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introduction

Pia Guldager Bilde & Vladimir F. Stolba

general discussion of landscape archaeology, of the relationship between 
greek poleis and their territory, and between greek settlers and the indigene 
environment is unthinkable without the rich evidence preserved from the 
Black Sea region. this has previously been acknowledged at conferences such 
as Territoires des cites grecques 1991 (Brunet 1999) and Problemi della chora colo‑
niale dall’Occidente al Mar Nero 2000 (Stazio & Ceccoli 2001). During the days 31 
august-3 September 2003 the Danish national research Foundation’s Centre 
for Black Sea Studies hosted an international conference on Chora, Catchment 
and Communications. The present state and future prospects of landscape archaeol‑
ogy in the Black Sea region, 7th century BC‑4th century AD at Sandbjerg estate 
in Sønderborg, Denmark. as reflected in the title of the conference, which 
took the Black Sea region as its point of departure, the aim of this scholarly 
meeting was two-fold: to establish an overview of the relationship between 
the larger greek cities and their territories through discussing how the chorai 
were defined and organised in time and space, but also to take the pulse on 
the current status of landscape archaeology in the Black Sea region. research-
ers representing the main ancient cities of the west, north and south coasts of 
the region were invited, as well as specialists working in the mediterranean, 
who provided a comparative perspective. unfortunately, not all researchers 
invited could attend. in the present volume, 13 of the papers presented at the 
conference are published. two of these were read by members of the Centre 
staff, because their authors (v.a. kutajsov and g.m. nikolaenko) were unable 
to participate in the conference, and further two papers have been added after 
the conference (o. Doonan; t.n. Smekalova & S.L. Smekalov) in order to fill 
some of the major gaps in the present volume’s coverage.

investigation of the rural landscapes of the greek poleis of the Black Sea 
region, in particular along the north coast, has a long ancestry. Since the early 
1950s, when intensive archaeological exploration of the rural territories of the 
greek Black Sea cities began, the interaction between polis and its chora, as 
well as the internal organization of the chora itself, became one of the main 
issues of archaeological research in this region. good examples of such overall 
studies, to mention but a few, are the investigations of a. avram on the greek 
poleis of kallatis and istros, of S.B. ochotnikov, S.D. kryžickij & S.B. Bujskich 
on the Dniester and Lower Bug regions, of S.F. Strželeckij, a.n. Ščeglov and 
g.m. nikolaenko on the territory of Chersonesos, as well as of i.t. kruglikova, 
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� Introduction

a.a. maslennikov, v.n. Zin’ko, and a.v. gavrilov on the european part of 
the Bosporan kingdom, and Ja.m. Paromov’s studies of the asiatic part of 
the kingdom. Some of these studies are recently summarised in english in 
Colloquia Pontica 6 (2001) and in grammenos & Petropoulos 2003.

the above-mentioned studies aimed at an understanding of the relations 
between polis and chora and between greeks and Barbarians as well as an as-
sessment of the economic (productive) capacity of the greek poleis through a 
reconstruction of the territory’s borders and the size of the territory under state 
control. they have provided us with significant insight into general trends and 
patterns. however, they are mainly concerned with the greek cities and their 
territories and thus have a strong research bias towards the greek period. it is 
therefore not so easy to obtain a long-term perspective on settlement patterns 
and land use in the region beyond this period. in addition, as an effect of the 
Cold War it has been notoriously difficult to obtain good topographical maps 
of the region. this has created significant problems, not least in publications 
of regional studies, due to the difficulty of obtaining any valid idea about the 
interrelation between sites and the physical landscape.

During the conference, a heated debate took place on survey method-
ologies. even though the term “survey” is employed in mediterranean as 
well as in Black Sea archaeology, it soon became evident that the scope and 
approaches, which it is taken to describe, differ significantly. as an effect 
of the iron Curtain, the methodologies have moved in different directions, 
and there has been little scholarly exchange concerning the development of 
the discipline, which has become, particularly in the West over the past 40 
years, a highly specialised field in its own right (e.g. g. Barker & D. mattingly 
(eds.), The Archaeology of Mediterranean Landscapes 1-5, 1999-2000). however, 
such a debate is to be welcomed, because a lack of exchange of ideas, also on 
methodology, has implied that sampling techniques and the strategies behind 
them differ to an extent that comparison of data between the two regions is 
rendered virtually impossible.

