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Background	
During the Spring of 2019 I conducted the research for one of the case studies of the project 
#pubarchMED in Ancient Messene, Greece. 

The	project	
#pubarchMED, Public Archaeology in the Mediterranean Context, is the postdoctoral project of 
Dr. Jaime Almansa-Sánchez. Funded by GAIN, the innovation agency of the Galician Government 
in Spain, and implemented from the Institute of Heritage Sciences of the Spanish National 
Research Council [Incipit, CSIC]. 

Dr. Almansa-Sánchez finished his PhD in History and Archaeology at Universidad Complutense 
de Madrid, in Spain, last March 2017, designing a theoretical frame for public archaeology, 
applied to the development of archaeology and archaeological heritage management in 
contemporary Spain. As a follow up, the design of #pubarchMED aims to create a comparative 
frame for archaeological heritage management in the Mediterranean context at the same time 
it develops some methodologies for a more accurate account of the impact of archaeology in 
the social fabric. 

The project has three main lines: 

- Historiography: Public archaeology is understood as an umbrella of activities that have 
been practiced for decades, also [and specially] in the Mediterranean. However, current 
bibliography focuses on the Anglo-Saxon experience. The project will call for attention 
on this issue and try to set a basis for the development of a Mediterranean network of 
professionals that build on the experience and counterpart the current academic trends. 

- Perception of archaeological heritage management: Far from aiming the truth, the 
project will delve into the perception of archaeological heritage management by 
professionals working in the different spaces of archaeology [administration, 
universities, museums, etc.]. The aim is to draw a better picture of the situation and the 
relations among the different parts, across the Mediterranean. This will include the 32 
states and territories in the region, and also aims to find ideas to address the multiple 
challenges of our daily work from the experiences in every country. 

- Impact: Currently, all studies focus on the economic impact of investment in historical 
heritage, but the impact of archaeology goes far beyond. For this project, using twelve 
archaeological sites in three countries [Spain, Greece and Morocco] as sample, I will 
design a methodology to measure other impacts through visitor studies and 
ethnographic work, both inside the sites and their surroundings. The goal is to have a 
better understanding of the social dynamics around archaeological sites in different 
contexts. 

As part of the postdoctoral contract, a two-year placement abroad was needed. Greece was 
selected for being a good base for the Eastern Mediterranean, but also a different example from 
Spain within the European Union. There is no associated funding to the contract, so everything 
is conducted with the limitations of a salary. However, the commitment, and the cooperation 
with the project’s counterparts compensate the limitations. 

The	proposal:	visitor	study	
On April 8th, 2019 (prot.no.2170/11-4-2019), a request was sent to the Ephorate of Antiquities 
of Messenia, answered with the subsequent permissions on May 8th the same year. This report 
aims to comply with the 6th requisite of said permit as well as the will to inform about the 
results. 
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Visitor studies are a complex tool to measure many aspects of a museum or an archaeological 
site. They have been mostly used within museums, but their value for an archaeological site is 
also immense.  

Depending on the goals of the study, they can answer to very different issues, from learning, 
joy, evaluation of the infrastructure, focus on specific targets, etc. In each of them, the design 
of the questionnaire will be different and answer to a different strategy. 

For this project, the target will be visitors travelling alone, or in small independent groups 
[families, friends, without a guide]. They are usually people who visit the site on purpose, 
devoting the day or part of the day to it for reasons beyond the holiday. They are usually more 
engaged with the site, with previous background on archaeology [as visitors and interested 
public], and a more critical approach to the site itself. 

The Greek model is very dependant of seasonal tourism and mass attractions, but the network 
is massive and have a great potential to divert the tendency. Mass tourism from cruises, closed 
tours and beach resorts going to the Acropolis, Mycenae or Olympia will always be there. They 
are safe captive public which help engrossing the ticketing box in those sites but whose actual 
impact and effects in Greek archaeology is limited beyond that. The economic influx they 
provide is important, and not perceived in risk [see global pandemic in 2020], but in order to 
improve secondary destinations, and a more sustainable tourism, the focus on these other 
publics is essential. Sometimes they do not pay tickets [some are students, professionals with 
free cards, or retired], but their impact in the surrounding areas is usually larger, as well as their 
marketing potential to diversify the offer. 

