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his book belongs to the genre of scientific writing called "popu-

lar," m that it is intended to present scientific findings to a general 

readership. B y "general readership,11 we mean anyone with a curiosity 

about archaeology in general, and the archaeology of Greece in par-

ticular. We have drawn upon our own familiarity with the vast tech-

nical, and usually off-putting, literature 011 the subject, and 011 our own 

original research and experience in fieldwork to obtain the material 

for this book. Although the summary of what archaeology can tell us 

about Greek prehistory is based 011 solid evidence and scientific fact, 

we have spiced the text with touches of humor and personal reflection 

and illustrated it with drawings chosen for their visual appeal. It is our 

f irm belief that there is a need for this sort of book. 

Periodic "stock-taking 1 ' of what is, and is not, known about the ar-

chaeology of a particular period or place is useful for students, travel-

ers, and all those who are interested in the subject but do not have the 

time to examine and digest the large amount of information in exca-

vation reports and specialized scientific journals. The writing of this 

book has been useful for us as well by giving us the opportunity and 

incentive to take a broad look at the knowledge gained by archaeol-

ogy in the past 25 years. We hope that this attempt to present the "big 

picture 1 ' intrigues and satisfies our readers. And we hope that our pro-

fessional colleagues will have sympathy with our motives and forgive 

us our omissions and mistakes. 

Books are made f rom trees, but they do not grow 011 them. They 

take shape over time as the result of inspiration, research, analysis, 

study, and much hard work, all of which require authors to rely for 

advice and help on individuals and institutions too numerous to men-

tion. Because of the length of time required to bring this book into 

existence, we owe an especially large debt of this kind. We have been 

working 011 the idea for this book in one form or another for more 

than ten years. The writing of the text alone took two years, mostly 



in the form of one- or two-week periods of work squeezed into the 

ever smaller spaces in our professional schedules of administration, 

teaching, and fieldwork. The experience and research that make this 

book possible span a period of more than 2 5 years. 

The structure and content of the book took shape as we read the 

literature, talked with students, friends, and colleagues f rom around 

the world while visiting archaeological sites, and carried out our own 

fieldwork. Here then is our digested, synthesized, and abstracted v iew 

of the present state of prehistoric archaeology 111 Greece. To tease apart 

the whole and identify every influence, cite every source, or name 

ever ν individual w h o has contributed 111 some way to this work is be-

yond our power. We would certainly fail to identify them all, but we 

are truly grateful to all those who , although not acknowledged indi-

vidually, have contributed to our thinking about Greek prehistory. 

We owe a special debt to the institutions that made this work pos-

sible over the years, especially the Society of Antiquaries of London 

and the National Geographic Society, which supported our work with 

grants. The Institute for Aegean Prehistory ( INSTAP) provided the 

lions share of funding for our research since 1984; this one institution 

has done more than any other foundation to promote research in this 

area. The support of I N S T A P has grown more important 111 the past 

decade as other sources of funding for Greek archaeology have dis-

appeared. The founder of INSTAP, Malcolm Wiener, deserves our 

special gratitude and respect for his vision and generosity, and it is a 

special pleasure to acknowledge him here. We wish also to thank the 

American School of Classical Studies at Athens, which was our base 

of operations while working in Greece, and Eliza McClennen, w h o 

prepared the maps. Karl Petruso, best friend and colleague, kindly 

read the manuscript in great detail in an early draft and made many 

useful suggestions, both large and small, which were always helpful. 

Ν orris Pope, the director of Stanford University Press, deserves our 

thanks for his support of this project f rom its inception. 
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AN I N T R O D U C T I O N T O T H E 

P R E H I S T O R Y O F G R E E C E 

here are many books about the archaeology of Greece that pro-

vide historical and literary background information, along with 

detailed descriptions of archaeological sites and museums accompa-

nied by plans and illustrations of artifacts. Some are written for the 

student or general reader; others are aimed at travelers and supply 

information on restaurants, hotels, and local customs. As contempo-

rary readers have developed more specialized tastes and interests, new 

books have addressed these trends. Many readers go to Greece only in 

their dreams, and they read books on archaeology and travel in order 

to satisfy their curiosity; others prefer to do their reading after they 

have visited the country 111 order to gam additional insights or refresh 

their memories. And others, perhaps the majority, wish a book to 

serve as a useful companion in their travels, one that will be on hand 

to answer questions that arise during visits to archaeological sites and 

museums. Perhaps ambitiously, we hope to satisfy all of these readers 

with this book. It is intended as a guide and a companion for all visi-

tors, whether they travel to Greece on an airplane or a ship, 111 a class-

room, or in a favorite reading chair. 

