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From Corinthian Twilight to the Busy Countryside:  

Remaking the Landscapes, Monuments, and Religion of the Late Antique Corinthia  
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Introduction1  

Around the middle of the last century, the classical archaeologist Oscar Broneer sat down 
to describe the dire later history of the Roman city of Corinth. In excavations across the ancient 
site over the previous fifty years, Greeks and Americans had frequently encountered destruction 
contexts dating to the later 4th century along with vestigial late antique and medieval 
reoccupation of earlier Roman remains. Summing up the patterns he observed across the site, 
Broneer did not mince his words. Roman Corinth, he concluded, suffered “overwhelming 
disaster and material decay, reflecting a general exhaustion and deterioration of the creative 
ability of the people.” For Broneer, “the invading Goths under Alaric delivered the coup de grace 
to this unhappy period of twilight of Classical Corinth…In the early Christian period and during 
the first centuries of the Byzantine Empire, many of the classical buildings continued to be used, 
but the ruins of that era bear the marks of material dilapidation, artistic decline and civic 
helplessness” (Broneer 1954, 159). 

Broneer’s dire assessment of the fate of the ancient city in Late Antiquity combined his 
interpretation of stratigraphic contexts in Corinth and the common, mid-twentieth century 
practice of reading excavated contexts through the lens of late ancient writers. Contemporary 
scholars, after all, were familiar with those 4th to 6th century historians, poets, and bishops who 
wrote about the devastating effects of the raids of Heruli, Visigoths, Avars, and Slavs in Corinth, 
and the destructive earthquakes that allegedly overturned all of Greece. For Broneer and other 
classicists of his generation, narrating the dramatic rapid decline of late antique Corinth also 
reflected their commitment to the disciples of Greco-Roman civilization for which the late 4th 
century CE offered an obvious point to demarcate the limits of their own professional interests 
and ambitions.  

Although Broneer’s pessimism about Corinth’s late ancient phases had long-lasting 
effects on views of Corinth even to recent times (see, especially, Engels 1990), it is important to 
recognize that not all of his contemporaries shared this view. One of Broneer’s colleagues, 
Robert Scranton, who would publish the Medieval remains at Corinth in 1957, came to a 
markedly different view of the post-classical city. Scranton knew the same destruction horizons 
of the late 4th century but downplayed their long-term significance to the city. “In fact,” he 
wrote, “it would seem that some such catastrophe or series of catastrophes….was appropriate to 
the needs of transforming the city into a community suitable to the new culture whose birth-
pangs had been the chief concern of the same century” (Scranton 1957, 5). In his reading of 
evidence, the catastrophes of raids and earthquakes created the necessary condition for cultural 
adaptation, as the resilient community remade their city into a vibrant provincial Christian capital 

 
1 An early version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America in 
2020 in a session on sacred landscapes. Research for the paper was supported by a Public Scholars Grant of the 
National Endowment for the Humanities in 2021.  
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that remained inhabited and connected to the wider global currents well into the 7th century and 
even beyond. The contrast between Broneer and Scranton’s interpretation of the same 
archaeological contexts represents at a local level two divergent primary approaches to 
understanding the momentous transformations of the later Roman Empire: the decline and fall 
paradigm of Edward Gibbon and social and cultural redefinition approach of Peter Brown and 
the school of late antique studies (Gibbon 1776-1788; Brown 1971).  

Our goal in this essay is to survey archaeologies of the late antique Corinthia and offer an 
up-to-date statement of how different approaches have transformed historical understanding of 
the region in the 4th to 7th centuries. In doing so, we build on important revisions of late antique 
and early Christian archaeology over the last several decades and contribute to the productive 
work of synthesizing this work (e.g., Sanders 2004; Brown 2018). The first part of the chapter 
will outline how the archaeological study of the city and region has evolved over the last 75 
years and describe how Scranton’s view of a region undergoing constant transformation has 
increasingly supplanted Broneerian visions of dramatic decline. The second part will introduce 
concrete discussions of three arenas of archaeological materials—religious monuments and 
objects, fortifications, and regional settlement—that prove distinct to the region. These 
archaeological remains point to new ways of inhabiting the region in Late Antiquity and speak to 
broader trends of continuity and change that make the late antique period such a challenging and 
fascinating period to study.  

Our wider goal in this essay beyond providing a synthetic statement of current 
scholarship is to contribute to debates about how a local region underwent transformation and 
“Christianization” in the later Roman centuries. Scholars have often approached such questions 
too narrowly by examining only churches and the fate of temples as proxies for the religious 
allegiances of local populations. Our piece will underscore instead the need for more critical 
approaches and attention to a wider array of objects and monuments that highlight 
Christianization less as a linear trajectory or abrupt triumph, but a differentiated process of 
negotiation through multiple social, economic, and religious agents and contexts (cf. Bowes 
2008a, 125-188). We’ll draw particular attention to how fortifications, settlements, and religious 
monuments speak to the relocation of the Corinthia within a changing geopolitical and 
ecclesiastical landscape—as a borderland for both the imperial authorities of Constantinople and 
the ecclesiastical authorities in Rome.  

