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of the Nekromanteion, where the spectrums of the 

dead would appear. Therefore due to their location, 

archaeologist S. Dakaris thought that the iron and 

bronze items were part of a lifting apparatus, used 

not to lift weights but to make the spectrums of the 

dead appear before the pilgrims. Namely it was a 

type of crane, very much like the ones found in the 

theatre in form and construction, used to make 

the deus ex machina appear. This apparatus would 

have the spectrum of the dead on the one side and a 

counterweight on the other for balance. Twenty two 

iron bricks, found in the northern room of the eastern 

hallway, in a variety of measurements and weighing 

from 6.5 to 10.5 kg, supported the above assumption, 

as they were identified as the counterweights of the 

crane.

In the eastern area, within artificial cavities, 18 

large pithoi were investigated in situ, some sealed 

with ceramic kourasani mortar and others with lead 

sheets. In these vases priests would store the offerings 

of the pilgrims, namely cereal, various fruits, liquid 

offerings or vases. Apart from the large pithoi, three 

smaller ones, used in the same way, were also found, 

as well as various vases such as amphorae, oinochoai, 

hydriae, jars, lekanes. All the vases were piled, after 

their content had been emptied, in the area of the main 

sanctuary. Among them a large skyphos is preeminent, 

its frieze decorated with an ivy and three relief busts 

on its base, from which we can discern the figures of 

Hades and Dionysus. The image of the findings in the 

eastern area is complemented by various iron tools 

(mattocks, sickles etc.) and an elegant spoon or ladle in 

the shape of a swan, a silver effigy of a a deer horn, as 

well as parts of the upper floor, bricks and clay. 

Correspondingly, in the western area of the main 

sanctuary, 17 large pithoi were found, similar to the 

ones in the eastern area regarding size, position and 

use. However, they are not preserved intact: in most 

of them, the upper part was missing or they were 

fragmented. A remarkable finding are two large clay 

figurines of Persephone, the better preserved one 

depicting the goddess with a headscarf, decorated 

with a polos and holding a variety of fruits in her 

right hand. From the same area originate a clay leg, 

probably of a tripod, with a representation of Cerberus, 

various vases, but most deformed and in a process of 

verification, piles of carbonized fruits on the floors, 

lamps, loom weights, sealed lids of amphorae, and 

numerous tools, for carpentry, stone carving, digging, 

tools used to grain the offerings and millstones. Here 

too the items were found on various levels, which is 

17	 Agriculture tools, various 
storing vases, as well as iron 
bricks (late 3rd c. BC-167 BC). 
Archaeological Museum of 
Ioannina. 

18	 Heads of clay figurines of 
Persephone (7th-5th c. BC). 
Archaeological Museum of 
Ioannina. 

19	 A skyphos decorated with 
natural motifs as in the 
"west slope" style. On its 
base it bears Hades heads in 
relief (late 3rd c BC-167 BC). 
Archaological Museum of 
Ioannina.

20	 The underground crypt of the 
Nekromanteion before its 
restoration.
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another indication of the existence of a second floor. 

In addition, the vases, in combination to the extended 

damage on the walls, led to the conclusion that a large 

amount of sulfur was trapped in this room, which 

caused the most extended destruction.

14.– The Crypt
Right below the central room of the main sanctuary 

opens an equally sized underground room, 3.25 m 

high, carved into the rock. It is constructed in a way 

so that the floor of the room above the ground is also 

the ceiling of the one below, which is supported by 15 

poros arches, carved with extreme care and supported 

on pillars. A special aesthetic effect is created by the 

stones on the arches, which highlight the depth of 

the underground room. In addition, the dimensions 

and the way the arches are constructed have led 

archaeologist S. Dakaris to the presumption that these 

are part of a circle 4.30 m wide. No signs of a door 

have been found inside the Crypt. The dimensions, 

the location and the construction of the room date it 

to the Hellenistic Period, namely the same time of the 

sanctuary. Perhaps, it replaced the prehistoric cave 

of the ancient core of worship, which was considered 

the dark palace of the Underworld gods, Hades and 

Persephone. 

The mobile findings include few shreds, an intact 

vase, few bones and the skeleton of an animal, which 

were offered as a sacrifice.

15.– Church of St John the Baptist
In the main sanctuary of the Hellenistic Nekromanteion 

and on its ruins, the Convent of Hagios Ioannis or St 

John the Baptist of Likouresis was built, probably in the 

16th century, also known as the Monastery of Thanesa. 