nevertheless, times are changing. the early 1990s saw an intensification 
of cooperation between scholars over systematic, intensive and non-judge-
mental field survey in the region, and the method has now been practiced by 
research teams in the Black Sea region mainly in collaborative projects. to be 
mentioned is the ukrainian-Polish investigation of nymphaion’s chora made 
in 1993-1997 (Scholl & Zinko 1999; Zin’ko in this volume), o. Doonan’s survey 
around Sinope carried out between 1996 and 1999 (Doonan 2004; contribution 
to this volume), as well as the brief survey made by a French-russian team 
on the taman’ Peninsula in 1998 and 1999 (müller et al. 1998; 1999; 2000). the 
german-Bulgarian investigation of the territory in the hinterland between the 
roman forts in iatrus and novae which took place from 1997 to 2003 is, more-
over, to be cited (Conrad in this volume). all four projects have contributed 
greatly to our understanding of the inhabited landscapes of the region, and 
they show the potential of following non-judgemental sampling strategies.
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�Introduction

During the conference, many issues were discussed, primarily the or-
ganisation of the territories, settlement patterns, and demography. as do the 
settlement patterns, the territory sizes vary greatly from the more modest, 
such as nymphaion with c. 50 km2 (Zin’ko) to the extremely large territories 
of olbia with c. 400 km2 (Bujskich with reference to kryžickij & Ščeglov 1991) 
and Chersonesos, the chora of which only divided into plots (including the 
region of kerkinitis with 50-70 km2 [kutajsov]) amounted to c. 440-480 km2 
(Chtcheglov 1992, 254-256; nikolaenko 1999, 44).

Soviet archaeology has a long tradition of employing aerial (and later satel-
lite) photography in the study of the rural landscape (e.g. Ščeglov 1980; 1983). 
analysis hereof has formed the basis of much of our knowledge about the 
western Crimean cadastres. recently, the combination of such photography 
with historical and contemporary topographical maps has been employed 
with significant results by t.n. Smekalova and S.L. Smekalov as witnessed 
by their article in this volume. their study confirms the observation made 
earlier by a.n. Ščeglov concerning the orthogonal organisation of the Cher-
sonesean territory on the outer tip of the tarchankut Peninsula. What seems 
even more important, they demonstrate convincingly that the european part 
of the Bosporan kingdom on the kerch Peninsula was similarly divided into 
orthogonal land-plots. Possibly, as suggested by S. Bujskich (with reference 
to Šiškin 1982), part of olbia’s territory was also thus organised. these con-
clusions challenge a. Wasowicz’s suggestion that the territorial organisation 
employed in the (northern) Black Sea region followed the settlers’ ethnic back-
ground distinguished by an ionian (radial) system and a Doric (orthogonal) 
system (Wasowicz in: Brunet 1999). a recently published study by Ju. gorlov 
& Ju. Lopanov (1995), combined with data previously provided by Paromov, 
shows that a radial system was employed on the asiatic side of the Bosporos 
in the micro region of the Fontalovskij Peninsula, where road systems radiate 
from the main settlements with the lay-out of fields adapting to the road sys-
tems. the same seems to have been the case in olbia’s immediate surround-
ings, but the above observations make it difficult to distinguish between io-
nian and Doric habits of organising the territory. in general, most of the early 
Black Sea cadastres so far identified seem to belong to the 4th century BC, and 
Smekalova & Smekalov’s study suggests that the entire european part of the 
Bosporan kingdom was divided into plots contemporaneously.

We can observe that the plot sizes vary in the individual chorai. the small-
est plots are found in the chora of olbia, where they are either 37.5 × 280 m 
or varying from 0.3-0.5 ha up to 3-5 ha which is reminiscent of the mainland 
greek “norm” of 3.8-5.4 ha as mentioned by Bintliff. even within the same 
polis territory plot sizes may differ. thus, the size of all land lots in the nearer 
chora of Chersonesos and possibly around kerkinitis is 4.4 ha or 36 plethra, 
which nikolaenko considers a basic module, whereas the land lots situated on 
the tarchankut Peninsula are considerably larger amounting to c. 10-10.5 ha 
with some individual lots measuring up to 53 ha (Chtcheglov 1992, 254-256; 

57038_surveying_.indd   9 25-10-2006   08:37:07

Denne side er købt på www.ebog.dk og er omfattet af lov om ophavsret. Uanset evt. aftale med Copy-Dan er det ikke tilladt at kopiere eller indscanne siden til
undervisningsbrug eller erhvervsmæssig brug.