Archaeologists and the Late Antique Corinthia 

Despite Corinth’s association with a New Testament Christian community, American 
archaeologists initially undertook their excavations at Corinth’s urban center to reveal the city’s 
Archaic, Classical, and Hellenistic Greek monuments that survived the Roman refoundation of 
Corinth in 44 BCE. Early excavators were rarely interested in early Christian remains per se but 
a pervasive public enthusiasm for St. Paul encouraged archaeologists to forge connections with 
the New Testament. Thus, the discovery of an inscription in 1898 recording a “synagogue of the 
Hebrews” was translated, in American news outlets, into the very first “church” where St. Paul 
preached in Corinth (e.g., San Francisco Examiner, Oct. 21, 1900). A 1st century Roman house 
discovered in the 1920s was reported in media outlets as quite possibly the very house of Gallio, 
the governor mentioned in the eighteenth chapter of Acts of the Apostles (e.g., The Pittsurgh 
Press, Nov. 24, 1925). An inscribed tribute to an official named Erastus found near the theater in 
1929 became (through the work of archaeologist T. Leslie Shear) the probable associate of the 
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apostle noted in the New Testament (Shear 1929, 525-526). And the Roman rostrum in the 
center of the forum became the exact location of Paul’s trial before Galliuo (Broneer 1937). Even 
classical archaeologists who dreamed of all things Greek could not ignore making a case for 
Pauline connections to tap into widespread enthusiasm for the apostle, the first communities of 
Christ, and relics of the early church.  

The excavations across the city, in fact, quickly yielded abundant Christian remains of 
late antique date: fortification walls most obviously, but also late antique and Medieval houses 
often reoccupying earlier buildings. In fact, in the second quarter of the 20th century, the 
prevalence of Christian and medieval remains excavated by the American School’s 
archaeologists in Corinth stimulated a brief interest in the city’s Byzantine past (Kourelis 2007). 
Within a decade, Corinthian archaeologists working under the aegis of the American School 
excavated an early Christian cemetery, investigated Venetian walls on Acrocorinth, cleared parts 
of an early Christian basilica at Kraneion near the city’s east wall, published Byzantine pottery, 
and reconstructed the Medieval architecture that covered the former Roman forum. This work 
exposed enormous quantities of Late Roman and Byzantine material that complicated the 
Broneerian vision of a stark and sudden decline of Greco-Roman Corinth.  

This view of the region’s late antique vitality anticipated the major discoveries made in 
the middle of the 20th century outside of Corinth. The most relevant work for our treatment of 
the territory revealed the large and lavish monumental churches. Excavations by Dimitrios Pallas 
in particular showed that the churches dated to the 5th and 6th centuries—the age of Broneer’s 
“material dilapidation” and “civic helplessness”—reflected enormous (even imperial) 
investments of resources in the region. The immense Lechaion Basilica that Pallas excavated and 
published was about as long as Old St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome and the monuments incorporated 
elements of specialized imported marble (Pallas 1977; Pallas 1979 with citations). These 
discoveries revealed a region characterized not by dilapidation and helplessness but by proud 
monuments of a prospering and connected society. 

Broneer himself encountered late antique and Byzantine monuments outside of Corinth 
when he undertook his new excavations at the Sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia, a site of 
biennial athletic contests in the Greek and Roman period. These brought to light late 4th century 
phases that thoroughly eradicated and spoliated the centuries-old sanctuary. Yet, excavations at 
Isthmia by Broneer and Pallas in the 1950s and early 1960s also shed light on the late antique 
imperial fortress and its south gate as well as the wider Hexamilion fortification wall (Pallas 
1958, 1961-1962; Gregory 1993a, 3). The Hexamilion extended for 7.5 km across the narrow 
neck of land separating southern and central Greece. The fortress and wall were products of 
periods when the Roman state invested directly in the strategic defense of the Peloponnese. Their 
very construction argued against the region’s material dilapidation and presented a strong case 
for the state’s investment in the region’s economy and defense. 

At Corinth, careful, systematic, and stratigraphically sensitive excavations carried out 
since the 1960s under the direction of Charles K. Williams, Nancy Bookides, Guy Sanders, and 
Chris Pfaff have resulted in more balanced assessments of urban continuity and change. 
Excavations east and north of the theater, and in the Panayia field, for example, have revealed 
public and private buildings of 4th to 7th century date—including urban homes, baths, road, and 
fortification wall—that indicate continuous and pervasive building activity (e.g., Williams and 
Zervos 1983; Sanders 1999; Williams 2013; Pfaff 2020, 2021). The analysis of the abundant 
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ceramic evidence produced by these excavations have demonstrated that Corinth remained 
embedded in local, regional, and Mediterranean trade networks despite changes throughout this 
period (e.g., Slane 2000, 2003; Slane and Sanders 2005). Other scholars have teased out longer 
late antique histories of monuments through careful restudy of architectural refurbishments: 
Betsey Robinson’s restudy of the history of the Fountain of Peirene, for instance, has revised the 
chronology of the monument’s major phases and revealed refurbishments continuing to the early 
6th century CE (Robinson 2011). Studies of Christian cemeteries and inscriptions, moreover, 
have clarified burial practices, illuminated a rich epigraphic record, and provided insights into 
the everyday economy and religious perspectives of a city populated with mule drivers, 
bathhouse keepers, bishops, deacons, bards, physicians, teachers, marble workers, and candle 
makers (Sanders 2005, 12-19; Walbank 2010; Sironen 2016). The cosmopolitan elite, for 
example, continued to invest in religious cult and traditional public statuary into the fifth century, 
albeit on a reduced scale (Rothaus 2000; Brown 2012), and remained active in urban life, even 
overseeing and organizing the demolition of former public buildings (Brown 2018, 112, 164). 
The changing identity and commitments of a Christianizing urban elite in the later fifth and sixth 
century also account for new patterns of munificence in the form of Christian buildings as was 
common across the Late Roman world. For a convenient and valuable overview of patterns of 
urban demonumentalization and new investment in these centuries, the reader should consult 
Amelia Brown’s recent synthetic study of late antique Corinth (Brown 2018). Finer attention to 
stratigraphies, artifact chronologies, and building contexts, have revised our understanding of 
traditional catastrophes associated with the late antique city including earthquakes and the 
destructive effects of the invading Heruli, Visigoths, and Slavs (Sanders 2004; Rothaus, 
Reinhardt, and Noller 2008; Brown 2010, 2011; Sanders 2020, forthcoming).  

