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Investigating ancient Halos
Marking forty years of archaeological research on a city 
in Thessaly

Tamara M. Dijkstra, Jan Zacharias van Rookhuijzen, Sjoukje M. Kamphorst

Abstract

Halos, a city of Achaia Phthiotis in Thessaly, has been the subject of continuous archaeological research by the 
University of Groningen since 1976. The Halos Archaeological Project celebrated its fortieth anniversary in 
2016. In this article we take the opportunity to look back on the earliest research in the area, and provide an 
overview of how the fieldwork has refined our knowledge of the ancient town over the past forty years, and what 
questions still remain.1

Halos was a city of Achaia Phthiotis, the southern 
part of ancient Thessaly. Its remains are situated in 
the fertile coastal plain of Almirós, on a narrow 
stretch of flat land between a spur of the Óthris 
mountain range and a salt marsh along the Pagasitic 
Gulf (figs 1-2). It served as the main harbour for the 
other settlements in the plain. Since 1976 the site 
has been the subject of investigation by the Gronin-
gen Institute of Archaeology, under direction of 
Reinder Reinders. From 1990 the University of Gro-
ningen has worked in collaboration with the Ephor-
ate of Antiquities of Magnesía, and from 2011 with 
the University of Amsterdam.2

This article aims not only at providing an 
updated overview of these forty years of research 
into the sites that together encompass Halos, but 
also to present the results and preoccupations of 
earlier investigations in the area, during which the 
foundational work for the study of the sites was 
done. In doing so, it will try to elucidate that in the 
course of the past two centuries, views of Halos and 
the methodology of its excavation were shaped by 
contemporary concerns and re-valuations of the 
various types of available source material (textual, 
epigraphic, and archaeological) at our disposal. 
An issue of central importance in the current and 
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Fig. 1. The lower town of New Halos, situated in the yellow corn fields, blocks the passageway between a 
spur of the Óthris Mountains and the estuarine area (photo Reinder Reinders).
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future study of Halos which will also be discussed 
is the observation (starting with Johan Louis Ussing 
in 1857) that there existed two distinct phases of the 
city, an ‘Old’ and a ‘New’ Halos, which have since 
been variously located and interpreted. We end by 
briefly describing the most recent fieldwork and 
current research questions.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF HALOS

It seems that Halos never played a major role in 
the history of Thessaly, as there is a relative lack of 

historical sources about the town. Nevertheless, the 
town already features in the Catalogue of Ships 
in Homer’s Iliad.3 Here Alos (the manuscripts 
have an unaspirated alpha) appears as one of a 
few cities in southern Thessaly which sent fifty 
ships to Troy. Those sailing on these ships were 
called Myrmidons, Hellenes and Achaeans, and 
were led by no other than Achilles, the protago-
nist of the Iliad, himself. Halos may therefore be 
seen as part of Achilles’ kingdom.

Perhaps surprisingly, however, the city’s relation 
to Achilles was not its primary claim to mythologi-

Fig. 2. Landscape zones at the transition of the Almirós and Soúrpi Plains; Classical Halos is located at 
Magoúla Plataniótiki and Hellenistic Halos to the south of Kefálosis spring (drawing Reinder Reinders).
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cal fame. Rather, the city prided itself on being 
known as the native city of Phrixos and Helle, 
both children of king Athamas, the mythical 
founder of Halos.4 The siblings fled from Halos 
to Colchis on the ram that would later become 
the Golden Fleece, the quest for which is the 
main narrative in the Argonaut sagas. The earli-
est attestation of the myth and its relation to 
Halos is found in Herodotus’ Histories.5 Herodo-
tus describes Persian king Xerxes’ visit to the 
city’s temple of Zeus Laphystios (‘the Devourer’). 
This sanctuary, which, as we will see, fascinated 
early scholars and excavators of Halos, was the 
site of a ritual in which the myth of Athamas and 
his children was commemorated.6 

This myth was of prime importance to the 
identity of the people of Halos, which is clear 
from its use in the numismatic iconography: on 
the obverse of the coins struck by Halos the head 
of Zeus is depicted, and on the reverse Phrixos or 
Helle, depending on the issue, are shown seated 
on the ram of the Golden Fleece (fig. 3).7 It fur-
thermore seems that the agricultural plain near 
Halos, around modern Almirós, was later known 
as the Athamantian plain, named after king Atha-
mas.8 An inscription uncovered at Halos in 1999, 
containing a long list of Thessalian ancestors, also 
suggests a preoccupation of the Halians with 
their mythological past.9

The destruction of Halos is described by De-
mosthenes, who notes that the city was besieged 
in 346 BCE by the Macedonian general Parme-
nion.10 ‘After it had been wiped out’, Halos’ ter-
ritory was ceded to Pharsalos (�Iανισθε#σαν δ� 
συν`�κισαν ΦαρσBλι�ι).11 However, it remains 
unclear what this entailed. Did all habitation in 
the area that defined Halos cease, as suggested 
by use of the verb �Iαν=?ω? Did some remaining 

inhabitants move to Pharsalos, which the verb 
συν�ικ=?ω could indicate? Or did the situation 
near the Athamantian plain remain relatively un -
changed, perhaps even with a settlement with the 
name ‘Halos’ remaining in existence, even though 
it now fell under the polis Pharsalos? Part of a 
possible answer comes from Diodorus Siculus, 
who does not mention Halos in his description of 
Demetrios’ venture along the Pagasitic Gulf in 
302 BCE, which may suggest that there was no city 
of importance there at that time.12 In any case, 
apart from various geographic references to Halos, 
no other information about the nature of Halos as 
a settlement appears in ancient literature.

