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16	 The Basilica of "Osios Nikon" 
on the acropolis of ancient 
Sparta.
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Overtime, the construction underwent many repairs, 

modifications and additions, as it was in use at least 

since Early Byzantine to Middle Byzantine times. 

The fact that it is built over the northern part of the 

theatre’s koilon (auditorium) places its construction 

after the 4th century AD, i.e. after the last period of the 

theatre’s operation. It is possible that, at some point, 

the function of the building was associated with the 

adjacent Basilica of "Osios Nikon".

8.– The Sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos
The remains of the sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos 

survive at the top of the acropolis hill, above the 

theatre’s koilon (auditorium). It is the most important 

sanctuary and has the longest history among those in 

the district of the acropolis and the agora of ancient 

Sparta. It came to light in the early 20th century, 

when excavated by the British School at Athens. The 

sanctuary’s age establishes its connection with the 

legendary king Tyndareus, father of Helen of Troy 

and the Dioscouri, and Lycurgus the legislator. There 

is evidence that Athena had been worshipped in the 

acropolis area since the 8th century BC, when her 

sanctuary and the acropolis hill belonged to Pitane, one 

of the four neighbouring villages that made up ancient 

Sparta. Later, Athena of the acropolis was raised to the 

status of patron goddess of the city. Ancient writers 

refer to the goddess as "Poliouchos" (Guardian) and 

"Chalkioikos". According to the most prevailing theory, 

the name Chalkioikos (Bronze House) originates from 

the sheets of bronze that adorned the inner walls of 

the temple and bore mythological scenes, described by 

Pausanias. Both the temple’s bronze decoration and 

the goddess’s bronze statue were works of the Spartan 

artist Gitiadas, who renovated the sanctuary most 

probably around the end of the 6th century BC.

A characteristic votive offering dating from the 

6th century BC was found in Athena’s shrine and is 

displayed in the Archaeological Museum of Sparta 

(inv. no S.M. 1030). It is a votive stele in relief, known 

as the "Anaxibios stele", depicting a standing female 

figure, the Laconian version of the archaic Kore. She is 

standing in profile, facing the left and holds a fruit in 

her left hand and a lotus flower in her right, as offerings 

to the goddess. The name of the dedicator FΑΝΑΧΙΒΙΟΣ 

(Anaxibios) is written along the left side of the stele. 

The robust proportions and the unadorned yet clear 

rendering of the figure, the boldly treated stele, even 

its relatively small size (height 58.2 cm, width 29 cm, 

length 14 cm), make it a typical work of a Laconian 

workshop, reflecting the trend in Late Archaic times of 
17

17	 Inscribed votive stele known as the 
"Anaxibios stele", mid 6th century 
BC. Photo: V. Georgiades.

18	 Remains of the sanctuary of Athena 
Chalkioikos.

19, 20	Bronze figurine of the goddess 
Athena, 5th centuryBC. Archive of 
EPH.A.LAC.
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restraining any luxury in Sparta’s style of living.

The sanctuary’s peak is in the 5th century BC, as 

can also be seen from the type and increased number 

of its votive offerings, mainly the bronze artefacts. 

Such representative examples are the various types 

of bronze figurines depicting the goddess herself. In 

one of these, dating from before the mid 5th century 

BC, Athena is shown wearing the Doric peplos and 

in full military garb (inv. no S.M. 240). The figure is 

standing, with her weight on her right leg and the left 

one slightly bent. In her missing right hand she was 

holding a spear and in the left a shield of which only the 

handle remains. A characteristic feature of the figurine 

is the Doric inscription ΑΘΑΝΑΙΑ[Ι] written across the 

helmet’s tall crest, identifying the goddess to whom 

the votive offering is intended.

