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The city of Abderа (6th - 4th centuries BC):  
In the light of archaeological research
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Abstract. The article attempts to systematize archaeological research in the region of Ab-
dera, one of the most significant ancient Greek apoikiai on the coast of the Aegean Sea between 
the rivers Hebros and Nestos (between the 6th and 4th centuries BC). The case of Abdera serves 
as an illustrative example of the Thraco-Hellenic relations in the outlined region during the 
culmination of state processes in Ancient Thrace and, respectively, in the Odrysian Kingdom.
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Introduction

According to the mythological tradition, presented in Apollodorus’ Library 
(2.5.8), Heracles’ eighth labour was dedicated to the capture of the man-eating 
horses of King Diomedes of the Bistonians, a Thracian tribe. He managed to 
steal the horses, but they tore apart his beloved Abderos. Heracles buried him 
with honours and founded a city near his tomb, where he established annual 
agones, athletic games that included boxing, pancratium, and wrestling... 

The apoikia Abdera (Ἄβδηρα) was founded on the west coast of Cape Bolus-
tra/Bulustra at the former mouth of the Nestos River in the middle of the 7th 
century BC by apoikistai from the Ionian city of Klazomenai (Hdt. 1.168; Plut. 
Mor. 812A; Solin. 10.10). Its foundation is traditionally dated around 654 BC, 
based on Eusebius of Caesarea (Graham 1992, 44-73). Over time, the river 
changed its course and now the mouth is situated much further west than it 
was in ancient times, 22 kilometers southeast of the present-day city of Xanthi. 
Describing Xerxes’ march to Hellas through Thrace from east to west, starting 
from Doriscus, Herodotus (7.108-109) specifies that this country once belonged 
to the Thracian tribe of the Ciconians. Crossing the dry bed of the Lissos River, 
the Persians passed by Maronea, Dicaea and Abdera. At Abdera, Xerxes crossed 
the Nestos River as it flowed into the sea (Fig. 1).

After its foundation by the apoikistai of Klazomenai, the city survived only 
for a short time, being situated too close to the mouth of the Nestos and in an 
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area with stagnant waters. The location of the polis in this marshy environment 
had a severe impact on the lives of the settlers. The five known necropolises 
from this period were situated in the immediate vicinity of the city (Kallintzi 
2004, 271-289; Koukouli-Chrysanthaki 1994, 33-77). Anthropological studies of 
the bones show that many adults suffered from various diseases and that their 
diet consisted mainly of fish and, secondarily, vegetables. The bones of juvenile 
individuals also provide evidence of anemia and scurvy - diseases associated with 
the surrounding marshy environment (Koukouli-Chrysanthaki 2004, 235-248; 
Skarlatidou 2010). Some researchers are convinced that the rapid decline of the 
apoikia of Klazomenai was due to a malaria epidemic (Kallintzi 2000, 107-116). 

Shortly after the decline of the first apoikia, settlers from Teos refounded 
the city around 545 BC (Hdt. 1.168; Strab. 14.1.30). Herodotus (1.168) recounts 
that refugees from Teos founded the city of Abdera on the shores of Thrace. Be-
fore them, Timesius of Klazomenai had attempted to colonize it but was driven 
out by the Thracians. This Timesius was honoured as a hero by the Teians of 
Abdera.  

Strabo describes Abdera as “a Thracian city” (14.1.30) at the time of the 
Teian poet Anakreon. At that time, the inhabitants of Teos left their city to settle 

Fig. 1. Map of Aegean Thrace (figure by J. C. Donati)
Source: Avramidou, Donati (eds.) 2023, 9. 
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in Abdera, fleeing the Persian threat. Strabo adds that this gave rise to the verse 
“Abdera, beautiful colony of the Teians” (Ἄβδηρα καλὴ Τηίων ἀποικίη). The city 
rapidly expanded and prospered, with fortified walls, two harbours, shipyards 
and sanctuaries.