In reviewing the books on Greek archaeology written over the 

past 25 years we found that most of them concentrate 011 the classical 

G r e c o - R o m a n past, and to a lesser extent 011 Byzantine Greece. Far 

fewer attempt to interest readers in the long, rich, prehistoric past of 

Greece, a country with one of the oldest archaeological records of all 

the European nations. 



T h e first human beings to leave Afr ica and migrate to Europe passed 

thro u gh G re e c e. It was on the fertile plains of central and northern 

Greece that early farmers established their villages and created the first 

civilization on European soil. Later still, the legendary civilizations of 

M i n o a n Crete and M y c e n a e were established in southern Greece and 

the islands o f the Aegean Sea. These civilizations made many impor-

tant contributions to later Western civilization, particularlv 111 the area 

o f myth and legend. In our o w n day, poets, artists, writers, and even 

H o l l y w o o d producers tell the stories of gods, kings, and heroes f r o m 

the Mycenaean and M i n o a n world: A g a m e m n o n , Achilles, Odysseus, 

and Helen belong to the great cycle of the Trojan War. Minos , the 

Labyrinth, the Minotaur , the great hero Theseus, and the great leg-

ends tha t surround them are woven into the tapestry of our entire cul-

ture. E v e n the mysteriously popular legend of Atlantis has its roots 

f i rmly grounded 111 the deep prehistory of the Greek world. 

B o o k s devoted to Greek prehistory for the general reader and 

traveler are exceedingly rare. There are notable exceptions, particu-

larly the wel l -wri t ten but sadly out-of-date work by E m i l y Vermeule, 

Grcccc in the Bronze Aoc\ and some short guides to specific prehistoric 

sites, such as George Mylonas's Mycenae: A Guide. We hope to fill 

this gap in the literature and have written this book for students, trav-

elers, and the simply curious w h o wish to k n o w something about 

Greece before history. We often meet people w h o want to k n o w 

about the oddly shaped mounds ("tells" to an archaeologist) that dot 

the countryside; about the uses o f the curious Stone A g e flints seen 

in museum cases; or about the brightly colored pots and mysterious 

anthropomorphic figurines f r o m prehistoric times in museums around 

the world. This b o o k is also for those w h o want to k n o w more about 

the foundations of later , historical, Greece. Finally, this b o o k is for stu-

dents of all ages and levels w h o simply want to k n o w more about the 

marvelous accomplishments of Europe's first great civilization. 

T h e approach w e take 111 this book is not one wide ly used in scien-

tific writ ing, even for general audiences. T h e chronological outlines 

o f prehistoric cultures, as well as descriptions o f artifacts, architecture, 

burial customs, and the like, wil l be familiar. B u t our more personal 

observations and attempts to interpret these facts are not "object ive 1 1 

m the usual scientific sense. A l though w e make every effort to ground 

our interpretations on the available evidence, w e occasionally go be-

yond the strict limits of the evidence to of fer our o w n views on the 

past, w h i c h are sometimes based as m u c h on intuition and experience 



as 011 logical deduction f r o m theory. Some of our conclusions are the 

result of long reflection on a group of related problems; sometimes 

these conclusions are hard to put into words, and even harder to jus -

tify wi th the scattered bits o f evidence that w e have in hand. Given 

the lack of books 011 this subject, w e believe this approach is justi f ied, 

even necessary. We hope to stimulate dialogue by inviting readers to 

consider the evidence and reach their o w n conclusions. 

Part of the novelty of this b o o k resides in its dual use, as indicated 

by the subtitle: "A11 Archaeological C o m p a n i o n and Guide . ' ' In this 

guide w e present our evidence and conclusions in an orderly manner 

011 the page, w h i c h allows all readers access; but w e also want this to 

be a guide in the sense of a traveler's " companion . 1 ' We k n o w the frus-

trating experience of the traveler with limited time w h o finds himself 

or herself standing before a museum case crowded wi th artifacts but 

no labels, or looking out over a j u m b l e of rums with 110 means of 

distinguishing what is important f r o m what is mere rubbish. Because 

w e have sympathy for serious travelers and tourists, w e have included 

a chapter (Chapter 7) and an appendix (Appendix C ) that wil l help 

to make sense o f what they see in Greece. For readers and travelers 

alike, the drawings herein have been carefully selected to provide a v i -

sual inventory of the scenery, typical artifacts, and the most important 

monuments and sites that the traveler wil l encounter. For example. 