#pubarchMED focuses in the direct impact of archaeology in the close environment [mainly the 
social fabric], and therefore, this is the main area of improvement identified, not only in Greece, 
but throughout the Mediterranean. 

The goal of the visitor studies will be double: 

- On site: First, to follow their interaction with the site. How they visit, what they 
photograph, read or stop for. This helps to identify alternative ways for the visit to the 
guided tour, possible hot points, but also flaws in the current display. Second, to 
understand their motivations to visit and their impressions of the site. Which will offer 
a further evaluation of the current situation of the site, its infrastructure and 
interpretation.  

- Off site: This will try to see their knowledge of other archaeological resources in the 
area, main routes taken by visitors, permanence in the region, etc., helping to 
understand the position of the site in the main non-set routes. 

Overall, the understanding of this profile of visitors’ attitudes towards the site may help to 
understand the motivations for the visit, their personal evaluation of the site and the relation of 
the specific site with further areas. Together with the ethnographic work, it will help to 
understand the impact of the site in its surroundings, and also define possible areas of 
improvement and current best practices that can be of use for others. 

Methodology	
The visitor study will have two main actions: tracking and survey. 

First of all, it is to say that a poster announcing the visitor study was be placed in the ticket office, 
warning visitors about the presence of students conducting the study and offering the possibility 
of asking not to be bothered. The students will be clearly identified and trained to answer any 
question about the project and their presence there. They will work under the auspice of this 
permit and all responsibility of their actions will be assumed by the project leader. A clear ethical 
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guidance will be given, preventing to follow those who actively say don’t want to be followed 
and not disturbing the daily matters of the site and the people visiting it. 

- Tracking: This action consists in following and noting down the visit of a person/group. 
Maps of the site with their main points, panels and paths will be provided and the 
tracking of the visit will record the time taken, the route followed, those places with 
special attention, panels read, photographs taken, etc.  

- Survey [see details in the next section]: Will follow the main lines of any visitor study 
survey. First, one general block of statistical data, then two further blocks will follow: 
one on the site, and a second one off the site. The survey will be conducted to all 
subjects tracked, and some other individuals in between, always at the exit. 

The visitor study will take place for four days: Thursday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday in two 
shifts: morning and afternoon. There is no goal in the number of subjects to follow as it is 
dependent on the number of visitors and the times of the visit. The study is not intended to offer 
significant quantitative data, as that would require a further extension, but to gather qualitative 
data and test the methodology. Furthermore, it will serve as a training activity for the students 
recruited in a workshop conducted at the University of the Pelopponese, in kalamata.  

Survey	
The survey consists of three blocks of questions: 

Block 1: General statistical data 

[Sex] [Age] [Nationality] [Residence] [Language, mother] [Level of education] [Work] 
[Background in archaeology] [Type of visit] – To be coded afterwards  

Block 2: On site perceptions 

[Is this your first time here?] [If not, how many times have you been here?] [How did you know 
about this site?] [Why did you come now?] [How did you get here?] [Where from?] [Route?] 
[Did you find it easy?] [What was your favourite part of the site?] [Is the infrastructure 
adequate?] [Do you miss anything?] [Was easy to understand the site?] [Is the information 
adequate?] [Do you miss anything?] [Explain in a few words] [Did you share photos on Social 
Media?] [Which?] [Other reviews?] [Would you recommend the visit to others?] [Would you 
come back?] – To be coded afterwards; Combination of close [yes/no; word; gradient] and open 
questions; All questions will be formulated accordingly after the training.  

Block 3: Off site information 

[Did you visit any other site or museum in the region during this trip?] [Which ones?] [And 
before?] [Are you visiting any afterwards?] [Are you staying overnight in the region?] [How many 
nights?] [Where? – city and typology] [Are you having lunch-dinner in the region today?] 
[Where? – city and typology] [Did you buy or plan to buy any souvenir?] – To be coded 
afterwards; Combination of close [yes/no; word; gradient] and open questions; All questions will 
be formulated accordingly after the training. 

The total time expected for the interview is of fifteen minutes. 

*Detailed data of access for the days of the visitor study implementation was also requested. 