Chronology of archaeological research 

The localization of the ancient city was carried out at cape Bolustra/Bu-
lustra by Austrian archaeologist W. Regel, who visited the region in 1885 and 
published the first study in 1887 (Regel 1887, 161-167). After W.  Regel, in-
dividual archaeologists reported occasional finds from the area - mainly in-
scriptions and coins (Feyel 1942-43, 172, n. 2; May 1966). In 1950, the newly 
appointed Ephor of Antiquities of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, Dimitrios 
Lazaridis (1917-1985), initiated systematic archaeological research in Abdera 
(Lazaridis 1950, 293-302; Lazaridis 1966, 359-365; Lazaridis 1971). Subse-
quent excavations from 1952 onwards were conducted on a much larger scale, 
continuing until 1966. In the 1960s, archaeologists Chaido Koukouli-Chrysan-
thaki and Katerina Romiopoulou joined Dimitrios Lazaridis (Kallintzi, Chrysafi 
2014, 6). At that time, the fortification walls were uncovered; the extent of the 
city was defined; the southern sector of the city was excavated, revealing its 
quadrangular shape based on the principles of the Hippodamian urban plan-
ning system; fragmented remains of houses from the late classical city were 
also uncovered. The only public building identified was the theatre (Lazaridis 
1966, 359-365).  

In 1973, the Prefecture of Xanthi was included in the 19th Ephorate of 
Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities of Komotini, and excavations were contin-
ued by archaeologists Vangelis Pentazos, Diamantis Triantaphyllos and Pantos 
Pantos. These investigations revealed walls and dwellings in the western sector 
of the city, part of the southern precinct and tombs in the tumulus necropolis 
(Kallintzi, Chrysafi 2014, 6).

Since 1981, the archaic city of the northern precinct and its necropolises 
have been systematically excavated under the direction of Chaido Koukouli-
Chrysanthaki as part of the “Excavations of Thrace” program. Archaeologists 
Lydia Kranioti, Katerina Peristeri, Stavroula Samartzidou, Chrysis Samiou, and 
Evdokia Skarlatidou have also participated in the research. The most important 
result of this research is the discovery of the archaic cemetery, the wall and 
other residential remains of the Klazomenian apoikia and the Teian apoikistes’ 
original settlement (Kallintzi, Chrysafi 2014, 7).

Within the framework of a new research project, the sanctuary of Demeter 
and Kore (Persephone) was then discovered as an important part of the ar-
chaeological site of Abdera. Having functioned from the end of the 6th to the 
beginning of the 3rd century BC, the sanctuary is one of the oldest in Northern 
Greece. The area was subsequently used as a necropolis (Pingiatoglou 1999, 919).

From the city’s two harbours, parts of granite stones of a pier with a round 
tower can be seen in the water today, along with ruins of richly decorated houses 
with peristyle courtyards dating from the Classical to the Roman period, as well 
as workshops.
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In 1985, a project was launched to preserve the ancient monuments. All the 
buildings discovered during the earlier excavations were restored and the site 
was opened to visitors (Ioakeimidou et al. 2006, 9-20).

In 1989, the archaeological site of Abdera was directed by Konstantina 
Kallintzi. During this period, the archaeological excavations involved work on 
the protection and promotion of the visible monuments in the southern part 
of the city, to which the settlement was relocated after the mid-4th century BC. 
At the same time, large-scale rescue excavations were carried out in the ancient 
necropolises. In 2008, Maria Chrysafi took over as director of the archaeologi-
cal site and in 2010, Kyriaki Hadjiprokopiou and Despina Skoulariki joined the 
team of archaeologists. Since 2014, the body responsible for the protection and 
promotion of antiquities in the region has been the Ephorate of Antiquities of 
Xanthi (Kallintzi, Chrysafi 2014, 8-11).

The boundary roads to the east, west and south of this island were dis-
covered in subsequent investigations conducted between 1996 and 2019 by the 
Ephorate of Antiquities of Xanthi, but the northern road has not been identified 
(for more details, see Kallintzi, Chrysafi 2014, 13ff.).

To date, a large number of studies on sites, finds, coins and inscriptions 
have been published. These provide a reliable basis for interpreting the relation-
ships between the Hellenic apoikistes and the local Thracian tribes.

Necropolises and burial customs 

Excavations of the necropolises of Abdera began in the 1950s and since 
then, a large number of graves from all periods have been uncovered (Kallintzi 
2004, 271-289; Kallintzi 2006, 143-153). Since 2003, no large-scale excavations 
have been carried out in the necropolis. 