Figure 1 . 1 shows the typical vegetation, architecture, and terrain of a 

seaside village. Thus this guide is both a reference for home or class-

r o o m use and a traveler's i'adc mccuui. 

N o w let us go 011 an imaginary journey into the prehistoric past o f 

Greece . Traveling back in time, w e quickly pass through the Ottoman 



and Byzantine periods with their light-filled mosques and churches en-

crusted with frescoes and smoking with incense (see Figure ι .2). Fur-

ther back in time we encounter the G r e c o - R o m a n world of classical 

antiquity with its marble-strewn cities and temple precincts sprout-

ing forests of columns. Processions of people wind their way up to 

the Parthenon, and the dark gray-blue Aegean is filled with the sails 

of ships. 

We soon leave these behind us, for the historical record is not very 

deep — a mere two and a half millennia. And we travel 011, f inding 

before us a broad vista of prehistoric cultures, still only imperfectly 

known f rom archaeological research. In the foreground is the barba-

rous splendor of the tombs and palaces of the Minoan and later M y c e -

naean civilizations and farther away a long stretch of earlier Bronze 

Age civilizations with bronze weapons, long oared ships, and startling, 

yet diminutive, marble sculptures of men and gods. And even more 

distant 011 the horizon we see the sunlit villages of the first farmers 111 

Europe, pioneers f rom Asia Minor w h o colonized Greece more than 

9,000 years ago 111 one of the greatest adventures of humankind's early 

history. 

Smoke rises f rom brightly painted adobe brick houses, and 111 the 

fields harvesters wield stone knives. As we come closer, we see others 







assume that the laws of nature in distant galaxies are the same as the 

laws of our own solar system if they are to infer anything about what 

they cannot see; the same is true for paleontologists and archaeolo-

gists. The same constancy of human nature assumed by Thucydide s 

allows us to judge and interpret the actions and even the motives of 

long-dead peoples 111 distant and extinct cultures. Without this as-

sumption, archaeological inference would be impossible. 

On the basis of a century of prehistoric archaeological research, 

prehistorians of Greece have divided the hundreds of thousands of 

years of prehistoric life into carefully defined periods with technical 

names — t h e Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods (together, the Old 

Stone Age 111 popular writing), the Neolithic period (the N e w Stone 

Age), the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age, which was initially prehis-

toric (the Early Iron Age) but in the end encompasses all of the his-

toric cultures of classical antiquity. This classification system was in-

vented by nineteenth-century European antiquarians 111 Denmark 

and Sweden and goes back, by way of the R o m a n poet and philoso-

pher Lucretius, to the ancient Greek philosophers, 111 particular the 

Boeotian poet Hesiod, one of the first to order the human past 111 a 

series of "ages.' 1 The three-age system is somewhat too simple and 

general for use 111 contemporary scientific archaeology, but it is useful 

for conceiving of the enormous scope of the human past. In this book, 

we are concerned with the first two ages, the Stone Age, which com-

prises the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic subdivisions, and the 

Bronze Age, a much shorter period known chiefly for the glamorous 

Minoan and Mycenaean civilizations. 

T H E P L A N O F T H I S W O R K 

This book organizes archaeological information by period, starting 

with the Palaeolithic, continuing through the Neolithic, and con-

cluding with the end of the Bronze Age. Each period is illustrated 

with line drawings of typical artifacts and architecture rather than 

photographs, which usually accompany books written for the general 

reader. This rather old-fashioned approach perhaps requires some 

explanation. Line drawings are commonly used by archaeologists to 

communicate their findings to each other, and drawings, though less 

precise than photographs, can capture the essential features of a site or 

artifact, highlighting what the archaeologist thinks is important about 



them. Not incidentally, they are an attractive visual accompaniment to 

the text while at the same time helping the reader to recognize the 

essential characteristics of the material culture of prehistoric Greece. 

We have tried to include artifacts and views that are not commonly 

found m other publications. 

Another feature of this book that is not found m the usual archae-

ological treatise is some practical information for travelers, whether 

students or seasoned professionals. Chapter 7 and Appendix C contain 

additional suggestions for an archaeological tour. 

We have dispensed with footnotes 111 order to allow the text to 

flow freely, without interruption. The Bibliographic Essay at the end 

guides the reader to the sources of facts and theories mentioned in the 

text and suggests further reading. 