The	proposal:	Interviews	of	staff	
This corresponds both to the specific case study, but also to the general line on the perception 
of archaeological heritage management. Within it, professionals from different positions all 
around the Mediterranean are being interviewed in order to better understand how 
archaeology works in each country. 
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There are two parts in place: general interview; specific interview about the site. 

Depending on the role of each person interviewed, one or both parts will be included in the 
interview: for the staff in the Ephorate, the general interview and the specific if they have any 
responsibility towards the site; for the staff in the site, the interview about the site and the 
general interview if they are archaeologists. 

- General interview [≈1 hour]: It has two different parts, although they are mixed within 
the conversation. The first part asks specific questions about the perception of 
archaeology and archaeological heritage management in general and in Greece. They 
are direct questions answered with one word or a sentence. The second part is a semi-
structured conversation about the management of archaeological heritage, interested 
in the general process and dynamics, as well as the current challenges.  

- Specific interview [≈30 minutes]: It is a semi-structured conversation about the daily 
management of the site. The goal is to better understand the day by day work in the site 
from the different positions, as well as any issues arising from it. 

Specific questions cannot be disclosed, as part of the interview relies on first impressions. As 
side project to #pubarchMED, the interviews will be analysed at a macro level [not focusing in 
individuals, but in the structure of the discourses] to identify any trends in the way we construct 
our image of archaeological heritage management. Only general data such as country, age, or 
sphere of work will be used for this analysis. 

In some situations, the interview can represent a sensitive issue, this is why all interviews are 
marked with a public identifier: for Greece, GREXXX, that relate to general data and never 
names. Furthermore, each interview will be given a number [consecutive in the final database] 
that will be the one used in reports and future publications. This way we ensure the anonymity 
of the participants, although there is always a possibility to be quoted by name if agreed in any 
specific issue. Interviews are recorded for personal use [to be able to listen to them again, as 
the quantity of data is overwhelming], but they will only be summarised, not fully transcribed, 
highlighting the main ideas treated. Both the recordings and the consent documents signed, will 
be stored in a private archive, not visible to anyone but the researcher. 

In a general basis, the project is following all the different profiles involved in archaeology from 
a professional perspective, from university to museums, administration or private contractors 
where in place, also discriminating by experience with early practitioners and experienced ones. 

For the case studies, the focus is more specific: 

- Staff working in the Ephorate:  
- Staff working on site: In this case, I’m interested in all the staff, archaeological and non-

archaeological, that work in a permanent basis on the site itself: ticket officers, keepers, 
gardeners, and if there is a specific curator assigned. 

The	proposal:	ethnographic	work	
Aside from the actions under permission requirements, the project also includes ethnographic 
work in the surroundings. In this case, it involved interviews with other stakeholders, visits to 
the nearby villages and collection of materials like political propaganda for the local elections. 

The methodologies used in the project are adapted for each case study, as it is not the same to 
approach a site like Ancient Messene, in a rural area and with its own special circumstances, 
than other sites in urban contexts, or different countries, as will be the case with the work in 
Spain and Morocco, or other ethnographic approaches for the analysis of the other 
Mediterranean models.  
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The first step was a general mapping of the area. Points of interest with references to the site in 
public areas, either brands for businesses, or public advertisements of all sorts. It complemented 
in person walking with Google Maps searches in Kalamata and Messini. I was also interested in 
analyzing the network of roads around the site and how they distribute traffic to it in relation 
with the villages around.  

The second step focused on interviews with local stakeholders, business owners related or non-
related to tourism. Access to politicians was impossible due to the coming local elections so 
close in time. The main parties were approached by email after an introduction in person, but 
none of them replied, leaving their opinions to the scarce information on the leaflets. 

Overall, these observations complemented the official information, the visitor studies and other 
interviews with professionals. 

 

Implementation	and	Results	
Although some stages of the ethnographic work were conducted in three different visits since 
February 2019, most of the fieldwork took place in the week of the 14th to the 20th of May, 
2019. This included the visitor study from Thursday to Sunday in two blocks of two hours each 
day (10-12 and 15-17). 

The	visitor	study	
Although originally it was intended to collect a higher number of results, the circumstances of 
the activity with the university changed the scope slightly. After the first contacts with the 
Department of History, Archaeology and Cultural Resources Management of the University of 
the Peloponnese, we decided to organise a workshop for the implementation of visitor studies 
with some practical work in Ancient Messene that would help in the implementation of the 
action. However, the success of the activity had a downside. Thirty students [29 finally attended] 
signed up for the practical work shortening the time and effectiveness of participation due to 
logistic difficulties. Still, 58 interviews and 28 tracks were made, although some of them partial. 