A large group of votive offerings from the shrine of 

18
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Athena Chalkioikos consist of dozens of bronze and 

terracotta votive bells, most of which date from the 

5th century BC. Some bronze bells were inscribed 

and bore the name of the goddess and the 

dedicator. Such types of offerings have also been 

found in other sanctuaries of Sparta and Greece, 

their dedication however to the patron goddess 

of Sparta is probably associated with the magic and 

apotropaic character attributed to them. Their distinct 

sound sent out the signal for the city’s protection, but 

also shielded the dedicator, whether man or woman, 

from evil.The cult at the temple of Athena Chalkioikos 

was, moreover, closely linked with the city’s public 

and military life. It was the gathering place of adult 

soldiers and final destination of the procession of 

young armed Spartans, while it was also chosen for 

the display of feats not only in battle but in various 

games. There are certain characteristic offerings 

related to the above, found on the site and kept 

in the Archaeological Museum of Sparta, such 

as part of a votive shield, an inscribed miniature 

breast plate , a vase shaped like a miniature 

helmet, the figurine of a hoplite, inscribed late 

archaic marble halters (hand held weights) etc.

The famous Damonon stele (inv.no S.M. 440) 

that dates from the 2nd half of the 5th 

century BC, is a unique testimony to the 

horse races that took place in Sparta 

and paints the portrait of a wealthy 

Spartan and horse owner. Being 

very proud of his achievements, 

Damonon somehow defied 

the restrictions prevailing 

in Sparta regarding the 

display of wealth and success. 

He dedicated a stele to the 

goddess Athena that lists a great 

number of equestrian and athletic 

games won by him and his son 

Enymakratidas on Spartan territory. 

The Doric inscription is crowned with 

the relief of a tethrippon (chariot drawn 

by four horses), as the stele is primarily 

related to the dedicator’s successes in horse 

races,recording 43 victories in a four horse 

chariot and 21 victories in horse races.

A unique, emblematic sculpture from a 

Laconian workshop was found in the sanctuary 

area; the marble torso of a hoplite, on display 

today in the Museum of Sparta (inv. no S.M. 3365), 

known as "Leonidas" (480–470 BC). Only the torso 
21
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and head of this remarkable piece of sculpture are 

preserved. The hoplite’s nude body has been vividly 

rendered with plasticity; it is leaning forward and 

twists slightly to the left, pulsating with an inner life 

and energy. The man wears a helmet with a high crest 

and cheek guards shaped like rams’ heads, while the 

inlaid eyes of some other material have not survived. 

The "frozen" smile in the archaic style emphasizes the 

threatening, decisive image conveyed by the figure. 

The man is depicted with a neatly trimmed beard 

but a shaven moustache in accordance with the 

requirements of the Ephors: [ …] κείρεσθαι τὸν μύστακα 
καὶ προσέχειν τοῖς νόμοις [ …] (cut off your moustache 

and pay attention to the laws) (Plutarch, Kleomenes, 

9).The sculpture made of Parian marble, is of the Severe 

Style and most probably the work of a Laconian artist. 

It has been identified as Leonidas, king of Sparta, who 

fell at Thermopylae, while according to some scholars 

it may have been part of a military sculptural group set 

up in the sanctuary of Athena.

The sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos has been 

associated with dramatic moments of Spartan history, 

since Pausanias, victor of the Battle of Plataies (479 

BC) sought refuge there, when accused of treason 

and hunted down by the Ephors for siding with the 

Persians. According to the historian Thucydides, the 

Ephors trapped Pausanias inside the building, having 

taken off its roof, and left him there to die ,dragging 

him out of the sacred precinct as he was breathing his 

last, to avoid contaminating the space (Thuc. I.134).  

In Roman times the cult of Athena Chalkioikos was 

overshadowed by that of the more popular Artemis 

Orthia. The shrine was abandoned, along with other 

buildings on the acropolis, during the 4th century 

AD and houses were built in its place. The survival 

of only a few architectural remains from the already 

modest sacred complex can be attributed to the place’s 

uninterrupted use until Byzantine times, when stones 

from earlier constructions were used as building 

material. As late as 1931 and while the site of Athena’s 

shrine was already known and had been partially 

excavated ,the water reservoir for the modern town of 

Sparta was constructed on that spot ,contributing to 

the site’s further disruption. Surviving today is its south 

wall, made up of large, roughly hewn, conglomerate 

stones, and parts of the east and west wall with which 

it formed an angle.

9.– The Archaic Stoa
Situated between the south wall of the Athena 

Chalkioikos sanctuary and the ancient theatre are the 
22

21	 Torso of a hoplite.
The sculpture is 
known as "Leonidas", 
480–470 BC. Photo: 
V. Georgiades. 

22	 Damonon stele, 
2nd half of 5th 
c. BC.Archive of 
EPH.A.LAC. / Photo : 
V. Georgiades.
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ruins of a stoa discovered and excavated by the British 

School at Athens between 1924 and 1925. The stoa, 

of which 11 m survive, has an E-W orientation and 

runs parallel to the south wall of Athena’s sanctuary. 