H H 
Finally, let us say a word about ourselves. Because this is such a highly 

personal narrative and interpretation, it is only fair for the reader to 

know w h o we are and where we stand. We are professional archaeol-

ogists, both trained 111 the fields of archaeology and anthropology, with 

a life-long interest in prehistoric cultures of Europe and the Mediter-

ranean world. We first met 011 a prehistoric excavation in southern 

Greece m the early 1970s and have traveled and worked together 

011 archaeological projects in Greece and Turkey ever since. In re-

cent years we have been particularly interested 111 understanding the 

Palaeolithic cultures of this region, which have been much neglected, 

partly because they have been overshadowed by the illustrious civi-

lizations of classical antiquity and partly because of the fragmentary 

nature of the evidence. This curiosity has led us to explore much of 

Greece, and 011 the way we have developed our own personal, and 

perhaps idiosyncratic, v iew of Greek prehistory. Our decades of joint 

research have brought us to the point where we wish to share our 

views with people other than specialists. 

This book is the result of many years of private discussions across 

tables stacked high with artifacts and during long, usually hot, days of 

field work, sometimes over the dinner table m the lingering twilight of 

evening, and, more often than not, during long walks in the unfor-

gettable mountain country of Greece in its springtime glory. N o w we 

are ready to invite the reader to jo in in our conversation. 
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(about 1.8 mill ion years ago). A t that time the world entered the most 

recent o f several great Ice Ages: the ice caps expanded and global tem-

peratures fell sharplv. 

T h e oldest fossil evidence for primitive species o f h u m a n precursors 

has been found m abundance m the Great R i f t Valley of East Afr ica 

f r o m Ethiopia south to Kenya and Tanzania, as well as 111 South Africa 

and farther to the west m Uganda, Algeria, and M o r o c c o . T h e earliest 

hominid species, Australopithecus afarensis, was long-l ived, persisting 

for as long as a million years, but was eventually replaced or succeeded 

by one or more similar species. We are interested only in the lineage 

that led to our o w n species. This lineage appears to be descended f r o m 

the hommids Australopithecus africanus and Homo habilis, w h i c h lived 

m east Afr ica between 3 and 1 1 / 2 mill ion years ago, overlapping the 

transition f r o m the Pliocene to the Pleistocene. All o f the early h o -

mmids exhibit some uniquely human characteristics, including up-

right bipedal posture, large brains, small faces, hands with opposable 

thumbs, and a dependence on stone tools and other implements for 

gaming subsistence. 

It would be unproductive to concern ourselves overmuch wi th 

the details of human evolution. Brief ly , however , the different spe-

cies o f early humans are k n o w n by a variety of scientific n a m e s — 

Homo habilis, Homo crcctus (a.k.a. Homo croastcr), and Homo rudolfcnsis. 

Specialists are divided over the relationships among these fossil h o m -

mids and are uncertain h o w to relate them to modern humans (Homo 

sapiens sapiens). Some specialists, jocular ly referred to as " lumpers , " 

believe that there was probably only one species in existence at any 

one time, or at most two, and that the different fossil forms are only 

variant forms o f one species. T h e lumpers hold that because early 

hominids appear to have varied in their physical f o r m they can be 

grouped together 011 the basis o f shared characteristics. Another group 

o f specialists, however, called ' 'splitters," use the same variability o f 

f o r m 111 the fossil specimens to divide hommids into numerous sepa-

rate species. T h e r e is 110 w a y to be certain w h i c h v i e w is correct be-

cause only a f e w hundred h o m m i d fossils have been found in Afr ica 

2 . 1 Opposite. The locations of the principal known Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic sites. They are found 111 almost all regions but are rare 111 the 
smaller Cycladic islands and the mountainous interior of the mainland. 
There arc no sites of this period 011 Crete. 





tions in the types of stone tools found in archaeological sites allow the 

Palaeolithic to be subdivided into separate phases. 

In the earliest phase, the L o w e r Palaeolithic (roughly 2 1 /2 mill ion 

to 150 ,000 years ago), stone tools were manufactured in the simplest 

way: direct blows f r o m another stone struck o f f flakes; the simple 

shapes that resulted are the characteristic products o f early hommids, 

including Homo habilis and Homo ercctus. T h e discovery of L o w e r 

Palaeolithic tools in lands outside Afr ica is the most important evi-

dence that w e have of early hominid migrations. 

