
Fig. 3. Mycenaean goblet decorated with spirals.  
Photo by O. Chatys
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Introduction

For many years, research on Roman period urban-
ism in the Peloponnese focused on large cities such as 
Corinth, Patras, or Sparta. However, recently there has 
been growing interest in the hinterlands of this region 
(Fouquet 2019). One of the areas where standing 
Roman-period structures can be found is mountainous 
Arcadia. A specific case is the city of Thelpousa, where 
a so-called Roman ‘loutro’ (bath building) is located. 

Sampson, A. 2008 The Cave of the Cyclops: Mesolithic and Neo-
lithic Networks in the Northern Aegean, Greece, vol. I: Intra-Site 
Analysis, Local Industries, and Regional Site Distribution. Prehis-
tory Monographs 21. INSTAP Academic Press. Philadelphia.

Thelpousa was an Arcadian polis located approxi-
mately 25 km east of ancient Olympia in the lower 
Ladon valley north of the modern village of Toumbitsi 
(Fig. 1). The origins of Thelpousa, situated on the left 
bank of the river, date back to the Archaic period. 
In the mid-2nd century AD, Pausanias (Paus. 8, 25, 
3) described the “city built on a large hill” as largely 
“deserted”, noting that its agora, formerly located 

Fig. 4. Participants of the ASkoS project, season 2024, photo by 
Dimitris Agnousiotis. From left to right: Leonidas Pearl, Jan Bobik, 
Peter Pavúk, Anna Peterková, Filip Franković, Olga, Chatys, Matyl-
da Wawra, Agata Ulanowska, Anthi Batziou, and Piotr Kuźlik.  
Photo by D. Agnousiotis
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Fig. 2. Plan of the Thelpousa agora with the Roman building in the 
centre according to the French expedition in 1939 (courtesy of 
EFA/J. Roger and H. Metzger)

Fig. 1. Map showing the location of ancient Thelpousa in western 
Peloponnese (base map by Eric Gaba, <https://de.m.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Datei:Peloponnese_relief_map-blank.svg>)

at the centre of the urban area, was now lying at its 
periphery. Thelpousa still functioned as a bishopric 
during the late 5th and early 6th century AD, as attested 
by written sources, and the date of its final abandon-
ment remains unclear (Hansen and Nielsen 2004).

While the city was rediscovered in 19th century, 
the first excavations did not take place until 1939, 
when a French expedition of the EFA, under the direc-
tion of Jacques Roger and Henri Metzger, conducted 
two weeks of fieldwork at Thelpousa. The focus of the 
French archaeologists quickly centred on a large pla-
teau, which early travellers had already identified as 
the potential site of the agora. The aim was to clarify 
its spatial layout and uncover related architectural 
structures. The French excavations revealed that the 
open space of the agora was enclosed on at least three 
sides by stoai. The entire building complex was tenta-
tively dated to the 4th century BC. In accordance with 
archaeological interests of the time, the Roman build-
ing, although prominently situated in the centre of 
the square, was not a priority: test excavations started 
only in the final days of the project and were conclud-
ed with little to no results. Nevertheless, the building 
was included in the situational sketch of the agora (Fig. 
2). This excavation was never published, but a summa-
ry of the work, based on personal conversations with 
Roger and his excavation diary kept in the archives of 
EFA, was presented by Madeleine Jost (Jost 1986). 

New interest in the Roman ‘loutro’, a common 
term for brick structures in 19th-century Greece, 
emerged in 2021. With the permission of the Ephorate 
of Antiquities of Arcadia and funding from the Gerda 
Henkel Stiftung, a small German-Greek team led by 
J. Fouquet and G. Doulfis carried out the first docu-
mentation of the building’s architecture and its topo-
graphical context (Fig. 3). It was established that the 
building is a rectangular structure with an unmistak-
ably temple-like plan, measuring approximately 10.2 x 
7.3 m (35 x 25 Roman feet). The interior is divided into 
two sections – the main room and the presumed west-
ern entrance – by a transverse wall featuring a partially 
preserved limestone threshold. In the north and south 
walls of the main room, two niches face each other. 
The building was originally covered by two solid-brick 
vaults (Fouquet and Doulfis 2024). Following the 2021 
reconnaissance season, it became clear that resolving 
questions about the function, dating, and architectural 
details of the building would not be possible without 
excavations. Thus, a new project was born under the 
auspices of PAIA (PAIA Project no 5).

