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Christopher Witmore’s Old Lands: A Chorography of the Eastern Peloponnese (2020) 
is a difficult book to review. It a personal journey through the landscape of the 
northeastern Peloponnesus, and, as such, it is sui generis, in the field of 
contemporary Greek archaeology. Witmore’s periegesis through the Corinthia 
and the Argolid, which he calls a chorography, follows the erstwhile routes 
established by Pausanias, early travelers, and 19th and 20th century 
archaeologist. He treats these landscapes, however, with a distinctive eye that 
follows the ancient and modern things that he encounters into tangles of 
conversations, secondary literature, archaeological reports, and ancient sources. 
In this regard, his book inverts the conventional narrative technique in 
archaeology that so often starts with the ancient testimonia, early travelers, and 
modern scholarship and presents these works as context necessary for things to 
have meaning. Witmore’s approach, in contrast, locates the author within the 
landscape, rather than behind dusty tomes of past scholars, and seeks to situate 
objects within our lived experiences. In this regard alone, Old Lands is 
particularly welcome at a time when many of us have been unable to travel to 
the Mediterranean because of the ongoing pandemic.   

Witmore’s narratives are earnest and devoid of irony. In fact, the book’s 
earnestness serves to evoke shades of the “heroic archaeologist” who 
reassembles the past from their personal encounters with sites, objects, and 
contexts. To be clear, this should not imply that Witmore positions himself as the 
savior of a particularly worthy past, the discipline, or the contemporary 
communities with which he interacts (e.g. Cleland 2001, 2;  González-Ruibal 
2009, 114-115). Instead, Witmore looks back to traditions in archaeology that 
started with the typically male, wealthy, learned traveler and ultimately 
professionalized as the scholar-archaeologist whose singular perspicacity reveals 
the past with scientific rigor. The personal epithets associated with an excavator’s 
notebook — Blegen’s notebook, for example — reinforce the view of the solitary 
archaeologist at the center of knowledge making, at the expense of often local 
workers and colleagues. Witmore may puckishly acknowledge as much when he 
notes that the “here unmentioned” retinue of Ottoman traveler Evliya Çelebi 
makes its way through the gates of Acrocorinth to their destination overlooking 
the entire citadel and isthmus (59). Witmore does, of course, mention his 
colleagues. Indeed, he is dutiful in naming his companions, but these individuals 
always play bit roles to Witmore’s enthusiastic inquisitiveness. With few 
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exceptions (e.g. in Nafplion 261-284), they are nearly as marginal in his narratives 
as his footnotes which nevertheless demonstrate a nearly encyclopedic 
understanding of the vast scholarship on the northeast Peloponnesus. They 
function to advance the story, almost as Platonic interlocutors (especially pp. 348-
371), and they never linger or distract.   

Witmore’s presence in the landscape fundamentally shapes his encounter with 
the diverse chronologies of the northeastern Peloponnesus. This approach to the 
landscape belies its roots in heroic archaeology, by locating the past not as 
hidden, buried, or requiring extraction and but as contemporary with the 
archaeologist. The past is superficial and requires selection, assembling, and 
sampling rather than discovery. In this regard, he parallels Rodney Harrison’s 
proposed “archaeology-as-surface-survey” (Harrison 2011) and draws 
inspiration from Laurent Olivier’s The Dark Abyss of Time (2011). As with 
intensive survey practices, it is impossible for the archaeologist to identify and 
document every object, artifact, sherd, or plant. Instead, the survey archaeologist 
is attentive to the relationships between the objects to create a surface that 
produces archaeological knowledge “in and of the present.” Witmore and most 
survey archaeologists are familiar with the abrupt disjunctions that occur when 
we document a sherd of Final Neolithic pottery next to a Late Roman amphora 
fragment amid fragments of modern plastic. The ghostly figures that appear 
alongside the survey team in the first page of Given and Knapp’s volume on the 
Sydney Cyprus Survey (2003, xx-xxvi) and the gently fictional digressions that 
invite the modern reader to see the landscapes through the eyes of Strabo in 
Pettegrew’s The Isthmus of Corinth (2018, 1-2) anticipate the diachronic, 
contemporary landscapes of Witmore’s book. Like the surface assemblages 
studied by Given, Knapp, and Pettegrew, Witmore’s book does more to reveal 
what we could know about the landscape than what we do know. As such, it 
presents a future archaeology rather than one anchored in a recovered past. 

