endure in 

the Roman period and how frequently were they rebuilt?  Archaeologists prefer to blame 

the destruction of buildings on earthquakes, but we might question how often other 

causes for collapse (simple neglect, for instance) compare with fires and earthquakes.  

Certainly literary sources for the Roman period recognize the role of ‘greater forces’, 

such as floods, earthquakes, and fire in leveling a finely built house.156  John Chrysostom 

describes in vivid detail the destruction by fire of one of these splendid houses, the 

capitals and columns crumbling, the half-burnt timber, the dust and mud, statues 

hideously disfigured from the heat, and the terrifying tumbling of the different features of 

                                                 
154 Cf., Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold (eds.), Roman Civilization, Sourcebook II: The Empire, New 
York 1966 [c. 1955], pp. 211-12, for two relevant laws of demolition from 1C AD (CIL, Vol. X, No. 
1,401).  Also: Suet. Vesp. 8.5; Pliny Ep. 10.70. 
 
155 E.g., John Chrysostom, Hom. Mt. 20.6;  Hom. 1 Tim. 9 (437); Hom. John 56.3 (203) and 80.3 (298). 
 
156 There are many instances in the Roman jurists about such hypothetical scenarios, and who would be 
responsible for rebuilding.  D. 7.1.34.2 (Julian); 7.1.36 pr (Africanus); D. 19.2.36 (Florentinus) and 19.2.37 
(Javolenus);  19.2.59 (Javolenus); 19.2.62 (Labeo 1 pith).  D. 39.2.24 (Ulpian) 
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the building to the ground, while the whole city gathers round to watch.157  As the jurists 

reason, “What building is so secure that it can stand the shock of a river or the sea or a 

storm or collapse or fire or earthquake?”158   Even still, though, these forces are usually 

recognized as chance events and misfortunes and are singled out for their exceptional 

quality; they are not normative process of destruction.   

 

 Arguably, neglect and the wear of time were far more extensive forces in the 

destruction of Roman houses because of their frequency.  The loss of one or two tiles, 

Chrysostom relates to his congregation in Antioch, can destroy the entire fabric of the 

building; such accidental tile losses are also mentioned in legal contexts. 159  A neglected 

leaky roof, writes John Cassian, finds its way in and ruins the walls and the entire 

house.160  Gregory of Nyssa compares the human brain to the foundation of a house --- 

messing with it brings down the entire structure.161  At a more technical level, Vitruvius 

recommends for wall construction using bricks dried for two years, lest they expand and 

crack the walls; better still is the ashlar and coursed large-stone construction of the 

Greeks, far stronger and longer-lasting than masonry with rubble core, which is bound to 

give way.162  Such processes are impossible to quantify, but we can infer than they are 

normative processes responsible for the collapse of buildings in antiquity.   

 

                                                 
157 Hom. Ephes. 10 (100-101). 
 
158 D. 39.2.24.4. 
 
159 John Chrysostom, On the Statues 19.14 (470); and Hom. 1 Cor. 8.7 (47).  Cf.  D. 39.2.43 pr. (Alfenus 
Verus): a case where the wind blows tiles off one man’s building onto his neighbor’s roof, in turn breaking 
his neighbor’s tiles. 
 
160 Cf. John Cassian, Conference 6.17 (361), “No house ever fails to the ground by a sudden collapse, but 
only when there is some flaw of long standing in the foundation, or when by long continued neglect of its 
inmates, what was at first only a little drip finds its way through, and so the protecting wails are by degrees 
ruined, and in consequence of long standing neglect the gap becomes larger, and break away, and in time 
the drenching storm and rain pours in like a river” 
 
161 Gregory Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 30.10 
 
162 Vitruvius 2.3.2; and 2.8.2-9.  Cf. John Hom. 7.1 (27), for the importance of proper wall construction 
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 We can get a sense of how neglect could quickly contribute to a building’s collapse 

by turning to one of the first century AD laws regulating demolition: Alliatorius Celsus 

had purchased a property with buildings where there had formerly been a market which 

was now no longer in business; the buildings “were becoming dilapidated through age 

and were not going to be repaired for use because no one lived in them and no one 

wanted to move into deserted ruins.”163  In a slightly later context, Pliny (Ep. 9.70) wrote 

to the emperor Trajan asking for his advice about constructing on a property in Prusa 

where there were the unsightly ruins of a former private house; the building with an 

associated shrine had been dedicated to the emperor Claudius two generations earlier and 

was to be leased out on a regular basis but, “partly through pillage and partly through 

neglect, the whole house, court and garden gradually fell into ruins, so that now little but 

the site remains.”   

 

 Examples like these indicate that privately-owned buildings do not endure for more 

than a generation or two without maintenance.  The consequence of neglect is not simply 

that tiles fall off, exposing both the walls and wood to decay—that much is true and 

detrimental to the building’s fabric—but also that abandoned houses are subject to 

processes of depletion as individuals come and strip the remains away for their own use 

elsewhere, in spite of laws against this.  That these processes must have been common is 

suggested in the case of Pliny above and by other literary evidence.  John Chrysostom 

uses the illustration of how the collapsed mansion, “is so entirely desolate that all things 

that were in it have come into the hands of others.”164  Even with maintenance, rebuilding 

and renovation might occur rather frequently, as often as homeowners felt the need to 

make home improvements.  As Wallace-Hadrill has argued (1994) for the villas at 

Pompeii and Herculaneum, for example, the impetus for the generational changes in wall 

painting and decoration may originate in the needs of an ever-changing elite society, not 

simply the need for physical renewal of the house.   

                                                 
163 As cited in Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold (eds.), Roman Civilization, Sourcebook II: The Empire, 
New York 1966 [c. 1955], pp.211: CIL, Vol. X, No. 1,401 
 
164 John Chrys. 1 Corinthians, Hom. 11.10 (63) 
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 The frequency of rebuilding then would occur as often as walls and foundations 

became unstable and required new building—which, in turn, relates to the nature and 

form of construction and the degree of building neglect—or as frequently as home 

owners wished to make changes.  In the Corinthia, the well-excavated area of the Panayia 

field in Corinth shows major reconstructions on new plans about every 150 years, 

although the cause for the middle Roman house going out of use was extraordinary (fire).  

The other buildings of the Corinthia suggest that major reconstructions on the order of 

150 to 200 years might be typical, although the careful excavation of the Aphrodision 

Villa at Kenchreai indicates that serious refurbishments of buildings could occur in the 

order of once per century.  Major reconstructions on new plans on the order of 100-200 

years appears then to be a typical value for well-constructed buildings of the Corinthia.  

We can expect that the housing of the urban and rural poor was far more ephemeral and 

needed rebuilding at a more regular generational frequency.165 

 

 A more typical kind of renovation in antiquity, the repairing of walls and floors made 

on the order of the generation, usually is too elusive for the archaeologist to measure 

precisely.  Vitruvius says that masonry party walls with soft rubble cores were expected 

to last only 80 years (Vitr. 2.8.8-9), and we should expect shorter life spans for wall 

construction in mudbrick.  At places like the Pyrgouthi Tower in the Corinthia, where the 

entire upper story was constructed in mudbrick, we simply cannot say how frequently 

renovation occurred, but it must have been common.  We can recognize renovations of 

this more minor kind in the Corinthia in the form of new walls and divisions of houses 

and changes to the mosaic floors in some of the Corinthian houses (e.g., Kokkinovrysi).     