Epigraphic evidence, however, adds to our 
knowledge of the civic unit Halos in the Hellen-
istic period. A decree originating in Halos extends 
the honour of proxenia to a citizen of Larisa.13 Its 
date of 183-182 BCE is firmly established, as the 
common eponymous strategos of the Thessalians 
named in it can be linked to a contemporary inscrip-
tion from Lamia.14 The inscription states that it was 
issued by the polis and council of Halos (x π
λις x 
�Aλω[ν] / [κα! x] +�υλB, ll.2-3), which certainly 
suggests that Halos existed as a polis at this point, 
and was a politically active member of the Thes-
salian koinon around the time when Rome was con-
solidating its grip on the Greek mainland.15

Another inscription, an arbitration decree found 
in Delphi, corroborates this notion. Dating to 145 
BCE, it records the outcome of a territorial dis-
pute between Halos and Thebai Phthiotides over 
a certain sacred plot of land (9ερjς 0�ρας, l.29), 
the character of which remains unknown. It seems 
that the arbitrator, someone named Makon from 
nearby Larisa, ruled that the sacred land should 
be shared by Thebai and Halos in a peaceful fash-
ion.16 Here, too, we see Halos as a polis which 
actively participated in regional politics. How 
exactly this instance of the city relates to the story 
of siege and destruction in Demosthenes remains, 
however, obscure. Since neither of the inscriptions 
were found in situ,17 it was furthermore from the 
outset unclear to which physical remains of the 
city they belong.

In conclusion, the available historiographical 
and documentary sources raise intriguing ques-
tions about the exact nature of the civic unit Halos 
over the course of history. Literary evidence sug-
gests that the polis ceased to exist after 346 BCE, 
but the epigraphic evidence indicates a more 
complex development, in which Halos knew a 
second existence - or continued to exist - as polis 
in the later Hellenistic era and possibly beyond, 
acting as such on both local and regional levels.

Fig. 3. Bronze coin issued by the city of Halos in Hel-
lenistic times; scale 3:2. Zeus Laphystios is depicted 
on the obverse and Phrixos, clinging to a ram, on the 
reverse (Nomos 2011 = Coins of Thessaly, the BCD 
collection. Nomos auction catalogue 4, Zürich).
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It was on the basis of the literary sources alone 
that the initial attempts to link the name Halos to 
a physical location were undertaken. Only in the 
gradual uncovering of parts of the city’s remains 
did the true complexity of its development 
become clear - but not without several instances 
of misinterpretation of the remains found in sev-
eral places. This gradual development of our 
knowledge about the location(s) of Halos from 
the 18th century up until the present day is the 
subject of the remainder of this article.

A HISTORY OF EARLY RESEARCH ON HALOS

Early identification of the site

During the 18th century an important first step 
was taken in the research into ancient Thessaly 
by scholars who aimed at mapping ancient riv-
ers, mountains, and cities. The geographers based 
their maps on classical authors, who often men-
tion distinctive landscape features and distances, 
in many cases allowing an accurate location of 
the ancient sites. The most important sources that 
led to the initial identification of the exact area 
where we now believe Halos was situated, were 
Homer’s Catalogue of Ships and the geographer 
Strabo.

Homer mentions Halos in the context of several 
regions and cities now associated with Southern 
Thessaly and more particularly Achaia Phthiotis 

-
las). Herodotus furthermore describes Halos as a 
coastal city, where the Greeks disembarked from 
their ships to continue on foot to the Vale of 
Tempe in order to prevent the Persians from 
advancing into Thessaly.18 A similar image rises 
from Demosthenes, who recounts that an Athe-
nian delegation to Pella was able to reach Halos 
overseas while the city was besieged.19

The city’s whereabouts apparently already pre-
sented a problematic issue in the 1st century CE, 
as Strabo mentions that the historians of his day 
speculated that Homer’s Halos was situated in 
Lokris, an area much further south.20 Strabo disa-
greed. His description of Phthiotic Halos is the 
most informative as to its location: it was sixty 
stadia distant from Itonos, one hundred stadia from 
Thebai, midway between Pharsalos and Phthia. It 
lay on the northern extremity of Mount Óthris, 
above the Krokian plain (eπρκειται δ� τ�F 
Κρ�κ=�υ πεδ=�υ). The river Amphrysos flowed 
close to the walls of the city. Like Herodotus and 
Demosthenes before him, Strabo also suggested 
that Halos was situated on the coast, at 110 stadia 

from Pteleon in the direction of the Peneios river. 
When Strabo mentions Halos again in the list of 
notable sites in this area, Halos appears after 
Pteleon; the next point of reference is Pyrasos and 
its temple of Demeter.21

It is clear from the texts that Halos was located 
in Thessaly, in the southern part of the plain domi-
nated by the modern city of Almirós, on the west 
coast of the Pagasitic Gulf (the modern Gulf of 
Volos). The very first efforts to locate Halos and 
the nearby Amphrysos river were mostly correct. 
The 1762 map Graeciae Antiquae Specimen Geographi-
cum by Jean Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville accu-
rately locates the cities of Lamia, Phalara, and Lar-
isa Kremaste along the shore of the Maliac Gulf.22 
The location of Pteleos along the Pagasitic Gulf is 
likewise correct. The placement of Halos to the 
south of the river Amphrysos is accurate, but is 
too far from the coast. D’Anville, misinterpreting 
Strabo’s comments, located Thebai and nearby 
Pyrasos to the south of the Amphrysos, while 
they were in fact situated in the northern part of 
the Krokian Plain.

On a map of ancient sites in Magnisía dating 
to 1814, the local geographer Anthimos Gazis cor-
rectly located Halos near the city of Almirós and 
the villages of Plátanos and Soúrpi.23 It is clear 
that he based his maps not solely on the written 
sources, but also on his local knowledge, and he 
seems to have been aware of the presence of 
archaeological remains at this location.

During the 19th century, scholars travelled from 
Western Europe to visit the ancient sites of Greece. 
Their main objectives were to map circuit walls of 
ancient cities, conduct small excavations, and re -
trieve inscriptions. Some of these scholars focused 
on the region of Almirós, which at that time was 
still a relatively unexplored area, as compared to 
Attica and the Peloponnese.