D u r i n g the second major phase, the Middle Palaeolithic ( 150,000 

to 30,000 years ago), stone tools were produced f r o m simple flakes by 

early members o f our o w n species, including Homo iieauderthalcusis 

(the Neanderthals) and Homo sapiens fossil is, an early f o r m of anatom-

ically modern human. 

2.2 The transition from the Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic 
and Neolithic periods can be traced 111 material culture. We 
have uncovered more artifacts from the later periods both 
because older things are less likely to be preserved and be-
cause of the underlying economic reality: the Neolithic cul-
ture was based on agriculture and settled village life, so its 
people built more substantial structures and had a greater 
variety of tools and equipment than the Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic peoples, who were foragers and traveled lightly. 
From the bottom up: a Palaeolithic chopper (stone tool); 
Mesolithic microlith and bone fish hooks; and Neolithic 
house, arrowhead, axe, figurine, and pot. 



The third phase, the Upper Palaeolithic (30,000 to 13,000 years 

ago), is dominated by finely worked stone tools made 011 long thin 

flakes known as blades. Upper Palaeolithic stone-tool complexes, or 

industries, are usually associated with anatomically modern humans of 

our own species. All three phases of the Palaeolithic a re represented in 

finds f rom Greece, although never in any great abundance, and every-

where with gaps 111 our knowledge or interruptions in the record of 

evidence. 

The first certain evidence for the presence of hominids in Greece 

was discovered in a cave called Petralona on the Chalkidike peninsula 

near the northern city of Thessaloniki. The discovery was made in 

1959 by local villagers looking for water; they found instead a fos-

silized cranium (a skull without the lower jaw) cemented 111 a stalag-

mite deep in a large cavern (see Figure 2.3). The heavily fossilized cra-

nium appears to have belonged to a very unlucky individual. Ever 

since scientists described and published a picture of the skull in i960, 

it has raised more questions than it has answered. H o w old is it? What 

species is it? And how did it get into the cavern where it was found? 

The cranium is a lonely, isolated find. Although the cavern de-

posits have been explored by amateur paleontologists, there are f ew 

published facts to go by. The cavern is too dark and wet for habitation, 

and the numerous fossilized animal bones 111 the deposits are domi-

nated by species such as the extinct cave hyena and cave bear, animals 

unlikely to have been congenial roommates for these hominids. 

T w o major theories account for the cranium's presence in the 

cavern. The theory with the most credibility is that it was brought 

into the cavern with the rest of the body by hyenas, which have a habit 

2.3 The fossilized cranium from Petralona is an early 
form of human, perhaps Homo heiiielheroensis, or perhaps 
an archaic form of Homo sapiens, who lived between 
200,000 and 400,000 years ago. 





ridge of bone over the eye sockets, and the receding forehead, like the 

earlier Homo crcctus; its more " m o d e r n ' characteristics, which resemble 

those of the later Homo sapiens, include the large bramcase, w h i c h is 

higher and rounder than that of the more primitive hommids. We 

prefer the appellation Homo hcidcibcrocnsis, although it has not yet been 

universally accepted, because it places the lonely Petralona cranium in 

its o w n class and recognizes its distinctive features. 

Fortunately, this one fossil is not the only evidence available for 

tracing the migration of early hominids m Greece. At "open-a i r ' sites, 

stone tools have been found directly on the present-day surface of 

the earth or only slightly beneath it. These were prehistoric campsites 

or perhaps tool-making sites, where the chief finds a re shaped, οr 

knapped, flmt tools. Af ter a campsite was abandoned m the distant 

past, the stone tools resisted the corrosion and decay that reduced 

other artifacts to dust and were m their turn buried by erosional sedi-

ments f r o m higher ground, gradually encased 111 thickening layers of 

soil as the result o f weathering and chemical action, or sometimes 

buried and reexposed repeatedly m the geologically active environ-

ment of Greece. Stone-tool sites are found chiefly in the northern and 

western districts (such as Thessaly and Epirus), although other parts of 

Greece undoubtedly have sites awaiting discovery. 

Open-air sites are difficult to detect because they are often made up 

of no more than 30 — 40 stone artifacts scattered on the surface of an 

area as small as 2 0 - 3 0 meters 011 a side. This is the norm. A f e w very 

large and rich sites have produced thousands o f l i th ic (stone) artifacts, 

but most sites are small, and the lithic artifacts are often difficult to dis-

tinguish f r o m ordinary rocks (see Figure 2.4). Fewer than a hundred 

such sites are k n o w n at present. 