After analyzing the numbers of visitors during the days and hours we were present, we reached 
a 17,06% of the targeted visitors with an interview and an 8,23% with a track. In order to 
calculate these numbers, we deduce that from the total number of visitors, only those not 
coming in big/organized groups qualify. Also, those present on site during the 2 hours’ blocks 
we were there. However, in this case it is more difficult to estimate the number as the visit is 
very long, so we just count those accessing between 10-12 in the morning, and 15-17 in the 
afternoon.  

 

Table 1. Visitors to the site and the museum by day and shift; specifying those present during the study’s 
block and qualifying as non-group. 

Date Shift Total Block Non-group 

16/05/2019 1 412 211 94 

16/05/2019 2 46 23 23 

16/05/2019 3 9 9 9 

16/05/2019 4 8 8 8 

17/05/2019 1 335 140 42 

17/05/2019 2 54 27 27 
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17/05/2019 3 21 17 17 

17/05/2019 4 9 0 0 

18/05/2019* 1 408 197 33 

18/05/2019* 2 76 23 23 

18/05/2019* 3 12 9 9 

18/05/2019* 4 28 4 4 

19/05/2019 1 168 84 28 

19/05/2019 2 27 20 20 

19/05/2019 3 6 3 3 

19/05/2019 4 4 0 0 

TOTAL  1623 775 340 

*Site open for free.  

Shifts correspond to: 1. Site morning, 2. Site afternoon, 3. Museum morning, 4. Museum afternoon. 

 

The students carried out most of the interviews and tracks under my supervision and no mishaps 
were reported. A notice of the study being conducted was put in the entrance and the ticket 
office. Students were properly identified, and training was followed well. Of course, due to the 
lack of practice, we could not expect a professional result, but still most of the interviews offered 
good answers and most of the tracks have been useful. In order to not misrepresent the reality 
observed during the process, all data has been processed to counteract the effect of interviews 
and tracks not finished. See attached Excel with processed data. 

 

 
Figure 1. Students practicing during the workshop (left); interviewing a visitor (center) and conducting a 
track (right). 

 

The tracks have offered a very interesting image of the main spots on site and the variability of 
the routes taken for visit. We have made a heat map of the site based on the data collected 
during the track. Values represent a coefficient calculated from the use of the space (pass, 
photos, readings): 
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Figure 2: Heat Map. The “hotter” the color, the more transit and use of the space. It is possible to follow 
a slightly prominent route to visit the site, as well as the main spots for the visit (in dark red and white). 
At the same time, it is possible to see “colder” spots that might need further enhancement for the visit. 
Starts are signal panels, and circles resting points. 

 



10 

One of the most interesting results from the tracking is the use of the panels, that can be 
connected to some complaints of visitors who cannot read Greek or English. On average, only a 
27,68% of the panels are read. Although most people stop to read something, at the end, only a 
few panels are actually read by a representative number of visitors. We need to remember these 
visits are made without a guide, so the interpretation of the site needs to improve, to become 
more attractive. Only the panel on top of the theatre has been read for over half of the visitors, 
while most of the others are read by around a 20% (taking into account that some [4] visitors 
tracked read most panels, while most visitors hardly read anything). For example, the panel right 
South of the Asklepion has been read only by a 10%, not even those 4 visitors usually reading 
panels. 

But let’s delve into the visitors’ profile. By gender, balance goes to male visitors, but it is probably 
a problem of the low sample, as general observation shows more equal numbers. Therefore, we 
are not going to take into account this. By age, with an average of 54 years old, we need to pay 
attention to the fact that, besides school groups, the presence of young visitors is very low 
compared to those visits by middle-aged and mostly retired adults. Most visitors are well 
educated (3,6/4 with university studies) while only a 20% have some sort of background/interest 
in archaeology. This does not necessarily mean having studies in the field, but also an amateur 
interest in history/archaeology that usually helps to better understand a site. In relation to the 
need to interpret archaeological sites, this is a relevant issue. Many visitors in the Mediterranean 
context go to archaeological sites as a complement to beach tourism. Their knowledge is limited 
to school memories and does not get much better after a visit. If the goal is to impress, Ancient 
Messene is one of these sites that can do it thanks to the major anastylosis conducted, which 
also helps understanding the site. Still, stones do not speak. If we connect the lack of reading to 
the lack of background, interpretation becomes more important. 