Excavation of the Roman building 

In 2024, work began on a three-year pro-
ject focused on the Roman building in Thelpousa  



(Fig. 4). The ‘Thelpousa Agora Project’ is implemented by  
a Polish-German-Greek team codirected by Prof. Dr 
Ewdoksia Papuci-Władyka (Institute of Archaeology, 
Jagiellonian University in Kraków), PD Dr Johannes 
Fouquet (Leipzig University), and Dr Georgios Doulfis 
(National and Kapodistrian University of Athens). 

The first excavation season lasted from the 22 
of July to the 10 of August. Apart from the direc-
tors, Dr Łukasz Miszk, an archaeologist from UW;  
Dr Małgorzata Kajzer, a ceramologist from the IAE PAS; 
and Dr Wojciech Ostrowski, a JU photogrammetry and 
remote sensing specialist also provided their exper-
tise. The project was once again generously financed 
by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung and also by the Jagiel-
lonian University’s Mare Nostrum Lab (https://mare.
id.uj.edu.pl/en_GB/teledetekcja) which sponsored the 
equipment and participation of W. Ostrowski. Students 
from Poland (Małgorzata Nowak, Natalia Chochorows-
ka, and geodesist Anna Wencel), Germany (Mia Knoch, 
Lea Thun, Thorsten Hunds), and Greece (Gina Bouzea, 
Natalia Anyfanti, Vasilis Vlachos, Elena Roussa) also 
took part. Conservator Dr Amalia Siatou also partici-
pated in the field activities for two days close to the 
end of the excavations. She assessed the state of pres-
ervation of the building and issued recommendations 
regarding the protection of the building and the area 
after the completion of the excavations.

Excavations were carried out in trenches T.II and 
T.IV positioned inside the building and test trenches 
TT.III and TT.IV located outside the building, right next 
to its southern wall. (Fig. 5) 

Fig. 4. Excavations of the Roman building, 2024, aerial view. Photo 
by W. Ostrowski

Fig. 3. An orthophoto of the agora area and Roman building, 
2021, by Christian Seitz

Trench T.II

The main objective of Trench T.II (8 x 2.5 m), locat-
ed in the northern half of the main room, between the 
transverse (west) and rear (east) walls, was to examine 
the building’s function and, possibly, date. A thick layer 
of destruction was anticipated from the outset due to 
the large quantities of stones, bricks, and tiles on the 
ground surface, as well as several large fallen pieces 
of masonry that had to be removed using machinery.  
A loosely ‘L’-shaped stone structure situated to the 
east of the threshold, may be related to a layer of ash 
in front of the niche in the north wall and together 
suggest a more recent use of the space, possibly as  
a shelter for shepherds and their animals after the col-
lapse of the building.

The layer beneath the surface consisted, as 
expected, of debris from the collapse of the build-
ing, which seems to have occurred gradually over 
time. This is indicated by the collapsed rear wall of the 
Roman building, under which another layer of rubble 
was found.

Below this destruction layer, a heavily damaged 
floor was uncovered. Rather than being uniform, two 
construction techniques are discernible: first, a sub-
floor of river stones placed in a strong mortar bed-
ding and coated with a thin mortar layer and, second,  
a layer of vertically placed tiles bonded by soil. Togeth-
er, they form a level walking surface, which could pos-
sibly suggest either a repair or a multi-phase building 
use history. The underlying fill of this floor was exam-
ined in two smaller cuts (1 x 1 m), one in the northwest 
corner of the building and one along its north wall. The 
finds were few in total, composed of only 13 pottery 
sherds, but their systematic study may provide evi-
dence for the dating of the building.