A section of the north and south wall is preserved with 

masonry of large rough stones. 

Five limestone column bases define the monument 

on its south part. On the bases’ upper surface a shallow 

hollow is formed, possibly to receive a small base which 

would support a wooden column. To the south of the 

stoa are the remains of a Roman building, a section of 

which vertically intersects its north wall.

According to Pausanias, at the end of the 6th century 

BC, important work was carried out on the site of the 

Athena Chalkioikos sanctuary, such as the creation 

of the bronze statue of the goddess by the Spartan 

sculptor Gitiadas. The stoa may be associated with 

these projects and it could perhaps be identified as 

the one, to the south of the sanctuary, mentioned by 

Pausanias. The architectural remains discovered by 

British excavators to the southwest of the stoa, are 

attributed to the sanctuary of Athena Ergane and are 

not visible today.

10.– The Theatre of ancient Sparta
The Roman theatre of ancient Sparta is situated on 

the south slope of the acropolis hill and faces south 

towards the Eurota’s valley and the city. The main 

access to the site is made from the east and to get 

there one must walk south of the Round Building and 

continue west, parallel to the south section of the Late 

Roman Wall. The existence of a theatre in the city of 

23
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23	 Detail of the south wall of the Athena 
Chalkioikos sanctuary.

24	 Inscribed bronze votive bell, 5th century BC. 
According to the inscription, it is an offering 
to the goddess Athena by Empedocles: 
ΑΘΑΝΑΙΑΝΕΘΕΚΕΝΕΜΠΕΔΟΚΛΕΕΣΑΝΕΘΕΚΕ. 
Archive of EPH.A.LAC.
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Sparta is already testified by ancient writers in the 5th 

century BC and is directly related to the celebration 

of religious events such as the Gymnopaidiae. 

Nevertheless, it has not been confirmed by 

archaeological surveys whether the theatre of Classical 

times had been founded on the same spot as the one 

seen by today’s visitor. The theatre’s construction 

dates from the transition of the Hellenistic to the 

Early Roman period, i.e. possibly 30–20 BC, and has 

in fact been associated with the reign of Gaius Julius 

Eurycles, friend of emperor Octavian Augustus, victor 

of the naval battle of Actium. The theatre of Sparta 

stands out for its size and the quality and luxury of its 

construction, reflected in the use of local white marble. 

The main theatre had ten stairways (klimakes) and 

nine rows of bleachers (kerkides) and the upper part 

of the theatre (epitheatron) had seventeen stairways 

(klimakes) and sixteen rows of bleachers (kerkides), 

while in all probability, construction had been planned 

of a second diazoma and epitheatron. It has been 

estimated that this huge building could accommodate 

17,000 spectators. In the lower section of the koilon 

there was a row of benches with backrests; the 

prohedria.

The theatre, whose koilon had a diameter of 141 

m, was one of the biggest in Greece and had a large 

stage building (skene), an acting area (proskenion) 

and a U-shaped orchestra. Two huge retaining walls 

had been built to form the two edges of the theatre, 

constituting a significant technical achievement. One 

more notable feature of the theatre was the existence 

of a mobile wooden skene, predating the marble koilon. 

25

26

25	 The Theatre of ancient Sparta.

26	 Painting that depicts the theatre, by 
G. Giannakakis.
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The wooden skene moved on wheels along a triple 

stone corridor and was stored in a building called the 

skenotheke, by the entrance (parodos) on the theatre’s 

west side. The use of a mobile skene suggests the need 

for available free space, most probably because the 

theatre also functioned as a place for public gatherings 

and religious celebrations with dancing and games.

At the end of the 1st century AD, the theatre 

acquired a fixed, monumental marble skene in 

Corinthian order whose construction was funded by 

the emperor Vespasian. After the stone skene was 

built, in place of the skenotheke, a long narrow reservoir 

(nymphaeon) was made, with U-shaped ends on its two 

narrow sides. While excavating the theatre of Sparta, 

numerous fragments of statues, mainly from imperial 

times, were found in the nymphaeon area. One was the 

torso of a statue in the style of Apollo Lyceios, portrait 

heads of the late Roman period, the headless statue of 

a priestess, herm stelae with the head of Hercules etc. 

