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ISOLATED TOWERS IN THE FORTIFICATION NETWORK 
OF ANCIENT MOLOSSIA: A CASE STUDY*

Yannis D. Nakas

Abstract

Since the 4th century BC and through the Hellenistic period, the region of Molossia in ancient Epirus 
(roughly corresponding to the modern prefecture of Ioannina) developed a dense network of fortifications, 
ranging from fortified cities to much smaller forts and refuges for the inhabitants, who still dwelt in their 
traditional unfortified hamlets. What, however, seems to have been rare in this elaborate network and in 
contrast to what happened in southern Greece, are isolated watchtowers and outposts. Only a handful of 
these towers have been documented within the borders of Molossia. 

The three case studies in this paper (Ambelochori, Tsouka and Kastri of Psina) have certain similarities 
concerning their construction and location. They all combine large, monumental corner stones and smaller 
ones put together in a polygonal or pseudo-isodomic way with kyphosis and peritenia at the corners. They 
are orthogonal in plan (c. 11 by 7 m) with one partition wall in the middle. Their exact dating is difficult 
to determine but most probably they were all erected in the first decades of the 3rd century BC under the 
reign of Pyrrhus, whose interest in building fortifications is known from ancient sources.

The isolated towers of Molossia do not seem to form a coherent part of any fortification or beacon network 
and their location cannot be related to any productive activity such as farming or mining. They seem to 
have been used as guard posts for passages and roads, monitoring the movement of people and probably 
their flocks too, but also operating as monumental symbols of state authority and power.

Introduction

Ancient Epirus is one of the most interesting, yet also 
most unexplored, areas of ancient Greece with regard to 
its defence network (Fig. 1). At least 100 fortifications of 

various types (city walls, forts, blockage walls, towers) 
have been documented in the modern prefectures of 
Thesprotia, Ioannina and Arta, and similar numbers are 
also known from the neighbouring region of southern 
Albania. Although most of these have been located and 

* Je tiens à exprimer ma gratitude aux organisateurs du colloque Fokus Fortifikation pour m’avoir permis de participer à ce colloque sur les 
fortifications. Cette communication est issue des premiers résultats de ma thèse de doctorat qui porte sur l’histoire de la défense de la 
Laconie et de la Messénie de la fin du VIIe au IIe siècle av. J.C. à l’Université d’Avignon et des Pays de Vaucluse, sous la direction de Claire 
Balandier, que je remercie grandement pour son soutien. Certains thèmes développés ici sont susceptibles d’être précisés par la suite.
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catalogued, especially by Hammond and Dakaris,1 few 
comparative studies of their architecture, topography 
and history have been undertaken.2

The majority of the fortifications in Epirus are located 
within the area which can be defined as ancient Molossia, 
roughly corresponding to the modern prefecture of 
Ioannina (59 compared to 54 in southern Albania and 
40 in Thesprotia).3 This region was the homeland of 
the large tribal federation of the Molossians, one of the 
Dorian tribes that lived in ancient Epirus. Emerging from 
the area of modern Pogoni, the Molossians gradually 

extended their control towards the south, evolving into 
the most powerful and influential state of Epirus around 
the end of the 5th century BC and attracting more tribes 
to their federation.4 Like most of the other Epirotans, the 
Molossians inhabited a quite mountainous and rugged 
area, divided by steep mountain ridges, deep gorges and 
rivers,5 a land which offered few valleys for cultivation, 
but was ideal for pasture, hunting and lumbering. This 
form of terrain and economy favoured the traditional 
division of the local population into clans and tribes 
which were then incorporated into a greater tribal 
federation under a hereditary king from the family of 

Fig. 1 Map of epirus with the main fortified sites (the area of Molossia shaded; map by the author).
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1 Hammond 1967; Dakaris 1956; Vlahopoulou-Oikonomou 2003.
2 Dausse 2002; Dausse 2003; Dausse 2008.
3 Vlahopoulou-Oikonomou 2003, 318–31.
4 Hammond 1967, 478–80; Meyer 2013, 114–18.
5 Hammond 1967, 159, 199; Dausse 2008, 161.



YannIs d. nakas428

the Aeacidae, mythical descendants of Achilles.6 The 
population dwelt in small, unfortified settlements, even 
during Hellenistic times, although new cities were built 
according to the models of southern Greece.7 This social 
and political organization, although obsolete and semi-
barbarous in the eyes of the southern Greeks, did not 
prevent the Molossians from developing into one of the 
strongest Hellenistic states (initially within the Molossian 
koinon and then the Epirotan koinon). It is during the 
emergence and consolidation of the Epirotan state that 
the fortification network of Molossia is believed to have 
been built.

