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The sacred topography of cities throughout the empire was transformed under Augus-

tus.1 The remodeling of sacred spaces and buildings, the proliferation of sacred images and 
references to Augustus, and the redefinition of local cults within an imperial system — in 
effect, the emergence of the imperial cult — all affected provincial centers, where political 
and divine powers were expressed through art and monumental architecture. The imperial 
cult was a complex phenomenon, involving an interplay between imperial expectations 
and local initiatives. It was reinforced through a variety of media, from a new iconography 
of coinage to a new epigraphy of “monumental writing” across the Mediterranean. The 
imperial message promised a golden age of peace through divine intervention, cultural 
rectitude through pietas, and prosperity through the beneficence of the emperor. Colonies 
founded by Caesar and Augustus in the provinces responded fervently and competitively 
to the Augustan message, while aiming to enhance their already-considerable imperial 
favor. Although all colonial enterprises occurred through negotiations between natives 
and colonists, as new foundations colonies had the freedom to reconstruct and to redefine 
their cities on a scale that was unimaginable elsewhere. The imperial cult was a driving 
mechanism behind transformations that provided colonies with direct lines of communi-
cation to the emperor through embassies and imperial clientage. Colonial cities regularly 
instituted festivals, processions and associations, and they built statues, shrines, temples 
and other monuments in honor of the emperor. Civic observances of the imperial cult took 
place in a variety of places and buildings at and near the forum.2 As a result, the sacred 
topography of colonies is an important topic when one considers their urban landscape.

This article is the first of two to examine the sacred topography of Buthrotum in Epirus 
(Butrint in southern Albania). The results follow from fieldwork conducted by the Butrint 
Foundation (BF) and the Roman Forum Excavations (RFE) Project between 2004 and 2014 
(fig. 1). The bipartite study offers a comprehensive re-evaluation of the urban center while 
presenting new archaeological findings. Part I focuses on the sacred spaces at the W end 
of the urban center, which includes the west courtyard and its associated buildings; Part II 
will treat the sanctuary of Asklepios and the forum (figs. 2-3). 

The colony was founded in 44 B.C. through the agency of Julius Caesar. As in the case of 
the contemporary colonies at Corinth and Carthage, colonists consisted of Roman citizens 
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