William Gell, a British archaeologist and illustra-
tor, was one of the earliest scholars who described 
the area. At this time the Ottoman Empire was 
already in decay and the Almirós Plain was under 
supervision of a local ruler: Veli Pasha, son of Ali 
Pasha.24 Gell described the extensive remains of 
a city, ‘probably the city of Halos’, in the ancient 
‘Campus Croceus’, located on an insulated hill, 
before arriving at the village of ‘Platanios’ (modern-
day Plátanos).25 When the British topographer Wil-
liam Leake visited the site on December 11, 1809, 
he reported the existence of a spring which lay 
directly below the northern spur of the Óthris in 
an area called Kefálosi.26 On the nearby summit 
he saw ruins of what he called a ‘Hellenic citadel’, 
as well as remains on the northern and south-
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eastern slopes of the hill. These remains were con-
nected to a quadrangular area in the plain below. 
The interior of this quadrangular area contained 
‘stones, the foundations of buildings and broken 
pottery’.27 Taking Strabo's description as his guide, 
Leake, just as Gell before him, concluded that this 
had to be Halos and that the river flowing to its 
north was the Amphrysos.

After the Greek war of independence the first 
Greek-Ottoman border line was drawn along the 
river Salambriás, situated to the south of the 
Almirós Plain. The remains of Halos therefore 
continued to be situated in Ottoman territory. 
This situation lasted until 1881, and only few travel-
lers visited the Almirós area. One of them was the 
Danish scholar Johan Louis Ussing, who noted a 
distinct variation between the archaeological 
remains on the hill and those in the plain, especially 
in the construction of the walls. This led him to 
believe that the remains on the spurs of the Óthris 
were older than the city on the plain below, which 
he characterised as more regular, and only settled 
‘seit man die Güter der Ebene in Ruhe genießen zu 
können glaubte’.28 Ussing furthermore commented 
on the monumentality of the city walls, and 
noted that the Amphrysos spring was located at 
the north-western corner of the younger city. 
Even without knowledge of the inscriptions sug-
gesting the Hellenistic existence of Halos, Ussing 
thus was the first scholar to formulate the hypoth-
esis that Halos had existed in two different instances, 
as an older and a younger town. Although his 
identification of the locations of the older and 
younger towns as well as his reasons for it would 
turn out to be incorrect, the hypothesis itself was 
followed by many scholars after him.

A surge in local interest in the ancient past

In 1881 the Ottoman Empire conceded Thessaly to 
Greece, leading to a surge of interest in the ancient 
past in modern-day Almirós. Some initial epi-
graphic finds in the area were published in the Bul-
letin de Correspondance Hellénique by eminent schol-
ars such as Paul Monceaux and Gustave Fougères, 
and the local, self-taught archaeologist Nikolaos 
Giannopoulos.29 Upon the initiative of Giannopou-
los, who himself grew up in Almirós, the Antiquar-
ian Society ‘Óthris’ (}θρυς) was founded on the 
28th of April 1896. Although Thessaly was occupied 
by Ottoman forces for almost a year after the disas-
trous thirty-day Greek-Ottoman war of 1897, the 
Antiquarian Society collected numerous archaeo-
logical finds, including many inscriptions, and pub-
lished its first annual report in 1899. 

As the secretary of the Óthris Society and the 
first curator of the Archaeological Museum of 
Almirós, Giannopoulos played an essential part 
in starting the antiquarian collections of local 
material. He contributed substantially to the 
knowledge of the history of the Almirós region 
by collecting and publishing many inscriptions 
from the region, but also by writing notes on his-
torical and topographical problems. Many of his 
publications remain invaluable, as they record 
objects which were subsequently destroyed by 
earthquakes or lost through other circumstances. 
Although his publications do not extensively 
treat Halos, Giannopoulos does seem to have been 
especially interested in the alleged presence of the 
sanctuary of Zeus Laphystios. For instance, he 
connected a fragmentary proxeny decree found 
near Tsingéli, as well as a bronze statuette from the 
area of Halos, to the Sanctuary of Zeus Laphystios.30 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS IN THE EARLY 
20TH CENTURY

Vollgraff and the temple of Zeus Laphystios

Carl Wilhelm Vollgraff was the first Dutch scholar 
to conduct an archaeological campaign in the 
Almirós region. Vollgraff’s interest in finding the 
famous sanctuary of Athena Itonia was his main 
reason to come to Achaia Phthiotis in 1906. At the 
time, this sanctuary was commonly associated 
with the town of Itonos that, according to Strabo, 
lay at a distance of sixty stadia from Halos.31 Based 
on this information Vollgraff focused his atten-
tion on the area around Halos. His unpublished 
diary contains notes about the investigations in 
the Almirós plain, and provides more details 
than the brief article that was published about 
this campaign.32, 33

On the 17th of May 1906 Vollgraff went to Ma -
goúla Plataniótiki, a hillock to the southeast of 
Almirós, close to the coast. Eight workmen were 
employed to clean part of the foundations of this 
large building and they opened two additional 
test trenches. Although Vollgraff’s notes lack 
detail, it is obvious that in 1906 the ruins of a 
large building were still visible on the surface. 
Vollgraff writes in his diary:

Zichtbaar is de N.W.hoek van het fundament van een 
groot, georienteerd gebouw, dat waarschijnlijk in een 
temenos lag. Het gebouw moet ± 52 lang en 39 m 
breed geweest zijn. Het fundament beter gereinigd, en 
gegraven aan den O. en den N. kant van het gebouw, 
zonder resultaat. Zwarte Grieksche scherven.
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The northwest corner of the foundation of a 
large, oriented building, which probably lay 
inside a temenos, is now visible. The building 
seems to have been approximately 52 meters 
in length and 39 meters in width. We cleaned 
the foundation more thoroughly, and we exca-
vated along the east and north sides of the 
building, without result. Black Greek sherds.