Fig. 5. An orthophoto map with 
trenches of the Polish-German-
Greek expedition after the 2024 
excavation. Photo by W. Ostrowski 
and Ł. Miszk

A reused limestone block with an inscription, 
possibly of funerary nature, was discovered in the 
lower levels of the north wall: [--- χα?]ῖ̣ρε. The apices 
and the letter forms suggest a broad dating to the Late 
Hellenistic or Early Roman period.

Trench T.IV

Trench T.IV was placed in the western part of 
the Roman building, in the southern half of the space 
between the transverse wall to the east and an imagi-
nary line in front of the antae of the building to the 
west. The unit, measuring 4 x 2.5 m, aimed to provide 
information about the function of the building and its 
architecture, particularly regarding its western façade. 
The excavation revealed a previously unknown wall, 
which originally connected the western ends of the 
antae of the building but now is inclined towards the 
west due to post-depositional processes. The cleaning 
of the wall revealed additional damages: it has cracked 
in three places in its exposed southern section.

The discovery of the wall led to the division of the 
trench into two parts. The main focus was directed to 
the narrow area west of the wall in order to reveal its 
foundation and to determine how it was connected to 
the southern anta of the Roman building. Removing 
the backfill to the level of use of the Roman building 
yielded only a few pottery sherds, while the lower lay-
ers, likely unrelated to the building’s use, yielded more 
finds, primarily consisting of pottery. The excavation 
also continued in the eastern part of the trench, but 
no remains were uncovered that could provide infor-
mation about the function of the building.

Trial Trench TT.III

TT.III, measuring 1.5 x 3 m, was excavated imme-
diately south of and in contact with the long southern 
wall of the Roman building, near its eastern end. The 
goal was to investigate the existence of a foundation 
trench, assess the depth of the foundation, and date 
the construction of the Roman building. After remov-
ing the surface layer, a destruction layer consisting 
of bricks, stones, tiles, and chunks of mortar attrib-
uted to the Roman building was revealed. No pottery 
was found. Since the objectives were successfully 
addressed by the excavation of trial trench TT.IV (see 
below), and given the lack of ceramic finds and much 
higher backfill due to the slope of the ground, further 
excavation in TT.III was deemed unnecessary.

Trial Trench TT.IV

TT.IV, measuring 1.5 x 3 m, was excavated imme-
diately south of and in contact with the long south-
ern wall of the Roman building, near its western end. 
The primary objectives, as in TT.III, were to investigate 
the existence a foundation trench, identify the depth 
of the foundation, and date the construction of the 
Roman building.

Upon removal of the surface layer, a destruc-
tion layer, up to a height of one meter or a little bit 
more was revealed. This layer consisted of bricks, 
tiles, stones, chunks of mortar, some pottery, and a 
few traces of charcoal clearly from the Roman build-
ing. While all these components were scattered hap-
hazardly through the surface layer, their distribution 
in the main layer of destruction gives the impression 



Fig. 6. Example ceramic material:  
a) lamp fragment from context 273, TT.IV, 1st-2nd century AD, 
photo by M. Kajzer; 
b) pottery from the context 273, TT.IV, photo by G. Doulfis;
c) lamp fragment from context 62, T.II, photo by G. Doulfis

of a levelling layer. Beneath this destruction level,  
a layer of small stones was revealed, among which 
tiles of various periods were identified, along with pot-
tery and a few bone fragments. Below this, another 
layer containing tiles of various periods, mortars, and 
stones was found. In all layers, a distinct east-to-west 
slope was noticeable, in accordance with the natural 
incline of the area.

a

b

c

In this same test unit, in contact with the south-
ern wall of the Roman building, the foundation trench 
was identified due to its distinct soil composition, 
which differed from the previously mentioned layers. 
The foundation trench contained almost no pottery. 
However, in the northwestern corner of TT.IV, within 
the foundation trench and in contact with the west-
ern edge of the southern wall of the Roman building, 
a concentration of stones, tiles and, comparatively 
many pottery sherds were found. Among these was  
a diagnostic vessel rim and a lamp fragment (Figs 6 
a-b), both dated to the late 1st to early 2nd centuries AD.

