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The Boeotia project, initially a joint venture by the 
Universities of Bradford (John Bintliff) and Cambridge 
(Anthony Snodgrass), later Durham and Cambridge, 
and sponsored by the British Academy and these three 
Universities, carried out its first field season in 1979. 
The team was initially based in the village of Mavrom-
mati, intermediate in location between the ancient 
cities of Haliartos to its north-west and Thespiai to 
its south, and probably close to the ancient border 
between their territories. It was natural to commence 
intensive field survey in the immediate environs of the 
village, then to proceed radially outwards, to include 
those two city sites. This rural prospection occupied 
us through to 1984, during which time the field teams 
had reached Haliartos and the environs of Thespiai 
in the northern and southern directions respectively. 
Eastwards we were limited by permit constraints 
to a small expansion, but during the same period a 
major extension westwards was achieved through the 
complete survey of the non-mountainous sector of the 
Valley of the Muses (preliminary summaries in Bintliff 
1985; Bintliff and Snodgrass, 1985a–b).

It was the latter sector which first faced us with 
the complete survey of a major (11 ha) ‘urban’ site, the 
second-order settlement (komê) of Askra. In 1982 and 
then further in 1985, Askra was surveyed at two levels 
– first, field by field, then through placing a formal rec-
tangle of 30 by 10 m within each field as a sub-sample. 
Learning from this first experiment helped us to design 
an improved scheme in the course of the 1985 season, 
when two separate teams tackled the much larger urban 
centres of Haliartos (c. 36 ha surveyed, almost the entire 
site), and Thespiai (179 ha, including extramural areas) 
(Bintliff and Snodgrass 1988; Snodgrass and Bintliff 
1991). In subsequent years this core survey-zone in 
south-western Boeotia was to be expanded, notably to 
include a large area in the southern hinterland of Thes-
piai city, the subject of the first of our final monographs 

(Bintliff, Howard and Snodgrass 2007, henceforward 
Testing the Hinterland) (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). But during 
the years 1989–1992, in order to check whether devel-
opments in other parts of Boeotia were comparable, 
we opened up a new survey window in the northern 
borders of Boeotia, carrying out rural survey around 
the ancient city of Hyettos and a complete survey of 
the town itself (around 30 ha) (Bintliff, 1997c) (Fig. 1.3).

Processing of the survey finds and revisits to most 
sites occupied us until 1997, when full-team fieldwork 
formally ceased. The rapid development in the meth-
odology of survey interpretation and the sheer size 
and complexity of our database led to a lengthy delay 
of ten years before the first final publication; through-
out this period, however, we were able to publish a 
continuous series of articles outlining our ongoing 
evaluations. From 2000, John Bintliff’s appointment 
to Leiden University and the requirement to provide 
annual field-training in Classical Archaeology for his 
students led to a new programme in Boeotia, the Lei-
den Ancient Cities of Boeotia project (annual reports in 
Pharos, the journal of the Dutch Institute at Athens, vol. 
8 (2001) to present; see also Bintliff et al. 2008). Božidar 
Slapšak joined this ‘Boeotia 2’ project with his staff and 
students from Ljubljana University, with particular 
expertise in geophysics, architectural survey and air 
photography. This second project carried out research 
in new areas of Boeotia, first conducting a total survey 
of the ancient city site of Tanagra (around 30 ha in its 
Late Roman enceinte, perhaps twice as large in its Clas-
sical Greek heyday) in the far east of the province, as 
well as large areas of its territory, then commencing a 
total urban survey at the city of Koroneia (c. 34 ha), in 
the centre of the region. This revival of fieldwork has 
been very informative for the writing-up of the original 
Boeotia project, as it has shed light, through fieldwork 
innovations, on our older data, and enabled us better to 
understand other Aegean survey results (see Fig. 1.3).