 

 The complexity of these processes can be seen in the long-term cycles of houses of 

Pompeii.  These houses are usually envisioned in terms of a moment frozen in time, but it 

                                                 
165 Bagnall 1993, 51-52, suggests ‘constant rebuilding’ of simply constructed urban homes in Late Antique 
Egypt.  The study by EKAS of modern houses at Lakka Skoutara in the southeast Corinthia suggests that 
simple long houses constructed with fieldstone walls and tile roofs will not stand more than two decades if 
not maintained.   
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is more accurate to see them as palimpsests and aggregates of constructing through 

time.166  The presence of first-style wall painting indicates that some of the walls of the 

houses may be three hundred years old, and yet the interesting history of this city 

suggests a much greater frequency of change and renovation than can be precisely 

measured in the architectural evidence.  The paucity of walls with first and second style, 

and even third style, wall paintings, of previous generations are telling indicators of 

change.167  Whether the older styles lie buried beneath the redecorated phases of the later 

style, or whether the walls that originally bore the earlier paintings have been knocked 

down and replaced through normal renovation processes, is difficult to say, but the pace 

of structural changes in these buildings does appear to occur at a generational level.  As 

Penelope Alison’s catalogue of these houses suggests, there is widespread evidence for 

both building activity at some of these houses, repair work, continuing alterations, and 

functional shifts in the use of rooms.  Certainly these changes relate to the seismic 

activity of the previous two decades, but there are still instances where the reasons for the 

changes (the simple wear of time) are rooted in a changing society.168  In any case, the 

houses at Pompeii tell endless stories of remodeling, expansions, repair work, columns 

falling down, earthquakes, replastering, painting and constant rebuilding, at the minimum 

threshold of a century and, probably more frequently.   

 

 Although the Roman houses of the Corinthia are poorly preserved and do not allow 

the kind of analysis that has been conducted at Vesuvian houses, the survey of houses 

above suggests that full-scale rebuilding occurred on the order of every century or two.  

The episodes of refurbishment listed in Figure 6.8 are probably even a significant 

underestimate of the frequency and forms of investment and rebuilding in urban and rural 

                                                 
166 On the cycles of change: A. Wallace-Hadrill, Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum, 
Princeton 1994, 149-50, 160-64.  P.M. Allison, The distribution of Pompeian house contents and its 
significance, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Sydney 1992, 15-16.  For an example of a building history: 
Frank Sear, “History of the House of the Painted Capitals,” in Jean-Paul Descoeudres et al., Pompeii 
Revisited: the life and death of a Roman Town, Sydney 1994, 54-56. 
 
167 L. Richardson, Jr., Pompeii: an Architectural History, Baltimore 1988, 107-8, 154, 221. 
 
168 Alison 1992, 88-92, 95-97 
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structures.  The archaeological record does not provide a very complete picture of the 

cycles of structural renewal but only the major periods of rebuilding, and evidence for 

earlier refurbishments may have been eliminated or diminished through later 

reconstruction, especially construction at a more substantial threshold of investment.  The 

archaeological record instead provides fossilized indications of only some of the major 

episodes of rebuilding.  It is reasonable to think that there must have been numerous 

minor renovations at the generational level that have not survived well in the 

archaeological record.   

 

6.2.2. Refurbishment, Wealthy Corinth(ia), and the Formation of the Built Landscape 

 There are, secondly, major implications of frequent refurbishment for understanding 

the social and economic world of the Corinthia.  Despite the lack of hard facts relating to 

the costs of construction and maintenance of private residence in the Roman world, there 

are different means of approaching the subject of expenditure.169  The detailed discussion 

that follows highlights how constructing, maintaining, and refurbishing houses and small-

scale or private buildings through Late Antiquity demonstrate elements of material 

continuity of local society well into the sixth century.  Small-scale building activity, that 

is, demonstrates the health and vitality of the local world.   

 

 The erection or total rebuilding of a substantial privately-owned urban villa required 

a significant investment of time and energy commensurate with the scale of building.  

Even the construction of a basic country house would require a variety of building phases 

that cost much in time and energy: planning and surveying; material extraction, 

preparation, and movement; digging, forming, and laying foundations; erecting walls and 

roof; finishing and decorating walls and floors; installing heating and drainage facilities; 

equipping with furniture and installations; and landscaping.  Each of these broad building 

                                                 
169 On the general social and economic conditions assumed by rural buildings and villas, cf. A.L.F. Rivet, 
“Social and Economic Aspects,” in A.L.F. Rivet (ed), The Roman Villa in Britain, London 1969, 173-216; 
and John Percival, The Roman Villa: An Historical Introduction, Berkeley 1976, 145-65.  From pp. 163, 
Percival discusses the main problem in investigating economic processes: “We do not know, for example, 
what it would cost to build a villa, or to maintain and administer it for a given period of time; even the price 
of estates that we have are few in number, exceptional in size, and unrepresentative in place and period.” 
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phases necessitated a whole range of technical work.170  Certain processes, like laying the 

foundation and erecting walls, had to run perfectly lest the building be constructed 

insecurely and fall over, as we hear sometimes did occur.171  Other processes like wall 

painting and mosaic installation required tedious technical work and expertise.172  The 

time required to complete these processes under normal circumstances depended on the 

number of workmen involved in construction and the complexity of the building, but 

must have been, at the very minimum, many months, and possibly several years; there are 

instances in both the jurists and literature where the construction of a private residence is 

never finished.173  The process of constructing was long and protracted.  A house torn 

down immediately after construction could be so disheartening that the owner might 

simply abandon the project altogether.174   

 

                                                 
170 These include stone cutting, lifting, finishing, bonding; formation of mud brick by extracting, molding, 
drying; creation of mortar through production of lime and inclusions; production of tiles; earth and stone 
removal, leveling, flattening of bedrock, leveling of clay, laying beds of crushed ceramics, gravel, rubble; 
building retaining walls and forming drainage; constructing timber and laying tiles; plastering, painting, 
forming veneers, setting mosaics in walls; adding beddings of crushed stone, mortar, and ceramics for 
floors; installing water and drainage installations; laying of stone slabs and mosaics in floors. 
 
171 On the importance of the good foundation, Cf. Taylor 1993, 65-66, 75-76.  The ‘good foundation’ is a 
frequent motif in Roman-period literature.  Buildings collapsing: For juristic aspects, see Martin 1981, 92-
93, 99-121; for examples, cf. Bouras 2002, 544. 
 
172 Taylor 1993, 214-22. 
 
173 We hear, for instance, of a laborer for the church of Rome who worked for three years on a house: Cf. 
Jones 1964, Vol. III, note 82, p. 288, citing Gregory Ep. 9.43.  For a much later Byzantine context, the 
construction of urban homes has been estimated at 6 to 50 days, but these are far simpler houses than those 
we are considering here.  Cf. A. Cutler and Alexander Kazhdan, “Building Industry”, in ODB, Vol. 1, 331-
32.   One could apply to private buildings Kardulias’ figures for energy expenditure for construction 
activities at public buildings at Isthmia: 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.  For 
instance, based on his estimation for the production of roof tiles (cf. Table 1, p. 38: 1 person-day / 100 tiles 
for production, and 2 p-days / 500 tiles for firing), a roof with 1,500 roof tiles (the minimum number 
required for a decurion’s house in the municipal law of Tarentum) would require 21 person days for simply 
molding and firing the tiles; this does not include assembly.  Cf. Lex Muniscipii Tarenti, CIL I 22 290 (ILS 
6089), cited by Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 72. 
 
174 As in: John Chrysostom, Homily on Acts, Hom. 8 (52-53): “For it is said, he that has built up a house, 
and then sees his building pulled down, will have less spirit for building again. Yes, but for all this, one 
must not be dispirited, but must once more set to work zealously.”  Cf. also John Chrysostom, Letter I.19 
(110), An Exhortation to Theodore after his Fall. 
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 The complexities of home building is also indicated by the variety of specialists who 

were involved in the process.175  While certain building activities like mud brick 

construction and laying might require laborers with only basic training and skills, other 

phases required expertise work, either arranged through contract with specialists, or with 

a single architect who would be responsible for subcontracting the work.  In either case, 

numerous decisions were required about the expected date of completion, payment 

amounts and arrangements, construction materials, and the means of assessing the final 

product.176  There are practically no private building contracts that survive antiquity, but 

Cato provides us with a kind of model contract for arranging the construction of a rural 

farmhouse:177  

 
If you are contracting for the building of a new steading from the ground up, the 
contractor should be responsible for the following: all walls as specified, of quarry-stone 
set in mortar, pillars of solid masonry, all necessary beams, sills, uprights, lintel, door-
framing, supports, winter stables and summer feed racks for cattle, a horse stall, quarters 
for servants, 3 meat racks, a round table, 2 copper boilers, 10 coops, a fireplace, 1 main 
entrance, and another at the option of the owner, windows, 10 two-foot lattices for the 
larger windows, 6 window-shutters, 3 benches, 5 stools, 2 looms, 1 small mortar for 
crushing wheat, 1 fuller’s mortar, trimmings, and 2 presses.  The owner will furnish the 
timber and necessary material for this and deliver it on the ground, and also one saw and 
one plumb-line (but the contractor will fell, hew, square and finish the timber), stone, 
lime, sand, water, straw, and earth for making mortar….  In a steading of stone and 
mortar groundwork, carry the foundation one foot above ground, the rest of the walls of 
brick; add the necessary lintel and trimmings.  The rest of the specifications as for the 
house of rough stibe set in mortar.  The cost per tile will be one sesterce. 