The growing body of scholarship on the other major sites of the Corinthian landscape has 
made an equally significant contribution to our understanding of the region. Scranton’s 
excavations in the 1960s at Kenchreai, Corinth’s port on the Saronic Gulf, revealed a dynamic 
settlement and commercial hub that grounded the literary scenes from Apuleius’s 
Metamorphosis and Pausanias’ brief description in a real physical environment (Rothaus 2000, 
64-83; Rife 2010). His excavations also revealed commercial, domestic, and religious 
architecture, including a fifth-century Christian basilica and a nymphaeum with a spectacular set 
of glass opus sectile panels still preserved in their original shipping crates and submerged in a 
seismic event of the late fourth century (the panels depict Nilotic scenes, poets, and 
philosophers). Recent restudy of the ceramic objects originally unearthed by the Greek 
Archaeological Service, as well as new investigations of the Koutsongila ridge to the north of the 
harbor have added to our knowledge of later Roman ceramics, commerce, and mortuary remains 
(Rife et al. 2007; Korka and Rife 2013; Heath et al. 2015) and promise to expand our 
understanding of this harbor within both landscape and seascape (Korka and Rife 2022). 
Corinth’s northern harbor at Lechaion has been subject to investigations only in recent years. A 
pair of archaeological and geomorphological projects of the coastal environments by Greek, 
Danish, and American teams have exposed new buildings and contexts of later Roman date and 
promises (when they are finally published) to clarify the chronology of the harbor installations 
and late antique phases. In the meantime, Lechaion has been the subject of an ongoing debate 
about whether a sixth-century earthquake or tsunami destroyed the ancient harbor and affected 
the coastline of the Corinthian Gulf (see Riddick et al. 2021 for a summary). 
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Pallas’ and Broneer’s excavations in the 1950s and 1960s and subsequent work by Paul 
Clement, Elizabeth Gebhard, and Timothy Gregory have opened up Corinth’s late antique 
horizons at the site of Isthmia. Collectively, these excavations have clarified the stripping of the 
sanctuary in Late Antiquity and revealed a well appointed Roman period bath that was later 
incorporated into the Hexamilion just west of the late antique fortress at Isthmia. While the bath 
awaits final publication, scholars have published rich contextual studies of the Hexamilion and 
adjoining Justinianic fortress (Gregory 1993a), the late antique and Byzantine burials around the 
site (Rife 2011), the survey and geophysical analysis of the area of the fortress (Kardulias 2005), 
and the spoliated blocks from the Panhellenic sanctuary reused in the late antique wall (Frey 
2016, 128-175; Frey and Gregory 2016). This work has not only clarified the dating of the end of 
the sanctuary and construction of the Hexamilion and fortress, but also brought into focus the 
history of the various late antique communities who settled in the area including a “Slavic 
Settlement” in the ruins of the Late Roman bath (see Gregory 1993b). While results of these 
investigations at Isthmia continue to appear, they have yet to be fully integrated into the larger 
narrative of Corinth or the region and remain fertile ground for further synthetic works. 

A final important push has been the wider investigations of smaller sites across the 
region. Greek archaeologists, we’ve noted, produced the first investigations of anonymous sites 
in the countryside surrounding Corinth. These excavations were not always attentive to 
stratigraphy but produced a remarkable record of large and small rural sites and features. The 
most significant discoveries were the monumental churches with their annexes, tombs, and 
baptisteries, excavated by Dimitrios Pallas and Eustathios Stikas at Lechaion, Skoutela, and 
Ancient Corinth (Kodratos) in the 1950s and 1960s (Pallas 1977 for references). More typical 
were the small rural sites, such as (for example) the Italian-style villa at Pano Magoula, between 
Ancient Corinth and New Corinth, excavated by Pallas (1955); the substantial Late Roman villa 
residence with private baths at Katounistra about 1.7 km east of the Corinth Canal 
(Aslamatzidou-Kostourou 2013); and a Roman stoa with workshops at Lechaion. These sites 
contributed to completely new views of the late antique history of the region.  

In the final quarter of the 20th century, archaeologists adopted intensive pedestrian 
survey as a new method for understanding the Corinthian countryside. The intensive surveys 
carried out in regions of the Mediterranean and Middle East from the 1970s and 1980s were 
imported from American prehistoric archaeology and were more systematic and intensive in their 
approach than earlier topographic, reconnaissance, and extensive surveys. In typical formation, a 
line of surveyors walk across fields at fixed intervals to establish even comparisons of the 
quantity, size, and distribution of small sites in a region (see Knodell 2022 for a survey of survey 
archaeology in the Mediterranean; Attema et al. 2020 for the current state of the field). Walking 
the countryside at regularly spaced intervals revealed the tremendous density of Late Roman 
sites across not only the Isthmus of Corinth but even marginal zones, such as the islands of the 
Corinthian and Saronic Gulfs and mainland coastal sites (Kardulias, Gregory, and Sawmiller 
1995), as we’ll explain more below.  

To sum up, in the 70 years since Broneer proclaimed Corinth’s late ancient twilight, 
archaeologists have discovered an incredibly dense and pervasive material culture of town and 
territory dating from the 4th to 7th centuries. To oversimplify a complex and diverse 
conversation, the polychromatic colors of Scranton’s and Pallas’s early Christian Corinthia have 
increasingly drowned out the pallid tones of Broneer’s twilight. Having laid out some of the 
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principal trajectories in the archaeology of the late antique Corinthia, we now turn to an 
examination of religious contexts, fortifications, and settlement in order to describe the processes 
of transformation and Christianization in these late antique centuries. 