10 Introduction

nikolaenko 1999, 35-44; nikolaenko and Smekalova & Smekalov in this vol-
ume). With a standard size of approximately 4.4 ha (210 × 210 m), which is 
very close to the size found in the northern half of the metapontine chora be-
tween Bradano and Basento (Carter), some 2,360 to 2,380 plots would have 
filled the divided area of the Chersonesos’ home chora (nikolaenko 1999, 42; 
cf. Carter in this volume).

in the Bosporan kingdom, the module employed for the cadastres dif-
fers from the Chersonesean (and metapontine) modules. Smekalova & 
Smekalov suggest that it is based on the egyptian foot resulting in plots 
of 1,000 × 1,000+100 feet. the territory around theodosia was organised in 
plots measuring 350 × 390 m, whilst those around nymphaion measured 
350-380 × 380-400 m (Smekalova & Smekalov). they also suggest that in the 
asiatic Bosporos around Patrasys a similar orthogonal system with distances 
of c. 340 m was employed.

Several of the authors discussed the productive capacity of the territories 
(kryžickij, Bujskich, kutajsov, Smekalova & Smekalov) but their results are 
not so easy to compare because their starting points, e.g. production capacity 
per hectare, differ. neither was there common ground concerning site typol-
ogy, but it was repeatedly underlined that it was characteristic of the chora 
settlements that they did not show any regular internal organisation (gavrilov, 
kryžickij). apart from alcock & rempel few authors discussed site types other 
than settlements. Sanctuaries were briefly mentioned by Carter, Bujskich, 
kryžickij, and nikolaenko, but in the Black Sea region, chora sanctuaries and 
their location has been much less in focus than in the West. this is even more 
so true of the interpretation of off-site scatters, which is intensively discussed 
in mediterranean landscape archaeology (alcock & rempel, Bintliff, hayes 
[oral presentation]).

in many localities there are signs of a crisis in the early 5th century BC. this 
is true in the chora of olbia (kryžickij) and in the european Bosporos (Saprykin, 
Zin’ko), but there is no agreement as to its reason, whether it was due to in-
vading nomads (Zin’ko) or it was the result of greek expansion (Saprykin). 
in theodosia settling of the chora started during this period and seems to 
contradict the evidence from the chorai mentioned above (gavrilov).

the conference also contributed to exposing a major crisis in most of the 
region in the first half of the 3rd century BC. as an effect of this crisis, most 
of the chorai were abandoned and city fortifications were strengthened. the 
reason for this crisis mentioned by the scholars present at the conference was 
primarily the movement of nomads (ochotnikov, Saprykin) and the entry of 
new nomadic groups such as Sarmatians (gavrilov) or galatians (Bujskich). 
the reasons behind this collapse were probably manifold, and the change in 
the climate to hotter and drier conditions mentioned by kutajsov (with ref-
erence to Šnitkov 1969) and Smekalova & Smekalov may well have been an 
additional factor (for a recent discussion, see Stolba 2005a; 2005b).

the most difficult question addressed at the conference concerned the re-
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11Introduction

lationship between greek, ethnically mixed, and non-greek components of 
the cultural landscape. Some participants were of the opinion that the greek 
colonists arrived in an “empty” land (e.g. gavrilov, kryžickij, Zin’ko), but 
this was contested by Carter. it was generally acknowledged that not least 
in the chorai ethnic groups were quite mixed and most of the time co-existed 
relatively peacefully (e.g. avram, gavrilov, nikolaenko, and Zin’ko). how to 
interpret the material remains in ethnic terms was nevertheless hotly debated. 
the main battlefield was (and still is) how to interpret handmade pottery and 
living units dug partly into the ground ([semi]-dugouts) (see also tsetskhladze 
2004). in varying quantities, both can be found in the cities as well as in the 
chora settlements and not merely in the initial phases of colonisation. Bujskich 
and kryžickij are of the opinion that their presence shows greek accommo-
dation to local climate and resources, whereas other researchers view this as 
sign of an ethnically mixed population (avram, gavrilov, ochotnikov and 
partly kryžickij). Carter argued strongly against modern preconceptions of 
“nation states” and “racial purity” underlying much of the discussion on 
greek-Barbarian polarity, but it was acknowledged that the Barbarians pre-
sented a much greater challenge in the Black Sea region than they did in other 
colonial areas of the greek world (Bintliff, Carter). Perhaps the way to cut 
the gordic knot is, as suggested by Carter, to investigate skeletal material on 
a large scale as has been done with great success for example in the chora of 
metapontion.