It operated up until 1958, when excavations on the hill 

were launched. It was surrounded by a precinct, that 

included the katholikon and the cells which were later 

demolished. The style of the katholikon is of the simple 

single-room timber-roof church. Inside, it is decorated 

with fragmented and partially preserved wall paintings 

from 1740, according to an inscription from the 

church’s ktetor or benefactor. For its upper part plenty 

of materials from the deserted ancient sanctuary were 

used in abundance, such as cornerstones and bricks.

16.– Ottoman koulia
Near the katholikon, in the centre of the archaeological 

area of the Nekromanteion, in the western complex, 

built on the western side of the wall of the main 

sanctuary, at a point that overlooked the entire Fanari 
20

18
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21	 The underground crypt of 
the Nekromanteion. The 
dark palace of Hades and 
Persephone. 
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Valley, is the Ottoman koulia, namely the fort 

residence of the Ottoman feudal lord, which 

dates to the first half of the 19th century. In terms 

of architecture, it includes a rectangular two-

storey building and the tower. The ground floor 

was used for storage and defence, as well as for 

stabling animals. Correspondingly, the first floor 

comprised a single room of a rectangular plan, 

the ondas, where the feudal lord and his family 

resided. A series of riffle slits on the wall enhanced 

the fort-like nature of the building. On the Fanari 

Valley many examples of fort residencies of the 

same period are preserved, one of them being the 

koulia of the Nekromanteion.

After exiting the main Hellenistic sanctuary, 

visitors enter the koulia and when they finish 

touring that area they are directed out of the 

archaeological site. 

The route ancient pilgrims followed to reach 
the sanctuary

Evidence regarding the architectural structure 

of the building, from mobile findings and written 

testimonies led archaeologist S. Dakaris not only 

to identify the complex of Mesopotamos with the 

Acheron Nekromanteion, but also to reconstruct, 

in detail, the route and preparation of the 

pilgrims to the sanctuary, so that they would be 

initiated and contact the dead. 

In particular, each pilgrim-initiate, before 

contacting the spectrums of the dead, which 

were considered impure, harmful and dangerous, 

was subjected to special psychological and 

physical preparation so that they wouldn’t be 

contaminated. When entering the sanctuary, 

their isolation from the outside world would 

begin, as they were only allowed to communicate 

with the priests and the other pilgrims. As 

preparations proceeded and they remained 

within the rooms of the Nekromanteion, isolation 

was more harsh and strict. At the same time, 

they took cleansing baths and were constantly 

hearing prayers, pleadings and the guidance 

by their mentor-priest. Their diet too was strict 

and they only consumed what was predicted 

in ancient beliefs and was associated to funeral 

meals and the dead, namely pork, fava beans, sea 

shells, barley bread, honey, milk and water, as is 

evident from the discovery of the above in large 

amouts inside the sanctuary. The consumption 

of this type of food by the pilgrims led to diziness, 

22	 A view of the church of St John the 
Baptist from the northwest, built 
on the Hellenistic Nekromanteion.

23	 Interior detail of the church of St 
John the Baptist. 
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confusion and hallucinations. Along with the constant 

psychological strain, the right conditions were created 

for them to contact the spectrums of the dead.

Pilgrims would usually arrive from the south 

and from the moment they entered the area of the 

Cheimerians, they were inside the land of the dead. 

Then they would flow up the Acheron in a boat, 

through the grove of Persephone with the willow and 

poplar trees, while crossing the Acherousian Lake. At 

the junction of the three rivers, they would disembark 

and continue on foot until they reached the top of 

the hill, where the sanctuary was located. In the 

Nekromanteion, pilgrims entered from the northern 

door of the western complex, in which they spent the 

first stage of their preparation, living in one of the 

rooms. During their stay there, they had to be informed 

by the priests on the procedure, obtain the necessary 

offerings and start preparing through the specific diet 

and psychological trial with the prayers and pleadings 

of the priests, which aimed to enhance their belief. 

When they found themselves at a rather shaken 

state, the priests led them into the main sanctuary, 

24	 The mountains of Souli and 
Acheron. Copperplate, designed 
by H. Holland, carved by John Le 
Keux, National Library (E. Louvrou 
(ed.),Topos kai Eikona. Charactica 
Xenon Periigiton, Olkos, Athens 
1983, vol. 5, p. 85).

24
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where the final stage of preparation started. Initially, 

they entered the northern hallway and found 

themselves in the absolute darkness of the world of the 

dead. Then, they headed towards the first room, left 

of the northern hallway. There, they were subjected 

to a preparation process. Afterwards they passed into 

the second room, where they were initiated in the 

sanctuary’s rituals. Finally, they took cleansing baths 

in the adjacent bathroom to avoid contamination from 

contact with the dead. Throughout their staying in 

this area, they continued consuming the appropriate, 

according to tradition, food, listen to prayers to 

the underground deamons by their mentor-priest, 

uncomprehensible pleadings and various narrations, 

while they also participated in acts of magic. 