Churches and Sacred Topography  

While the Pauline beginnings of the Christian communities in Corinth are well known, 
and texts attest to their persistence in the second and third centuries (e.g., Concannon 2017), 
these congregations have left behind no obvious archaeological evidence (Sanders 2005). None 
of the associations made between buildings or inscriptions and Pauline communities of the 1st 
century (the synagogue, the bema, or the Erastus inscription, most notably) have looked very 
convincing following critical scrutiny (e.g., Cadbury 1931; Dinkler 1944; Friesen 2010). Of 
course, the absence of archaeological evidence for Christian communities mentioned in texts is 
to be expected: excavations of complex urban contexts are unsuited to reveal direct evidence for 
small religious communities lacking distinct and recognizable material culture. For this reason, 
scholars interested in understanding the social and cultural milieu of Christian communities in 
Corinth have contributed to interdisciplinary deliberations surrounding their Corinthian contexts 
(Schowalter and Friesen 2005; Friesen, Schowalter, and Walters 2010; Friesen, James, and 
Schowalter 2013; Concannon 2013; Harrison and Welborn 2016; Nasrallah 2019). 

Traces of Christian activity in material culture in the Corinthia first appear from the 5th 
century when Christian iconography begins to regularly appear on moveable objects and distinct 
forms of Christian architecture develop in Mediterranean contexts (Sanders 2005; for 
comparable case studies elsewhere, see Pettegrew, Caraher, and Davis 2019). The scholarship 
surrounding the early development of Corinthian Christianity has focused on a range of sacred 
sites— temples, precincts, churches, and caves—and buildings that have produced objects of a 
clearly religious character. Such contexts by themselves provide rare glimpses of the complex 
transformations of religious identities during this period. For example, excavations in the 
Panayia field at Corinth opened a small window into traditional domestic religious life in the 
form of a small group of statues of pagan deities that provide concrete evidence for the 
veneration of gods persisting at least to the third quarter of the 4th century (Sanders 1999; 
Stirling 2008). Likewise, a monumental Roman villa at Katounistra near Loutraki on the eastern 
side of the Isthmus features a private bath, mosaic pavements, and a marble image of Palaimon 
in its fourth century phase along with lamps decorated with crosses of 6th century date 
(Aslamatzidou-Kostourou 2013).  

Religious objects and contexts—both pagan and Christian—attest to the complex patterns 
of religious change in Corinth and its territory during Late Antiquity (Rothaus 2000). At Isthmia, 
for example, excavation and study by Paul Clement and Timothy Gregory produced clear 
evidence for an abrupt end to paganism in the final decade of the fourth century: a half dozen 
marble statues and sculpted stelai of deities were moved to a tunnel at some point after 393 CE. 
Whether stored there for safe keeping during the raid of Alaric or intentionally hidden away by 
Christians, they were never recovered and seem to signal a dramatic end of polytheistic worship 
in the early fifth century (Gregory 2010, 457-458). One finds a very different situation, however, 
in the “Fountain of the Lamps in Corinth,” where a fountain house, destroyed in the late 4th 
century, was refashioned as a grotto that remained accessible as a subterranean source of water. 
The grotto became a sacred place for religious veneration from the late 4th until the late 6th 
century when a seismic event sealed its entrance. Excavations at the Fountain of the Lamps 
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produced thousands of lamps, many of which were inscribed with imprecation to various divine 
and semi-divine figures and included Christian symbols (Jordan 1994). The most famous of these 
lamps called upon the “angels who dwelled upon the waters” (Rothaus 2000, 126-130; Cline 
2011). While angels feature regularly in Christian and non-Christian votive practice, the presence 
of two crosses on the lamp suggests that whoever dedicated this lamp sought to gain the favor of 
Christian angels. The same site also produced lamps that used more ambiguous formulas and 
symbols to invoke divine protection from the Christian and Jewish God, angels, and pagan 
deities.  

The evidence produced by sites like the house of the Panayia Field, the tunnel of the East 
Field at Isthmia, and the Fountain of the Lamps adds nuance to surveys of Christianity and 
studies of Christianizatino that rely primarily on the dozen monumental churches from Corinth, 
Lechaion, and Kenchreai (e.g. Caraher 2013; Sweetman 2015; Pallas 1979, 1990). The 
scholarship of monumental churches and their liturgies has sometimes contributed to a narrative 
of Christian triumph over paganism, especially when read alongside the decline of traditional 
temples and cult practices. However, the non-monumental sites and objects outlined above show 
the realities of religious negotiations at a local and private level. The trajectories of temples and 
churches, of course, are very important insofar as they indicate reconfigurations of sequences of 
memory, religious identity, and social and cultural practices written across the landscape, but are 
the most visible elements of a complex and differentiated process of Christianization that 
entailed, variously, dramatic ends, new beginnings, and syncretic continuities. 

 The excavated churches in the region are themselves only traces of a differentiated 
Christian landscape in Late Antiquity. The most up-to-date overviews of the churches (Caraher 
2003; Mailis 2011; Sweetman 2010, 2015; Brown 2018) have both acknowledged the region’s 
substantial number of buildings and recognized its limitations. The basilica-style churches in and 
around Corinth, and their presence at Lechaion and Kenchreai, for example, reflects above all 
where archaeologists have invested their time and energy over the last century. At the same time, 
the distribution of churches along major roads, in the suburban zones, near major gates and near 
cemeteries, on acropoleis, and, eventually, around the forum, defined the city as Christian. We 
should expect yet undiscovered churches elsewhere in the territory near the gates of the 
Hexamilion, the crossroads of major corridors, around and amid secondary settlements and other 
rural sites (see Gregory 2013).  

