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6 | Preface

t he Agora of Athens was the center of the an-
cient city, a large, open square where the citi-

zens could assemble for a wide variety of purposes. 
On any given day the space might be used for a mar-
ket, an election, a dramatic performance, a religious 
procession, a military drill, or an athletic competi-
tion. Here administrative, political, judicial, com-
mercial, social, cultural, and religious activities all 
found a place together in the heart of Athens, and 
the square was surrounded by the public buildings 
necessary to run the Athenian government. 

these buildings, along with monuments and 
small objects, illustrate the important role played by 
the Agora in all aspects of public life. the council 
chamber, magistrates’ offices, mint, and archives 
have all been uncovered, while the law courts are 
represented by the recovery of bronze ballots and a 
water clock used to time speeches. the use of the 
area as a marketplace is indicated by the numer-
ous shops where potters, cobblers, bronze-workers, 
and sculptors made and sold their wares. long stoas  
(colonnades) provided shaded walkways for those 
wishing to meet friends to discuss business, politics, 
or philosophy, while statues and commemorative 
inscriptions reminded citizens of former triumphs. 
A library and concert hall met cultural needs, and 
numerous small shrines and temples were sites of 
regular worship. Given the prominence of Athens 
throughout much of antiquity, the Agora provides 
one of the richest sources for our understanding of 
the Greek world in antiquity.

The Background to this Book

this volume originated in the celebrations of the 
75th anni versary of the beginning of excavations by 
the American School of Classical Studies at Athens 
in the Athenian Agora, held in 2006. it is structured 
around two essays: the first, by John Camp, intro-
duces the archaeological results and the second, by 
Craig Mauzy, presents a brief pictorial history of the 
excavations. each introductory essay is followed by 

a series of short chapters. the first group comprises 
contributions in various fields of scholarship (archi-
tecture, sculpture, epigraphy, pottery, and ampho-
ras), highlighting recent research in these areas at 
the Agora. the second group, contributed by exca-
vation staff members, covers new advances in how 
the excavations are recorded and how new finds are 
treated (conservation, survey and drafting, record-
keeping, and archi ves). the demands of a long-term 
excavation such as that of the Agora means that all 
who work there are part of a continuum stretching 
back to the digging of the first trench in 1931; others 
have worked on the project before and others will 
come after. this project – still in progress – has 
drawn on the talents and resources of hundreds of 
scholars and students who have worked together to 
enhance our understanding of Athens through the 
ages. it is hoped that this volume will serve to review 
the past, to indicate the present state of the work, 
and to suggest what may lie in the future.

in addition to the contributors to this volume, 
many other individuals have worked for the success 
of this project and it is appropriate to record and 
acknowledge their contributions here. the archives 
and offices have been under the competent and 
dedicated management of Jan Jordan and Sylvie 
Dumont for many years. Staff artist  Annie Hooton 
has contributed to many Agora publications through 
her drawings, and photographer Angelique Sideris 
has provided numerous images. in recent years the 
conservation department has benefited from the 
work of Wendy Porter, Claudia Chemello, Amandina 
Anastassiades, and karen lovén. A large project 
to  computerize the Agora archives has been under 
the supervision of  Patricia Felch, ably assisted by 
irini Marathaki, Pia kvarstrom,  Vasili Spanos, and 
Frederick ley. George Dervos and  Maria Stamata-
tou have handled numerous logistic duties.

Other papers on Agora topics were  delive red in 
Athens during the 75th anniversary by John Hayes 
(Roman pottery), Maria liston (bones), and Mari-
anne Stern (glass) but have not been included here 
for reasons of space. A photo exhibit and illustra-
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ted volume on the history of the Agora excavations  
(Agora Excavations 1931–2006: A Pictorial His-
tory, Athens 2006) were prepared by Craig Mauzy. 
in addition, an exhibition and accompanying cata-
logue on the watercolors of Piet de Jong, curated by 
John Papadopoulos, were prepared by Agora staff 
and scholars (The Art of Antiquity: Piet de Jong 
and the Athenian Agora, Athens 2007).

The Agora Today

Also celebrated in 2006 was the 50th anniversary of 
the  reconstruction of the Stoa of Attalos, completed 
in 1956, to serve as the site museum. Built originally 
by king Attalos ii of Pergamon in ca. 150 B.C. as 
a gift to the Athenians, it served as a major com-
mercial center until its destruction in A.D. 267. it 
now houses a display area and provides working 
space and storage for the excavations. On display in 
the public galleries is a selection of the thousands 
of objects recovered in the last 75 years,  reflecting 
the use of the area from 3000 B.C. to A.D. 1500. 
Most significant, perhaps, is the material – unique 
to the site – illustrating the mechanics of the world's 
first attested democracy, such as ostraka (inscribed 
potsherds) used as ballots to exile overly ambitious 
politicians,  allotment machines and bronze identi-
fication tags used in selecting Athenian juries, and 
tokens and inscribed lead strips used in the adminis-
tration of the Athenian cavalry. 

Context is essential in understanding archaeo-
logical material. the great museums of europe and 
the United States often display magnificent objects 
with little or no information as to where they were 
found and what else was found with them. What 
sets the Agora project and museum apart from most 
collections is the relationship of the objects to the 

archives. Because the excavations began so late, 
a generation or more after other large- scale digs 
around the Aegean (knossos, Delphi, Olympia, 
Pergamon, ephesos, and Priene, to name a few), 
the same recordkeeping system adopted at the be-
ginning has been used to the present day, supple-
mented of course by new technology. this means 
that every object found in the Agora excavations 
is stored in the Stoa of Attalos, a  reconstructed  
Hellenistic building, together with the  record of its 
recovery. the inventory is large: 35,000  pieces of 
pottery, 7,600 inscriptions, 3,500 pieces of sculp-
ture, 5,000 architectural fragments, 6,000 lamps, 
15,000 stamped amphora handles, and more than 
70,000 inventoried coins. this vast collection has all 
been entered in a unified database, part of a colla-
borative project with the Packard Humanities in-
stitute. Because of this correlation of objects and 
archives, the museum collection serves as a center 
for archaeological research, used by hundreds of 
scholars from all over the world.

Unlike the work of most european scholars, 
American archaeology in Greece is funded almost 
entirely by pri vate funds, given by either founda-
tions or individuals. in the early years, fieldwork at 
the Athenian Agora was funded by John D. Rocke-
feller Jr.; other support has come from the Samuel 
H. kress, Andrew W. Mellon, Gladys krieble Del-
mas, and Ford foundations as well as the  european 
Union. the recent excavations have been made 
possible through the support and collaboration of 
the David and lucile Packard Foundation and the  
Packard Humanities institute. the Packard Humani-
ties institute has also undertaken the task of bring-
ing the excavations into the digital age. it is fitting to 
record here our thanks to the institute and its presi-
dent, David W. Packard, for support essential to the 
continuation and success of the Agora  excavations.


