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Travelling to oracular sanctuaries was one of the main motivations for long-distance 
movements in antiquity. Located on the fringes of the Greek world, the oracular sanctuary 
of Zeus at Dodona attracted visitors from the Early Iron Age, but only from the mid-7th 

century BC onwards did its catchment area expand far beyond the Pindos mountain range. 
This book covers the history of the shrine from its emergence as a cult place up to the 
acquisition of a pan-Hellenic reputation, taking into account the communities and private 
individuals who dedicated, consulted, and performed rituals there. 
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Note

The abbreviations of ancient authors and texts are in general 
those given in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, occasionally 
with familiar variation; references to modern scholarship gener-
ally take the form of Author-Date quotations, but short forms, 
all listed in the list of abbreviations, have sometimes been used.

Unless otherwise noted, translations in the texts are my own.
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Introduction

Oh! where, Dodona! is thine aged Grove,
Prophetic Fount, and Oracle divine?
What valley echoed the response of Jove?
What trace remaineth of the Thunderer’s shrine?
All, all forgotten—and shall Man repine
That his frail bonds to fleeting life are broke?
Cease, Fool! the fate of Gods may well be thine:
Wouldst thou survive the marble or the oak?
When nations, tongues, and worlds must sink beneath the stroke!

(Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto II, 53)

Any work aiming to reconstruct the history of a major 
ancient Greek sanctuary from its very beginnings comes face 
to face with two auctoritates: Pausanias and previous modern 
scholarship dealing with the same issue(s). The author of the 
Periegesis supplies decisive information on and full accounts 
of the sacred landscape of major and minor sanctuaries, which 
help the modern reader and archaeologist to reconstruct in detail 
these places of ancient cult and pilgrimage1. As for Dodona, 
alas, Pausanias, although he might have visited the site2, is quite 
tight-lipped, limiting himself to describing the sanctuary only 
by its rough position in north-western Greece, i.e. Thesprotia, 
and by mentioning a ἱερόν and a sacred oak worth seeing  – 
γῆς δὲ τῆς Θεσπρωτίδος ἔστι μέν που καὶ ἄλλα θέας ἄξια, ἱερόν τε 
Διὸς ἐν Δωδώνῃ καὶ ἱερὰ τοῦ θεοῦ φηγός3. In another passage he 
mentions the Dodona oak again as the second most ancient tree 

1  The term “pilgrimage” to describe journeys for religious purposes in 
pre-Christian societies and cultures is widespread, but controversial (Dillon 1997; 
Elsner, Rutherford 2005; Scullion 2005; Rutherford 2013).

2  Musti, Beschi 1982, p. XXI and p. 303; Bearzot 1988, pp. 106-107; Zizza 
2006, p. 134.

3  Paus. I, 17, 5.
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in antiquity after the Lygos at Samos4, but no further specifica-
tion is given about the sacred landscape, the monuments and 
votives within the temenos of the sanctuary of Zeus. Therefore, 
the auctoritas of Pausanias, for the study of the oracular sanc-
tuary of Dodona is noticeably weak, at least in shaping a priori 
the sacred landscape without the support of material evidence5. 
The second touchstone, against which all is to be measured, is 
modern scholarship. The history of studies on Dodona can be 
divided into four main phases: the search for the site; the publi-
cation of the archaeological research of C. Carapanos in 1878; 
the appearance in 1967 of H.W. Parke’s The Oracles of Zeus, 
Dodona, Olympia, Ammon6 and a few years later, in 1971, of 
the first archaeological guide to the site by S.I. Dakaris7; and, 
lastly, the very recent blooming of studies on the Epirote oracle 
after the publication of Lhôte’s and Dakaris, Vokotopoulou and 
Christidis’ collections of the oracular tablets of Dodona8.

«To ascertain the site of Dodona would seem now to require 
a response from the oracle itself». With these words in 1839 
Wordsworth, Bishop of Lincoln, expressed all the frustration 
of 18th-and-19th-century travellers who had been attempting to 
determine the site of the most ancient oracle of the Greek world9. 
At the time, the exact location of Dodona in north-western 
Greece was a mystery, the most ancient oracular shrine of the 
ancient Greek world «continuait à se dérober aux recherches 
des voyageurs et des archéologues»10. Centuries of oblivion 
had literally buried the sanctuary of Dodona under dust and 
earth, frustrating the curiosity of travellers and giving birth to 
numerous hypotheses about its exact location in the region of 
modern Ioannina.