 
Cato’s model contract indicate not only how precisely the work could be contracted, but 

also reconfirm the different steps of technical construction in erecting a modest rural farm 

                                                 
175 Cf. Anthony Cutler and Alexander Kazhdan, “Artisan”, in ODB, Vol. 1, 196. 
 
176 On the nature of building contracts and arrangements in the Roman period, cf. J.A.C. Thomas, 
“Reflections on Building Contracts,” in RIDA 18 (1971), 673-89; and especially S.B. Martin, Building 
Contracts in Classical Roman Law, Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Michigan, An Arbor, MI, 1981; and 
S.B. Martin, The Roman Jurists and the organization of Private Building in the Late Republic and Early 
Empire, Latomus v. 204, Bruxelles 1989.  Also: Ellis 2000, 6-9.  For construction contracts in a later 
context, cf. Anthony Cutler, and Alexander Kazhdan, “Building Industry”, in ODB, Vol. 1, 331-32; 
Charalambos Bouras, “Master Craftsmen, Craftsmen, and Building Activities in Byzantium,” in A.E. 
Laious (ed), The economic history of Byzantium: from the seventh through the fifteenth century, DOP 39 
(2002), 542. 
 
177 Cato On Agriculture 14.1-5.  Cf. discussion of this text in James C. Anderson, Roman Architecture and 
Society, Baltimore 1997, 72-75.   
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in the first place.  Even the most basic elite-status house construction could require 

contracting with a range of specialists and semi-professionals including builders / 

architects, carpenters, stone masons and column masons, brick makers and brick layers, 

plasterers and molders, painters, cabinet makers and bed makers, wood carvers, sculptors, 

and stone carriers.178 This same variety is found in other documents of Late Antiquity, as 

for instance, in an edict of Constantine in AD 337, allowing tax breaks for:179  

 
architects, makers of paneled ceilings, plasterers, carpenters,…stonecutters, 
…builders,…stone-masons,…step-makers, painters, sculptors, engravers, joiners, 
statuaries, workers in mosaics, coppersmiths, blacksmiths, marble-masons, builders, 
founders,…layers of tessellated stones..  

 
Even among the very incomplete early Christian inscriptions of Late Antique Achaia are 

included skilled laborers in architecture, stonecutting, marble working, carpentry, 

painting, glass working, and mosaics.180  Erecting Roman houses and private buildings 

required specialists, technicians, and expert builders; this was not something to leave to 

those without knowledge.181   

 

 There is very little evidence for the cost of house construction in antiquity, and any 

inferences require a series of numerical acrobatics; but even hypothetical figures can 

provide a sense of the financial end of construction.  For instance, if we take Cato’s 

suggested reasonable, ‘honest’ price (14.1-5) of 1 sesterces / roof tile for contracting 

labor for constructing a simple farm building from the ground up, the construction of a 
                                                 
178 Cf. Johnson and West 1967, 108-109, for papyri from Arsinoe, Theadelphia, Oxyrhynchus, Hermopolis, 
Panopolis, This, Aphrodito, Hermothis, Fayum, among others. 
 
179 CTh. 13.2.  Jones 1964, 862-63, discusses this text and notes that this law was preserved in the 
Justinianic Code. For a good discussion of the tedious and difficult work required of the floor and wall 
finishers and decorators, cf. Taylor 2003, 212-55.   
 
180 Sironen 1997, 405-6 
 
181 The folly of building a house without having the skills or knowing how to construct well was a frequent 
image in early Christian literature.  Besides the passage from Paul quoted earlier (“be careful how he 
builds”), there are several passages in the Gospels (Mt. 7.24-27; Lk. 6.46-49; 14.28-30), and many in the 
patristic writings.  E.g., John Chrys. Treatise on the Priesthood 1.62-64; Chrys. A Treatise to prove that no 
one can harm the man who does not injure himself, 12-13 (279-80); Chrys. On the Statues, Hom. 4.4 (365-
66); Cyril of Jerusalem, Prologue to the Letters 11 (3).  The basic idea is that you leave house building to 
the experts who know how to do it. 
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simple but modest house might require 1,000-2,000 sesterces for labor costs in Cato’s 

day, well above a small farmer’s yearly earnings in Cato’s day; and this does not include 

building material.182  Urban and rural villas of larger size, or with luxury features like 

mosaics and wall paintings, would require substantially more in terms of labor and 

material cost.   

   

 We are in better straits when we look to the costs for the ‘ingredients’ of 

construction, including the wages for builders and construction material.  Let us start with 

the wages of craftsmen.183  Besides Cato’s ‘honest’ cost given above, the relativity of 

wages is suggested in the price edict of Diocletian (VII), where the typical wage for semi-

skilled labor is 50 denarii / day.184  Stonemasons, cabinet makers, carpenters, lime 

burners, workers of tessellated floors, and plasterers all fall into this wage bracket, along 

with bakers, blacksmiths, and wagon wrights.  Mosaicists earn only slightly more, 60 

denarii/ day, while unskilled labor such as farmhands, water carriers, and sewer cleaners 

earn half as much (25 denarii / day).  The real wage-earner among the skilled 

professionals is the wall painter and especially the figure painter who can earn, 

respectively, 75 and 150 denarii/ day.  In a later antique context, we find an unskilled 

construction worker in Rome getting paid less than 5 solidi / year for three years for his 

                                                 
182 The municipal law of Tarentum, Lex Muniscipii Tarenti, CIL I 22 290 (ILS 6089), specifies that a 
decurion’s townhouse should have a minimum of 1,500 roof tiles, and certainly many more thousand tiles 
would be needed for large rural villas. 
 
183 Cf. A. Burford, Craftsmen in Greek and Roman Society, London 1972, 135-44, who discusses the 
problems in attempting to infer wage earnings among craftsmen in the Greek and Roman world.  Burford 
observes that the standard daily wage of a craftsman does not represent real wages but a more arbitrary 
‘conventional’ wage, which does not correspond to economically rational principles.  Wages fluctuated in 
antiquity, but the generally low status of the semi-skilled worker does not greatly change.  They are not at 
the bottom of society, but all except a few (e.g., sculptors and painters) are usually low status and poor.  For 
similar observations for a Late Antique and Byzantine context, cf. Jones 1964, 858-64; Cyril Mango, 
Byzantium: the empire of new Rome, London 1980, 39-41; Charalambos Bouras, “Master Craftsmen, 
Craftsmen, and Building Activities in Byzantium,” in A.E. Laious (ed), The economic history of 
Byzantium: from the seventh through the fifteenth century, DOP 39 (2002), 540-54. 
 
184 Cf. Elsa Rose Graser, “Appendix: The Edict of Diocletian on Maximum Prices,” in T. Frank (ed.), An 
Economic Survey of Ancient Rome, Vol. V: Rome and Italy of the Empire, Baltimore 1940, 307-421, at VII. 
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part in building a house; he complained that this was too low.185  More frequently in Late 

Antiquity we hear of wages for common laborers in the range of 7-12 solidi / year, about 

as much as a soldier might earn, with skilled workers at the higher end of that range.186  

Wages follow no strict market currents, but there is typically a scale of pay, from 

unskilled laborers to skilled craftsmen, to technical work (wall painters and sculptures) to 

professional architects / builders.187  Needless to say that someone putting up or 

rebuilding a house would need to negotiate a variety of contracts with different kinds of 

skilled builders ranging from simple manual laborers to professional architects.  None of 

this adds up to a typical cost for a house but it does point to the differentiated pay 

brackets necessary for different elements of prestige buildings.  Any sustained 

construction effort, as would be assumed in building a house from ground up, would 

require substantial cash spending on labor alone. 