By country, there are 13 nationalities in the sample, showing the global dynamics of tourism. 
However, Greece and Germany are top on the list by far with over half of the sample together. 
Internal tourism in Ancient Messene is still increasing due to the word-of-mouth communication 
and the very positive experience that visitors have overall. Still, although we believe English is a 
vehicular tongue for international communication, the reality, specially with French and other 
Mediterranean visitors, is different. One of the reasons we can think about for the lack of reading 
is the language. Indeed, the complaint appears in the questionnaires. 

Block 2: On site. 

Following with the specific blocks, first questions deal with the experience on-site and the results 
are remarkable in terms of enjoyment. The site is very positively valued (4,51/5) and complaints 
are residual (only 1/3 and focusing on more information, water fountains and resting areas). I 
wanted to start with this statement, as any critique I might make is a place for improvement 
over an already successful panorama. 

An 85% of the visitors are in Ancient Messene for the first time, however, those that repeat 
(mostly Greeks) do it several times. Indeed, the average is over 4 times per person. Those focus 
of the study arrive mostly by car and after reading about the site on a travel book. One of the 
troubling spots has to do with the museum. Only a 7% goes to the museum first, and then only 
a 55% plans to go afterwards (which makes a total 62% of visitors going to the museum). Being 
people travelling alone or in small groups out of a closed tour, this can be a sign of low interest 
in the museum, which is indeed interesting and even necessary for a better visit. 

To the specific statements, results are as follow (over 5): 

- Archaia Messene is a spectacular archaeological site = 4,36 
- It is easy to arrive here = 3,74 
- I learned about the Hellenistic period = 3,67 
- I learned about Archaia Messene = 3,84 
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- The site has everything you need for a visit = 3,69 
- I would recommend the visit to my friends and colleagues = 4,79 
- The information available is complete = 3,72 
- It is easy to understand the site = 3,93 
- I will come back = 3,29 
- Archaia Messene is better than other archaeological sites I have visited = 3,63 
- I understood the site better than other archaeological sites I have visited = 3,56 
- I would not change anything... = 3,07 

Changes proposed include the main complaints about the site: opening the café, having water 
fountains (let’s remember the study has been made in May with a mild weather), more places 
to sit, and maps/brochures to help with the visit (they exist but run out of them). The fact that 
this was the less valued statement makes a point about the importance of non-archaeology 
issues within an open to the visit archaeological site. 

Being way over 3 out of 5 in every case is a good sign on the quality of the visit. Maybe not 
enough to come back (in this question, some of the answers witnessed are about possible future 
visits while being again in the region, which is not always a safe statement, but shows 
satisfaction), but surely to recommend it to others (the highest one), which is the base of the 
success. 

In terms of understanding, there is no need to delve into the results, as the average is high, by 
itself and related to other sites. As said, Ancient Messene is probably special due to the 
anastylosis and the landscape, which make it easy to get a global context of the site with little 
information. So, even though the panels might need a revision, they are not as essential for a 
basic visit as in other sites with less appealing remains. 

Block 3: Off site. 

One of the goals of the study was to understand the structural dynamic of the visit off-site. In 
this sense, the interest was in trying to evaluate the actual impact of the site in the region by 
addressing the routes and attitudes of visitors. 

One marker I was interested to see was the capacity of the site to change the plans of a visitor. 
When planning a trip, one calculates times of route and stay on site. For example: it is going to 
take 30 minutes to get there from Kalamata, 2 hours to visit and then back, or to the next site. 
Trends in individual visitors have not been studied in general terms and it is difficult to see the 
margins and expectations of such plans. The question about changed plans was trying to 
evaluate whether visitor stay far more than expected, or even completely change the plan of 
the day because of the visit. The result was very low, just a 7%, which linked to other questions 
offers an interesting opportunity to improve numbers in the region. 