We may conclude that there is still room for further discussion over aims, 
methodologies, and results in landscape and survey archaeology. We are sure 
that the coming decade will show further methodological advances. the recent 
deplorable development in many Black Sea chorai, where subtle, non-monu-
mental evidence is being rapidly destroyed by illicit digging activities and by 
urban and agricultural expansion as mentioned by kryžickij concerning the 
chora of olbia, should induce us to exploit the potential of intensive survey 
as a kind of rescue archaeology even further (alcock & rempel) before more 
knowledge is irretrievably lost.

Finally, the editors would like to thank all contributors as well as to ac-
knowledge the effort of friends and colleagues, who assisted us in producing 
this volume. the translation of papers submitted in russian (ochotnikov, 
kryžickij, Smekalova & Smekalov) was made by alexej v. gilevič. the lin-
guistic revision was undertaken by robin Lorsch Wildfang and Patric kreuz 
(article of S. Bujskich). the editing of illustrations was made by Line Bjerg and 
Jakob munk højte, to whom the editors want to express their gratitude.
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issues in the economic and ecological 
understanding of the Chora of the Classical 

Polis in its Social Context:  
a view from the intensive Survey 
tradition of the greek homeland

John Bintliff

this paper will present aspects of method and theory relating to our under-
standing of the chora of the Classical greek polis in the aegean homelands, and 
it will offer questions about related topics in the Black Sea colonial territories 
which i hope our many experts in that region can respond to.

intensive surface survey in the aegean today typically involves teams of 
fieldwalkers at 15-20 metre intervals crossing large areas of the landscape, 
systematically counting and collecting continuously surface artifacts, essen-
tially potsherds, and also recording architectural and other surface debris. 
Concentrations of artifacts or clusters of distinctive finds are subsequently 
treated as “sites” and should be gridded for intensive plotting of finds. even 
the largest surface sites such as major cities (Fig. 1) can be studied in the same 
way. Further study of sites can include geoprospection which can now be 
carried out for entire cities (Fig. 2) and detailed chronological and functional 
analysis of the surface finds by period experts.

(1) the chora was inseparable from the polis, and this depended in the home-
land on the peculiar relationship between citizen rights and ownership of 
land. indeed, since only around a half of the poleis had any kind of moderate 
democracy, the others being more narrowly oligarchic or under individual 
tyrants, our literary overemphasis on the unparalleled democracy of athens 
is as always highly unhelpful in comprehending typical aspects of Classical 
town and country life. in any case, even those moderate democracies were 
largely providing full rights to the more substantial farmers of the hoplite class. 
it has been suggested that the kind of land holding or kleros in the homeland 
qualifying a farmer to this class or above was some 3.8-5.4 ha. on the other 
hand, variations regionally in the kind of land use and in climate might mean 
that both within the aegean and especially so in the greek colonies, plot sizes 
might vary both upwards and below this figure (e.g. obviously wine growing 
and pasture specialization could often imply respectively much smaller areas 
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14 John Bintliff

or much larger being typical, whilst research in the maghreb has shown that 
the relative size of ancient olive plantations was typically far larger than in 
the aegean for climatic reasons). nonetheless, it has recently been pointed out 
that there are strong limitations on the scale of estates in relation to available 
labour: a peasant family with a single ox-plough would be hard put in the ae-
gean to cultivate even as much as the 4-5 ha plot noted above, whilst growing 
wine or olives as major commercial crops – rather than for autoconsumption 
plus a small marketed surplus – requires at harvest extra labour, traditionally 
provided by hired workers in recent times in the mediterranean.

Questions for the Black Sea: What is the position regarding holding sizes and 
land management here, or the roles of slave, hired labour and basic peasant 
family input?

Fig. 1. Survey grid over the 100 hectare city of Thespiai, Boeotia, with the distribution of col‑
lected surface sherds of Classical and Classical to Early Hellenistic date.

57038_surveying_.indd   14 25-10-2006   08:37:09

Denne side er købt på www.ebog.dk og er omfattet af lov om ophavsret. Uanset evt. aftale med Copy-Dan er det ikke tilladt at kopiere eller indscanne siden til
undervisningsbrug eller erhvervsmæssig brug.