In Vollgraff’s opinion the material dated to the 
Classical period, and the remains could be identi-
fied as a temple which belonged to the neigh-
bouring city of Halos. Subsequently Giannopou-
los suggested that it could be the sanctuary of 
Zeus Laphystios.34

After two days of work at Magoúla Plataniótiki, 
Vollgraff left the region and went to Argos, where 
he conducted investigations under the aegis of 
the École française d’Athènes.35 However, Vollgraff 
was clearly intrigued by his finds at Magoúla Pla-
taniótiki, and he wrote to Giannopoulos later in 
the same year to inquire about the possibility of 
continuing the excavation of the supposed sanctu-
ary of Zeus Laphystios.36 In a letter dating to August 
19th 1906 Giannopoulos suggested to Vollgraff that 
he should conduct an excavation at the site in 
September, when the fields at Magoúla Platanió-
tiki were not under cultivation. However, Voll-
graff was forced to abandon his Thessalian efforts 
when, combined with other adverse circumstances, 
large plots of land in the Eparchia of Almirós were 
sold to the Greek state for the housing of thou-
sands of Greek refugees from Bulgaria in 1907.

Stählin’s Altstadt and Neustadt

Friedrich Stählin, who made the first of his many 
trips to Thessaly in 1904, published important work 
on the archaeological remains of Halos.37 His excur-
sions to the region resulted in two studies: 
Landeskunde der Phthiotis published in 1906, and Das 
Hellenische Thessalien published in 1924. To this day, 
his work is indispensable for the archaeology of 
Thessaly. About Halos, Stählin reports that he 
agreed with Ussing’s distinction between an ‘older 
and a younger town’ at the site near Kefálosi spring. 
He interpreted the visible archaeological remains as 
an Altstadt and Neustadt, and he drew relatively 
detailed maps of these two phases (figs 4a-b).38 

Stählin regarded the walls on the spur of the 
Óthris mountains at an altitude of ca 160-180 m 
as belonging to the Classical town of Halos, the 
Altstadt, which Demosthenes states was destroyed 
in 346 BC by Parmenion. The walls on the down-
ward slope to the east were interpreted as an 

extension of the Altstadt which was not yet com-
pleted when the city was destroyed.39 On the top 
of the mountain spur Stählin identified medieval 
remains: 

auf einen kleinen Teil der Altstadt zog sich später 
die byzantinische Stadt zurück, die nur etwa 900 
m in Umkreis hatte. […] Sie hieß Halmyros.

The almost square enceinte on the plain below the 
spur, first observed by Leake, was what Stählin 
identified of as the Neustadt. He suggested that its 
construction was instigated by the Achaian 
League in response to the campaigns of Deme-
trios Poliorketes.40 Stählin was aware of Voll-
graff’s test excavations and their results, stating 
that the remains of a monumental building had 

Figs 4a-b. Maps of Halos by Friedrich Stählin 
(1924): Halos Altstadt and Halos Neustadt.
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been found to the north-east of Halos, near 
Magoúla Plataniótiki: 

Hier lag wohl ein Tempel von Halos (des Zeus 
Laphystios?)41

From 1907 archaeological field activity in Thessaly 
waned as Greece became enveloped in the Balkan 
Wars, the large-scale exchange of refugees, the First 
and Second World Wars, and the Smyrna disaster. 
Nevertheless, there were still scholars working in 
the area, and a number of important studies 
appeared, such as the first treatise devoted to the 
bronze coins of Thessaly, including multiple series 
from Halos, published in 1932 by Edgar Rogers.42 

THE HALOS ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT (1976-2016)

After a long period during which little attention 
was paid to the archaeology of the Almirós region, 
the University of Groningen started a fieldwork 
programme in 1976. The origins of the project lie 
in the early 1970s, when Dutch archaeologists of 
various universities commenced fieldwork in the 
Mediterranean: Jan Willem Salomonson started 
investigations in Tunesia, Kees (S.C.) Bakhuizen in 
Thessaly and Johannes Boersma in Ostia. Whereas 
the education of Classical Archaeology at Dutch 
universities until that time had mainly focused 
on the art history, these archaeological projects 
were aimed at understanding specific sites in a 
comprehensive manner. For example, at Goritsa, a 
hill near Volos in Thessaly, a survey was under-
taken under the direction of Bakhuizen. This project 
mapped the surface remains of a city, with special 
attention paid to the general layout of the site 
including its defensive structures, but also to the 
strategic aspects of the landscape, such as the 
identification of limestone quarries linked to the 
site’s building materials. 

The research by Bakhuizen at Goritsa had a pro-
found influence on the research project at Halos, as 
did discussions with various architects and urban 
planners, including Konstantinos Doxiadis43 and 
those working for the IJsselmeerpolders Develop-
ment Authority, which was responsible for the 
design and construction of Lelystad, a planned 
town on reclaimed land in the Netherlands.44 These 
were the starting points for setting up a research 
agenda for the Halos Archaeological Project. The 
guiding principle of the project has been to study 
the site with a holistic approach, with attention 
for both the site at Kefálosi spring and the wider 
area, and aimed at gaining information about the 
landscape, urban planning, defensive structures, 

zoning, residential infrastructure and aspects of 
daily life in the town, such as domestic economy 
and subsistence. 

