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1  Introduction

1.1  Brief history of the research

Despite its monumental scale, the theatre of ancient 
Messene has long been neglected by scholars. One 
possible reason for this neglect might be related to 
the quarrying of the seating blocks for the neigh-
bouring Arsinoe Fountain and basilica church that 
started in Late Antiquity. When Pausanias visited the 
monumental theatre of ancient Messene, he said: 
»… and not far from the theatre, there is the sanctu-
ary of Serapis and Isis«1. This detail is also indirectly 
mentioned by Plutarch, who was writing at a time 
when the theatre was in use2. Nevertheless, it re-
mains unclear whether Pausanias’s intention was to 
refer to the ekklesiasterion of the Asklepieion, some-
times also called the ›Small Theatre‹, which is located 
to the south of the agora3.

Early modern investigations at Messene were con-
ducted by French travellers and reported in the early 
nineteenth century »Expédition scientifique de 
Morée«4. The French mission undertook a general in-
vestigation of the city, including a quick survey of 
monuments such as the Asklepieion, the theatre, the 
stadium, and the monumental Arcadian Gate5. The 
theatre was drawn in the city plan roughly in the cor-
rect position. Some sketches of the theatre were pub-
lished, including the stepped entrance of the outer 
wall of the auditorium and a pair of architectural 
blocks (fig. 1)6. However, the German travellers who 
followed misinterpreted a ca. 60 m long and ca. 3 m 
high wall of the theatre as belonging to another 
building7.

In 1895, the Archaeological Service of Athens be-
gan the systematic excavation of Messene. The first 
excavations were conducted by Georgios Oikonomos 
in 1909 and 1925. Anastasios Orlandos, then General 
Secretary of the Archaeological Service at Athens, led 
the excavations from 1958 to 1974. None of these ex-
cavations focused on the theatre.

In 1986, the excavation of the theatre began with 
Prof. Petros Themelis, head of the Society of Messe-
nian Archaeological Studies. Initial systematic exca-
vations started in 1996 in the southern part of the east 
lateral entrance to the orchestra (parodos), and con-
tinued from 1998 to 2001 with the west parodos, the 
orchestra, the scene building and the west part of the 
auditorium (koilon/cavea); parts of these areas were 
restored. The lower and upper parts of the auditorium 
(the theatron and the epitheatron, or the ima and the 
summa cavea), the orchestra and the retaining walls 
(analemmata) of the auditorium were restored by 
Themelis between 2007 and 2012. From 2007 to 2016, 
the author and the Architectural Team of Kumamoto 
University conducted fieldwork at Messene. 

During the excavation of the theatre, from 1986 
until 2010, annual reports and occasional interim re-
ports were published by Themelis8. Some short re-
ports and notices on the research taking place in Mes-
sene mentioned the theatre9, and several authors have 
since written brief reports and preliminary studies 
on the theatre10.
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1.2  Objectives, organisation and methodology 
of the research

1.2.1  Objectives
The first objective of this study is to record the newly 
excavated theatre building by documenting the sur-
viving architectural remains. The existing struc-
tures of the theatre are described in detail and illus-
trated by stone-by-stone line drawings, the architec-
tural members that originally belonged to the theatre 
are catalogued, and all the well-preserved pieces are 
illustrated by photographs and line drawings.

The second objective is to propose a reconstruc-
tion of the theatre based on a careful examination of 
the extant architectural remains. Because a large 
number of architectural blocks were reused in later 
periods and only a limited number of blocks of the 
superstructure have survived, the reconstructions 
include hypothetical propositions and are in part 
based on comparisons with buildings contemporary 

to the theatre of Messene. Naturally, the degree of re-
liability of each reconstruction depends on the sur-
vival rate of the remains.

The third objective is to analyse the architectural 
ornamentation of the scaenae frons of the Roman 
scene building and to date its construction. Compari-
sons with architectural ornaments of the same peri-
od may provide us with a date for the construction of 
the scene building.