15Issues in the Economic and Ecological Understanding

Fig. 2. Geophysical plots from the 30 hectare city of Tanagra, Boeotia (by Dr. B. Music and 
Prof. B. Slapsak, Ljubljana University).
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(2) the close tie between the main city (asty) of the polis and its chora meant that 
in the homeland most citizens were full or part-time farmers. although this 
should have meant that, as in medieval Western europe, a small percentage 
– 10-20% of the population – might have lived in towns (as craftspeople, mer-
chants, or professional lawyers, the rentier class, etc.), with the rest in villages, 
hamlets and farms, intensive survey in the aegean suggests rather that 70-80% 
of the Classical greek population probably dwelt in urban settlements (which 
i would define here as 10 ha or more in size, or some to many thousands of 
inhabitants). in contrast then, only some 20-30% of the Classical population 
would typically have lived in the countryside at lower levels of the settlement 
hierarchy. this seems counterintuitive when we view the dense numbers of 
rural farms discovered by intensive surface survey in the aegean, but many if 
not most of these seem short-lived, and even if we took all as contemporary, 
their estimated population summed is vastly overshadowed by the likely 
inhabitants of the large number of urban sites which they focus around. the 
reasons for this seem to be both socio-political and economic. on the one hand, 
the involvement of citizens, at least of the hoplite and aristocratic classes, in 
the political, as well as intense socio-cultural and ritual life of the polis, made 
asty residence highly desirable if not essential, and the same may have been 
true of the larger satellite settlements or komopoleis within the polis borders. 
on the other hand, as careful analysis by ancient historians has shown, the 
average territory in the aegean of the typical or Normalpolis, is a mere 5-6 km 
in radius – so that in theory all the asty dwellers could reach the limits of the 
polis farmland in an hour or so of travel – a time considered by human geog-
raphers to be an approximate limit for regular and very effective exploitation 
in a mixed farming economy. in actuality, recent research suggests that often 
in practice the radius of direct exploitation from the asty proper was more 
like a mere half hour radius (2-3 kilometres), beyond which begin to appear 
substantial hamlets or villages with similar catchments (Fig. 3). Such forms 
of intensive land occupation in the aegean can be associated with even more 
favourable conditions for farmers to prefer to reside in the asty or its komopo‑
leis, and perhaps not surprisingly cross-cultural studies confirm that such 2-3 
kilometre catchments are frequently observed in dry-farming cultures. one 
reason for the prevalence of satellite komai, apart from the efficient access to 
land for a society preferring to live in nucleations, is that many in the home-
land were probably formerly autonomous communities (i have called these 
“proto-poleis”) in the early iron age to archaic period, being later absorbed 
by a dominant settlement in its rise to local polis status.

Questions for the Black Sea: What is the pattern and role of subsidiary settle-
ments to the polis here, and how do the human work logistics look regarding 
travel into the chora?
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(3) these characteristics of the aegean Normalpolis have been summarized 
in the concept of the Dorfstaat (effectively the typical polis was the size of a 
large traditional aegean village of a few thousand people), where towns of 
10-30 ha are common, larger rarer, and giant interregional centres such as 
athens, thebes (cf. Syracuse) of several hundreds of hectares can be termed 
Megalopoleis, operating on a very different geographical and functional level. 
nonetheless, beneath the Megalopoleis we can discover the same structure of 
towns and dependent village-hamlets with similar catchments, imposed both 
by ergonomics and earlier autonomous settlement seeding (e.g. Boeotia and 
attica) (Fig. 4). in attica, despite the vast size of the mainland chora, what we 
actually see is a mosaic of many komopoleis and village-hamlets operating over 
small catchments, with a putative intensive “market garden” zone or greater 
athens in the close-packed hamlets immediately around the walled town. it 
does seem to be often the case that colonial chorai could be much larger than 
those in the homeland (e.g. anatolia, magna graecia). Joseph Carter at this 
conference told us about his remarkable project at metapontion (see contribution 
in this volume), but a typical question that strikes one from his survey maps is 
how the relationship functioned between that city and the quite distant but 
dense scatter of Classical farms in its deep hinterland – were there also satellite 
settlements acting as foci in the larger chorai? We can show in Boeotia that, 

Fig. 3. Cellular pattern of villages (black circles) and towns (black triangles) reconstructed 
and hypothesized for Classical Boeotia, territory radius circles set at 2.5 km.
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