The sites

The first site we will examine is located at the modern 
village of Ambelochori (formerly known as Skloupo) to 
the south-east of Ioannina (Fig. 1).8 The village lies on the 
slopes of a mountain ridge facing east and the ancient 
remains are to be found at Saint Paraskevi cemetery 
church, at the eastern-most edge of the settlement. 
These consist of various large blocks supporting most of 
the walls of the building which measures 5.9 m by 9 m 
(Figs 2–3). Their height is approximately 0.5 m and their 
width 0.6 m. Most have been reworked in recent years, 
losing any traces of peritenia and kyphosis, apart from 
the block standing at the church’s north-east corner 
which preserves its peritenia band. Two similar blocks 
have been re-used at a nearby house and ancient roof 
tiles and sherds have been recorded scattered around the 
church. The actual size and form of the blocks, as well as 
the size of the church strongly indicates the presence of 
an ancient tower, something which is also supported by 
the old name of the village Skloupo which means ‘tower’ 
or ‘pillar’ in Slavic.9 It is unlikely that all these blocks 
were transported to there from another place since 
the re-use of ancient ashlar blocks was not common in 
local traditional architecture, where builders preferred 
to break large blocks into smaller ones. The position is 
ideal for the erection of a watchtower, since it offers a 
panorama of the Tzoumerka region to the south (home of 
the tribe of the ancient Athamanians who were not part 
of the Molossian league until 295 BC), at the same time 
allowing its garrison to control the passages next to the 
rivers Arachthos and Kallarytikos leading to the south.

6 Hammond 1967, 480; Meyer 2013, 114.
7 Hammond 1967, 672–90; Dakaris 1987, 71; Pliakou 2008.
8 Pappas 2004.
9 Pappas 2004, 169.
10 Hammond 1967, 177.

Fig. 2 the church of hagia Paraskevi at ambelochori (photo: ch. 
kleitsas).

Fig. 3 the church of hagia Paraskevi at ambelochori. the north-east 
corner of the building (Pappas 2004, 176).

Approximately 280 m to the south of the monastery of 
Tsouka, near the village of Elliniko, our second case study 
can be found. On a very narrow rocky ridge, surrounded 
by steep cliffs and overlooking the deep gorge of the river 
Arachthos, the poor remains of a rectangular tower are 
preserved (Figs 4–6). The ruin was not noted by Hammond 
although it is easily approached from a rather wide old 
path leading from the monastery towards the south.10 The 
tower stands on the western end of the ridge, its long 
side covering the ridge’s width almost entirely. Its best 
preserved part is its western wall which can be followed 
for a length of about 10 m (Figs 5–6). It consists of large, 
roughly worked limestone blocks as well as smaller ones 
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built in a pseudo-isodomic system. The wall is founded on 
the worked surface of the ridge’s limestone and is more 
than 1.5 m wide at its best preserved section. Possible 
pry-marks survive on the rock foundations. At the wall’s 
highest point there is a large (unfortunately not in situ) 
rectangular block with a deep, slanting groove along 
one of its edges whose function is unknown. Not much 
survives from the other walls (the north and south most 
probably having disappeared into the gorge); a few small 
blocks remain from the tower’s eastern wall, suggesting 
that the original tower was a rectangular structure 
measuring 11 m by 7 m, most probably divided by a wall 
in the middle (Fig. 11). Along the ridge various sherds of 
pottery and tiles have been located, but none can offer 

any secure dating. Possible quarrying marks survive on 
the limestone rocks to the west of the tower.

The site offers a unique view of the Arachthos gorge 
and of the high plateaus to the east. The view to the 
west is blocked by a high cliff, offering no visual contact 
with the valley of Ioannina and the major ancient cities 
there (Tekmon and Passaron). To the east and over the 
gorge the fortified position of Chouliarades11 and to 
the south the fort of Raftanaioi12 are in visual contact 
with the site, although at a distance of more than 3 km. 
The Ambelochori tower is not visible, nor is the most 
important fortified settlement of the region, found at 
Kaletzi to the south.13

11 Soulis 1932, n. 1; Hammond 1967, 176; Filos 2000, 27; Aggeli 2001, 81.
12 Filos 2000, 27; Aggeli 2001, 81.
13 Dakaris 1956, 59; Hammond 1967, 154; Vlahopoulou-Oikonomou 2003, 72.