There are two main profiles: On route from Sparta-Epidauros towards Pylos or Olympia; Staying 
in Kalamata or Pylos and on a day trip. For those who stay [overnight] in the region, the average 
time is 4,5 days. But they only represent a 55%. The role of Kalamata museum to introduce the 
archaeological heritage of the region is very important and successful. Both the museography 
and the information are key and great. However, Pylos and Ancient Messene do not offer the 
same encouraging experience [as they are on-site focused] and the lack of attractive and 
clear/easy-to-find official online information, as well as brochures with the network of sites and 
resources, make it difficult for visitors to stay more, or consider a future visit only to the region.  

Interestingly there is an old campaign with big panels in the entrance of the major archaeological 
sites showing the whole network of the area. I have only seen two left [one in Phaistos, Crete; 
one in Philippi, Makedonia]. Knowing how fast brochures finish, a permanent reminder of the 
network, attractive and visible, could be a positive resource to improve stay and impact. Clear 
information in every ticket office about the other sites open to visit or available in the region 
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could complement those panels. Nowadays, smartphones are common and their capacity to 
take photographs can compensate for expensive or finite materials. A visitor can take a photo 
of the panel, or the information. Or access with a QR to a basic web with updated information. 
Cheap and sustainable solutions that in the mid-term can improve local impact and quality 
tourism. 

An average of a 60% are visiting more sites this day. Only half stay for lunch or dinner, mostly in 
the restaurant over the site, the one in Arsinoi, or Kalamata [this last for dinner mostly]. Only a 
30% buy something in the village, as the variety and quality is not very good. 

Taking all into account, together with the ethnographic work, I would conclude that the impact 
of Ancient Messene is lower than its potential. There are many resources in the surroundings to 
devote a full day in the area [around the site] and improve the impact in local economy, which 
has already seen a step forward in the last five years. 
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The	ethnographic	work	
*This will include the interviews to staff. 

The main goal of this part of the project is to better understand the site in its context, 
geographical, social, economic and political. My limitations with Greek made it more difficult to 
get a deeper picture of certain issues, as the colleague that was coming with me could not do it. 
However, some general lines have been covered. 

There were two main areas of interest: interviews with stakeholders and analysis of the area. 

For the first one, several formal and informal interviews were conducted with different 
stakeholders: research, administration, civil society, business, politicians, etc. Each part offered 
a different view of their relation to the site and the site with its surroundings. One of the 
conclusions clearly stated in interviews, is the role of Prof. Themelis in the rebirth of the site. He 
is mentioned constantly by any person with a direct link to the village or the site. This is positive 
when thinking about him and his legacy, even encouraging more similar work in other sites. 
However, it is not that positive at a structural level, showing how more than a proper general 
strategy, success scenarios respond to individual work. Still, the positive impact of the site in the 
area is clear and well documented. People in Ancient Messene [Mavromati] and Arsinoi talk 
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about a change sin 2013, leading to more opportunities. Some people came back to the villages, 
even if they mainly live in Kalamata. Still, most of them complain about the seasonal character 
of tourism and the need of an extra push to bring more activity. Most locals complement their 
business with olive trees or other jobs, just devoting the summer to tourism. Other stakeholders 
in Kalamata like taxis or hotels do not see the site as structural for their business, representing 
maybe a 5% [according to the estimation of taxi drivers]. Sometimes, visits to Pylos or Navarino 
area are more lucrative and common. Another issue that I found interesting was the 
disconnection between Pylos and Kalamata, or the strange packages from Costa Navarino, that 
sponsor Nestor Palace, but do not offer Ancient Messene as a trip [while sometimes going to 
monasteries in the area with Russian tourists]. Lastly, the connection with people is minimal in 
other villages around the site, especially on the other side of the mountain. 

Then, the analysis of the surroundings becomes even more interesting, and not in a positive 
way. An analysis of the road system around the site shows how there are only two main ways to 
the site, being Ancient Messene, Arsinoi and Neoxori [in a much lesser way], the only villages 
directly affected by passing tourists. Indeed, even the new road to Andromonastiro skips the 
village [Petralona]. This builds on the lack of attachment to the site, showing even ironical 
comments about it like: “if you want tourists go to Mavromati”. But this is something more 
difficult to address, as the physical disconnection with the site probably affects the perception 
of archaeology as a touristic or snob issue. Work in those villages have clearly not increased any 
sort of belonging. More serious is the amount of businesses closed in Ancient Messene and 
Arsinoi. Indeed, all the big infrastructure did not make it. Maybe too much for the reality of the 
moment.  