It is, of course, easy enough to critique survey archaeology and books like this for 
what it has left out or remains hidden. There is a certain glee with which scholars 
discuss the excavations at Pyrgouthi tower in the Berbati Valley, for example, 
because standing Classical remains and Classical and Hellenistic sherds obscured 
a later, Late Roman phase that only became visible with excavation (Hjohlman et 
al. 2005; Sanders 2004, 165-166; Pettegrew 2010, 221-224). Similarly, it would be 
easy enough (and even vaguely gratifying) to critique Witmore for overlooking 
the Byzantine and Frankish periods in his perambulations. The twin poles of 
antiquity and the modern (and contemporary) create a landscape of light and 
shadow that makes the temporal discontinuities more abrupt and the 
ambiguities all the more salient. Witmore used this to good effect in his 
description of the First National Assembly of Greece which met in Hellenistic 
theater of Argos. This setting reinforced the view of the northern European 
Philhellenes that “the lot of contemporary Greeks was rarely illuminated outside 
the long shadows of Classical antiquity” (232). Of course, a different narrative 
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was possible. Prior to this meeting, the assembly had met in the Church of the 
Dormition of the Virgin which stands a half a kilometer south of the theater. 
There they received a blessing from Orthodox clergy (230). The church which 
appears to date to the Middle Byzantine period contains numerous, deliberately 
arranged, ancient blocks (Hadji-Minaglou 1980). Like the nearby church at 
Merbaka, the spolia grounded the church in antiquity (cf. Sanders 2015; 
Papalexandrou 2003) just as the church grounded the assembly in the Byzantine 
tradition of the Orthodox faith and the Hellenistic theater in modern, 
archaeological Neohellenism. At the church of the Dormition, the ancient blocks 
themselves carry the weight of not only vaults from which the central doom 
springs, but also the connection to antiquity. Their absent presence in Witmore’s 
book parallels his impressions of Argos with those of Dodwell who struggled to 
see the ancient monuments in their resurrected, albeit Byzantine, forms. These 
absent monument offered a narrative where the Philhellenic shadows turn to 
grey.  

The dual emphasis on antiquity and the early modern and modern periods 
reinforces the link between chorography and 19th-century encounters with 
Classical Greece and the modern Greeks. While he distinguishes chorography 
from these older traditions, he acknowledges that the structure of the book 
cleaves closely to the routes of early travelers and nineteenth century 
archaeologists who the contemporary decedents continue to cite and mimic. The 
work of these scholars and their approaches clings to the objects that constitute 
Witmore’s chorography. His efforts to construct a landscape that “lends further 
nuance” to centuries-old practices of diachronic study of objects, strata, 
buildings, routes and regions (xvii), encounters significant resistance from the 
scholarly residues that cling to the things themselves. In many ways, Witmore’s 
book encounters the same problems as ”Carpenter’s Folly“ at Corinth. Standing 
perched above the Peirene Spring, Rhys Carpenter built a two-story structure on 
and around the foundations of house that dated to the 10th or 11th century. 
Carpenter’s building, which he meant to store and display Byzantine objects 
from the site, was a confused and ambiguous combination of modern, Byzantine, 
and ancient material which archaeologists collected from the site and the region 
and immured in the building. It was never finished, partly dismantled during 
World War II, and continued to house Byzantine sculpture into the 1950s. At this 
point, archaeologists at Corinth start to identify the building as a folly. As Kostis 
Kourelis observed in the most thorough published treatment of this building 
(Kourelis 2007), this term evoked both 18th century Romantic associations with 
aristocratic garden culture and the ultimate building failure to achieve its 
Carpenter’s intentions. For post-war viewers, Carpenter’s interest fascination 
with Byzantium was utterly foreign even if the folly anticipated mid-century 
attitudes toward the reconstruction of ancient and historical buildings such as 
the Stoa of Attalus in the Athenian Agora, the Cloisters in New York, and 
Colonial Williamburg. Like Carpenter’s folly, Witmore’s text relies on us to 
understand how the diachronic past clings to objects and shapes the stories that 
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they can tell.  