Fig. 4 the site of the tower at tsouka (author’s photo).

Fig. 5a–b the west wall of the tower at tsouka (author’s photo).
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Our next case study, Kastri of Psina, is located 
approximately 1 km to the north of the modern village 
of Psina, north of the valley of ancient Dodona and on the 
eastern foothills of the mountain Megas Longos. The site 
overlooks the valley and hills around the river Smolitsas, 
a tributary of the Kalamas, and is today covered by dense 
oak vegetation. It is a narrow ridge, less than 20 m wide, 
running north–south and is approached from its southern 
end (Fig. 7). Kastri was first reported by Hammond who 
had visited the site during his archaeological itineraries.14 
Hammond reports an oblong circuit wall covering an 
area with a length of about 650 paces over the ridge; 
he mentions no tower but only recesses in the wall. He 
does, however, publish a sketch which clearly shows 
a rectangular building with a wall attached to it. The 
tower, which is the most prominent feature of the site, 
is a large rectangular building, measuring 10.5 m by 7 m 
(Fig. 8; Fig. 11). It is located on the ridge’s highest point 
and its walls follow the sloping sides of the ridge. Three 

0 5μ.

Β

Fig. 6 Plan of the tower at tsouka (drawing by the author).

14 Hammond 1967, 190–1, plan 22.1B; Dakaris 1956, 59; Dakaris 1972, 94.

Fig. 7 the site of the tower at Psina (photo: ch. kleitsas).

of its angles still preserve the peritenia of the original 
structure. At the tower’s north-east angle the wall is 
preserved for a height of almost 2 m with four courses 



Isolated towers In the FortIFIcatIon network oF ancIent MolossIa 431

of rectangular and polygonal blocks (Fig. 9). The walls 
have a thickness of 1 m and are composed of header-
stretchers double blocks. Approximately at the tower’s 
centre the remains of a partition wall are still visible. 
No traces of any entrance survive. At the middle of the 
tower’s west side the poorly preserved remains of a wall 
extending out perpendicular from the tower is the only 
part visible from the circuit wall that Hammond notes 
seeing. A significant part of the tower must have been 
quarried by locals, as indicated by the large quantity of 
small stones covering parts of the building (Fig. 10). A 
tomb was excavated sometime in the 20th century right 
next to the tower’s north-east corner and its shaft is still 
visible today; a Hellenistic lacrimatorium was reportedly 

found in it. Hammond also mentions that a shrine was 
found somewhere near the modern village along with 
six female figurines dating to the end of the 5th or the 
4th century BC.15 The site offers a clear view towards the 
south where the valley of the Dodona oracle lies, to the 
east and north and also looks over the road following 
the foothills of Megas Longos to the west.

Although the Psina tower is not supposed to have been 
isolated, it does not form a coherent part of any proper 
fortification wall. The circuit wall noted by Hammond 
must have functioned as a courtyard wall around the 
tower, which was the centre of the fortifications of 
Psina.

0 5μ.

N

Tomb

North-east corner North-west corner

15 Hammond 1967, 191.

Fig. 8 Plan of the tower at Psina 
(drawing by the author).
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Discussion

None of the three case studies has been excavated 
properly, thus their exact date remains questionable. It 
is, nevertheless, highly unlikely that any of them date 
before the middle of the 4th century BC, since it seems 
that very few fortifications of any kind were erected before 
that period in Molossia.16 Hammond dates the majority of 
Epirotan forts well within the 3rd century BC (280–230 BC) 
and relates them with the military tactics of King Pyrrhus, 
who was believed to have been very keen on fortifying 

camps and erecting forts.17 The lacrimatorium found near 
the Kastri of Psina suggests a possible date around 300 
BC. The building techniques, although unable to offer 
secure dating, are quite similar to the mixed isodomic, 
pseudo-isodomic and polygonal walls of other Hellenistic 
fortifications in Molossia that date after 300 BC.