 

The costs of material also vary significantly depending on the scale of 

construction.188  Solid brick wall construction probably cost significantly more than 

limestone rubble masonry, and both cost more than simple mud brick.  The price edict of 

Diocletian, for instance, sets as a maximum price 2 denarii for preparing 8 mud brick 

                                                 
185 Cf. Jones 1964, Vol. III, note 82, p. 288.   At Hermopolis in Egypt in the early fourth century, we hear 
of contracted work to building houses at 400-500 dr. / day, the same price as other maintenance work such 
as working on the dykes, clearing ground, and cutting weeds.  Johnson & West 1967, p. 194 
 
186 Cf. Jones 1964, 858-60, who suggests that laborers and semi-skilled builders earned frequently about as 
much as or more than a soldier’s yearly income of 7 solidi.  He notes a monk in Egypt digging a cistern 
earned 5 folles / day, which might come out around 6 or 7 solidi / year, depending on how consistently he 
worked.  Mango 1980, 39-41, suggests slightly higher wages for laborers and semi-skilled workers of 10-
20 solidi / year, and provides instances for Alexandria and Jerusalem.  Cf., also, Cécile Morrisson and Jean-
Claude Cheynet, “Prices and Wages in the Byzantine World,” in A.E. Laious (ed), The economic history of 
Byzantium: from the seventh through the fifteenth century, DOP 39 (2002), 864, Table 18, for laborers in 
Late Antiquity earning about 6-12 solidi / year; a stonecutter earns less than 12 solidi / year. 
 
187 Another example is from third century Egypt is Dominic Rathbone, Economic Rationalism and Rural 
Society in Third-Century A.D. Egypt: the Heroninos archive and the Appianus Estate, Cambridge 1991, 
155-74, who shows that unskilled laborers on the Appianus Estate typically earned only about 2 dr. / day 
for harvesting, digging, and helping in basic construction work; this was half as much (4 dr. / day) as 
specialists and craftsmen earned, such as the potamitai (river-workers), contracted builders (oikodomoi), 
mudbrick-wallers, and carpenters. 
 
188 Cf. Bowden, William, Epirus Vetus: the Archaeology of a Late Antique Province, London 2003, 137-47, 
for a good discussion of the costs of construction in the context of church building.   
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(two sq. feet); fired brick are double the cost to produce (4 bricks for 2 denarii).189  The 

use of 5,000 mud bricks in the construction of a house would cost 1,250 denarii, 

equivalent to 25 days wages for the typical wage earner (at 50 denarii / day); the same 

number of fired bricks would be the equivalent of 50 days’ wages.  A similar cost can be 

inferred in a recorded price for fired brick in Late Antique Egypt.190  There the 

construction of a church in the Fayum records the purchase of 21,000 fired bricks for 3-

2/3 solidi, or 5,722 fired bricks / solidus.  Using the same estimate of 5,000 bricks / 

house, the hypothetical cost would be just shy of a solidus, or about one or two months of 

a semi-skilled laborer’s yearly income (7-12 solidi / year).  The cost of other kinds of 

construction, like rubble and mortar, would presumably lie somewhere in-between.  

Obviously, coursed large-stone construction would be in an expenditure bracket of its 

own.   

 

At the other end of the spectrum, as Bowden has pointed out in his discussion of 

churches in Late Antique Epirus, imported sculpture and fancy marbles were the most 

expensive elements to a building, and mosaics the least expensive way of decorating a 

place.  If we plug in the lowest price (1/50 solidus / sq. meter) provided by Caillet’s 

survey of mosaic construction in Late Antiquity, floor mosaics still add up to significant 

costs.  If we were to apply the Late Antique rate to the mosaic in Room 7 of the Anaploga 

Villa (9.25 x 5.14 m) in the Corinthia (see below), the cost would be (in Late Antique 

monetary terms) about one solidus for the mosaic.  Applying the same rate to the rooms 

of the Kokkinovrysi villa in Corinth, we might expect minimum costs of a solidus each 

for the central atrium (7.13 x 7.13 m) and the triclinium (7.05 x 7.05 m).  If we were to 

take the suggested higher cost for mosaic pavements of 2/3 solidus per sq. meter, as we 

find in the east, we could expect these rooms to be incredibly expensive.  If the price 

edict of Diocletian is any indication, we can expect significantly higher expenditure for 

                                                 
189 Edict of Diocletian 7.15, 7.16 
 
190 Cf. Allan Chester Johnson, and Louis C. West, Byzantine Egypt: Economic Studies, Amsterdam 1967, 
108, citing SPP, x.259 (VI). 
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wall and figural painting, as in the middle Roman urban domus at Panayia field.  Despite 

these high prices, these were perhaps the most important features of elite buildings.191   

 

 Buildings also cost significantly in maintenance.  It was obviously an economic 

advantage to a property owner to upkeep buildings and equipment in order to maintain 

the value of the property.  The assumption lying behind Roman juristic texts on cases of 

owner-tenant and usufruct agreements, for instance, is that the failure to upkeep buildings 

decreased property value.  For the aristocratic elite in the Roman empire, wealth was in 

land and buildings were the means of exploiting that land.  The economy of investment 

encouraged that landowners take the necessary measures for upkeeping buildings that 

were essential for ensuring their own and their descendants’ financial stability; both 

landowners and renters played a role in the process.192  The best evidence for the 

burdensome costs of maintaining buildings comes from the data compiled by A.H.M. 

Jones for public building maintenance in the Roman provinces in the early imperial 

period; maintenance costs assume an enormous proportion of state and local expenditure.  

Although the evidence is lacking, we can infer that private buildings, as much as public 

buildings, were also very expensive to maintain.   

 

  The constructing, maintenance, and refurbishing of domestic buildings then, were a 

substantial investment of time, energy, building expertise, and resources, indicating the 

continuity in the health of the most basic social and economic structures of the Roman 

world.  Although there are not many excavated houses from the Corinthia, those surveyed 

above suggest that the Roman Corinthia retained a health through the end of antiquity.   

                                                 
191 On the ornamentation of buildings and its importance for elite-status residence, cf. Ellis 2000, 114-44; 
Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 149-51 
 
192 Cf. Kehoe 1997, Chapter 2, “Profit, Security, and the Law of Legacy,” in pp. 77-136.  In Kehoe’s view, 
the goal of farm management is to maintain the estate to produce a stable income; this includes basic 
upkeep and maintenance of buildings and equipment.  Kehoe argues that basic minimal maintenance, rather 
than farm improvement, was typically the rule.  Cf., for instance, his discussion on instrumenta, pp. 113-23; 
and for the split of risks, pp. 137-80.  Although Kehoe’s assessment of landowning behavior for the early 
empire may be a little too conservative (is there no room for direct exploitation and real profit earning?), 
the private expenditure habits of the kind John Chrysostom harps against are truly a Late Antique beast of 
its own kind. 
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 As Nick Kardulias has argued for the Late Antique reuse of the Sanctuary of 

Poseidon at Isthmia, major changes that seem to signal decline actually can indicate 

exceptional energy expenditure consistent with the existence of complex society.193  Like 

the major public building of the Byzantine fortress at Isthmia, a healthy society and 

economy is also evident in the constructing of different kinds of smaller-scale (ordinary) 

private buildings in this period.  That such refurbishing of private buildings in the 

Corinthia continues unabated from the second to sixth centuries is a fine indication that 

the basic economic structures of wealth, as rooted in material forms of investments, 

remained strong for this entire period.  We can catch glimpses of a continuity of 

investment energy and a scale and threshold of construction well into the sixth century, 

extending older structures a new life for a final phase of antiquity.   

