


I. KYNTHOS
In Kynthos of myth, according to ancient writers, 
Leto found a welcoming place to bring her twin 
children, Apollo and Artemis, into the world. 
From the horns of the goats hunted by his sister 
on the slopes of the mountain, the four-year-old 
Apollo built the Keraton, the ancient altar of his 
sanctuary. On the naturally fortified granite peak 
of Kynthos, the oldest known human traces on 
the island are also found: the fragments of the 
early Cycladic settlement dating back to the third 
millennium BC. Later, in historical times, a 
sanctuary was founded in the same place, in 
honour of Zeus Kynthios, Athena Kynthia and 
Zeus Hypsistos, which operated for centuries. If 
one stands today on the mountain’s peak, one 
will see the reason and the way in which the 
islands of the archipelago formed a circular 
dance around it. 

II. NEW, FOREIGN DEITIES ON DELOS
During historical times, the Aegean Ionians came 
to the Panionian Sanctuary to take part in the 
feasts of the Greek pantheon, with an emphasis 
on the Delian triad – Apollo, Artemis and their 
mother Leto. During the Hellenistic era, in the 
years of the port’s tax exemption, merchants from 
all corners of the known world flocked to Delos, 
transforming it into the largest centre of transit 
trade in the Eastern Mediterranean. But these 
merchants also brought with them the need for 
their own gods. On the banks of the Inopos, which 
in Egyptian lore was considered to be a tributary 
of the Nile, the sanctuaries of Isis and Serapis 
were built together with those of other deities, 
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such as the Syrian gods Adado and Atagartis. In other 
parts of the island, sanctuaries appeared in honour of 
the Philistine god Baal-Zebul and the Roman Lares, as 
did a Jewish synagogue. In the cosmopolitan society of 
Delos, the various cults came in close contact, 
exchanging attributes and creating new deities, in the 
context of the spontaneous process known as 
syncretism.
 
III. THE THEATRE QUARTER
During the time when the port was declared tax exempt, 
in the mid-2nd century BC, a multicultural society of 
merchants hailing from Mainland Greece, the Aegean, 
the Near East, North Africa, the Italian Peninsula and the 
shores of the Black Sea, emerged on Delos. On both 
sides of the paved road which led from the ancient 
harbour to the 6,500-seat Theatre, the oldest district of 
the city developed. The residents were mainly 
descendants of Athenian cleruchs, an “aristocratic” class 
that tried to keep pace with the new cosmopolitan 
economic oligarchy. The quarter was characterised by 
irregular urban planning, small plots of land and houses 
that tried to take advantage of all available space. High- 
and mid-value homes were rebuilt over the centuries 
and were adorned with beautiful mosaics and 
sculptures. On their facade, one-room shops sought 
customers among the passers-by to purchase their 
home-made products.

IV. THE STADIUM QUARTER
The urban tissue of Delos developed around the 
sanctuary, leaving southern Delos free for agricultural 
crops and the two major peninsulas in the north for 
pastures. The few excavated houses of the quarter 
located on the east coast of Delos operated alongside 

their owners’ workshops, some of which are 
recognised as perfumeries and dye shops. However, 
the quarter is characterised by at least two large 
public buildings. The Gymnasium, in which children, 
adolescents and young men, under the supervision of 
the Gymnasiarch and his assistants, exercised, 
making up a diverse group, representative of the 
cosmopolitan society of Hellenistic Delos. The ancient 
Stadium, which communicated directly with the 
Gymnasium, had an exedra, a stone platform for 
spectators; a xystos – a covered running track for the 
training of athletes in case of bad weather – also gave 
it the conventional name of ‘Quarter’.

V. TRADE ON DELOS
Delos, a small island with limited living spaces and 
natural resources, had to import most of the goods 
that would preserve the lives of its inhabitants and the 
activity of the Sanctuary from the islands of Rhenia 
and Mykonos, and other distant places. Since 
Independence (314–167BC), when Delos became the 
capital of the Commonwealth of the Islands, 
commerce had received a boost and the first markets 
had been established. However, by introducing the 
port’s tax exemption in 167 BC, the establishment of 
new merchants and commercial activity boomed and 
the Holy Harbour was no longer sufficient. On the 
western coast of Delos, new extensive port facilities 
were built, which received about 7,500 ship arrivals 
per year. Shops were established on the new piers. 
Strabo delivers for Delos the most eloquent adage: 
‘Trader, come to the harbour, unload, and everything 
is sold.’ In the new markets and shops, it is estimated 
that 750,000 tons of merchandise were traded and 
250,000 slaves changed owner.

VI. THE SANCTUARY OF APOLLO
During the Early Iron Age, the Dark Centuries that 
followed the decline of the Mycenaean world, the 
societies of the Greek peninsula organised into political 
entities – city-states. At the same time, pan-Hellenic 
sanctuaries were established with feasts that drew 
believers according to the old customary, ideological 
and religious criteria. Delos became home to the 
sanctuary that affected the Ionians in the Eastern 
Mediterranean basin. The missions of the Ionian cities 
arrived for centuries at the Holy Harbour of Delos to 
take part in the feasts in honour of Apollo, Artemis and 
Leto. The political and military developments in the 
Aegean determined the fate of the island. As early as 
the Archaic period, Naxians, Parians, the tyrant 
Peisistratos, Athens of the 5th century BC and the 
Hellenistic period, and the Romans, who aspired to 
dominate the Aegean both politically and economically, 
proceeded to assume control, directly or indirectly, of 
the Panionian sanctuary and assigned temples, 
buildings, sculptures and gists to Apollo. At one point, 
control of the island and the sanctuary 
became extreme and went as far as
exiling the inhabitants of Delos. 
Only during the period of Macedonian 
supremacy in the Aegean did Delos 
become independent and was made 
the capital of the Commonwealth 
of the Islands.

Dr. Themistoklis Vakoulis
Archaeologist, Ephorate of Antiquities 
of Cyclades

New site-specific commission

The sculpture Rule, installed in 
the west side of the 
Archaeological Museum of 
Delos, is mounted on an exact 
replica of the ancient column 
and capital fragment.
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