The site at Kefálosi spring: New Halos (1975-2011)

When Reinders and his team started investigations 
in Halos in 1976, no attention had been paid to 
the site since Stählin’s investigations in 1904 
(published in 1924). Stählin’s hypothesis about 
the existence of a Classical and a Hellenistic city 
near Kefálosi-spring, and the maps of Halos’ Alt-
stadt and Neustadt formed the basis for the first 
two expeditions of the Halos Archaeological Pro-
ject in 1976 and 1977, aimed at mapping the sur-
face remains at the site. During the survey of the 
remains of the walls on the spur of the Óthris 
mountains, it soon became evident that Stählin’s 
hypothesis about the two phases of the city was 
false. The architectural remains on the hill proved 
to be part of a 12th-century Middle-Byzantine 
fort, including barracks and cisterns.45 

It further became evident that a small part of 
the Byzantine wall was built on top of the remains 
of a large tower belonging to Hellenistic fortifica-
tions.46 The walls to the east of the Byzantine fort 
- Stählin’s supposed extension of the Classical 
Altstadt - in fact turned out to be an integral part 
of the acropolis and upper town of a city of Hel-
lenistic date.47 The walls were connected to the 
circuit wall of the lower town and were clearly 
planned as a whole from the beginning (fig. 5). 
No remains of the Classical period were encoun-
tered on the acropolis, nor on the plain. Whereas 
Stählin and his predecessors had looked for the 
Halos of Homer and Demosthenes, they had found 
a Halos of later date. Accordingly, the site around 
the Hellenistic acropolis was named New Halos, 
and the question of the whereabouts of the Clas-
sical city from the literary sources remained open. 

Repeated archaeological investigations at the site 
were conducted between 1976 and 2011. It has 
become clear that the fortification walls of the site 
were built in a single effort, probably around 302 
BCE. The upper town was surrounded by a triangu-
lar enceinte, which was connected to the walls of the 
lower town. The impressive size of the fortifications 
of the site and its strategic location indicate that it 
was built primarily for military purposes. The date 
suggests that the site may have been a military col-
ony of Demetrios Poliorketes, and can be considered 
a case of Imponierarchitektur (figs 6a-c).48 

The upper town seemed to have been home to 
several public buildings, though only one, a sanc-
tuary of Demeter and Persephone, has so far been 
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excavated.49 During later excavations in the lower 
town, an inscription dedicated to Demeter was 
found, which may be connected to this sanctu-
ary.50 Although the inscription does not give us 
more than the name of the dedicant, Nikoboula 
daughter of Polykleitos, and the dedication to 
Demeter (l2: ‘ΔBματρι’, in the dative), it certainly 
strengthens the idea that the Hellenistic city had 
an active Demeter cult.51

The lower town was a residential area, with 
houses of irregular sizes and layout erected in 
planned blocks, along an orthogonal street grid.52 
The total number of houses has been estimated at 
1400, which could have easily housed 9000 inhab-
itants.53 Trial excavations in the period 1977-1979 
showed that the find context in the rooms of the 
houses was relatively undisturbed; ceramics were 
broken, but objects were still recognizable. More-
over, artefacts lay close to the surface in a single 
occupation layer, indicating that Hellenistic Halos 
was a one-period site that was not built over in 
later periods. This provided the rare opportunity 
to perform a spatial analysis of houses. The meth-

odology used in the Halos Archaeological Project 
included the documentation of the exact find 
spot of artefacts in the houses, allowing a detailed 
analysis of the use of space, a method divergent 
from what was common practice in archaeologi-
cal excavations of domestic quarters until then. 
The finds from the houses include household and 
storage pottery, agricultural and fishing equip-
ment, loom weights, and clay figurine moulds, all 
indicative of the daily activities and household 
production by the inhabitants of Halos.54

Archaeozoological study provided valuable infor-
mation about animal husbandry, hunting and forag-
ing, and the ritual use of animals in the Hellenistic 
town.55 The remains of both molluscs and domestic 
mammals (sheep, goat, cattle and pigs) were the 
bulk of the material, indicating that these formed the 
main source of animal protein in the ancient diet at 
Halos. Hunting, on the other hand, seems to have 
been rare. The domestic animals were kept outside 
of town, presumably in the lower parts of the 
Óthris, and there is evidence for transhumance.56

The houses of the lower town also yielded 

Fig. 5. The circuit walls of the Byzantine fort, the Acropolis and the upper and lower towns of New Halos. 
Excavations: 1) building in the Byzantine fort, 2) tower of the Byzantine fort, 3) Acropolis Gate, 4) Sanctuary 
of Demeter, 5) Northwest Gate, 6) tower, 7) House of the Koroplast, 8) House of the Geometric Krater, 9-12) 
Houses of the Snakes, Agathon, Ptolemaic Coins and Amphorai, 13) Southeast Gate, 14) postern, 15) South 
Gate, 16) House of the Tub (drawing Reinder Reinders).
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Fig. 6a. The Southeast Gate of Hellenistic Halos during the excavation campaign of 2005  
(photo Thanos Ethimiopoulos).

Fig. 6b. Visit of the Dutch ambassador to the excava-
tion of the Southeast Gate in 1997; from left to right 
Van Hasselt, Reinders, Wagenmakers (the Dutch 
ambassador) and Alexiadis (photo Ido Dijkstra).

Fig. 6c. Students at work at the Southeast Gate 
during the field campaign of 2001  

(photo Sascha Benerink).
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large numbers of coins, mostly bronze, but also 
silver. A vast majority of the bronze coins were 
not locally minted but struck by other Thessalian 
cities. This contradicted the generally accepted 
idea that in Hellenistic times the circulation of 
bronze coins was mostly restricted to the city that 
had issued the coins.57 In fact, the presence of these 
coins is a strong indication that Halos played a 
role in the regional economic network. 