Before passing through the gate into the eastern 

hallway, they would throw a stone to their right, an act 

which is associated to the ancient custom of throwing 

evil-averting stones, while they also washed their 

hands in the louterion, a large clay cauldron on their 

left, performing thus an act of purification. Right after 

that, they would enter the room, to the north of the 

eastern hallway, for the final stage of preparations. The 

absolute darkness, isolation, strict diet and frequent 

magical acts worsened the emotional state of the 

pilgrims.

When finally the priests decided that the initiated 

were ready, they would lead them, but always 

accompanying them, into the eastern hallway. There, 

after they dug a hole, they sacrificed an animal, usually 

a sheep, and offered it to the gods of the Underworld. 

After that, they passed to the southern meandering 

hallway, the Labyrinth, which gave the impression 

of wandering in the dark world of Hades. They gave 

their offerings there in two-handled bowls, which 

they would break after they had made their offerings. 

Finally, they would enter the central Room of the 

Spectrums. After casting another evil-averting stone to 

their left and offered the libations in the vases, which 

they also crashed on the floor, their route would be 

completed with the appearance of the dead, who gave 

the relevant answers.

This hallucination was enhanced by the long 

preparation and the specific diet, isolation, absolute 

darkness, acts of magic, prayers, the often imaginary 

narrations of the priests, the architecture of the 

sanctuary, as well as common faith in the appearance 

of the dead. But since the Hellenistic Period was one 

of reason and science, what was going on within the 

Nekromanteion was being questioned. Thus, the 

priests, aiming to further enhance faith, constructed 

25

26

27

25, 26	Clay lamps, indispensable when pilgrims 
toured the meandering and dark eastern 
complex of the main sanctuary (late 3rd c. 
BC - 167 BC). Archaeological Museum of 
Ioannina.

27	 Black glazed amphorisk with relief 
decorations (late 3rd c. BC-167 BC) 
Archaeological Museum of Ioannina.
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a sort of crane, on the one side of which they would 

hang the set spectrum of the dead and on the other the 

counterweight. It was an apparatus similar to the one 

used in theatres. At the same time, they would burn 

a large amount of sulphur, creating fumes and steam 

aiming to better represent the icon of the Underworld. 

After having completed communication with the 

dead, pilgrims would follow the same route, through 

the Labyrinth and the eastern hallway. In the middle 

of the eastern hallway, though, they would pass 

through the gate and be guided to the external eastern 

hallway, with a room in its northern part. In this, 

they would stay for another three days, so as to be 

cleansed and purified from the dangerous contact 

with the spectrums of the dead and to restore their 

shaken, from the trials, emotional and physical health. 

The external eastern hallway was in reality used for 

exactly this aim, namely for restoring the health of 

the pilgrims. It also contributed to avoiding a meeting 

between those who were leaving the Nekromanteion 

and those who were still preparing to enter. After a 

three-day cleansing, the pilgrims would walk down the 

hill towards the Kokytos, bound by a strict oath to not 

reveal any of what they saw or did inside the sanctuary, 

as revealing secrets of Hades was punishable by death. 

Regarding the offerings and necromancy, in 

antiquity people believed that the souls of the dead 

29

28

28	 Fixtures, wheels and ratchets from 
the seven catapelts, which were 
found in the main sanctuary (late 
3rd c. BC-167 BC). Archaeological 
Museum of Ioannina.

29	 Modern representation of 
one of the catapelts of the 
Nekromanteion. Archaeological 
Museum of Ioannina. 
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knew the future. Thus, they often resorted to 

them, especially those who were from their kin, to 

find out what will be or to seek answers on issues 

which they did not have time or were not able 

to resolve prior to their death. But because the 

souls were not in flesh, they had no conscience. 

This is why they had to drink blood, the main 

attribute of life, which gave them the necessary 

conscience so that they would answer the 

questions. That’s why sacrifice of animals was part 

of the Nekromanteion ritual. At the same time, 

the souls would overall be vendictive towards 

the living, mainly the souls of those who had died 

either young or in a violent and painful way. The 

pilgrims, in order to appease them, made libations 

and offerings. But again, neither the offerings nor 

the guidance of the priests were sufficient for safe 

contact with the spectrums of the dead. 