Recent years have seen increasingly desperate calls to negotiate more critically 
the pasts that cling to the study of Mediterranean archaeology and Classics and 
to reimagine these disciplines. Old Lands clearly hopes to contribute to this 
ongoing and crucial conversation. In particular, chorography challenges the 
growing pressure toward fragmentation and specialization that characterize 
contemporary archaeological (and, indeed, scholarly) practices (494). Increasing 
chronological and regional knowledge, expertise in ever narrower classes of 
objects, and competence in specialized tools, scientific methods and techniques, 
all frame a century long shift in our discipline toward professionalization. 
Following the logic of the assembly line, academics honed their expertise in the 
name of industrial knowledge making and eschewed the messy and inconsistent 
process of craft. Such an approach to scholarship also reinforced efforts to 
construe academia as a meritocracy where advancement came through 
demonstrations of professional competence better measured through the 
incremental advancement of specialized knowledge than in works aspiring to 
distinctive modes of engagement or broad synthesis. As Michael Given has 
recently noted, the fragmentation of the discipline of archaeology have called for 
a more convivial practice (2017; 2018). Evoking Ivan Illich’s anti-modern notion 
of conviviality (Illich 1975), Given shares Witmore’s desire for an archaeology 
that engages with the material presence and resists the trap of ontological dead 
ends, but Given’s interest in both past and contemporary conviviality may offer a 
way forward that is more consistent with the character of contemporary 
archaeological knowledge.      

This critique, however, speaks more to my theoretical predilections than the 
character of the book. There is no doubt that there will be sympathetic readers in 
archaeology, Classics, Ancient history, and anthropology eager for post-
disciplinary redemption. Others will find in Witmore’s work echoes of their time 
traveling with the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, working on 
excavations and survey projects in the Corinthia and the Argolid, or visiting 
important sites with detours to the beach at Tolo, the gelaterias in Nafplio, and 
wineries around Nemea. For all that these readers might find familiar, they 
might think strange that his periegesis overlooks the politics of archaeology in 
the region. As Witmore recognized, some long standing projects carved their 
own routes into the landscape. The presence of more recent archaeologists and 
their conviviality, however, seemed too faint at times. We can all appreciate the 
story from John Bintliff and his colleagues about their strategies for protecting 
themselves from the the “Mad Dogs of Thespies” (Bintliff et al. 2017, 31) nestled 
amid an otherwise sober reconstruction of field methods and artifact densities. 
Closer to Witmore’s landscape, the tales of a particular archaeologist’s pants torn 
and partly abandoned on the rugged crags of Mt. Oneion ensured that any visits 
to this mountain included a question: “Did you find Richard’s pants?” A scatter 
of sherds, tiles, and revetment fragments became the “Villa of the Pig Dog” 
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because archaeologists on the Eastern Korinthian Archaeological Survey 
encountered a dog that some thought resembled a pig. This has now entered 
academic literature (Pettegrew 2015, no. 38). Elsewhere, we can talk of a road 
that crosses a ravine in the Western Argolid because of its proximity to a flea 
infested mandra. Our interaction with these landscapes preserve their 
contemporary convivial contexts which Given deftly documents in his own 
periegesis in the Scottish landscape (Given 2020).  

The landscape of the northeast Peloponnesus also preserves the marks of intense 
and often bitter academic rivalries. For an outsider, these rivalries may only 
appear in negative and contested reviews in leading journals, pointed questions 
at academic panels, and palpable frostiness between significant contributors to 
the field. For someone who worked in the region for decades, however, these 
tensions constitute the surfaces of the landscape as much as ancient objects. As a 
graduate student working on the Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey, the 
forbidding walls of the American School’s Hill House in Ancient Corinth did 
more than suggest the institution’s colonial past but defined a project with 
different goals, practices, and academic attitudes. Sites such as Isthmia and 
Mycenae that have multiple ongoing projects often also host competing agendas 
and interpretations that spill over into tense interpersonal and professional 
relations which the various foreign schools attempt awkwardly to mediate. 
Various Greek projects and the relationship between foreign excavators and the 
Greek archaeological authorities produce fault lines for relations and shape how 
archaeologists and visitors to the region view both objects and landscapes. The 
shear number of projects in the Northeastern Peloponnesus fosters competition 
for excavation and survey permits, specialized staff, and even accommodations. 
This, in turn, fortifies a vibrant rumor mill where whispered critique of 
competence in the field, professional comportment, personal relationships, 
wealth, and character shape the character of archaeological knowledge. It is not 
unreasonable that Witmore’s book avoids these kinds of messy political 
entanglements. Indeed, discussion of these matters remains as rare in 
archaeological literature as they are influential. 

Old ways of thinking about the past cling to the old lands. Witmore’s book walks 
the fine line between sampling the landscape created by those old ways and 
selectively excavating the residues of the past away to chart new paths forward.  
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