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The inhabitants of Nedousa, a small village just outside Kalamata, Messenia, Greece, 
celebrated their traditional Carnival usually in February of each year. In reality, however, 
they were continuing a custom and tradition that has endured for centuries. The Nedousa 
Carnival still preserves an ancient ritual performance whose roots disappear deep into 
antiquity. 

The Nedousa Carnival directly evokes the ancient Greek celebration of “eueteria” 
(εὐετηρία). It includes a series of customs closely associated with cultivation of the land, 
the harvest, and the traditional occupations of the communities in which they originated 
and became established. 

Most of these ritual customs are connected with the attempt to achieve eueteria, from εὖ + 
ἔτος, literally a “good year.” For this reason, religious folklore describes them as “eueteric 
customs.” The term eueteria refers to the ritual securing of human health, successful 
crops, abundant fruit, and the fertility of livestock, in other words, everything traditionally 
encompassed by the wish for a prosperous year. 

Traditional communities sought to obtain these blessings through a variety of magical and 
fertility rituals, usually expressed through established popular ceremonial practices 
characterized by their authenticity and spontaneity. In some cases, eueteria was pursued 
through ritual representations of sexual acts or through words describing such acts. 

More specifically, the celebration of eueteria in Nedousa is dominated by elements 
carrying both obvious and less obvious symbolism and traditional ritual significance, 
including: 

• Participants disguised as goats and wearing heavy shepherds’ bells; 
• Ritual imitation of ploughing and symbolic sowing; 
• A representation of death and rebirth, in which a person who appears to have died 

suddenly returns to life. 

Alongside these ancient symbolic practices, the modern celebration also embraces the 
joyful side of life through: 

• A mock wedding ceremony; 
• Dancing; 
• Satirical songs; and 



• Bold sexual innuendo. 

Celebrations of this kind, generally associated with pre-Christian or pagan customs and 
rituals, are connected with the end of winter and the arrival of spring, in other words, with 
the rebirth of nature. This explains practices such as ritual ploughing and symbolic sowing. 
At a deeper mystical and symbolic level, however, this renewal extends to the “rebirth” of 
the human being as well. 

The Nedousa ritual of death and life, in which someone who appears to be dead suddenly 
rises again, reflects a motif found in the ancient mysteries. It symbolizes the intellectual 
and moral rebirth of the human being, who evolves by gradually passing from the darkness 
of death - that is, ignorance - into the light of life, meaning knowledge. 

The idea of resurrection from the dead did not originate with Christianity but appears in 
earlier mystery traditions, including narratives concerning the death and resurrection of the 
Phoenician Adonis, the Phrygian Attis, the Egyptian Osiris, and the Greek Dionysus. These 
dying and resurrected gods were also frequently associated with fertility. 

The concept of death followed by resurrection derives from the annual cycle of the 
seasons: nature appears to die during the cold winter before returning to life with the arrival 
of life-giving spring. In the ancient mysteries, however, this symbolism extended beyond 
intellectual rebirth. For initiates, it could also represent the permanent salvation of the soul 
and the prospect of a blessed existence after death. 

In Greece, these mysteries are of Dionysian origin. Dionysus provides a characteristic 
example of a god who died and was reborn each year. The resurrection or “epiphany” of the 
god took place during the Anthesteria, the great annual ancient Greek festival held in honor 
of Dionysus in Attica and many Ionian cities. 

It is no coincidence that Messenia, where Nedousa is located, was traditionally an area 
inhabited by Ionians. The Anthesteria, also known as the “Dionysia,” were celebrated from 
the 11th through the 13th day of the month of Anthesterion. This month corresponded 
approximately to the period between the new moons of January and February, roughly the 
same time of year in which the modern Carnival season is celebrated. 

The rituals of Nedousa, therefore, constitute surviving remnants of ancient mystery and 
festive traditions, customs that Christianity did not succeed in eliminating but instead 
incorporated into the celebration of Carnival. 

They represent not only a fascinating piece of folkloric and historical memory whose origins 
disappear into the depths of antiquity, but also compelling testimony to the historical 
continuity of Hellenism. 



It is our duty not only to protect and preserve this heritage, but also to pass it on, 
unchanged, to future generations of Greeks. 

The photographs accompanying the original article were sourced from the Messenian 
newspaper Eleftheria and from the timeline of my fellow villager and former classmate 
Ioannis Sembrakis. 

 

  

  

  
 