The record of Corinth’s churches is also incomplete because of specific conditions that 
shaped their construction and rediscovery. Most of the churches were exposed through clearance 
excavations by Greek and American archaeologists whose methods were not consistently 
stratigraphic and did not investigate below the visible monumental remains in a systematic way. 
The most monumental phases of construction are clear, but the earlier buildings that they 
replaced are not. The difference in alignment between the baptistery and the excavated remains 
of the basilica at Lechaion, for example, probably suggests the presence of an earlier church that 
stood in alignment with the baptistery. Because we can see only a small part of multiple phases 
of construction and renovation, the dating of almost every Christian building in the Corinthia 
remains subject to debate as scholars weigh the incomplete evidence of coins, scant stratified 
ceramic evidence, and masonry style for dates of buildings with long histories (see Mailis 2011 
for discussion of the debates). We should also expect that numerous churches existed prior to the 
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fifth century that are unrecognized today because they occupied private houses and apartments, 
halls, barns, and countless other assembly places (Bowes 2008a, 71-75; Adams 2014). 

Our patchy knowledge of the monumental Christian landscape reminds us that we ought 
not to read too much into the absence of evidence for Christian forms before the fifth century. 
The comparatively late arrival of monumental Christianity in Corinth in the fifth and sixth 
centuries, in fact, follows a pattern increasingly recognized from elsewhere in the eastern 
Mediterranean in which monumental expression of Christianity occurs over a century later than 
its official adoption by the emperor (Bowes 2008b; case studies in Pettegrew, Caraher, and Davis 
2019). In Corinth, it seems that the relatively sudden appearance of large scale churches may 
reflect imperial policies as the growth of the local Christian community (Caraher 2013). In fact, 
one way to understand the appearance of basilica-style churches in the Corinthia is to recognize 
that imperial support for church construction set off a monumentalizing arm’s race. Whether 
funded from imperial coffers or local ones, the construction of churches throughout the province 
of Achaia may trace networks of local economic, social, and political relationships connecting 
more remote communities to more central ones (Sweetman 2015).  

Baptisteries communicate a similar story. Their appearance at Lechaion, Kenchreai, 
Skoutelas, and Kraneion cannot be read as simple proxies of the practical need to baptize a 
rapidly expanding Christian community. Although their presence clearly suggests adult baptism 
remained a priority in this region into the 6th century, there are other ways to read this evidence 
that are unrelated to the religious affiliations of the population (Caraher 2015). Baptism was a 
quintessentially episcopal rite performed by the bishop that emphasized his centrality in the 
construction of the Christian community, and, in this sense, monumental baptisteries stood as 
expressions of the growing social, political, and economic power of the bishop of Corinth. In this 
reading, baptisteries find their parallels in other aspects of the region’s ecclesiastical architecture. 
The appearance of synthrona (episcopal thrones) in the apse of the churches at Lechaion, 
Kraneion, Skoutela, and Kodratos, for example, similarly emphasized this ecclesiastical 
hierarchy. The exaggerated longitudinal axis of the Lechaion basilica with its colonnade of 
imported Proconesian marble and elaborately carved capitals provided an imposing backdrop for 
liturgical processions that reinforced the church hierarchy and, in the case of Lechaion, their 
access to imperial patronage (Caraher 2003). The presence of an ambo in the center of the 
Lechaion church, which finds strong parallels in the requirements of the Constantinopolitan 
liturgy, connected the bishops of Corinth to the capital perhaps even in defiance of their 
allegiance to the Roman See (Caraher 2013). The monumentality, plan, and decorative program 
of Corinth’s churches, in short, communicate more about the projection of Christian empire than 
the demographic character of the region’s Christian population. As another form of the 
monumentalized discourse about authority, churches shared in the same energies of the 
Justinianic age that renovated the Hexamilion and Fortress at Isthmia.   

As a new language and negotiation of Corinth’s landscape, monumental churches had 
their enduring impact in the long-term. Just as the Hexamilion and ornate villas of the territory 
created new ways of moving, working, and dwelling (see below), monumental churches too re-
formed the landscape. The scale of construction entailed the amassing of significant resources 
over a significant time that entangled the labor of ordinary Corinthians alongside specialized 
work teams. Churches were connected to and depended on local markets and agricultural 
activities of the territory: the annexed rooms at several churches in Corinth and nearby Sikyon, in 
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fact, produced either storage vessels or production facilities (in the case of the latter) for wine 
and olive oil (Mailis 2011, 89, 91, 93-94). The churches strengthened intra-regional relationships 
through the liturgies established by the church calendar year: the frequent baptismal fonts, for 
example, point to the important role of the local bishop in initiating adult members into the life 
of the church at Easter and baptizing newborn infants at other times of year. Liturgical practices 
also contributed to the formation of new landscapes by connecting rituals to holy sites. For 
example, the Lechaion basilica likely commemorated the martyrdom of St. Leonides and the 
Seven Virgins who were drowned near Lechaion in the Corinthian Gulf sometime in the mid-
third century, while the Kodratos basilica may be associated with another third century martyr, 
the orphaned rustic Kodratos. Pilgrimages and liturgical practices connected these sites to one 
another and contributed to the formation of a new topography.  

Fortifications  

It is hardly a coincidence that mid-twentieth century archaeological investigations of the 
Corinthia uncovered both monumental Christian architecture and late antique fortifications. The 
Christian sites detailed above complement archaeological investigations of the Hexamilion and 
Fortress (Clement 1975; Beaton and Clement 1976; Gregory 1993; Kardulias 1995, 2005) and 
the Late Roman wall at Corinth (Gregory 1979; Sanders, forthcoming). The presence of 
fortifications and churches indicate that the Corinthia was hardly in a state of twilight, but in fact 
comprised a “busy countryside” (Pettegrew 2007). 

Scholars of late antique Greece have long considered fortification walls as evidence for 
the military and political disruptions that created radical discontinuities at the end of antiquity. 
At first glance, the facts of Corinth’s late antique fortifications seem to support such a narrative. 
As we have seen, a destruction layer from the final quarter of the fourth century provides a key 
benchmark in excavated contexts for the catalytic remaking of the region. Whether triggered by 
the powerful earthquake(s) of 365 or 375 or the Visigoth raiders led by Alaric in 396, the 
destruction encountered frequently in excavations at Corinth, Isthmia, and Kenchreai suggests an 
episode of large-scale disruption and discontinuity. Clearly fortification played a key role in the 
monumental remaking of town and country. 