 

 There is, in fact, a more specific argument to be made here.  The Corinthian data 

indicate a phenomenon that is essentially an extension of processes, thresholds, and 

energies of investment common from the early Roman period, and, even arguably, from 

the Archaic-Classical period.  Late antique habitation, that is, can be understood in terms 

of an outgrowth and accumulation of earlier structures on the land.  The few Corinthian 

urban and rural villas of Late Antiquity provide a good case in point.  Rothaus’ argument 

that these sites were a phenomenon of Late Antiquity is true in that some of the surviving 

buildings have their fullest expression at a late phase.194  But the foundations for all of 

these villas lie in an earlier Roman period, and even, arguably, in a pre-Roman context.  

Processes of maintenance and rebuilding occurred at each of the sites in antiquity over a 

minimum of 300 years, in some cases much longer, and all were refurbished at a 

significant scale at least once (and probably multiple times) in their history.  In several 

villas, such as Katounistra and Varela, the Late Antique phase appears to be the most 

splendid, but in other cases (at Panayia, Aphrodision, Pano Magoula), one prestige 

building follows another in chronological succession.  With such patterning, it is difficult 
                                                 
193 Kardulias 1995; 1988. 
 
194 Cf., for instance, Rothaus 1994; and Rothaus 2000, 26-30, 62. 
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to put a chronological bulls eye on the period of greatest building investment and whether 

there is, in fact, a chronological pattern to investing.195  What does stand out, however, is 

the significant scale of construction made in the early Roman centuries that evoked 

conspicuous expenditures at the same places in later Roman centuries.   

   

 This last point is worth emphasizing.  “Refurbishing” is one specific form of 

recycling former habitations and structures, which is decidedly different than other ways 

of recycling buildings.  In the western provinces, for instance, Roman villas were 

commonly reused in the fifth and sixth century either as churches or, more commonly, as 

cemeteries and tombs.196  And, there are many cases in Greece where former buildings 

were reused for graves, animal pens, and ‘squatter’ occupations during Late Antiquity.  

While undoubtedly such processes must also have occurred throughout antiquity at 

dilapidated buildings in the Corinthia, this is not refurbishment.  In the examples 

discussed in this paper, we see something more, a continual and frequent renewal of the 

urban and rural structure in the Roman period that presuppose the substantial (new) 

investment of time and resources of construction, even when the forms of construction 

changed (e.g., as at Panayia: a small bath reoccupies the former site of a villa).  Such 

renovation is a process that both expresses material prosperity of its period and in turn 

contributes to that prosperity, extending economic structures of life for another 

generation.   

 

 One final confirmation of this Late Antique vibrancy can be seen also in the broader 

array of building activity in this period that demonstrates great expenditures of 

                                                 
195 It would be tempting to see an application of Banaji’s argument about the Late Antique accumulation of 
gold and wealth expressed in the material accumulation and expansion of buildings, the later period 
piggybacked on the earlier, which some scholars have suggested occurred in other regions of the 
Mediterranean.  We lack the kind of detailed excavation data for private house construction that would 
allow us to see a developmental model for the late Roman Corinthia.  In several cases, there is evidence for 
a material ‘expansion’ of buildings, as at Pyrgouthi, but rarely has excavation been conducted on a wide 
enough scale to contextualize immediate buildings in terms of their greater environment. 
 
196 John Percival, The Roman Villa: An Historical Introduction, Berkeley 1976, 183-99; T. Lewit, Tamara, 
Agricultural Production in the Roman Economy, A.D. 200-400, BAR International Series 568, Oxford 
1991, 41-42 
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presumably private wealth.  In the city itself, substantial Late Antique buildings have 

often been found, including a complex of buildings (including a large building with 

marbles and mosaic pavements) in the general vicinity of the Panayia; buildings 

uncovered through the University of Texas excavations; large domestic structures and 

substantial buildings in the forum; and at least four Late Antique baths.197  Outside the 

city, substantial late Roman buildings have turned up in Lechaion, Kenchreai, and 

elsewhere;198 such is the complex of Late Antique buildings at Akra Sophia near 

Kenchreai investigated by T. Gregory.199  And of course, a broader impression of 

building on the land can be sought in the countryside discussed in Chapters four and five: 

the habitations and buildings that must be beneath the highest density late Roman sites in 

the eastern Corinthia.  As suggested in an earlier chapter, every single one of the 24 LR 

LOCAs produced ceramics dating to the fifth and sixth centuries; 15 of the 24 LOCAs 

produced definite material from the mid-fifth century or later; and 12 produced certainly 

sixth century material or later.  Taken altogether, and looking at the broader picture, we 

have here innumerable signatures of a Corinthia that is well-flourishing in both town and 

countryside at least to the mid-sixth century. 

 

 Whether we throw at the Corinthia wandering bands of Herulians and Goths, or 

massive earthquakes, such forces do not appear to have permanently disrupted the overall 

processes of inhabiting the landscape in the long term, at least until the later sixth 

century.  While these may have knocked down buildings, reconstruction apparently 

followed in the same places, as was typical in ancient building practices.  The formation 

of the later Roman built environment that we see in the Corinthia assumes the time and 
                                                 
197 Panayia field (Sanders 1999, 441-443): This includes a nymphaion-like structure, c. 30 x 12 m. in 
dimensions, with marble revetment, mosaic flooring, and a central pool; a substantial late Roman building 
excavated by Scranton with marble floors, overlaying an earlier Roman building.  U. Texas excavations: 
summary in Slane and Sanders forthcoming.  Forum: These include a fifth century house built over the 
southeast basilica, among others: Sanders 1999, 441; Slane & Sanders forthcoming.  Baths: Sanders 1999; 
J. Biers, “Lavari est vivere: baths in Roman Corinth,” in C.K. Williams II and N. Bookidis (eds.), Corinth, 
the centenary, Princeton, NJ, 2003, pp. 309-10, 314-16. 
 
198 E.g., AD 28 (1973), B1, 228-29; A. Philadelphus 1918, and Eustathios Stikas 1957 (?), “Anaskaphi 
Pwmaikou Nymphaiou kai Palaioxristianikis krenis para to Lechaion tis Korinthias.” 
 
199 T. Gregory, “An Early Byzantine Complex at Akra Sophia near Corinth,” Hesperia 54 (1985), 411-28. 
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resources expended on building, maintaining, repairing, and refurbishing that can only be 

consistent with not simply a ‘functioning’ economy and society, but a healthy and vibrant 

one.  If we are looking for an end for the broad material structures of Corinthian society, 

we must look to the mid- to late sixth centuries.  Such is the picture that emerges from the 

physical landscape.200 

 

6.2.3. The Renewal of the World  

 Beyond the continuity of social, economic, and material structures, and thresholds of 

investing through Late Antiquity, refurbishing and rebuilding also speak to something 

more abstract and difficult to pin down from ephemeral material structural remains: the 

redefinition of the past for a new present.  Rufinus, for instance, asks, “Do we not know 

cases in which old houses have been of use in the construction of new ones?  Sometimes 

a stone is taken from the parts of an old house which are remote and concealed, to 

decorate the portal of the new house and adorn its entrance.  And at times an edifice of 

modern architecture is supported by the strength of a single ancient beam.”  The new 

building need not take the exact same shape as the former building, Rufinus finishes, and 

yet, the elements of construction are the same.201  Chrysostom compares the process of 

creating a ‘new’ covenant to the rebuilding of a house from the material already present 

in the former structure:202  

 
A covenant is then said to be ‘new,’ when it is different and shows some advantage over 
the old. ‘Nay surely,’ says one, ‘it is new also when part of it has been taken away, and 
part not.  For instance, when an old house is ready to fall down, if a person leaving the 
whole, has patched up the foundation, straightway we say, he has made it new, when he 
has taken some parts away, and brought others into their place….the house is likewise 
new, when portions of it have been taken away, and portions remain. And thus, he says, 
he hath well termed it ‘a New Covenant.’ 

                                                 
200 This chapter has focused on the economy, not because this is the only or main thing to matter, but 
because it is an important factor in antiquity and is easier to get to from the material remains of archaeology 
and, often, from the literary sources themselves.  There are additional reasons to refurbish, especially 
prestige buildings, and other motivations to reuse beside.  These simply require far more argumentation 
than I wish to go into here.  Cf. Jon Frey’s unpublished dissertation on the meaningful reuse of spolia 
during this period.   
 