Surveys in the Óthris Mountains by Greek 
geologists revealed a remarkable exploitation of 
copper ore in the beginning of the 3rd century BCE 
in the area around Larisa Kremaste.58 Enormous 
slag heaps near the acropolis of Larisa bear wit-
ness to the smelting of this copper ore, which is 
likely to be connected to the large coin emissions 
by both Larisa Kremaste and Halos in this period. 
If the supposition that Demetrios Poliorketes was 
the founder of New Halos is correct, one might 
wonder if we should see this peak in minting 
activity as his initiative towards a stronger mon-
etary economy in this part of Achaia Phthiotis.59

The excavations have shown that Hellenistic 
(New) Halos had a short-lived history, as the city 
was abruptly abandoned around 265 BCE, less than 
40 years after its foundation around 302 BCE. The 
dates are clear from the coins found in seven of the 
houses of the lower town.60 When in 1980 an earth-
quake with a magnitude of 6.7 on the Richter scale 
hit the Almirós-area, this presented to the excava-
tors the strong suggestion that an earthquake could 
also have been the reason for the abandonment of 
New Halos. The 1980 earthquake destroyed a large 
number of houses in the Almirós area, in particular 
those houses that had walls constructed of cobbles 
and mudbrick, which could not withstand the 
forces of the natural disaster. Similar building tech-
niques had been used in New Halos. The site was 
not completely abandoned, however, as there is 
clear evidence for continued habitation in one part 
of the site after 302 BCE: the Southeast Gate, which 
lost its defensive function, was transformed into a 
farmhouse, and was inhabited until ca. 220 BCE.61 

Together with the inscriptions from the 2nd 
century BCE, these remains indicate that the area 
remained inhabited and perhaps still belonged 
under the denomination of ‘Halos’ until late in 
the Hellenistic period. No remains contemporary 
to the proxeny and arbitration inscriptions have 
however been found up to date.

Magoúla Plataniótiki: ‘Old’ Halos (2011-2016)

In spite of the ample evidence for the existence of 
Hellenistic Halos, the question of the whereabouts 

of the Classical town, ‘Old’ Halos, supposedly de -
stroyed and taken over by Pharsalos in 346 BCE, 
remained open. A chance discovery during a geo-
morphological campaign in the plains of Almirós 
and Soúrpi in 1977-1978, led to a probable answer: 
a concentration of archaeological material (roof 
tiles, red-figured and black gloss sherds, loom 
weights, amphora bases, a few coins, and many 
lime stone building blocks) was identified in the 
fields on and directly around Magoúla Platanió-
tiki. The majority of the material could be dated to 
the Classical and Hellenistic periods (5th-3rd cen-
tury BCE). The nature of these surface finds 
seemed to indicate that the site was not merely an 
extra-urban sanctuary, but an actual settlement. 

Combined with the written sources that de  scribe 
Halos as located on the coast, and observations by 
Vollgraff and Giannopoulos about the presence of 
a temple or sanctuary at the Magoúla, the results 
of the research in the late 1970s led Reinders to 
propose a tentative identification of Magoúla Pla-
taniótiki as Classical Halos.62 A systematic survey 
was carried out at the site in 1990, which con-
firmed the previous results, and further clarified 
that the city had a size of ca 10 ha, making it one of 
the larger sites of the region.63

Since 2011, renewed investigations have been 
carried out at Magoúla Plataniótiki. A team of the 
University of Amsterdam, under direction of Vla-
dimir Stissi, carried out resurveys of the site in 2011 
and 2012, aimed at obtaining a clearer picture of its 
extent and chronology.64 The research showed that 
the site is limited to the Magoúla itself: there are no 
traces of habitation immediately around the main 
site, probably owing to the marshiness of the soil. 
A large terrace wall, running roughly east-west, one 
of the more notable features of the site, constitutes 
a sharp north border of the hill. The extent of the 
site to the south was not investigated. 

Most surface material at the Magoúla was of 
Classical and Hellenistic date, thus confirming the 
results of the 1990 survey. A few areas to the south 
of the top of the Magoúla yielded finds of the 
Bronze Age and Archaic period. There was also a 
thin spread of Roman and some concentrations of 
Medieval material, but this did not reveal any 
clear patterns. It appeared that the site was poten-
tially inhabited for over a thousand years.

Subsurface architectural remains are visible in 
impressive detail over much of the site on satel-
lite image by Google dating to 28 October 2013 
(fig. 7). Similar images resulted from aerial pho-
tography of the site, undertaken in 2013 and 2014. 
A geophysical survey directed by Apostolos Sar-
ris was undertaken in the spring of 2015.65 The 
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methods that were used included magnetic gra-
diometry, soil resistance, EMI methods, and GPR 
techniques. The results substantiated and added 
to the evidence from aerial photography. The 
various images of the site indicate a clear deline-
ation of the settlement in the west, with a north-
south alignment. The eastern border of the settle-
ment, best visible on the Google satellite images, 
is less articulated. The city seems to have meas-
ured about 260 m in width. Architectural features 
abound all over the site, but the clearest evidence 
comes from the eastern part of the settlement, 
where a regular city plan with streets, houses, 
and what could be public buildings can be dis-
cerned. Two superimposed layers with differing 
orientation in the east of the site give evidence of 
two different phases of habitation.

During excavations at the Magoúla in 2013, 
2014 and 2016 various test trenches were opened 
around the highest point, and along the edges of 
the site.66 All of the trenches yielded relatively 
undisturbed archaeological layers, including 
architectural remains of domestic and monumen-
tal nature. The excavated material is still under 
study, but preliminary findings seem to suggest 
that, despite some evidence for man-made or 
natural destruction, the site was inhabited from 
the Archaic period to the mid-3rd century BCE. We 
may consider the possibility that the partial aban-
donment of the site is contemporary to that of New 
Halos in 265 BCE. It is certainly clear that the site 
was not completely abandoned in 346 BCE, as sug-
gested by Demosthenes. 