A different view regarding the use of the 

complex in Mesopotamos, namely its use as 

a private farmhouse in the Hellenistic Period, 

was formulated by D. Baatz. Having studied the 

metal sheets, which were revealed in the main 

room of the building, he identified them with 

seven twisting catapelts. In addition, the arrows 
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30	 A "west slope" style plate with plant 
decorations comprising wheat ears 
and ivy leaves (late 3rd c. BC-167 BC) 
Archaeological Museum of Ioannina.
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century BC, Pandosia was fortified for the first time. 

This initial wall surrounded the western part of the hill, 

while an isolating wall separated the town. After 342 

BC, a new wall is raised on the eastern and northern 

side of the hill, doubling the walled part. Today, from 

the wall which was intially 2,320 m long only a small 

part is preserved. In the upper town, the foundations of 

three rectangular buildings are preserved, along with 

two cisterns carved on the rock. On the top of the hill, 

a small fortified perimeter, which has not been dated 

with precision yet, makes quite an impression with its 

construction from an ancient building material.

Kastriza Hill
On the northwest of Pandosia, on Kastriza Hill, a Bronze 

Age fortification has been found, with parts of a wall 

and tower-like constructions.

Tsoumpari Hill
On the hill of Tsoumpari, at the Koroni settlement, on 

the west bank of Kokytos, the tributary of the Acheron, 

the foundations of a rectangular building dating to the 

Hellenistic Period have been uncovered. The building 

kept on being used during the Roman Period as well, 

and it was reused in the Post Byzantine Period.

Pounta Hill
On the hill of Pounta, archaeologists had found Bronze 

Age ceramics before the first in-situ excavation and 

research performed in the last five years, revealing 

part of the cemetery from the Late Classical-Early 

Hellenistic Period, with tombs carved on the rock. On 

the same site, a partially preserved building has also 

been unearthed, probably used for worship purposes; 

four building phases are discernible, the one of the Late 

Classical Period being more preeminent.

The peninsula of Hagia Eleni 
On the peninsula of Agia Eleni, which in antiquity was a 

small island, human activity seems to date back to the 

Bronze Age up to the Hellenistic Period. On the foot and 

top of the hill there are sparse fortification traces from 

different periods. What is particularly impressive are 

two parallel parts of Cyclopean walls, 170 metres long, 

with evidence of later interventions, which have not 

been dated with precision yet.

EPILOGUE
This guide comprises a rather detailed and comprehensive 

description of the Nekromanteion. The conspicuous 

mystifying-occult ambience, throughout the touring route, 
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found in the same area lead to the conclusion that 

the catapelts were armed when the building was 

destructed by the Romans. The above findings, in 

combination to the numerous farming tools, fishing 

items, storing pithoi, stonemills and homeware, 

as well as the relatively small number of figurines 

representing Persephone supported his arguments. 

However, despite the opposite views that have 

been expressed, in the mind of the numerous 

visitors the function of the building as a 

Nerkomanteion remains solid; this is the view of the 

archaeologist who led the excavations, S. Dakaris, 

also supported by the architecture of the building, 

the topography and the various references in the 

literature. 

ANTIQUITIES IN THE REGION
At the lower part of the Acheron Valley, as well as 

the entire region, apart from the Nekromanteion, 

many other locations and a variety of mobile findings 

have been found, dating as back as the Bronze Age, 

proving that the presence of humans in the area was 

uninterrupted through the centuries with intense 

activity.

Ephyra
To the north of the Nekromanteion, on a hill 

running along the sanctuary lies the preeminent 

fortified Mycenean site of Ephyra. It is in the same 

declared archaeological site as the Nekromanteion. 

The location had been inhabited in the Middle 

Helladic Period. It reached its peak in the Late 

Helladic Period, when it was walled by Mycenean 

settlers. Human presence is also traced back into 

the Hellenistic Period. In particular, the ruins of 

three concentric fortified perimeters are preserved 

in Ephyra, as well as the ruins of a gate, various 

buildings and a cemetery of burial mounds. The 

external and middle perimeter are traced back 

to Late Helladic Period and are built of Cyclopean 

masonry. The third one, the internal perimeter, is 

constructed following a polygonal system and is 

dated to the Hellenistic Period.

Pandosia
To the northwest of the Nekromanteion, on a cone 

hill 107 metres high, is located the archaeological 

site of Pandosia. It is the most important of the four 

Elean colonies of Cassopaia. Based on the ceramic 

that was revealed, the location was inhabited as 

eary as the Bronze Age. In the late 5th-early 4th 



TH
E 

NE
K

RO
M

A
NT

EI
ON

 O
F 

A
CH

ER
ON

A
rc
ha

eo
lo
gi
ca
l S

IT
E

1 44 —  ISSUE 1 25  December 2017

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Αγγέλη Α. (ed.), Οι αρχαιολογικοί χώροι 

Νεκρομαντείου και Εφύρας, Εφορεία 
Αρχαιοτήτων Πρέβεζας, Preveza 
2015.