201 Rufinus Apology 2.40 (479). 
 
202 Chrys. Hom. Hebrews 14.6 (435-36). 
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In a very different context, Wallace-Hadrill concluded for his analysis of houses in 

Pompeian society (185),  

 
Romanness was not given but constructed: built and rebuilt over the years in the tangle of 
superimposed structures whose sequences are not so hard to disentangle.  The houses of 
Pompeii and Herculaneum everywhere bear evidence of change; changing property 
boundaries, changing uses of space, changing fashions in house decoration and self-
presentation. 

 
And of course, the recent emphasis in scholarship dealing with recycling and spoliation 

has been the importance of reusing the past for the legitimating of the present, for the 

construction of social memory, and for other ideological purposes.203  Rebuilding is an 

obvious means of establishing connections between the past and present. 

 

 Arguably, however, refurbishment is not simply a mechanism for reproducing the 

past but contributes to the redefining of the world.  Private building, after all, says as 

much about the relationship of the present to the future as it does about its relationship to 

the past since the process of building is an effort to create permanence on earth.  This is 

well encapsulated in the homilies of John Chrysostom who, more than any other early 

Christian author, criticizes his audiences in Antioch and Constantinople for investing too 

greatly in an earthly future.204  Chrysostom constantly reminds his audience of the futility 

                                                 
203 D. Kinney, “Spolia. Damnatio and renovatio memoriae” in Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 
42 (1997), 117-48;  B. Ward-Perkins, “Re-using the architectural legacy of the past, entre ideologie et 
pragmatisme”, in G. Brogiolo and B. Ward-Perkins (eds.), The Idea and Ideal of the Town between Late 
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Leiden 1999, 225-44; T. Eaton, Plundering the Past: Roman 
Stonework in Medieval Britain.  Charleston, SC, 2000; R. Coates-Stephens, “Epigraphy as spolia: the re-
use of inscriptions in early medieval buildings”, in Papers of the British School at Rome 70 (2002), 275-
296; R. Coates-Stephens, “Attitudes to Spolia in some Late Antique Texts,” in Luke Lavan and William 
Bowden (eds.), Theory and Practice in Late Antique Archaeology.  Brill 2003: Leiden, 341-358. 
 
204 This theme is common to all of Chrysostom’s sermons.  Chrysostom’s general critiques of wealth 
include condemnations of gardens, baths, farms, fine houses (urban and suburban), fields, slaves, gold & 
silver vessels, trees, inns, herds and flocks Cf., among others, Chrysostom, Hom. on Mt. 12.5; 15.12; 23.10-
11; 53.4; Hom. John 56.3 (203); Hom. on Acts, 32;  Hom. 1 Cor. 23.8 (137-38); Hom. Ephes. 2 (58-59).  
His general critique is the construction habits of the wealthy who invest all their resources in their earthly 
property with no concern for either the poor around them or their souls.   Chrysostom is certainly not alone 
in the patristic condemnation of wealth, but he is definitely the most prolific and vocal.  Cf. H. Maguire, 
“The Good Life,” in G.W. Bowersock, P. Brown, and O. Grabar (eds.), Late Antiquity: A Guide to the 
Postclassical World, Cambridge 1999, 238-57, who argues that Chrysostom’s characterization here is not 
merely rhetorical, but actually accurate.  Maguire’s survey of the forms and images of wealth (pp. 238-43) 
touches upon mosaics and marbles, woven textiles, silver vessels, rich foods, vegetation (greenery and 
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of investment in a future that cannot last.  In his homilies on 1 Timothy, for instance, he 

comments on the mansions of the wealthy:  

 
These that are here are dissolved at the resurrection, or rather before the resurrection 
destroyed by the stroke of time. Nay often in their most flourishing state and period an 
earthquake overthrows, or fire entirely ruins them. For not only the bodies of men, but 
their very buildings are liable to untimely deaths. Nay, sometimes things decayed by time 
stand firm under the shock of an earthquake, whilst glittering edifices, firmly fixed, and 
newly constructed, are struck but by lightning and perish. And this, I believe, is the 
interposition of God, that we may not take pride in our buildings. 

 
The unpredictability of wealth is one of the most frequent themes in his sermons.  In 

another passage, Chrysostom argues:205  

 
 ‘That’ (he says) ‘those which cannot be shaken may remain.’  But of what sort are ‘those 
things which cannot be shaken’?  The things to come….Let us not build in this world; it 
will fall after a little, and all will be destroyed. But why do I say, It will fall? Before its 
fall we shall be destroyed, and suffer what is fearful; we shall be removed from them.   
Why build we upon the sand? Let us build upon the rock: for whatsoever may happen, 
that building remains impregnable, nothing will be able to destroy it. With good reason. 
For to all such attacks that region is inaccessible, just as this is accessible. For 
earthquakes, and fires, and inroad of enemies, take it away from us even while we are 
alive: and oftentimes destroy us with it. 

 
The impermanence of earthly buildings is often starkly contrasted to the spiritual 

investment of the house or the church.  “Do you wish to build large and splendid 

houses?”, he asks the people of Antioch, “I forbid it not, but let it be not upon earth!”; 

heavenly houses, he reasons, never fall to pieces, continuing to pay off interests forever 

and costing the homeowner nothing in anxiety or repair work.206  Chrysostom returns 

again and again to the destruction of buildings as one of the damning facets of material 

possessions; wealth is symbolized by the house that is struck by lightning, goes up in 

flames, becomes dilapidated, and falls down.   

                                                                                                                                                 
flowers), private bathhouses, silk, clothing, and jewelry.  Cf. J.P.C. Kent, and K.S. Painter (eds.), Wealth of 
the Roman World, AD 300-700, London 1977, British Museum, for conspicuous expenditure on gold and 
silver vessels during this period.  Banaji 1996 and 2003, for an explanation of the phenomena behind LA 
wealth. 
 
205 Chrys. Hom. Hebrews 32.5-7 (512-13) 
 
206 John Chrysostom, On the Statues II.16 (349-50).  In other passages, the heavenly house continues to pay 
off interests forever, costs nothing in anxiety or repair work, and has a solid permanent foundation of 
Christ.  Cf. Chrysostom Hom. Ephes. 6 (76); Hom. John 56.3 (203) and 80.3 (298). 
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 There is, nonetheless, implicit in these invectives, the assumption of his audience 

that well-constructed buildings in fact last for long periods of time and that this is one of 

the principal objectives of constructing in the first place.  Hence, the specific object of the 

preacher’s critiques usually centers on the impermanence of the building owners, despite 

the endurance of the buildings.  The buildings last, for a time, while the owners do not.  

As he says in this rueful commentary on the material world, “The tree that you have 

planted remains, and the house that you have built, it too stands on. But the planter and 

the builder go away, and perish. Yet these things happen without our regarding it, and we 

live on in luxury and pleasure, and are ever furnishing ourselves with such things, as if 

we were immortal.”207  In this case and others,208 it is not the building that perishes but its 

builder, who passes on while his investment lives on.  The well-built house continues 

onward for a time, through the inheritance to the children, subject to the eventual 

misfortunes common to the passing world.   

 

 These quotations highlight the goal and ideal of private construction, which was 

permanence or at least stability.  Well-built houses could be passed along in the 

patrimony through the normal run of inheritance processes.  Chrysostom’s audiences, for 

instance, are reminded that the splendid houses and the trees will be enjoyed by those 

who did not work for them, and that death will mark the end of one’s life’s investment.209  

As he proclaims in his homilies on John,210  

 
How then dost thou this very same thing upon the earth which thou shall shortly leave? 
“But I shall leave it to my children,” saith some one. Yet they too shall leave it soon after 
thee; nay, often even before thee; and their successors the same. And even here it is a 
subject of melancholy to thee that thou seest not thine heirs retain their possessions, but 
there thou needest apprehend nothing of the sort; the possession remaineth immovable, to 
thee, to thy children, and to their descendants, if they imitate the same goodness. That 

                                                 
207 Hom. 1 Tim. 15 (462-463).  Cf. also  
 
208 Chrys. Hom. Hebrews, 12.6 (426). 
 
209 John Chrysostom, Hom. Mt. 20.6;  Hom. 1 Tim. 9 (437). 
 
210 Hom. John 56.3 (203) and 80.3 (298). 
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building Christ taketh in hand, he who buildeth that needs not to appoint care-takers, nor 
be thoughtful, nor anxious; for when God hath undertaken the work, what need of 
thought? He bringeth all things together, and raiseth the house.  