Yet, the systematic archaeological study of late antique Corinthian fortification systems 
also shows how walls transformed the landscape. The clearest evidence to this point has come 
from excavations at Isthmia where the construction of a barrier wall over the Isthmus 
corresponded with dramatic dismantling of the built environment of the Isthmia sanctuary. 
Scholars once interpreted the visible foundations of the Hexamilion as a sixth-century edifice 
because Procopius named Justinian as its builder (Gregory 2000). Timothy Gregory’s study 
(1993) of the fortification wall and fortress, however, published reliable stratigraphic contexts—
including pottery and coins found in construction fill—that date the construction to the reign of 
Theodosius II (408-450 CE). The 410s also offer a fitting historical context for imperial 
investment in fortifying the provinces after the destructive Visigoth raids of the Peloponnese 
(395 CE). Nonetheless, the construction of the Hexamilion was a protracted process that took 
many years and would necessarily begin a centuries-long engagement with the landscape. 

Archaeologists have studied the building of the wall and fortress. In his detailed 
investigation of energy expenditure, P. Nick Kardulias proposed (1995, 2005) that the 
investments necessary for the initial construction of the fortress amounted to 150,000 person-
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work days—double the expenditure required for constructing the new religious buildings in the 
sanctuary in the 1st and 2nd centuries CE. Adopting Kardulias’ assumptions for the energy 
required for rebuilding the fortress, Pettegrew has roughly estimated (2016, 238-239) that the 
entire Hexamilion required around a million person work-days for completion. The workforce 
necessary to build the massive Hexamilion required arrangements for housing, provisioning, and 
deploying skilled workers, tools, and animals across the region. Smaller, but still substantial 
investments would have continued over the life of the wall which, as Gregory showed, saw 
refurbishment in the 6th and 7th centuries (and beyond). Emperor Justininian may be responsible 
for the Hexamilion’s repair and expansion in the 6th century that included the addition of a 
fortress anchoring its eastern end (and perhaps a now lost fortress to the west). Outside episodes 
of direct imperial intervention, the local population would have maintained the wall and any 
garrison stationed there (Kardulias 2005). Even during periods with no immediate threat, the 
Hexamilion and fortress remained potent symbols of the Byzantine state and signaled the 
region’s primary place within the geopolitical networks of a Christian empire.  

The Hexamilion and fortress also contributed to the development of Christian landscapes 
in the region. The initial construction of the monuments permanently compromised the public 
association of Isthmian landscape with Hellenic deities by deconstructing the sanctuary at 
Isthmia (Frey 2015). Textual sources suggest that cult continued at Isthmia into the fourth 
century, possibly as late as the 370s (Rothaus 2000, 85-87; Pettegrew 2016, 225-227). The 
construction of the Hexamilion a half century later undermined the memory of the polytheistic 
past by spoliating the sanctuary, including the temples of Poseidon and Palaimon, a stoa and 
gymnasium, and the theater. Gregory’s preliminary survey of the location of over 400 Late 
Roman lamps dating to the 4th-6th century offers a useful reminder that even after the end of 
large-scale cult at the site, activities continued at Isthmia that likely involved more than simply 
the quarrying of the sanctuary (Gregory 2010) and some features of the sanctuary likely 
remained visible into the sixth century (Rife 2012, 118).  

Archaeological studies have drawn attention to the tension between old and new symbols 
and forms of the sacred at Isthmia. A fifth- or sixth-century burial was cut into the temple of the 
hero Palaimon which Rife has read as evidence that the sanctuary and its monuments continued 
to be recognized as a meaningful backdrop to local residents well into the Christian period 
(2012). Jon Frey has argued (2015) that the builders of the Hexamilion oriented old blocks so as 
to erase their associations with earlier contexts; an awareness of the sanctuary’s religious 
significance clearly remained in the Corinthian landscape. Evidence for the connection between 
the monument and the region’s emerging Christian identity appears in the sacred signs and 
symbols inscribed on the wall. One notes in Gregory’s study (1993), for example, the frequency 
of the fish—in this context, a symbol of Christ—traced onto the wall’s wet mortar that finds 
parallels with those etched into the plaster of the Lechaion Basilica and other late antique 
buildings of Corinth (Sanders 2005, 10-11); and Christian graffiti such as the crosses of the gates 
and passageways of the fortress, an inscription dedicated to Jesus Christ the conqueror, and 
prayers for deliverance. Dating these symbols and graffiti on stylistic grounds is difficult since 
the forms of cross types and prayers have long lives, but they do indicate that the wall held 
significance to Christian community perhaps as a barrier against both spiritual and physical evil 
in the world. In this way, the Hexamilion may have paralleled the role that religious symbols 
such as the Christogram and, later, icons of the Virgin played as literal defenders of the emperor 
and the empire from enemies.     
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A remarkable pair of inscriptions presumably contemporary with the mid-6th-century 
interventions make clear the wall’s continuing episodic role in consolidating Christian, imperial, 
and local concerns (Gregory 1994). One of these, found near the South Gate at Isthmia, calls on 
Christ to protect Justinian and the inhabitants of Hellas: “Light from light, true God from true 
god, guard Justinian emperor and his faithful servant Victorinus, together with those living in 
Hellas, those living according to God.” The other, discovered at Corinth but now in Verona, 
perhaps associated with the wall around Corinth, belongs to the same period since it names 
Victorinus and Justinian, and probably decorated a gate in the walls of Corinth; it invokes Mary, 
the Theotokos (“God-bearer”), to guard the empire of Justinian, Victorinus his servant, and the 
inhabitants of Corinth.  