CONCLUSIONS

Though the ancient literary and documentary 
sources for Halos are scarce, archaeologcal investi-
gation carried out between 1976-2016 has enhanced 
our knowledge of the town's history. There is evi-
dence for the existence of a polis named Halos from 
the Late Archaic until the later Hellenistic period. 
The archaeological excavations at Kéfalosi spring 
and Magóula Plata niótiki have led to the conclu-
sion that the inhabitants of the polis lived at various 
sites in the Almirós region throughout its lifespan. 
It seems that the town was relocated at least twice: 
‘Old’ Halos, or the Classical city on the coast men-
tioned in the literary sources, is thought to have 
been located at Magoúla Plataniótiki; New Halos, 
in the Soúrpi plain, was inhabited only from ca 302-
265 BCE; the Hellenistic polis that issued a proxeny 
decree in 183-182 BC and was entangled in in a dis-
pute with Thebai Phthiotides around 145 BCE, 
must have been located elsewhere, because no sub-
stantial remains dating to this period have hitherto 
been found at either of the two other sites.

The Halos Archaeological Project continues its 
research in the Almirós region. The research carried 
out at Magoúla Plataniótiki has already yielded 
fascinating results, and a future research project 
is planned. At the moment of writing, a research 
programme for 2018-2022 is in preparation. The 
research programme will certainly include efforts 
to gain a better understanding of the geography 
and the delineation of the site at the Magoúla to 
determine the relation between the different 
phases of habitation discerned in the prospection 
and the test trenches, and to establish how far the 
archaeological stratigraphy continues below the 
levels revealed up to now.

Fig. 7. Crop marks at Magoúla Plataniótiki reveal the extent of the site, street patterns and building blocks 
(Google Earth 2015).
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NOTES

1 This article would not exist without Reinder Reinders, 
who has been inexhaustibly involved with Halos and 
Thessaly for the past forty years. We are grateful to him 
for his support and insights. We would also like to 
thank our colleagues of the University of Amsterdam 
and the Ephorate of Antiquities of Magnesía for the 
collaboration during the excavations in the past years 
at Magoúla Plataniótiki, as well as our reviewers. Any 
mistakes or oversights that may remain are our own.

2 The directors of the project in 2012-2016 were Reinder 
Reinders, Vaso Rondiri, and Vladimir Stissi. A new 
5-year research plan is currently in preparation. 

3 Hom. Il. 2.682.
4 Strab. 9.5.8.
5 Hdt. 7.197. The connection of this myth to Halos also 

appears in a wide variety of post-Classical literary 
sources: Strabo 9.5.8; Ap. Rhod. Argon. 3.192; Ov. Fast. 
3.825-875; Paus. 9.34; Apollod. Bibl. 1.9.1.

6 Note that the cult of Zeus Laphystios, combined with 
the Athamas legend, is also attested at Orchomenos in 
Boeotia; testimonies are Ap. Rhod. Argon. 2.1140-1156 and 
Paus. 9.34.5.

7 Rogers 1932; Reinders 1988. 
8 Paus. 9.24.1.
9 See Harder et al. in preparation.
10 Dem. 19.163.
11 Strab. 9.5.8. The extant manuscripts have a lacuna, see 

Radt 2008; for other identifications of the new inhabi-
tants, see Reinders et al. 2014, 15-18. Dem. 19.334 hints 
at the possible destruction of Halos by Philippos II of 
Macedon. This may have happened at the so-called 
‘Battle of Crocus Field’ (353 or 352 BCE), a battle of 
Philippos and the Thessalians versus Lycophron and 
the Phocians: they met on a field close to the sea, prob-
ably near the Pagasitic Gulf. This may well have been 
the Krokian Plain. Where exactly on the great plain this 
battle took place, has not been established. See Diod. 
Sic. 16.35; Beloch 1918, 477; Buckler 1989, 74-75.

12 Diod. Sic. 20.110.2.
13 IG IX,2 107. Appointing the citizens of other cities as 

proxenos or representative abroad was common in the 
Hellenistic era. William Mack’s recent monograph on 
proxeny describes the inscribing of proxeny decrees as 
a performance of polis identity, an assertion of polis 
status to the surrounding world. Only a polis could grant 
proxenia, and this type of exchange could promote other 
cities’ recognition of Halos’ participation in the polis 
world (Mack 2015, 201-206). 

14 Giannopoulos 1890, 241.
15 Another fragmentary proxeny decree cannot be attributed 

to Halos with certainty, although it is thus designated in 
IG IX,2 108. The same goes for two manumission decrees 
(IG IX,2 110 from Roman times, IG IX,2 111 undated), 
a fragment of an otherwise unidentifiable honorific 
decree (IG IX,2 127), and a list of names (IG IX,2 1321). 
The latter may be executed in different stonemasons’ 
hands, which could suggest it was in use for a longer 
period, recording e.g. officeholders of some kind.

16 Pouilloux 1976. See Ager 1996, 415-420; Freitag 2006, 
214-223.

17 The proxeny decree was found in a house in the village 
Plátonos, the arbitration record is only known from a 
copy that was erected in Delphi.

18 Hdt. 7.173.

19 Dem. 19.163. See also Reinders et al. 2014, 13-15.
20 Strabo 9.5.8.
21 Strabo 9.5.14.
22 The map can be seen online at http://www.geograph-

icus.com/P/AntiqueMap/GreeceAncient-anville-1794 
(accessed 26-1-2017).

23 Referred to in Reinders 1988, 30.
24 Ussing (1857) informs us that the site at Halos was used 

as a quarry by Veli Pasha.
25 Gell 1819, 256-7.
26 Leake 1835, 336-338; quoted in Reinders 1988, 33.
27 Leake 1835, 336.
28 Ussing 1857.
29 E.g.: Monceaux 1883; Fougères 1889; Giannopoulos 1890; 

1891; 1894. For a more elaborate list of early publications, 
see Gallis 1979, 10-13 with notes. On Giannopoulos’ life 
and career see Gallis 1979, 10-14.

30 See Giannopoulos 1915; 1925-1926. It should be noted 
that this particular decree later turned out not to belong 
to Halos: see Habicht 1972; Helly 1978.