 
The ideal of building toward a permanence to benefit future generations is well 

expressed: buildings go on through the generations despite the passing of those and their 

descendents who might enjoy them.  Chrysostom ultimately suggests to his audience that 

they invest in houses that will not perish, whether those be heavenly ones in the next 

world, or churches in the present world that will continue to bear interest beyond the 

death of the owner.211   

 

If the building and refurbishing of a house can restructure the past in a new present 

and signify the current belief in the future, what, if anything, do excavated Roman private 

buildings of the Corinthia suggest about cultural change?  Here we enter a problematic 

area, for the evidence for refurbishment in the Corinthian houses survives poorly and is 

nothing like, for instance, the surviving houses at Pompeii that Wallace-Hadrill argues 

reflect expressions of Romanitas.  The shades of cultural redefinition are elusive 

phantoms in the material remains in the Corinthian house, for the physical evidence for 

refurbishment usually carries little telltale signature of culture redefinition.  Some of the 

most visible symbols of elite expression, for instance, wall paintings, domestic 

decoration, and furniture, have not survived well, and even domestic architecture has not 

usually been documented very thoroughly.  Even still, we can catch glimpses of a 

transforming and transformed mentalité lying beneath the structures that appear to us so 

flat.  These changes can be seen most clearly in certain features of the house and when set 

against the broader array of conspicuous expenditure in building for Corinth and its 

territory in Late Antiquity.  I will end with a brief discussion of two related trends in 

private construction in the Corinthia in Late Antiquity that point to significantly different 

beliefs and cultural values despite their construction within past structures: the trend of 

constructing private baths and the Christianization of domestic material culture.212   

                                                 
211 John Chrys., Homily on Acts, Hom. 18, Acts 7.54 (117-120)   
 
212 E.g., Ellis, Simon P., “The End of the Roman House,” in AJA 92 (1988), 565-76; Yizhar Hirschfeld, 
“Habitat,” in G.W. Bowersock, P. Brown, and Oleg Grabar (eds.), Interpreting Late Antiquity: Essays on 
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Private Baths in Late Antique Corinthia 

 Although several public baths at Isthmia and Corinth went out of use by the fourth 

century, if not earlier, the constructing of small private baths in the Corinthia seems to 

gain momentum in Late Antiquity.213  Jane Biers’ study of Corinthian baths (2003) has 

highlighted four baths that were constructed in the fifth and sixth centuries,214 and 

Sanders has recently published in great detail the Late Antique bath in the Panayia 

Field.215  Additionally, the Late Antique villas at Katounistra, Varela, and Dervenaki 

(Southern Corinthia) all have baths attached to residence, and at two of these, the baths 

seem to be added at a point after the initial construction of the residence, possibly the late 

fourth or early fifth centuries.  Although small baths are not unknown in Corinth from an 

early imperial date, they become very common in Late Antiquity at a point that large 

public baths become less frequent. 

 

 How do we explain this pattern in the Corinthia?  Certainly in part, Corinthian elite 

were participating in broader trends in the eastern Mediterranean in Late Antiquity, as 

confirmed by both archaeology and textual sources.216  For instance, John Chrysostom in 

the late fourth century constantly lists bath construction among the common forms of 

expenditure of the rich (along with fine houses, gardens, slaves, silver chariots, terraces, 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Post Classical World, Cambridge 1999, 258-72.  There is some disagreement about how concentrated 
wealth was.  It appears that that although we see enormous concentrations of wealth during this period, 
there was also a vibrant second tier, a sort of ‘middle class’ who also gain new spending power in this 
period.  Cf. Hirschfeld 1999, 258. 
 
213 The public bath at Isthmia is abandoned only in the fourth century.   
 
214 J. Biers, “Lavari est vivere: baths in Roman Corinth,” in C.K. Williams II and N. Bookidis (eds.), 
Corinth, the centenary, Princeton, NJ, 2003, pp. 303-19. 
 
215 Sanders 1999, 473-75. 
 
216 For the popularity of small Late Antique baths in Late Antiquity, cf. H.J. Magoulias, “Bathhouse, inn, 
tavern, prostitution and the stage as seen in the lives of the saints of the sixth and seventh centuries,” in 
Epeteris hetaireias byzantinon spoudon 38 (1971), at 233-38; and Fikret Yegül, Baths and Bathing in 
Classical Antiquity, New York 1992, 314-49. 
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and inns).217  Indeed, baths were very expensive to build and maintain and their 

construction presuppose the same spending potentials of an earlier period, with 

supporting social personnel, including construction workers, bath keepers, and water 

carriers who could maintain and look after the buildings.218  It seems clear, moreover, 

that private baths became crystallized as a new form of elite-status building culture in 

Late Antiquity, and a privileged and legitimate outlet for private expenditure among the 

wealthy. 

 

 There are, moreover, several related cultural trends in this pattern that are too 

complicated to unpack in this concluding space, but worth mentioning here.  One, it is a 

curious feature of the Corinthian landscape that the spread of smaller-scale bathing 

establishments emerge only slightly later than the decline of several public bathing 

establishments at Corinth and Isthmia.  The absorption of bathing facilities into the realm 

of domestic architecture through the attaching of baths to private houses (as in the villas 

noted above) and even the constructing of stand-alone baths must have reinforced in 

popular perception the importance of the local aristocrat responsible for the building.  

Bathing, like the spread of churches and private gathering halls, became tied to and 

further reinforced developing hierarchical relationships in Late Antique local society.219   

 

 In a related vein, as G. Sanders has shown for the Panayia Bath at Corinth, that there 

are remarkable similarities between the architecture of sixth century Corinthian baths and 

the baptistery of the enormous Christian basilica at Lechaion.220  Accepting that private 

baths are imitative of early Christian baptisteries, it is no great step to consider how its 

use in private contexts played into elite self-conceptions.  If monumental church 
                                                 
217 Cf. John Chrysostom, Hom Mt. 12.5; 53.4; Hom. Acts 18 (117-20); Hom. Rom. 14 (451-52); Hom. 1 
Cor. 23.8 (138); Hom. 2 Cor. 12.5 (340-41). 
 
218 Yegül 1992, 321-23: The maintenance of public baths assumed a sizable portion of a city’s building 
expenditures. 
 
219 See W.R. Caraher’s recent dissertation, which is a compelling argument for how religious architecture 
and the Christianization of society restructured and reinforced social hierarchies in Late Antique Achaia. 
 
220 Sanders 1999, 473-75. 
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architecture, which constituted substantial material earthly investments, became tied to a 

notion of eternity, permanence, and future glory, we may wonder whether the 

appropriation of elements of church architecture into other kinds of private architectural 

contexts also played into and reinforced an elite self-consciousness about its place in the 

world.  At the very least, there is clear evidence for an intertextuality in Late Antique 

private architecture, and a confidence in the importance of small-scale bathing 

establishments as elite investments in the present and future.  This leads us to a second 

related issue.   