The natural soil of the area was encountered 
deeper, consisting of a hard, light brown clay-rich soil 
without any finds. The foundation of the southern wall 
of the Roman building reaches a height of approxi-
mately 0.35 m. Two distinct sections (phases?) can be 
identified: the upper part contains a significant amount 
of binding mortar, while the lower part has much less. 
It is worth noting that the layer of destruction identi-
fied in TT.IV corresponds with the upper part of the 
foundation.

Movable material 

The ceramic material uncovered during the first 
excavations season consists of 619 ceramic sherds 
in total (Fig. 6) collected in trenches T.II, T.IV and 
TT.IV. Only 117 are diagnostic, including rims, bases, 
handles, and other recognizable vessel parts such 
as necks, shoulders, or spouts. Where appropriate, 
the fragments were classified into basic functional 
groups, namely tableware, plain wares, cooking ves-
sels, storage vessels, amphorae, and lamps. The domi-
nant group is plain ware, followed by tableware. The 
preliminary study carried out on the entire material 
shows the general scarcity of ceramic material. Over-
all, the chronology of the material extends between 
the Hellenistic and Late Roman periods. More finds 
were recorded in trench T.IV than in the other trench-
es, including 61 diagnostic fragments of the Hellen-
istic-Early Roman period. At present, it appears that 
the majority were made using clays of local origin, but 
some isolated examples of imports were also record-
ed, including Attic Black Gloss and Knidian grey ware. 
Further study in the coming months will clarify their 
dating and possible origin.

In addition to the pottery sherds, it is worth high-
lighting the significant presence of ceramic building 
material, mainly tiles and bricks (Fig. 7). The selection 
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Fig. 7. Examples of building materials.  
Photo by G. Doulfis 

Fig. 8. Unfinished stones used as building material.  
Photo by G. Doulfis
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of diagnostic fragments, which includes, among oth-
ers, examples with painted decoration as well as ani-
mal footprints (probably dogs), will be studied further. 
The recorded archaeological material also contains 
bone fragments (likely remnants of consumption), 
shells, chunks of mortar and fragments of stone and 
glass objects, some of the latter diagnostic and belong-
ing to glass vessels. Last but not least, a stone with vis-
ible tool marks forming a rhomboid pattern identical 
in size to the stones used in the Roman building’s opus 
quasi reticulatum masonry as well as a smaller one 
which is the product of this procedure were found in 
situ, letting us imagine the workers at the time they 
were building the monument (Fig. 8). 

The finds were appropriately packaged and trans-
ferred for safekeeping to the archaeological warehouse 
of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Arcadia in Tripoli. The 
tiles, except for those that were collected for further 

investigation, were collected in stacks and covered on 
the northern exterior side of the building.

Conclusion

The excavations of the Polish-German-Greek 
project in the Roman building in the Thelpousa agora 
have already provided significant new insights into the 
structure, especially with the discovery of the unknown 
wall in trench T.IV. So far, no evidence has been found 
that sheds light on the function of the Roman building: 
certainly not a ‘loutro’, its identification as a temple or 
an intra-mural funerary monument, based on its plan, 
seems tempting. The dating of the building, cannot 
yet be estimated more specifically than the 1st or 2nd 
century AD. The surprisingly small amount of ceramic 
material makes this not an easy task, but a thorough 
analysis of the collected pottery and the expected 
enlargement of the assemblage in the 2025 season 
will provide an opportunity for more precision.