31 Since Giannopoulos had suggested Magoúla Zerélia (a 
prehistoric settlement west of Almirós) was the site of 
the Athena Itonia sanctuary (Giannopoulos 1891, 437), 
Vollgraff started his campaign here on May 11th 1906. 
The excavation uncovered a prehistoric and a Hellenistic 
phase, but not the sanctuary. In 1908 two archaeologists 
of the British School at Athens continued at Zerélia: Alan 
J.B. Wace and John P. Droop, known as the Magoúla 
hunters. Cf. Wace/Droop/Thompson 1907-1908; Wace/
Thompson 1911-1912. Vollgraff then turned his atten-
tion to the nearby Kastro of Karatsádagli, where he 
uncovered Hellenistic houses and monumental archi-
tecture. This excavation was later concluded by Apos-
tolos Arvanitopoulos, cf. Arvanitopoulos 1908.

32 Vollgraff’s archives have unfortunately not been pub-
lished, but fragments of his diary were made available 
to Reinder Reinders by Gert Jan te Riele (1922-2014), 
the first director of the Netherlands Institute at Athens. 

33 In Wace/Droop/Thompson 1907-8, 224-225.
34 Vollgraff (in Wace/Droop/Thompson 1907-1908, 224-225) 

does not provide a reference to Giannopoulos’ suggestion.
35 Vollgraff was a foreign member of the Ecole française 

d’Athènes. The School has published Vollgraff’s diaries 
about his work at Argos online:http://www.ressources 
-en-ligne.efa.gr/archives_carnets_Argos/ARGOS_2-C_
ARG_124_Vollgraff/ (accessed 24 January 2017). 

36 Four draft letters by Giannopoulos to Vollgraff have been 
preserved in the archives of the Almirós Antiquarian 
Society Óthris, and were made available to us by Victor 
Kondonatsios, the current president of the society. 
They inform us of Vollgraff’s plans for the excavation 
of the sanctuary. These letters are dated to 19 August 
1906, 27 October 1906, 6 November 1907 and 28 Decem-
ber 1907.

37 Stählin 1924.
38 Stählin 1924, 177-183, figs. 22 and 23.
39 Stählin 1924.
40 Frederick Winter took this idea even further in his book 

on ancient fortifications and concluded that relocation 
of the town from the hilltop to the plain must have been 
a tactical move, as this site must have been a military 
stronghold rather than an ordinary town, cf. Winter 
1971, 115.

41 Stählin 1924, 180.
42 Rogers 1932, 83-86.
43 Toynbee 1971.
44 From 1974 to 1989 Reinders was affiliated with this 

Authority as a maritime archaeologist and the director 
of the museums at Schokland and Ketelhaven.

45 Reinders 1988, 175-178.



157

46 Stählin 1924, 178; Reinders 1988.
47 Stählin 1924, 178; Reinders 1988.
48 Reinders 1988; 2014, 15-20; Rose 2014. 
49 Reinders 1988, though in this publication the building 

is identified as a ‘sepulchral building’. See Reinders 
2014, 38-39 for a brief revision of the arguments.

50 Nikolaou 2015. 
51 See Harder et al. forthcoming. Evidence for other cults 

in Halos comes from inscriptions alone. The arbitration 
decree from Delphi mentions a sanctuary of Artemis 
Panachaia in Halos (where the inscription had to be 
erected), as well as the ‘sacred land’ that the arbitration 
concerned (Pouilloux 1976). Two more inscriptions 
mention Artemis. One, a quadrangular block that 
resembles a small altar, is a dedication to Artemis 
Soteira (cf. Malakasioti/Reinders 2001-2004; Harder et 
al. forthcoming). The other is IG IX,2 1325: a rectangu-
lar block with the word ’Επ=δ[�σις] (IH 36, l. 1), under 
which barely legible letters (in fact, Giannopoulos 1908, 
292 writes he did not think they were letters at all) 
seem to spell, Ε.,κρα.τ.ε=[δα] / ’Α. ρ.τμι[δι] (ll.2-3). If this 
is indeed what the stone says, it seems to be a 
commemoration of a donation to Artemis. Finally IG 
IX,2 112, dated to Hellenistic times and found re-used 
in one of the walls of the Ottoman mosque in Almirós, 
mentions a priest of Apollo. This appearance of Apollo 
is however isolated, and no other evidence for an Apollo 
sanctuary in the area has been found. See Graninger 
2011, 43-86 and Mili 2015, 99-160 on Thessalian cults 
more in general.

52 Reinders 1988; Reinders/Prummel 2003.
53 Reinders 1988: 193.
54 For discussions of the houses and their contents see in 

particular: Reinders 1988; Haagsma 2003, 2010; Rein-
ders/Prummel 2003; Reinders et al. 2011; Dijkstra et al. 
2013.

55 Prummel 2003a; 2003b.
56 Reinders/Prummel 1998.
57 Reinders 2004.
58 Papastamataki/Demetriou/Orphanos 1994.
59 Reinders/Asderaki-Tzoumerkioti/Vaxevanopoulos (in 

preparation).
60 Reinders 2003; 2004: The excavations yielded coins of 

Ptolemaios II (285-246 BCE), the Macedonian kings 
Kassandros (316-297 BCE) and Demetrios Poliorketes 
(294-288 BCE), as well as coins issued by Lysimachos 
(306-281 BCE) and Pyrrhos (295-272 BCE). Only very 
few coins of Philippos II (359-336 BC), Alexandros III 
(336-332 BC) and Antigonos Gonatas (277-239 BC) were 
found in some of the houses.

61 Reinders 2014. 
62 See Reinders 1988, 159-164; 1993, 54-57.
63 Efstathiou/Malakasioti/Reinders 1991; Reinders 2014, 

13-15.
64 See the preliminary report on the survey campaigns in 

Pharos (Stissi et al. forthcoming).
65 An unpublished report on the geophysical investiga-

tions was prepared by Apostolos Sarris and his col-
leagues.

66 See the preliminary report on the trial trenches in 
Pharos (Stissi et al. 2017).
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