4  Paus. VII, 25, 1.
5  Little help from other sources, for example Polybius (IV, 67, 3-4), who touches 

briefly upon the stoa, the anathemata and the hiera oikia.
6  Parke 1967.
7  Dakaris 1971.
8  Lhôte 2006; Dakaris, Vokotopoulou, Christidis 2013 (from now on DVC).
9  Wordsworth 1839, p. 142; Lincoln 1881, p. 229.
10  Carapanos 1878, p. 2.
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Travel literature along with illustrations of ancient ruins 
proliferated in the 18th and 19th centuries, especially once the first 
“archaeological” explorations had commenced11. This widely 
spread European phenomenon inspired erudite scholars, mili-
tary officers, noble men and diplomats from France to Greece, 
from Germany to Italy, to write travel guides, finding their 
model and archetype in Pausanias’ Description of Greece12. 
Travellers and painters fixed their attention on ancient Medi-
terranean locations, especially those less explored, remote and 
more exotic, as the sanctuary of Zeus at Dodona. In Sir William 
Gell’s words, in the 1830s Dodona was «one of the most inter-
esting and difficult questions in Greek geography». The ancient 
toponym(s) had not survived13 and no trace of the ancient glory 
of the oracular shrine of Zeus was apparent. This nourished the 
curiosity of travellers and scholars, who, puzzled by the shifting 
sub-regional divisions of ancient Epirus (Thesprotia, Molossia 
and Chaonia) through the centuries14, exercised themselves with 
conjectures. The ancient authors – first and foremost Homer, 
Herodotus and Strabo  – in their hands, they had but windy 
mountains, a river (i.e. the legendary ancient Tomaros chain 
and the Acheloos), and a large assemblage of oaks as their vague 
geographical references to guide them.

Among the most famous travellers in Epirus was Lord Byron, 
who visited and admired the remains of the theatre at a site that 
only sixty years later was identified as Dodona. On the 19th of 
November 1811, Byron wrote to Rev. Richard Valpy, fellow of 
the Society of Antiquarians and Headmaster of Reading School, 
communicating that they had not «discovered anything worthy 
in the Levant, except an amphitheatre about three hours ride 
from Yanina in Epirus»15. Likewise, these ruins of the theatre 

11  It is indeed not really correct to define these first explorations as archaeological 
excavations, since the birth of archaeology as a scientific discipline based on 
stratigraphical investigations dates to the 1920s-1950s (see for instance, Woolley 
1930; Wheeler 1943; Wheeler 1954).

12  Eisner 1991, pp. 89-124.
13  The south-eastern region of Ioannina, named Tomarochoria, indeed misled 

Leake (Dakaris 1971, p. 13).
14  Already Strabo VII, 7, C 326-329.
15  Marchand 1973, p. 134; Byron took the theatre for an amphitheatre.
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attracted others visitors, none of whom identified the place as 
the seat of Zeus Dodonaeus16.

The first identification of the site, on the basis of its geograph-
ical position and the disproportionate size of the theatre in 
relation to the city, was made in 1819 by Thomas Leverton 
Donaldson, a British architect, who only in 1830 published the 
plan of the building in a supplement of the Antiquities of Athens. 
He advanced the hypothesis that the site may have been ancient 
Dodona17.

However, Christopher Lincoln-Wordsworth is commonly 
considered the first “discoverer” of the exact location of 
Dodona18. His article “Where was Dodona?”, appeared first in 
his book Greece: Pictorial, Descriptive and Historical19, and, 
later, in the wake of Carapanos’ discoveries, was reproduced 
as an excerpt in the Journal of Hellenic Studies in 188120. 
He strongly suggested that the ruins on the eastern slope of 
Mount Olytza, in the middle of a plain South-West of Ioan-
nina and known by the modern name of Kastro or Dramisos, 
should be recognised as Dodona. Despite the distinct presence 
of a fortified citadel, Wordsworth, like Donaldson, dismissed 
the hypothesis that the visible remains belonged to Passaron, 
the seat of Pyrrhus21, because of the discrepancy between the 
size of the urban centre and the magnificence of the buildings 
placed outside the city-walls: a large theatre and the vestiges 
of two temple-like buildings, one of which sported the frag-
ments of fourteen still-standing columns. The singular pres-
ence of a monumental theatre, unusual for this district, made 
Wordsworth assume that it should have been designed not «for 
the entertainment of the citizens only», but rather it served «as 

16  Hobhouse 1817, pp. 66-67; Leake 1835, pp. 263-268; Hughes 1830, p. 488; 
Lear 1851, pp. 379-380 and pp. 385-386; Pouqueville 1820, pp. 145-146; Holland 
1815, pp. 142-147; Hawkins 1820.

17  Donaldson 1830, pp. 46-47.
18  On the paternity of the “first” identification Potts 2010, pp. 21-23; 

Manopoulos 2012.
19  Wordsworth 1839, pp. 247-253.
20  Lincoln 1881.
21  Of this opinion also Pouqueville 1820, pp. 467-469; Donaldson 1830, pp. 

46-47; Bowen 1852, pp. 205-207.
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