New analyses of Late Roman Pottery from the Fountain of the Lamps

This paper presents results of new analyses of Late Roman pottery from the Fountain of the Lamps complex at ancient Corinth. Ceramic vessels from well-stratified refuse deposits in the courtyard and pool area of the complex, dating from the late 4th through late 6th centuries CE, serve as a source of evidence for community discard practices in a period of significant socio-economic transition. The potential of communal middens such as these to provide insight into the use-life of pottery, the systemic relationship between use and disposal assemblages, and processes of social change, is explored in light of T Peña’s recent modeling of the formation processes of the Roman pottery record (Peña 2007).

As Peña has noted, the relative paucity of quantitative models “for the flow of pottery through the life cycle and its incorporation into the archaeological record” has hindered understanding of the formation of the ceramic record at many Roman sites. In particular, processes of definitive discard remain somewhat elusive. While some behavioral loci (e.g., pottery production sites, warehouses for storage of cuisine-related commodities) provide ready association of critical aspects of ceramic use-life and disposal, data from communal refuse middens—especially those situated near the edges of settlements—have been more difficult to link with the daily actions and experiences of the inhabitants of Roman provincial communities.

The Fountain of the Lamps complex (FOL), initially excavated in the late 1960s under the direction of J. Wiseman, provides an unusually rich context for consideration of this problem (Wiseman 1972). Recent restudy of stratigraphically distinct refuse deposits from the courtyard and pool outside the Fountain proper indicates that these deposits have the potential to contribute to development of models of ceramic disposal at the community level in the Late Roman period. Comparison of the use-life of several functional FOL ceramic groups with well-documented ceramic assemblages from other types of activity areas in Late Roman Corinth (e.g., Sanders 1999) facilitates analysis of the flow of ceramic material from various phases of systemic function through final discard, enabling evaluation of possible local effects of regional economic and social change in this intriguing historical period.
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