Anyhow, a global conclusion of the situation is still positive with a great margin for improvement. 
The social fabric that is starting to grow in the area show belonging and commitment [for 
example with the local newspaper they started] and feel positive about growth in the near 
future. Probably the impact of Covid-19 has been lower than in other massified areas, so that 
shows how, maybe, the development of the touristic infrastructure has been in line with the 
real current situation. On the dark side, daily life infrastructure is in a horrible shape. Only the 
main road is fine, still not great for buses. Other issues like parking spaces arose. 
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Figure 3: Newspapers hanging in the street in Ancient Messene. 

 
Figure 4: One of the closed businesses. 

 



15 

General	considerations	
Overall, the evaluation of Ancient Messene and its impact, especially compared with other 
Greek and international sites, is very positive. The work conducted on site in the last years has 
been great and community actions had visible results. The evaluation of visitor experiences has 
been extremely positive too. With an average of 3,77 over 5, there is very little that can be 
objected. Still, there are several issues that have already appeared in the report and are 
important in order to keep improving the site and its positive impact. 

On site 

Although the experience of visitors is very good, there are some issues that recurrently appear 
in interviews or I consider easy to implement and positive for the improvement of the site. We 
can distribute them into two areas. 

- Facilities inside the archaeological compound: Water, more resting areas and café/shop. 
A visit to Ancient Messene takes around two hours, just walking around and enjoying 
the landscape and the archaeological remains. There are only three resting areas [bench 
+ rubbish bin] once you go in, and they do not seem enough for some people. To be 
honest, during observation works, most of the resting areas were not in use for long 
periods of time, so it does not seem like a priority. However, having a look at the average 
age of visitors, it might be interesting to consider other stop/sit points. Indeed, there is 
another reasoning in favor of this proposal, as more resting time means more time on 
site and more probabilities to stay or recommend staying in future trips. Let’s remember 
our focus group is independent visitors for whom we assume interest and more 
probability of expenditure. Big groups will continue their model whatever is done. What 
is important, is water. In such a long visit and without the café open, I would suggest to 
install at least one water fountain in the viewing point before the stadium. About the 
shop/café I will not make any comment, as TAP plus the local issues in the village make 
it very difficult to be solved. However, the lack of books is problematic for many visitors 
and linked to the interview with the shop owner in the road, that mostly sells books. 
There is a demand for quality guides and books that should be covered somehow. Again, 
TAP makes it difficult. 

- Information/Interpretation: This is one of the most important issues to improve the visit. 
In moments when there are no leaflets, the visit relies mainly on panels, Wikipedia and 
a paragraph on a guide-book. Panels have shown to be a problem. People do not read 
them, but they are also poor. At least three different kinds, with problems of 
orientation, not a clear discourse and besides a couple of them, not clear interpretations 
of the spaces either. Solving this is probably the most expensive issue, but a proper plan 
to re-make and re-locate panels in line with current trends and working them with 
visitors [takes time and work to find the best options] would probably be a great 
improvement. However, there are close to free alternatives. One of them is to edit 
Wikipedia so it shows more images and information to different levels [also using it to 
show nearby sites as a more global strategy]. Collaborating with different translation 
projects, this can even solve the problem of multilingual information. It is not orthodox 
and there are no clear examples/guidelines, but it is an idea I had in mind for years and 
every resource. Also, although the visit is easy, in terms of not getting lost, a good 
initiative some sites already do is the design of pre-determined routes of highlights or 
more complete scrutiny of the site. The leaflets can be uploaded in the web and offered 
for download on site. Stating times of visit: 1h [fast], 2h [normal], 3h [in-depth], and 
using current routes, it is also a very easy and cost-effective initiative to cover the lack 
of information that sometimes visitors perceive, as well as the cost of printed materials. 
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Another issue is the seasonal impact. Having a look at long-term stats the problem is not as deep 
as with other sites [thinking about Olympia, for example]. Still, it is a complaint of business 
owners in the area. I know the team working on site is working hard on this issue too, so I will 
not comment further, just state the situation. 