Certain construction attributes are common in all three 
Molossian towers. They all incorporate large ashlar 
blocks, roughly hewn on their faces, along with smaller 
blocks of various kinds. At Ambelochori and Psina, where 
corner stones are preserved (Fig. 3; Fig. 9), an elaborate 
peritenia band is used at every corner of the structure, 
an element very conspicuous in many other Molossian 
fortifications and buildings.18 Equally common is the 
mixed technique of large monumental corner stones 
and smaller ones put together in a polygonal or pseudo-
isodomic way, a technique most probably dictated by the 
availability of building materials. All stones are apparently 
local limestone, most probably quarried from sites near 
the towers. Foundations were most probably filled with 
rubble and earth and wooden floors must have existed 
at the upper levels. A partition wall must have divided 
the towers in two, adding to their structural coherence 
(Fig. 11). Tile fragments around the towers also indicate 
that the towers were originally covered with tiled roofs.

The design and dimensions of the towers also share 
similarities. Both Tsouka and Psina have very similar 
dimensions (c. 11 m by 7 m) and both seem to have been 
divided by a perpendicular wall. The Ambelochori tower 
appears to have been smaller (c. 9 m by 7 m), but the 
whole design seems to correlate with the design of the 
other towers. Entrances unfortunately do not survive, but 
this is very common in many towers of ancient Greece, 
where doors were placed at a higher level in the walls 
and were accessible by a wooden ladder.19 The towers’ 
original height can only be speculated, but something 
like 10–11 m would be reasonable.20

All the case studies are excellent natural observation 
points. They offer an ample view and oversee the areas 
surrounding them. They can also easily monitor the roads 
and paths running around them; Tsouka controls the path 
leading to the south of Molossia (which is still in use) and 
the passages running along the river Arachthos whereas 

Fig. 9 the north-east corner of the tower at Psina (photo: ch. kleitsas).

Fig. 10 the west half of the tower at Psina (author’s photo).

16 Ceka 2008.
17 Hammond 1967, 572, 659–61. Although Dakaris proposes a date at the end of the 5th century BC for certain city walls like that of 
Passaron (1987, 72), both Hammond and Ceka firmly support later dates for most of the fortifications.
18 Hammond 1967, 584.
19 Young 1956a, 136.
20 On the width to height ratio of ancient Greek towers, see Young 1956a, 135.
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Psina controls the roads leading from the north and west 
through the valley of the river Smolitsas towards the 
Dodona sanctuary. The towers at Tsouka and Psina are 
also built on steep and easily defendable narrow ridges, 
actually blocking their most accessible side, thus securing 
the whole ridge enabling it to be used as a refuge during 
emergencies by the local population. The scattered 
pottery on the Tsouka ridge is an indication that this 
narrow area was actually used as such. The Molossian 
towers seem to have no contact with agricultural areas 
since none of them can be connected to any valley or 
plateau as other fortifications in Epirus can.21 The Psina 
tower is also the only case where a settlement (most 
probably an unfortified ‘kome’ hamlet) is located within 
a reasonable distance from the little stronghold.

Concerning visual contact with other sites, fortified or not, 
no pattern seems to emerge. The Tsouka and Ambelochori 
towers are in visual contact with the sites on the opposite 
side of the Arachthos gorge, which, however, lie at a 
distance of 3–5 km away and it is questionable whether 
these areas did actually belong to the Molossian territory 
when the towers were erected, or to the federation of the 
Athamanian tribes.22 Furthermore, the Tsouka tower has 
no contact whatsoever with the main fortified sites and 
cities of the Ioannina valley. As for the Psina tower, the 
only visible fortification is the small fort above the village 
of Lyngos, the dating of which is still obscure. The hills 
totally prevent any visual contact with the sanctuary of 
Dodona, located a short distance to the south-east,.

A comparison between case studies

The small number of towers in Molossia cannot (for 
the time being) be considered an actual tower network 
when compared with the vast and elaborate networks 
of southern Greece;23 a few initial comparisons can, 
however be made.

In terms of construction the Molossian towers share 
similarities with the towers of Leukas,24 both being rather 
sturdy, well-built constructions, where great care has 
been taken to ensure the monumentality of the (most 
probably all stone-built) edifice. The sturdy masonry 
of the Molossian towers follows methods widely used 
in Classical and Hellenistic fortifications of many types 
around Greece.

In terms, however, of dimension or ratios, no exact 
parallels can be found, since most of the known towers of 
Greece were predominantly rectangular or round.25 Very 
few towers in Keos26 seem to share the elongated plan 
of the Molossian ones, but their construction is totally 
different and it is difficult to argue for a Cycladic influence 
in ancient Epirus. On the other hand, the division of the 
Molossian towers into compartments seems to be similar 
to some towers of Leukas27 and Boiotia,28 although no 
evidence survives in Molossia for any actual rooms within 
the towers, apart from the central division wall.

