20

WEDNESDAY 14 APRIL 2010

News

IN ENGLISH

O Koouocg

Peering into the ancient past

STORIES of cities
shrouded in mystery and
Sorgotten for millennia
are nothing new to Greek
archaeology, but the
ancient city of Kassopi,
near Preveza in Epirus,
having never been built
upon, reveals what a
metropolis actually
looked like more than
2,000 vears ago.

local tribe of the Kasso-

peans, who lived in scat-
tered farming villages in west-
ern Epirus, decided 1o reorgan-
ise their community by founding
a city modelled on older Greek
cities that existed in the region,
such as the nearby Corinthian
colony of Ambracia (modern
Arta).

For this new, carefully
planned population centre, they
chose a safe and defensible lo-
cation, a small mountainside
ledge overlooking the west coast
at a height of about 550m.

In the 4th century BC. the

Short run

In the 3rd and 2nd centurics
BC, Kassopi thrived, reaching a
population of more than 10,000
residents, but without ever be-
coming a truly major player.
Then, in 31BC, the Romans
forced the inhabitants of several
cities in the area to settle at the
newly founded metropolis of
Nikopolis, thus ending Kas-
sopi’s short history.

Its brief existence, coupled
with the fact that the location
was never again settled, is a b-
lessing for the presentday visi-
tor, as the site lay forgotten un-
til the 19th century and under-
went excavation in the 1950s
and 197(s.

Because it is the result of de-
liberate planning, but also be-
cause it was never disrupted by
subsequent  building, Kassopi

gives an incredibly clear and ac-
cessible view of an ancient city
with its typical features and
structures.

There are, of course, impres-
sive and picturesque sites all
across the country, but Kassopi
is one of the most beautiful and
memorable, an absolute must-
see. far from the regular
streams of tourists and there-
fore unknown even to many
comnoisseurs  of  travel  in
Gireece.

Gorgeous

Moreover, it does so in a
breathtakingly beautiful setting,
perched high above the coast.
On a clear sunny day in winter
or spring. the view encompasses
the adjacent coastal plain, the
Tonian sca, the Preveza peninsu-
la and the Ambracian Gulf, And
in the distance: Corfu, Lefkada
and Kefalonia.

This stunning panorama, con-
trasting with the relatively small
and tranquil site, surrounded by
forests and high cliffs, produces
a sense of dignity comparable to
that found at Delphi.

Kassopi (also Kassiopi) lies

above the villages of Myrsini
and Kamarina, 20km north of
Preveza, It is signposted from
the main road to Igoumenitsa.
Admission is 2 curos (conces-
sions 1 euro), winter opening
times S8am-3pm (but the pgate is
sometimes  lelt open  outside
these times). The area has more
cultural attractions to offer, in-
cluding the Classical town of
Orraon, Byzantine Arta and
Roman Nikopolis

Home sweet home

A FEW OF Kassopi's blocks

of residential homes have been
excavated, making clearly visi-
ble how the planned 1own was
organised: two broad 6m-wide
streets ran ¢ast to west and were
crossed every 30m by strects on-
ly 4.5m wide, which formed the
housing blocks, each containing
four 225m2 houses placed back
to back, with a narrow lane or
drainage channel between.

The houses are all similar in
type. with small rooms arranged
around a modest courtyard and
a larger oikos, the covered
space that served as kitchen and
living area. Some houses had an
upper floor. Each also contains
an andron, a room reserved for
the symposiom. Courtyards,
doorsteps and other features
are clearly visible.

The bulk of the residential
area remains unexcavated, but it
is worth following the road to
the western edge of town
through pleasant forested ter-
rain,

After about 300m, the unex-
cavated but impressive theatre
is uphill to the right, while the
left leads along the well-pre-
served city wall 1o a elifftop
promontory, On it is a strange
monument, a plastered domed
chamber, with 4 small under-
ground passage leading to it
Perhaps this was the grave and

shrine of the city’s founder,

Visible from across the site
are its defensive walls, far up
the sheer mountain. Even more
striking is the 1961 monument
to the women of Souli, who
jumped to their deaths with
their children - singing and
dancing - off Mt Zalongo in
1803 to escape being captured
by the troops of Ali Pasha.

A ‘plateia’
with a view

NOT FAR behind the mod-
ernday entrance to the ancient
city of Kassopi lies a large open
square: the agora, the adminis-
trative and commercial centre
of the city.

Unusually, it is not located in
the centre of Kassopi, but at its
very periphery, with its southern
end marked by a cliff edge of-
fering sweeping views.

On the other three sides, it is
surrounded by public buildings:
a theatre-like vouleutirion, or
council chamber to the cast; to
the north a simple stoa, or
colonnade: and 10 the west a
second stoa in front of the pry-
taneion, seat of the city adminis-
tration. 1t consists of various s-
mall rooms grouped around a
courtyard and included desig-
nated spaces for symposia. In
the square itsell are several
hases that once supported stat-
ues,

Behind the north stoa are the
well-preserved  remains of a
large structure with 17 small
rovms arranged around a large
courtyard. Only the lower part
was built of stone. An upper
Moor was of mud-brick and
wood,

In each room, the base for a
pillar or beam supporting the
upper floor is visible, The func-
tion of this complex is unclear.
Some believe it to be a katago-
gion, a guesthouse for honoured
visitors, Others think it is a mar-
ket hall.

A closer look

Um, it's empty

(Nationial Museum, Room 6)

This painted clay pyxis, or s-
torage container, was perhaps
used to hold cosmetics. It was
found in the Early Cycladic
Bronze Age cemetery of Cha-
landriani, on Syros, and belongs
to the 2800-230BC Keros-Sy-
ros culture. Its fine shape and
careful decoration show a dif-
ferent side of the people from
this period. who are better
known for their striking marhle
figurines. The holes were for tv-
ing the lid on.
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