Finally, a very important issue is the disconnection between site and museum. The huge 
difference in visits to both spaces that interviews and numbers show might respond to a wide 
number of reasons: location; attractiveness; visitor schedules… After close observation of the 
transit of visitors, the location of the entrance in the main road, with a lack of parking spaces, 
discourages some people to stop. Once parked down on site, people tend to forget to go to the 
museum. Honestly, I cannot think of any solution that does not involve a structural change of 
the museum itself. Just more proactive invitations to go from the guards in the ticket office, and 
maybe a panel on the way out, inviting visitors to go. If this does not increase the visits, any 
other solution would involve a re-configuration of the parking space and the entry to the 
museum, which is not very sustainable or even would improve the visits for sure. 

Off site 

Besides the complains about lack of parking, which are difficult to address due to orography, 
there were two important issues to address on this side: 

- Transport/Infrastructure: The two main complaints from both neighbors and visitors 
have to do with the communication between Kalamata and Ancient Messene. There are 
not cheap and reliable options. A taxi, for example, costs 70€ return with two hours on-
site. This means, not having a car results in a lesser impact on the local community. 
While having a car usually means being on-route to other sites, reducing local impact 
too. I was experimenting with possible routes to embrace most sites [Kalamata > 
Ancient Messene > Andromonastiro > Nestor Palace > Pylos > Methoni], but the 
precarity of the roads would make it a three hours trip, which is not very appealing for 
the low demand currently in place, and probably it would not be sustainable at all. A 
shuttle to Ancient Messene [+ Andromonastiro] could maybe be sustainable during high 
season, but still risky unless well promoted and inserted in the touristic market. Still, all 
private initiative and conflicting with transport regulations. But again, this would not 
solve issues like the maintenance of the road network, as only main routes are curated. 
I witnessed severe damage in some roads. Also, although some people perceive the 
route to the site as easy, Google and road indications differ [specially coming from 
Athens] and although it is mostly well indicated, the network of tricky roads is 
misleading for some visitors. Anyway, if the goal is to promote a longer stay and further 
impact based on archaeological heritage, the key point will be clearer information about 
the network. 

- Network: Besides a brochure that might be or not be available on site, it is quite difficult 
to get updated official information. Although the web of the Ephorate is years light 
beyond other ephorates in terms of quality and attractiveness, it is still missing most of 
the information and only available in Greek [last check, Aug 2020], with the web of the 
museum not updated since 2014. Taking into account only a 7% of the visitors 
interviewed did change their plans after the visit, being able to offer clear and reliable 
sources online might help to plan a longer presence in the region for those who are 
travelling for culture. If before I was suggesting different visits for different interested 
audiences, here it would be similar. From highlights to a detailed knowledge of the 
region, different routes [by car] could be offered to see various sites and museums. 
From Kalamata, Pylos, Methoni… The idea would be to integrate heritage with the whole 
experience [travel, nature, food…]. Maybe possible in cooperation with the foundation 
or the Tourism bureau and local authorities. 
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Figure 5: Damaged road approaching Ancient Messene from the West. 

Final remarks 

A global evaluation of Ancient Messene and its comprehensive management is very positive, 
especially compared to other sites in Greece and abroad. Both the work of the Ephorate and the 
Academic team led by Prof. Themelis are a clear example of best practices in the conservation 
and enhancement of an archaeological site. 

Said this, one of the goals of my project is not only to understand the details, but to critically 
assess the actual impact of the site. There are issues structurally difficult to address that are not 
responsibility of the Ephorate, so they are not to be taken into account. Also, what I demand 
from a site varies depending on the starting point. Here we are in a good level, so we go a step 
forward towards things that I would never ask from other sites in much worse conditions. 

In this sense, I would highlight as the main problems observed with the study: 

- Lack of information / network  
- Lack of success in the interpretative panels 

Everything else, as addressed in the report, are details to consider in future interventions on the 
site, that do not affect to the quality of the visit [maybe only the availability of water]. The 
interpretative issue is not as relevant here as in other sites, thanks to the anastylosis works 
conducted [and again on a much better starting point from other sites]. 

 

 

 

 

*for follow up or further queries: jaime.almansa-sanchez@incipit.csic.es  