It is equally difficult to establish any close parallels 
between the Molossian towers and the other tower 
networks with regard to visibility and use. The Molossian 
examples cannot be related to any agricultural production 
or mining and quarrying activities like the towers 
of Leukas, Laurion, Sifnos and Thasos.29 This is to 
be expected for a largely pastoral and rather than 
agricultural economy like the Epirotan one. The similar 
plan of the towers of Molossia could also be an indication 
that they were all built by a central authority and not 
by individual citizens (wealthy farm owners), something 
which strongly supports their use as guarding posts 
of important roads and landmarks of state authority. 
Another difference with many towers of southern Greece 
is the lack of any effective visual contact with other 
forts and cities, something which makes their use as 
beacons very unlikely. Finally, the use of the towers as 
points for monitoring and controlling slaves working in 
the countryside, as recently suggested for many other 

21 Dausse 2008, 164.
22 Hammond 1967, 684.
23 For a general and reasonably up-to-date bibliography on the Greek towers see Morris & Papadopoulos 2005.
24 Morris 2001.
25 For Attica, see Young 1956a and Lohmann 1992; for Boiotia, see Camp 1991; for Thasos, see Osborne 1986; for Keos, see Cherry et al. 
1991; for Leukas, see Morris 2001.
26 Cherry et al. 1991, 287.
27 Morris 2001, 312–17 (towers of Palaiokatouna, Mavroneri, Skaros 6).
28 Camp 1991, 197.
29 For Leukas see Morris 2001, 341–3; for Laurion see Young 1956a, 140–3 and Lohmann 1992; for Siphnos see Young 1956b and Ashton 
1991; for Thasos see Osborne 1986, 175.
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cases,30 is equally unlikely, since no connection has yet 
been discovered between the Molossian towers and 
agricultural activities.

Conclusions

It is clear that the creation of isolated towers was not a 
common practice in Molossia. Only the three examples 
presented above have been as yet identified, making 
their existence even more important and at the same 
time difficult to explain. Furthermore, none seem to 
be part of any defence network of towers, outposts or 
‘fryktoriae’ beacons. The relation with the borders of 
Molossia is also questionable, since both east and west 
borders seem to have been further away from the location 
of the towers, although the actual location of these 
borders remains unclear.31 There is no connection either 
with farmsteads or any kind of productive facilities like 
mines. This does not, however, mean that the towers are 
unrelated to each other or with the other fortifications 
of the region. Similarities in dimensions, design and 
construction strongly indicate that all three buildings 
were part of the same fortification project32 and can be 
dated sometime after 300 BC. It seems more likely that 
the Molossian towers were associated with the control 
of certain areas and most probably with passages and 
roads.33 This is not unlikely in ancient Epirus, since most 
of the existing forts can be associated in one way or 
another with the control of the main roadways, which 
often lie next to river banks. One of the finest examples is 
the Gefyra Zeta wall, a strong and elaborate fortification 
which practically blocked the main road to Molossia from 
the south through the gorge of the river Louros.34 The 
frequency with which invaders (especially the Illyrians) 
raided the country during the early 4th century BC35 
must have forced the Molossian authorities to fortify 
strategic passages and create strongholds, shelters for 
local inhabitants and observation points that could house 
a small garrison and monitor any movement along the 
passages. Control over the movement of semi-nomadic 
shepherds and their flocks,36 taxation and protection 

against theft could also have been reasons behind the 
erection of the towers. 

The importance of these towers must, nevertheless, 
have been more than practical; in a landscape largely 
dominated by small villages, pens and huts, these 
10 metre-high stone-built towers must have formed 
landmarks of state authority and power, marking the 
existence of a strong state and offering (or imposing) to 
the locals a feeling of security, helping consolidate the 
unification of Epirus under Molossian rule.37

Many questions, however, remain unanswered. What 
is the exact dating of the Molossian towers? Does their 
location correspond with the borders of Molossia with 
the other contemporary states? Why do no other similar 
towers survive in such a heavily fortified region? Was 
there a foreign influence underlying the erection of 
these structures?

Further study of the Molossian fortifications is required 
to offer answers to these questions. Excavation and 
topographical survey of these monuments would help 
us understand this unique network of fortifications and 
relate it to the history of ancient Epirus and Greece.
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