
T
he islands of the Aegean Sea, and particularly the 
Cyclades, are known not only for their exceptional 
beauty, but also for the richness of their archaeo-
logical heritage. Despite its small size, the island of 
Despotiko, which the ancient geographer Strabo 
called Prepesinthos, was well known because it 

had a protected harbor that was a safe stop for ships trading between 
mainland Greece, the Mediterranean, and North Africa. It also had 
an important Archaic period (ca. 700–480 b.c.) sanctuary dedicated 
to the god Apollo and his sister Artemis. 

After the end of the Roman period in the second century a.d., the 
island was mostly abandoned, and only a few buildings were added 
later—a small medieval castle (built from ancient materials), a 
nineteenth century sheepfold, and a church of the Virgin Mary 
built in the seventeenth century. Thus the uninhabited island 
looks much as it did more than five centuries ago. 
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The impressive remains of a 6th-century b.c. sanctuary 
on the island of Despotiko (above). This head (far left), 

found in 2010, belongs to a statue of a young male. 
The torso of another male statue (below left) was 

reused in a later renovation (below right). 



A wealth of artifacts have been found that testify to the 
sanctuary’s importance. Examples include goods from 
across the Mediterranean—(clockwise from bottom left) 
several gold beads, ivory belt buckles, an aryballos (a 
vessel used to hold oil or perfume) in the shape of a hare, 
painted aryballoi, a terracotta lioness, a scarab with a 
lion from Egypt, and an amulet of the falcon god Horus, 
also from Egypt. In addition, the heads and body parts of 
at least six male statues called kouroi have been found, 
including the two heads and leg shown here. 
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Archaeologist Yannos Kourayios first visited Des-
potiko 15 years ago and has returned there every year since 
to excavate the sanctuary, which consists of twelve buildings 

including at least two small temples. “When I first came to Despotiko, 
I saw many ancient architectural elements being used as part of the 
wall of the sheepfold. That was enough to interest me in digging there, 
because I knew there must have been more where those came from.” 
There had been two other excavations on the island—the first at the 
end of nineteenth century, which uncovered a prehistoric cemetery 
(ca. 3500 b.c.), and a second, beginning in 1959, which exposed a 
Doric temple dating to about 500 b.c.—but until Kourayios started 
digging, the sanctuary of Apollo was unknown either from the ancient 
written sources or from the earlier excavations. 

Kourayios has focused on two large outbuildings of the sanctuary, a 
small temple, and several Archaic houses. In addition to the buildings, 
Kourayios’ team has discovered a great variety of pottery, figurines dat-
ing to the mid-sixth century b.c. from the mainland city of Corinth, 
and many luxury goods. Kourayios believes the more valuable artifacts 
were placed under the floor of one of the buildings for their protection, 
likely during a renovation of the temple in approximately 500 b.c. 

The finds, most of which date to the second half of the seventh and 
first half of the sixth centuries b.c., include ivory buckles, gold jewelry, 
faience (tin-glazed ceramic that resembles glass) statuettes imported 
from Egypt, swords, agricultural implements, and even an ostrich egg. 
“This sanctuary is not only Panhellenic, meaning that it represents a 
god and goddess important to all Greeks,” Kourayios says, “but also 
has impressive offerings from Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and the rest of 
the Mediterranean world. This clearly indicates the site’s importance 
in the Archaic period. ”

Over the course of his excavations, Kourayios has also 
uncovered more than 50 fragments of six kouroi, a term 
used to describe the often life-size sculptures of nude male 

youths that first appear in the Archaic period. Although kouroi 
(singular kouros) are often found in sanctuaries of Apollo, most do 
not represent the god himself. The high quality of the Parian marble 
(from the nearby island of Paros) used for the Despotiko kouroi 
are further evidence for the sanctuary’s importance, and speak to 
the high level of artistry developing in the Archaic period on Paros. 
Many of the pieces of the kouroi, in addition to hundreds of other 
ancient blocks, were reused as building material in later renovations 
of the sanctuary.  n

Yannis Stavrakakis is Archaeology’s Athens correspondent. 

www.archaeology.org 41

Because very little was built on Despotiko after the 
2nd century a.d., the island sanctuary today looks much 

as it did in antiquity. 