The inscriptions reveal concerns of imperial agents to bolster the sacred and political 
allegiances of the region to the empire. In their position at gates, they invite inhabitants and 
passersby coming into the Peloponnese to invoke Christ in prayer for protection of the emperor, 
his local administrator, and the inhabitants. The act of traveling through gated entry-points at 
Isthmia and Corinth claims the inhabitants for Christ and empire through the invocation of 
audible prayer. The forms of the prayers reflect the concerns of the church of Constantinople to 
reinforce commitments to the theological standards relevant to the ongoing Christological 
debates of the post-Chalcedonian centuries (Caraher 2013). The references to the fourth-century 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (“light from light, true God from true God”) evoked the 
Constantinopolitan liturgy as opposed to the Roman liturgy. The references to Mary as 
Theotokos may invoke theological positions closely associated with Justinian’s efforts to 
negotiate a compromise between various Christological factions that divided the empire. The use 
of theologically provocative language in this way may also reflect efforts at imperial 
consolidation within an ambiguous borderland technically within the jurisdiction of the church in 
Rome, but more proximate to the capital in Constantinople.  

The barrier wall also changed the fundamental structure of experience and movement in 
the region. Gregory’s survey of the fortification has shown that the wall ran 7,500 meters long, 
spanned 3 meters wide, and soared 10 meters high. With over 150 towers spaced every 30-50 
meters and only a handful of gates, the Hexamilion funneled the flow of traffic within and 
through the region. Before its construction, travelers, carts, and beasts of burden could move 
relatively unobstructed into and out of the Peloponnese by different paths; after the early fifth 
century, they did so through a few gates under the watchful eye of military garrisons numbering 
up to a couple of thousand soldiers (Kardulias 2005, 95-101). For nearly 1000 years, the 
fortifications endured, and shaped settlement patterns, the distribution of properties and the 
dominant routes in the area, disrupting movements between fields, churches, markets, and 
harbors. Moreover, the wall declared the ambition, will, and intervention of Constantinople long 
after the builders and soldiers moved on. The visibility of the Justinianic inscriptions infused 
movements through the walls, at least for the literate, with echoes of the region’s history, 
religious identity, and even liturgical traditions.    

The city of Corinth also received a new fortification wall at some point in the fifth or 
sixth century. While Gregory proposed a similar chronology for the city wall as for the 
Hexamilion with a fifth century phase followed by continued modification into the sixth century 
(Gregory 1979), Sanders has argued that the entire wall is sixth century in construction and 
encircled only a small part of the ancient city (Sander 2004, and forthcoming; see Brown 2018 
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for a summary of the different interpretations). Indeed, a reference to the fortification of the city 
by Justinian was noted by Procopius (Aed. 4.2.23-6; Gregory 2000). Notably, Sanders has argued 
that the Roman forum was left outside the western line of the fortification wall and proposed that 
the wall encircled a hitherto unexcavated early Christian complex perhaps associated with the 
bishop of the city. The exact course of the wall and the character of this complex await future 
study but just as the Hexamilion shaped movement through the city’s hinterland, Corinth’s wall 
in either its fifth or sixth century phase would have created a new way of seeing and 
understanding what constitutes the city. The east side of the city wall attracted burials which 
would have welcomed a traveler from the hinterland to the city. If the inscription invoking the 
protection of the Theotokos came from the city wall at Corinth, then this too played a role in 
redefining the city as a place under the protection of the virgin (Caraher 2013).   

Settlement  

The evidence of fortification shows how quickly imperial intervention could redefine the 
ordinary experience of the landscape by structuring movement, ending associations with 
traditional sites of religious activity, and reshaping the city and its territory. A century of 
extensive exploration sought to reveal the hinterland of the ancient city, but was largely confined 
to identifying and documenting large sites, such quarries, roads, villages, or various 
fortifications. In contrast, the rise of intensive pedestrian survey in the 1980s, especially in the 
work of Timothy Gregory and his colleagues, emphasized small sites that offered a window into 
more gradual processes that shaped everyday life in the Corinthia. Their small-scale surveys on 
islands in the Saronic and Corinthian Gulf were revolutionary in revealing that these often 
waterless islands saw intensive activity during Late Antiquity. Against a traditional interpretation 
of these islands as refuges for a beleaguered population seeking to survive invasions (e.g. Hood 
1970), Gregory, Kardulias, and colleagues argued that these near coastal islands did not appear 
to reflect an impoverished population enduring a cultural or economic twilight. The islands 
produced imported fine table wares, transport and storage vessels, and monumental architecture 
in fortifications, cisterns, houses, cisterns, and possibly churches (Kardulias, Gregory, and 
Sawmiller 1995; Gregory 1984, 1986). The diversity and quantity of material on islands such as 
Evrianisos in the Saronic and the islets in the Gulf of Domvrena in Boeotia indicate that the 
residents of Greece invested in these islands in the 5th to 7th centuries and remained tightly 
integrated to regional and transregional economic networks. That such landscapes consistently 
produced abundant evidence for regular and intensive use suggests that these islands served as 
more than just occasional refuges during the Corinthian twilight and instead reflected expansive 
economic and settlement strategies designed to maximize the value of even marginal lands. 
Another small-scale intensive survey at the site of Akra Sophia in the Corinthia produced 
evidence for a well-appointed coastal villa contemporary with the settlements on the Saronic 
islands and offered another hint at the continued prosperity of the countryside into the sixth and 
seventh centuries (Gregory 1985).  