 

Christianization of the Corinthian House  

 The great age of church construction in the Corinthia date occurs in the later fifth and 

sixth centuries AD.221  The most famous of the buildings are the enormous Lechaion 

basilica, and the other churches immediately surrounding Corinth (Kraneion, Skoutelas, 

Kodratos), but as suggested by Caraher’s catalogue of churches, substantial architecture 

and architectural remains of the period—columns, architectural moldings and sculpture, 

mosaic pavements, built tombs, inscriptions, and furnishings—have been found at many 

places in the Corinthia, especially along the Corinthian plain, indicating the presence of 

substantial buildings of this period.  As with baths, churches required enormous monetary 

investments, and although we might expect a building like Lechaion to be an imperial 

foundation, the other churches of the Corinthia were probably privately funded, and 

Christians of a different economic standing could contribute to their foundation, 

construction, maintenance, and repair.222  As Bowden suggests for the province of Epirus 

                                                 
221 For a basic general overview of the most well-known and published buildings, cf. D. Pallas, “Korinth”, 
in Reallexicon zur Byzantinischen Kunst 4, 1990, and Rothaus 2000.  Sanders 2004, and Sanders, 
“Archaeological Evidence” offers new suggestions about down-dating the Lechaion basilica.   Cf., 
especially, W.R. Caraher, Church, Society, and the Sacred in Early Christian Greece, Unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH, 2003, pp. 442-57, for a full and thorough 
cataloguing of these sites, as well as other sites of the modern Corinthia where early Christian architecture 
and inscriptions have been found, suggesting the presence of buildings. 
 
222 Cf. W.R. Caraher’s dissertation that discusses this specific issue at length.  On the wealth presupposed 
by the presence of churches (Mango 1980, 36-39).  These include not only the construction and 
maintenance of the buildings, but also the salaries of the enormous body of associated higher and lower 
clergy and the costs of caring for the poor.  Significant bishops might have salaries of several hundred 
solidi.   
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Vetus, the constructing of churches need not bolster the local economy and could actually 

tax it; nonetheless, the building of churches indicates the capabilities of a society to 

expend resources as late as the sixth century AD.223 

 

 As importantly, we should question how religious change and Christianization in the 

Corinthia interacted with and influenced domestic contexts, private expenditure, and the 

manner of inhabiting space.  Beyond the conjecture suggested above for the bathing 

establishments in the region, there is admittedly very little evidence, but perhaps enough 

to suggest that the symbolic world behind habitation and inhabiting in the fifth and sixth 

century was remarkably different than that of the preceding two centuries.  It is not 

simply that a Christian material culture replaced a pagan one in domestic contexts, but 

that two very different material cultures were embedded in two very different ways of 

seeing the world.  As Sanders has suggested for the late third / fourth century middle 

Roman domus in the Panayia field,224 the painted figures of Nikes that framed the door of 

the north wall were not flat images but were designed to interact with the visitor in real 

space; arguably, too, the collection of small statuary in the house (Europa, Dionysos, 

etc…) represented gods and goddesses worshipped by the inhabitants of the house.  This 

fourth century domestic material culture lay in the tradition that had given rise to the fine 

mosaics at the Kokkinovrysi Villa two centuries earlier.  At the other end of the temporal 

spectrum, we have the spread of a Christian material culture (e.g., Christian symbols on 

lamps) in the Corinthia from the later fifth century, with firm examples in early sixth 

century domestic contexts at the Pyrgouthi Tower in the Southern Corinthia and the sixth 

century apsidal building south of the Panayia bath.225  The meaning of such change for 

Corinthian thought structures is difficult to assess, but surely the demise of traditional 

                                                 
223 William Bowden, Epirus Vetus: the Archaeology of a Late Antique Province, London 2003, 128-60, has 
suggested (especially pp. 151-54) that although church construction assumes economic surplus, it need not 
indicate a period of economic expansion.   The flurry of church construction and the pumping of surplus 
into monumental architecture might actually indicate the draining of resources of the local economy and 
contribute to its decline; it indicates that the local economy could sustain a century of building activity. 
 
224 Sanders 2005. 
 
225 Hjohlman 2002: Christian lamps; for the apsidal building, see Sanders, “Archaeological Evidence.” 
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imagery in Late Antique Corinthian houses and the spread of a Christian material culture 

reflects more than simple shifts in decorative schemes and point to ways of thinking and 

understanding the world.   

 

 All of these examples may leave us only with questions but do provide evidence 

against concluding, as is often done, that the reuse of cultural structures and place over 

long periods of time need signify cultural conservatism or generally static visions of the 

world.  The evidence, although spotty, points to a far more complex picture: the 

redefinition of the world occurred in terms of the structural remains of former buildings 

and places.  The shape and pace of this transformation between the fourth and sixth 

centuries is difficult to assess from current evidence, but, arguably, redefinition was 

embedded in ordinary generational processes like refurbishing and rebuilding which 

allowed local elites to renew or change the way they viewed the world and expressed 

themselves in it.  Cultural rebirth, like the refurbishing of buildings, must have inched 

along at the elusive threshold of generational change.226   

 
 
6.3. Conclusion 
 A new image of the landscape of ancient Corinth and its territory is slowly emerging 

for Late Antiquity.227  In spite of the end of the use of the civic center and the civic 

buildings of the ancient city and the widespread dilapidation and spoliation of former 

public buildings, private building expenditure continued onward, thriving, through the 

sixth century.  We catch glimpses of this in city, suburb, and country, on the coasts and in 
                                                 
226 Cf. Kardulias 1995; 1988 for another kind of argument in a ‘modified continuity’ in the use of the site of 
Isthmia between the Roman period and Late Antiquity.  Kardulias explicitly diminishes semiotic 
redefinition and posits the continuity of adaptive structures, energy expenditure.  According to Kardulias, 
there was little change between the Roman period and early Byzantine period in the processes of pragmatic 
societal decision-making, adaptation, and complex society.  I am arguing similarly for a continuity of 
private building expenditure and investment but also for a simultaneous cultural and ideological 
redefinition of the built environment that is as important in understanding the world of Late Antiquity. 
227 Recent revisions: Cf. Slane, K.W., and G.D.R. Sanders, “ Late Roman Horizons established at Corinth,” 
in Hesperia, Forthcoming, for criticisms of reading the archaeological evidence through the history.  The 
city continued to function, despite the degradation of the public buildings; G. Sanders 1999, 474-75;  G. 
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. 
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the interior, in the wealthy agricultural plain of the region and in the more peripheral 

regions of the southern Corinthia.  This continued inhabiting of the land strengthen our 

impressions that the resources, the cultural structures, and the prosperity of a deeper 

antiquity of the Roman city continued onward to this later date.228  The processes 

involved in refurbishing urban and rural structures assume significant monetary 

expenditures and a society capable of such building endeavors.  In this continuity of 

building expenditure and the process of material renewal, construction activity assumes 

new forms towards the end of our period, with diversion of resources to new expenditures 

(baths and churches), which played into the redefinition of the landscape.  It is in that 

tension between material continuity and change where lies the fascinating transformation 

of Late Antique culture.   

 

 And although it lies beyond the scope of this chapter, the historical formation of the 

built environment of the Corinthia, culminating as it did in the construction activities at 

the end of antiquity, darkens that ‘great divide’ between the Roman period and the 

centuries to follow, when the momentum of private building activity that had been 

occurring since the foundation of the colony slowed down drastically.  The end of 

antiquity in the Corinthia came not only with the end of certain forms of settlement,229 

but the end of large-scale private construction activities altogether.  Rebirth, as with 

refurbishment, however, lies in the seeds of death.  In the revival of the economy of the 

Corinthia in the middle Byzantine period, new connections to a Roman past were forged 

through the investments made in urban and rural places at the end of antiquity.   

 

                                                 
228 Erkki Sironen, The Late Roman and Early Byzantine Inscriptions of Athens and Attica, Helsinki 1997.  
Dissertation for Faculty of Arts at University of Helsinki, Appendix 3, “Occupations in Early Christian 
Epitaphs of Greece,” 401-8.  There was also continuity of the professions of society in Late Antiquity.  The 
Early Christian epitaphs for Corinth indicate a wide variety of professionals and technicians even in this 
Late Antique date.  Leaving aside the ecclesiastical and administrative officials, Sironen’s list for 
professionals for the Corinthia include a marble worker (in Sicyonia), bootmaker, metal bowl maker, 
veterinarians, elementary teachers, innkeepers, barbers, bath attendants, tailors, drivers, butchers, fyke 
fisher, pickle merchants, vegetable gardeners, goatherd, and poultryman. 
 
229 Cf. Ellis, Simon P., “The End of the Roman House,” in AJA 92 (1988), 565-76, on the passing of the 
classical Roman peristyle house by the mid-sixth century marked the end of antiquity. 
 