The fourth objective is to document the remains 
of the theatre and to determine how the different ele-
ments of the theatre may have functioned. The skeno­
theke, the mobile stage (skene), the canvas roof (ve­
lum) and the stage curtain (aulaeum) are all accompa-
nied by detailed illustrations and photographs. Their 
presumed original form and function are recon-
structed based on literary sources and comparisons 
with contemporary examples.

1  City plan of Messene, 1831
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The fifth objective is to examine the construction-
al aspects of the Messene theatre, including the build-
ing materials and techniques, the craftsmanship, the 
design, and the masons’ marks.

The sixth and final objective is to propose a chronol-
ogy for each building phase from the Late Classical to 
the Late Roman period. Since the theatre building was 
one of the largest monuments of the ancient city, its 
building phases will be considered alongside the con-
struction of other major public buildings in the city.

1.2.2  Organisation
The monograph is organised as follows. The location 
and remains of the theatre are presented in Chap-
ter 2. The theatre at Messene consists of three parts: 
the round orchestra, the horseshoe-shaped auditori-
um, and the scene building. The architectural blocks 
of the superstructure of the theatre, discovered 
during excavations and in neighbouring ancient 
buildings, are presented in Chapter 3. The skeno­
theke, the large storage room for the mobile scenery, 
is discussed in Chapter 4. In addition, the function of 
the grooves in the floor of the building is described, 
and a reconstruction of the mobile stage is proposed. 
In Chapter 5, the reconstruction of the Hellenistic 
theatre is discussed, and the form of the Hellenistic 
scene building is reconstructed based on the con-
struction materials found reused in later structures. 
In the Roman period, the theatre was adapted to the 
Roman fashion with the addition of a scaenae frons; 
these modifications are discussed in Chapter 6. The 
architectural ornamentation of the scaenae frons 
is studied in Chapter 7, which aims at providing a 
precise date for the Roman scene building. Two ar-
chitectural features, the canvas roof (velum) and the 
stage curtain (aulaeum), are discussed in detail in 
Chapter 8. The building materials, construction 
techniques, design, and masons’ marks are ana
lysed in Chapter 9. The building phases of the the-

atre are reconstructed in Chapter 10. Finally, the ar-
chitectural significance of the Messene theatre, in-
cluding the Hellenistic stone scene building, the 
mobile stage (skene) with its storage building (skeno­
theke), and the Roman scaenae frons, is addressed in 
Chapter 11.

1.2.3  Methodology
The Architectural Team of Kumamoto University 
started its research in Messene in 2007, and the sur-
vey of the theatre began in 2008. Campaigns were 
conducted for about two months every summer until 
2010; then, from 2011 until 2016, the data collected 
were sorted and analysed, the descriptions written, 
and the graphic documentation generated. The in-
situ architectural remains of the theatre and of the 
pedestals of the scaenae frons, which are housed in 
the Archaeological Museum of Ancient Messene, were 
also drawn and recorded.

Since the measuring and recording methods used 
to collect data affect the reliability of the data and 
could also be a reference for other studies, we think it 
is necessary to present them in detail. On-site mea-
surements were taken to create drawings of the eleva-
tion and vertical cross-sections of the theatre and the 
scene building, as well as drawings of major architec-
tural blocks; both traditional manual measurement 
methods and digital photogrammetry were used. Spe-
cifically, in order to draw the plans of the remains, a 
total station was used to measure all the corners of 
each individual block of the theatre. Eslon tape mea-
sures, carpenter’s squares, and plumb lines were then 
used to measure the offset from baseline and create a 
plan at a 1 : 50 scale. For the vertical cross-sections 
and elevations, digital photogrammetry was used to 
create orthographic images. The blocks excavated 
near the theatre were measured using metal tape 
measures, carpenter’s squares, and straight rulers, 
and were drawn at a 1 : 10 or 1 : 5 scale.