On display in the Museum of Sparta is the sculpture 

of a wild boar (inv.no S.M. 3367), also found in the 

nymphaeon district in 1927 and dating from the Late 

27

27	 Inscribed façade of the east 
retaining wall of the theatre.

28	 Sculpture of a wild boar from 
the theatre of ancient Sparta. 
Late Hellenistic times. Archive of 
EPH.A.LAC. Photo: V. Georgiades.
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Hellenistic period. The wild boar, made of dark grey-

blue marble, has been rendered in a lively realistic 

manner, running with its head raised and its legs 

outstretched. The almost decorative rendering of its 

fur and mane is impressive in its detail. The head with 

the tusks and half open mouth add to the animal’s 

frightening appearance.

The marble façade of the retaining wall of the east 

parodos constitutes a rare inscribed monument in 

Greece, recording catalogues with names of Spartan 

state officials and cursus honorum of the 2nd century 

AD.

The theatre was in use with some alterations 

and repairs till the end of the 3rd and the beginning 

of the 4th century AD, when the Late Roman Wall 

surrounding the Spartan acropolis was erected and 

incorporated the west wall of the stage building. 

Architectural members from the skene’s façade and 

retaining walls of the parodoi were used as building 

materials for its construction

After a period of abandonment, a Byzantine 

settlement was established, that was inhabited 

from the 10th to the 14th century. Architectural 

and functional elements of the theatre, such as 

marble benches and porous stone bases, were used 

as building material for the houses of the Byzantine 

settlement that took up all of the koilon.

In 1834, the founding of the new town led to a 

new phase in the destruction of the theatre, since 

the monument was plundered to use its stones as 

building material for the construction of modern 

Sparta. 

For centuries, the acropolis of ancient Sparta had 

been the heart of a glorious and unique city, bearing 

witness to both its uninterrupted historical and 

cultural continuity and its course from fame towards 

oblivion. It is a unique aesthetic and educational 

experience to tour the acropolis of ancient Sparta 

which has been recently restored and has become, 

in the words of Pausanias, θέας ἄξιον (worth seeing). 

This is achieved by the remains of Sparta having been 

brought to life by the works and stories of ordinary 

people and brave men who lived there.

28
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NOTES
1	 The following monuments were excavated in the first decade 

of the 20thcentury: the Roman Stoa, the Late Roman Wall, the 
ancient theatre and the sanctuary of Athena (R. Traquair and 
G. Dickins). Between 1924 and 1928, surveys continued on the 
acropolis with the revealing of the stoa and Roman building to 
the south of the remains of the sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos 
and the beginning of a systematic investigation of the theatre 
(Α.Μ. Woodward, Μ. Hobling). From 1989 to 1994, trial trenches 
were conducted in the remains of the Roman Stoa, the east part 
the Round Building and the theatre (G. Waywell and J. Wilkes).

2	 The project for the enhancement of the ancient theatre was 
carried out by architect –restorer G.Orestides.

3	 […] ἀνάκειται δὲ καὶ Δήμου τοῦ σπαρτιατῶν ἀνδριὰς μεγέθει μέγας 
[…] (Pausanias ΙΙΙ.11.10). 

4	 These are Limnes, Pitane, Mesoa and Kynosoura. Amykles, the 
fifth and most isolated village was annexed to Sparta in the 8th 
century BC.

5	 The monument was excavated by G.B.Waywell and J.J.Wilkes of 
the British School at Athens between 1989 and 1991.

6	 The monument has also been identified as the shrine of 
Gaia(Earth), as Choros, where the Gymnopaidiae were held in 
honour of Apollo, as the site of the colossal statue of the Demos 
of Sparta  and even as the funerary monuments of Vrasidas, 
Kleomenes III or Nabis.

7	 Πρὸς δὲ τῇ σκιάδι οἰκοδόμημά ἐστι περιφερές (Pausanias ΙΙΙ.12.11).
8	 The Tholos or Skias in the Athens agora of the 5th c. BC was also a 

round building.