These small-scale intensive surveys in the 1980s provided the foundation for larger-scale 
work in the 1990s. The Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey (EKAS, 1997-2003) built upon 
a long tradition of extensive surveys in the hinterland of the city and introduced more intensive 
discovery and recording techniques (Pettegrew, forthcoming; Gregory 2010; Pettegrew 2007; 
Tartaron et al. 2006; Caraher, Nakassis and Pettegrew 2006). The project examined a swath of 
the Isthmus and parts of the southeast Corinthia using intensive survey techniques to count 
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artifacts and collect representative samples, and patterned the distribution and density of Roman 
sites and artifacts through Geographic Information Systems . This project offered another 
challenge to the view that Corinthian settlement patterns in antiquity looked much like the 
modern village pattern of the early twentieth century—nucleated in a few larger settlements like 
Corinth, Kenchreai, and Lechaion but largely devoid of Roman farms or villas beyond a narrow 
ring around the urban center. The archaeological teams discovered, rather, that Early Roman 
pottery of the first three centuries CE and Late Roman of the fourth to seventh centuries was 
virtually everywhere, along the lowland plateau, near and within limestone quarries, on lower 
slopes of nearby mountains. Kitchen wares, table wares from Asia Minor and North Africa, and 
especially transport amphoras from the Aegean and Palestine were particularly common 
(Pettegrew 2007, 2016). The survey in fact produced Roman-period densities ten to thirty times 
greater than other regions of Greece (Pettegrew, forthcoming), suggesting incredibly intense land 
use and occupation in the territory, despite the total absence of standing buildings on the surface. 
The continuous carpet of Roman pottery, often found in association with ground-stone, 
agriculture equipment, and marble revetment, suggested a landscape dominated by now vanished 
villas and small farms, the busy periphery of one of the Roman Empire’s great provincial 
capitals.  

If the remnants of late ancient settlement and land use demonstrate that the countryside 
was a primary focus of regional activities in the 4th to 7th centuries, they might also point to 
subtle ways the religious dimensions of villas, farms, and communities with their laborers, 
craftsmen, animals, carts, soldiers, aristocrats, imperial agents, and peasant farmers. Very little of 
the Late Roman pottery documented in the EKAS project contained clearly religious symbols 
such as crosses, Christograms, or fish, of course, but excavated small sites of the region provide 
some glimpse of what lies beneath the surface. The urban domus in Corinth excavated in the 
Panayia field, we’ve noted, had a carefully curated assemblage of household deities including 
Roma and Pan, still in use in the later fourth century. The 1st-2nd century Roman villa at Pano 
Magoula east of Corinth seems to have had an early Christian tile grave in its later phase. 
Likewise, excavations of the monumental Roman villa of Katounistra on the Isthmus near 
Loutraki produced a private bath, mosaic pavements, and evidence for both a marble image of 
Palaemon (4th century date) and lamps decorated with crosses of the 6th century. The direct 
evidence for Christianity remains thin but the picture from survey and excavation suggest a high 
degree of continuity in settlement over the long period and the gradual development of forms of 
religious architecture, artifacts, or symbols. 

The primary and surest contribution of the investigation of the landscape in the Corinthia 
and other parts of Greece is the recognition that small farms, villas, and larger settlements point 
to long-term continuity of settlement from the later-1st to at least the 6th century, with evidently 
greater investment from the later 4th or early 5th centuries. The ceramic evidence documented 
by EKAS is dominated by transport vessels and table wares that belong squarely to a late 4th to 
early 7th century context. Other surveys in the region confirm the increased visibility of rural 
activity in the Corinthian countryside. Chris Cloke has confirmed the expansion of settlement 
and rural activity in the nearby Nemea Valley during Late Antiquity (Cloke 2016, 2021). 
Surveys on Methana and the Sikyonia largely confirm the impression of Late Roman rural 
expansion produced by the Eastern Korinthia Survey (Mee and Forbes 1997; Lolos 2011). As 
Pettegrew has observed (2007), some of this impression might be the result of the high visibility 
of diagnostic Late Roman material in the assemblages produced by surface survey, but such 
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ceramics provide a clear window into the dynamic networks of local and interregional trade that 
continued to flourish from the 4th to 6th and seemingly into the 7th century. The regular 
appearance of African Red Slip and Late Roman “C” Ware in the Corinthia demonstrates that the 
region retained strong connections to both North Africa (especially after the mid-sixth century 
Justinianic reconquest) and the Aegean basin. Late Roman 2 amphoras, produced in the 
Northeast Peloponnesus, took local agricultural produce to Aegean, Balkans, and the Black Sea 
region. Olga Karagiorgou has argued that the distribution of these amphora along the Danubian 
region traces the distribution of the annona initiated as part of the 6th-century quaestura exercitus 
(Karagiorgou 2001). On a more local level, it seems likely that the abundance of Late Roman 2 
amphora in the Corinthian countryside may have also reflected the need to provision the laborers 
necessary for the massive projects of the Hexamilion and Late Roman churches in the region, 
and the garrison station at the Justinianic fortress (Caraher 2013). The presence of olive press 
and mill fragments further indicates the role that small settlements participated in a robust 
regional and interregional economy. That so many small sites on the Isthmus include imported 
table wares, cut stone masonry, marble revetment and mosaic tesserae for decoration of walls 
and floors further reflects the deep intermingling of the imperial command economy and local 
prosperity.  

Conclusion  

Evidence from religious sites, fortifications, and settlements demonstrates that Broneer’s 
pessimistic assessment of Corinth during the fifth to seventh century was wide of the mark. The 
goal of this chapter, however, was not to critique a seven-decade old article, but to celebrate the 
remarkable body of material and analysis for Late Antiquity brought to light in the last half-
century. The complexities of worship across a wide range of sites, the massive outlay of labor 
required for fortification, and the correspondingly dynamic character of Late Roman settlement 
reveal a “busy countryside” that not only was economically prosperous, but also witnessed 
significant religious transformation. This chapter has emphasized how the rise of Christianity 
shaped many aspects of the late antique Corinthia and across the city and its countryside. The 
construction of churches remains the most visible and well-known element of this 
transformation, but as we have seen in this chapter, religious change left traces across domestic 
space, in pagan sanctuaries, on fortifications, and almost certainly contributed to the economic 
organization of rural and urban life.  
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