The ruins of the Klazomenian apoikia have been located in the northern 
precinct (Koukouli-Chrysanthaki 1988, 39-74). Its necropolises were situated to 
the northeast, north, and northwest of the city, in areas which were coastal or 
marshy in ancient times and unsuitable for other uses (Skarlatidou 1985, 99-
108), i.e. they were scattered around the northern outskirts of the city. The ne-
cropolises from the Archaic period have been dated from the middle of the 7th 
century BC to the first three decades of the 6th century BC. A total of 346 graves 
have been excavated at four sites (Kallintzi 2004, 271-274).

These necropolises are similar in their characteristics and burial customs. 
All of them are flat (Kallintzi 2004, 271). Only a quarter of the graves contained 
grave goods, which were mainly ceramic vessels. No coins were found in any of 
the graves (Kallintzi, Chatziprokopiou 2019, 423-443). 

The necropolises of the Klazomenian apoikia are situated in three places:
- A flat cemetery north of the archaic city’s northern walls. 281 graves were 

excavated by E. Skarlatidou (Skarlatidou 1987, 421-429). 
- A second site about 1 km northwest of the city, where 22 graves were dis-

covered, dated from the second half of the 7th to the beginning of the 6th cen-
tury BC, beneath a tumulus with graves from the early 5th century BC (Kranioti 
1987, 431-435). 
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- Outside the southeastern corner of the north enceinte walls, a single pithos 
grave was discovered, dated on the basis of the ceramic material to the end of 
the 7th century BC.

The prevailing burial customs were both inhumation and cremation (Skar-
latidou 1987, 421-429; Koukouli-Chrysanthaki 1994, 33-77; Kallintzi 1997a).

The Teian apoikistes adopted a different burial practice. Their necrop-
olises are characterized by low tumuli, densely situated and covering one or 
more graves. The tumulus necropolis was used from the end of the 6th to the 
beginning of the 3rd century BC and extended over a large area (Kallintzi 
1997b, 807-839; Kallintzi 2004, 271-289; Kallintzi 2006, 143-153) to the north 
of the archaic city’s walls. To date, more than 500 tumuli have been identi-
fied.

During the Hellenistic period, the custom of building tumuli disappeared 
and the burial sites were moved mainly to the west of the north enceinte walls. 
During the Late Hellenistic period and the period of the Roman Empire, they 
were relocated to both sides of the western part of the southern enceinte area and 
remained there in later periods (Kallintzi 2013, 442). The finds are exhibited in 
the museums of Kavala and Komotini.

The Archaeological Project at Abdera and Xanthi (APAX)

In 2015, an extensive regional survey was launched as part of the 
Archaeological Project at Abdera and Xanthi, 2015-2022 (APAX)  - an 
international and multidisciplinary systematic survey project applying intensive 
pedestrian sample collection not only in the territory of Abdera but also in its 
hinterland (Georgiadis et al. 2022). For the first time, research was focused on 
a comprehensive assessment of the two cultural groups in the region during 
the 1st millennium  BC  - the Greek apoikistes and the indigenous Thracians 
(Kefalidou et al. 2023, 99-108; cf. Efstratiou 1993, 135-171; Papadopoulos 2001, 
157-194; Ilieva 2007, 212-226). The main research aim of the project was to study 
the settlement dynamics of the outlined area in Aegean Thrace. The project was 
conducted by the Ephorate of Antiquities of the Prefecture of Xanthi under the 
auspices of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture.

Of particular interest is Mausoleio hill on the eastern bank of the Nestos 
River, which may have been coastal during the Early Iron Age (EIA) and the 
period of colonization (Kallintzi 2011, 516-525). No excavations have been 
carried out but the ceramic fragments and archaeological structures attest to a 
Thracian settlement from that period. Fragments of imported painted pottery 
from the 7th and 6th centuries BC mark the first contacts between the apoikistes 
and the local population. Later handmade Thracian pottery coexisted with 
Greek pottery (Koukouli-Chrysanthaki 1986, 82-98).

In the context of the APAX project, three distinct zones have been defined 
in the Prefecture of Xanthi, representing the three complementary geo-
historical areas of the Prefecture: mountainous, foothill and coastal. In this way, 
parts of the land controlled by both the Greek apoikistes and the local Thracian 
population have also been included (Kallintzi et al. 2020a, 129-146; Kallintzi et 
al. 2020b, 529-538).
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The first zone is the coastal region of Xanthi, which covers two adjacent 
but separately studied areas, A and B. Area  A includes the early fortified 
polis of Abdera and it had an exclusively urban character. When the city was 
active, this area was enclosed by the walls on three sides and by the sea on 
the fourth.