Chapter 1

Introduction: the survey of the city of Thespiai
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Chapter 1

A more direct benefit for the older project has 
been the invaluable assistance that the Ljubljana team 
has given with the revisiting and writing-up of the 
original Boeotia project. Božidar Slapšak (Fig. 1.4) has 
been particularly active in adding to the evidence from 
the rural and urban survey at Thespiai: his geophysi-
cal results from the city of Thespiai (see Chapter 4, 
pp. 192–6), though fruitful, did not match the truly 
remarkable town-plan that his team revealed at 
Tanagra. But an intensive re-mapping of architectural 
surface finds by the Ljubljana team, following earlier 

recording by the 1985–1986 city survey team leaders 
and by Bintliff and Snodgrass on several occasions 
up to 2001, has revolutionized our knowledge of the 
development of the town (see Chapter 3 below, Parts 
(ii) and (iii)). In addition, a small team from the Uni-
versity of Rome, Tor Vergata, directed by Professor 
Margherita Bonanno Aravantinos, with assistance 
from Dr. Lorenzo Gentili, has in collaboration with us 
produced a commentary on the surface architectural 
finds at Thespiai, as well as discovering new fragments 
(see Chapter 4, Part (i)).

Thespiai

Modern Mavrommati

Modern Askri

Askra

Haliartos

Figure 1.1. The off-site, rural transects covered by the end of fieldwork in south-western Boeotia. The ancient cities  
of Haliartos, Thespiai and the village-town of Askra, together with their modern settlement replacements, form  
several of the blank ‘holes’ in this cover. The first two ancient city-sites were surveyed by an urban gridding procedure,  
Askra through a combination of field-by-field study and dispersed rectangular units (compiled by Dr. Mark Gillings).

N

0 3000 m
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Introduction: The survey of the city of Thespiai

Figure 1.2. The overall location of the surveyed area in south-western Boeotia, with ancient 
Haliartos and Thespiai marked (compiled by Emeri Farinetti).

Figure 1.3. The rural and urban areas surveyed by the original and the more recent Boeotia 
Projects (GIS by Emeri Farinetti).
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Chapter 1

Even more recently, a project of 2013 to widen the 
east–west (Thebes) road that runs north of the river 
Kanavaris, and hence divides what we take to be the 
original city and the projected ancient extension, has 
opened up a narrow but very long swathe of land 
some 10 m wide and half a kilometre long. Here the 
Ephorate has been busy monitoring and then excavat-
ing a series of exposures and monuments (Fig. 1.5). 
This last-minute intervention, during the final stages 
of preparation of this volume, has provided exciting 
new evidence from excavation, and we are privileged 
to be able to include (Addendum to Chapter 4 below, 
pp. 196–8) a short account of these finds from our col-
leagues at the Thebes Museum.

The present volume, our second monograph to 
arise from the original Boeotia Project, contains the 
data and analysis from the 1985–1986 surface survey 
of the city site of Thespiai, together with a catalogue 
and interpretation of the architectural pieces scattered 
across its surface, recorded and studied between 1985 
and 2009. Besides the narratives of the development of 
the city found in Chapters 3 and 4, there are contribu-
tions on the documentary sources and the later history 
of the site, as well as individual chapters by period 
specialists in ceramics and numismatics.

Figure 1.4. Božidar Slapšak inspecting a section of the 
probably Hellenistic extension wall of Thespiai, exposed 
in a sand quarry north of the Kanavaris stream.

Figure 1.5. Part of the rescue excavation of the Thebes Ephorate of August 2013, showing what appears to be a sector  
of the Classical or early Hellenistic wall, connecting the city extension north of the river Kanavaris with the older city 
and enceinte south of the river. Modern Thespies village is just visible behind.
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Few major Classical cities have disappeared so completely from view, over the centuries,  
as Thespiai in Central Greece. Only the technique of intensive field survey, carefully adapted 
to a large urban site and reinforced by historical investigation, has made it possible to recover 
from oblivion much of its life of seven millennia. 
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