Baatz D., «Hellenistische Katapulte 
aus Ephyra (Epirus)», Athenische 
Mitteilungen 97 (1982), pp. 211–233. 

Baatz D., «Wehrhaftes Wohnen. Ein 
befestigter hellenistischer Adelsitz 
bei Ephyra (Nordgriechenland)», 
Antike Welt 30/2 (1999), pp. 151–155.

Βλαχοπούλου–Οικονόμου Α., 
«Έντυπες σφραγίδες σε λαβές 
αμφορέων από το Νεκρομαντείο του 
Αχέροντα και τη Δωδώνη», Δωδώνη 8 
(1979), pp. 279–298. 

Βοκοτοπούλου Ι., Οδηγός Μουσείου 
Ιωαννίνων, Athens 1973. 

Γραβάνη Κ., «Κεραμεική των 
ελληνιστικών χρόνων από την 
Ήπειρο», Ηπειρωτικά Χρονικά 29 
(1988–89), pp. 89–132.

Dakaris S., «Das Taubenorakel von 
Dodona und das Totenorakel bei 
Ephyra», Neue Ausgrabungen in 

Griechenland 1 (1963), pp. 35–55.
Δάκαρης Σ., «Θεσπρωτία», Αρχαίες 

Ελληνικές Πόλεις 15 (1972).
Δάκαρης Σ., Αρχαιότητες Ηπείρου. Το 

Νεκρομαντείο του Αχέροντα, Εφύρα, 
Πανδοσία, Κασσώπη, Athens 1972. 

Δάκαρης Σ., Το Νεκυομαντείο του 
Αχέροντα, Athens 1993.

Ζήδρου Κ., Ηπειρωτικά Ιερά και Μαντεία. 
Δωδώνη – Νεκρομαντείο, Athens 2008.

Σακελλάριος Μ. (επιμ.), Ήπειρος – 
4.000 Χρόνια Ελληνικής Ιστορίας και 
Πολιτισμού, Athens 1997.

Σουέρεφ Κ., Μυκηναϊκές μαρτυρίες από 
την Ήπειρο, Θεσσαλονίκη 1986. 

Τζουβάρα–Σούλη Χ., Η λατρεία των 
γυναικείων θεοτήτων εις την αρχαίαν 
Ήπειρον, Ioannina 1979.

Τζουβάρα–Σούλη Χ., «Αγνύθες από 
το Νεκυομαντείο του Αχέροντα», 
Δωδώνη 12 (1983), pp. 9–43. 

Τζουβάρα–Σούλη Χ., «Λατρείες και ιερά 
στην Ήπειρο, στη Μεγάλη Ελλάδα 
και τη Σικελία», Δωδώνη 20 /1 (1991), 
pp. 151–216. 

Τζουβάρα–Σούλη Χ., «Τοπογραφικές 
παρατηρήσεις ως προς τα ιερά 
της αρχαίας Ηπείρου», Αφιέρωμα 
στον N.G.L. Hammond, Παράρτημα 
Μακεδονικών Σπουδών 7 (1997), pp. 
430–445. 

Τζουβάρα–Σούλη Χ. / Βλαχοπούλου 
Α. / Γραβάνη Κ., «Μνήμη καθηγητή 
Σωτήρη Δάκαρη», Δωδώνη 26 (1997), 
pp. 7–27.

Wiseman J., «Landscape Archaeology 
in the Territory of Nikopolis», 
στο J. Isager (επιμ.), Foundation 
and Destruction. Nikopolis and the 
Northwestern Greece. The Archaeological 
Evidence for the City Destructions, 
the Foundation of Nikopolis and the 
Synoecism (Monographs of the 
Danish Institute at Athens, 3), 2001, 
pp. 43–61.

Wiseman J. / Zachos K. (επιμ.), 
Landscape Archaeology in Southern 
Epirus, Greece (Hesperia Supplement, 
32), 2003. 

shapes the conditions and creates the necessary incentives 

so that the reader, with the guide at hand, will visit the site, 

follow the route the pilgrims followed in antiquity and seek 

to discover the mysteries of the Underworld, as well as their 

own profound secrets.

31

31	 Unpainted bowl with lid 
(late 3rd c. BC-167 BC) 
Archaeological Museum of 
Ioannina.
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