Area B encompasses the suburban area of the North Precinct to the east 
and north, the latter extending north up to Profitis Ilias hill. This is a lowland 
region, parts of which included a coastal plain, swamps, now drained, and 
foothills in the northern part of Area B. Covering about 5 km², Area B contained 
a large number of small burial tumuli. It was part of the ancient chora, i.e. a 
countryside which included a portion of the ancient necropolis that belonged 
to the polis (area  A). During the Classical period, the ancient chora covered 
almost half of the coastal plain of Xanthi, reaching as far as the Kossynthos 
River (Kallintzi 2011). These two areas were essentially under the control of the 
apoikistes already from the establishment of the first apoikia in the middle of 
the 7th century BC. 

Of greater interest is Area C, a lowland region at the northern end of the 
Xanthi alluvial plain. It lies immediately south of the hills and the Rhodope 
Mountains. This region, with a total area of about 3.5 km², is situated between 
three modern villages and covers the lower slopes of Zarkadia hill in the north. 
The Zarkadia stream crosses this region in the middle, running in a north-
west-southeast direction, and in its northern half it has a deep and wide riv-
erbed. In Area C, the archaeological remains are very limited due to previous 
research. Historical sources and archaeological investigations indicate that this 
area was part of the land controlled by various Thracian tribes, and it was under 
their cultural influence throughout most of the 1st millennium BC. 

The finds from Area C include ceramic fragments and tiles, as well as a sub-
stantial number of metal slags. This suggests that metalworking was an import-
ant activity in the region, which probably had direct access to metal ores in the 
Rhodope area. Metalworking thus appears to have been a widespread practice 
among the Thracians. 

The last Area D is situated in the mountainous region of the Rhodope range. 
It encompasses the highland plain formed by the course of the Nestos River. 
Area D is currently about 30 km away from the sea, separated by the barriers of 
the Rhodope peaks, but the inland roads and rivers certainly acted as connect-
ing routes to the southern part of Xanthi. Covering about 0.5 km², the surveyed 
area occupies gentle slopes and a small plain between three hills. This region was 
selected due to the presence of Thracian cultural remains identified by previous 
research, which indicate that the area was under the control of Thracian tribes 
for most of the 1st millennium BC (Triantaphyllos 1993, 601-618). In addition, 
the characteristics of the inland and mountainous landscape provide a clearer 
understanding of the factors that determined the choice of settlement sites in the 
hinterland. The total area covered by this project was approximately 10 km². 

Most of the Thracian handmade pottery, which persisted in Aegean 
Thrace until the Roman period, was found in areas C and D (Papadopoulos 
2001, 157-194). Greek pottery is almost absent or is distributed in the region to 
a small extent. The discovery of clay fragments suggests the presence of wattle 
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and daub structures. The roofs were probably thatched, as tiles were not used 
in this area. Large settlements have been identified, located at the northern 
end of the Xanthi plain near the lower slopes of the Rhodopes (Triantaphyllos 
1990, 683-699; Veligianni-Terzi 2004). Smaller sites have also been identified 
on the plain south of the Rhodopes, but systematic excavations have not been 
carried out. 

The finds from Area D attest to its occupation at least since the Bronze Age 
and more intensively since the EIA and the 1st millennium BC. For example, 
the Lefkes hill was inhabited in the 1st millennium BC. The archaeological ma-
terial consists mainly of handmade pottery with relief decoration. The limited 
amount of wheel-made pottery, most likely originating from Abdera, suggests 
sporadic imports of objects. (The Thracian pottery from APAX has been studied 
by Dr. Petia Ilieva, and part of the material by Dr. Daniela Stoyanova). 

Coin minting

The beginning of coinage in Abdera dates back to the Persian presence in 
the region. Coinage from Abdera’s Classical period is analysed in the compre-
hensive study by J. M. F. May, which covers the years 540-345 BC (May 1966). 
A considerably more recent work is the dissertation on Abderian coin history by 
K. Chryssanthaki-Nagle, which encompasses the entire period of the city’s coin 
minting, from the 6th century BC to the 2nd century AD (Chryssanthaki-Nagle 
2007). 

The minting activity of Abdera spanned from the late 6th century BC to the 
mid-2nd century AD, reaching its peak in the 5th and early 4th centuries BC. 
Until the end of the 5th century BC, the city minted exclusively silver coins of 
various denominations, whereas in the 4th century BC, both silver and bronze 
coins were issued. 

Silver coinage ceased entirely in the middle of the 3rd century BC. A small 
emission of gold coins dates from the second half of the 4th century BC (Chrys-
santhaki-Nagle 2007, 152ff). According to S.  Psoma, Abdera initially minted 
coins under the reduced Chian standard in the late 6th and 5th centuries BC 
and under the Aegean (or reduced Aegean?) standard from the 4th century BC 
onwards (Psoma 2015, 167-190). 

The coins from Abdera are characterized by an obverse featuring a griffin - 
a symbol borrowed from the metropolis of Teos, depicted standing, sitting or 
jumping to the left - and a reverse with a quadratum incusum divided into four 
parts. In a number of types from the second quarter of the 5th century BC, var-
ious motifs appear in the quadratum incusum, such as a bull protome or a lion’s 
scalp (Fig. 2). In some types, different mintmarks, monograms or inscriptions, 
which are to be interpreted as abbreviations of the names of magistrates, can be 
discerned beneath the raised front paw of the griffin or in other places on the 
front of the coin. 

Particularly interesting is a silver drachm minted in Abdera around 360 BC, 
with an obverse featuring a lying griffin, beneath which is inscribed the name 
of an unknown Thracian dynast Spokes (ΒΑ // ΣΠΟΚΗΣ), read as Bα(σιλεὺς) 
Σποκης. The reverse depicts Apollo’s head in a linear square, surrounded by the 
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name of the magistrate Noumenios (ΕΠΙ ΝΟΥΜΗΝΙΟΥ). The coin is preserved 
in the Berliner Münzkabinett (Berl. Cat. I. 118; cf. Sallet 1888, 118-119, nr. 144; 
Peter 1997, 146-147) (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 2. Coin of Abdera. Hemidrachm (triobol), c. 475-450 BC: a - obverse: 
griffin seated left, right forepaw raised; b - reverse: forepart of a bull, left; 

within quadratum incusum (May 1966, 112, nr. 114, pl. 8; Chryssanthaki-Nagle 2007, 
107-110; Psoma 2015, 179-182)

Source: CN, Type 5212. 

a b

Fig. 3. Coin of Abdera. Drachm, silver, c. 360 BC. Spokes (Odrysian king): a - obverse: 
ΒΑ // ΣΠΟΚΗΣ (Bα(σιλεὺς) Σποκης), griffin lying left; b - reverse: ΕΠΙ Ν-ΟΥΜΗ-ΝΙΟΥ, 

laureate head of Apollo, right, within linear square 
Source: CN, Coin of the Month.

a b
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It has long been an established view that the coinage of the Odrysian kings 
was an expression of the tribute (phoros) paid by members of the Delian/Athenian 
League. Some members reduced their contributions or were not mentioned in 
the Athenian Tribute Lists, being compelled to pay the Odrysian rulers rather 
than the Athenian Empire (arche) (Fol 1972, 142; Porozhanov 2021, 151-172). 
Recently, with the accumulation of published numismatic material from private 
collections, a hypothesis has been proposed that coins were minted in mints lo-
cated in the interior of Thrace and controlled by the Odrysian rulers - possibly 
in settlements and potential cult centres known from the inscriptions on Thra-
cian vessels. 

Conclusion

Decades of archaeological research in the territory of ancient Abdera have 
led to the accumulation of a huge amount of new source material, which har-
moniously complements the information provided by ancient authors. The in-
troduction of modern methodology has greatly expanded research horizons - 
moving beyond the walls of the polis, investigations have now turned towards 
the hinterland. For the first time, the focus has been placed on a comprehen-
sive assessment of the two cultural groups in the region during the 1st mil-
lennium BC - the Greek apoikistes and the local Thracian population. At this 
stage, everything indicates that several kilometers inland from the coast and the 
Hellenic apoikia, the Thracians preserved their own cultural identity. Future 
research, however, will provide additional details and open opportunities for 
more in-depth interpretations.
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