A l though everything f r o m satellite imagery and aerial photography 

to hand-operated augers has been used to f ind them, the most suc-

cessful technique is still the simplest. T h e search for early sites first 

requires the careful analysis o f the geology of the region to identify 

sediments and soils that are o f sufficient age to contain Palaeolithic 

sites (recent river alluvium, for instance, is not productive); then the 

researcher walks every ravine, roadcut, and river terrace in the right 

areas looking for places where erosion or recent digging has brought 

stone tools to the surface. 

O n l y about a dozen L o w e r Palaeolithic sites have been identified 

by finds of stone tools. In 1987 and 1 9 9 1 in Thessaly near the city o f 

Larisa, w e turned up half a dozen sites along the Peneios R i v e r and 
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2.5 Rodia, m Thessaly. The layers of this site on the Peneios River are 
gravel beds laid down by the river more than 300,000 years ago. Stone tools 
are found at the level indicated by the hammer. The site was probably a 
seasonal hunting camp 011 the banks of the river, which has since cut down 
its bed by more than fifteen meters and left this terrace high and dry. 

2.6 We discovered this large hand-axe at the site of Kokkinopilos 111 
Epirus 111 1991. It dates to approximately 250,000 B.P. and is similar to 
pointed hand-axes found at other European sites. This artifact is evidence 
that C ireece at this time was part of a large geographic region inhabited 
by mobile foragers, probably an archaic form of Homo sapiens such as the 
Neanderthals, Homo heidelberoensis, or Homo arc tits. 

Figure 2.6). Recently we identified Palaeolithic sites in Greek Mace-

donia while working with a Thessaloniki University team just north 

of the Petralona cavern. 

Scientists are somewhat surprised by the relatively late dates for the 

Lower Palaeolithic sites 111 Greece, given the early date at which tool-

using hommids appeared in Africa and the early sites 111 adjacent re-





present) or even earlier in Ε pirn s to as recently as 30,000 13.P. at sites 

near Larisa, Thessaly. 

Middle Palaeolithic sites, both open-air and caves, are more system-

atically distributed than those of the Lower Palaeolithic. They ap-

pear to be closely tied to perennial sources of water f rom the seaside 

to the mountain valleys of the interior, suggesting that the Stone Age 

people studied the landscape and took a careful, logical approach to 

exploiting its resources. The stone tools are distinctive also. The 

Middle Palaeolithic industry is usually called M o listeria 11 (after the site 

of Le Moustier in France, where they were first identified) and con-

sists of small thm flakes of flint that have been carefully chipped (^re-

touched" in archaeological jargon). The variety of tool types is more 

numerous and the tools more consistent than in any earlier industry. 

The new tool types include cutting and scraping tools, along with 

gravers, borers, and spear points that bear the marks of haftmg and the 

damaged tips characteristic of use (see Figure 2.9). They are typical for 

2.7 Palaeolithic foragers were particularly attracted to places with water. 
In the Pleistocene epoch Greece was as dry as it is today, perhaps even drier. 
Permanent water sources such as the Peneios River 111 Thessaly and Lake 
Kopais in Boeotia were natural magnets for plants, birds, animals, and the 
early foragers who preyed on them. In Epirus, natural basins in the lime-
stone, eroded out by thousands of years of ram, filled with clay that drifted 
111 and eventually became shallow, seasonal lakes that provided important 
foraging opportunities, particularly during a long, dry, glacial summer. 





tools, along with gravers, borers, and spear points that bear the marks 

of hafting and the damaged tips characteristic of use (see Figure 2.9). 

This v i e w was dealt a b low by the research of the anatomist M a r -

cellm B o u l e in the early twentieth century, w h o argued that the skele-

tal structure and primitive skull o f the Neanderthal were too unlike 

modern humans for there to be any direct connections. This seem-

ingly definitive conclusion persisted for half a century and is inciden-

tally responsible for fostering the hard-to-root-out v i e w of Neander-

thals in cartoons and jocular speech as burly, barbarous buffoons. 

M u c h more archaeological evidence continued to accumulate, 

however , all of it pointing to the sophisticated and complex behavior 

of the Neanderthals. Flowers were buried wi th a corpse in the Shani-

dar Cave of Iraq; cave bear bones were ceremonially arranged in piles 

or in buried caches in European caves; and there was mount ing 

evidence that Neanderthals cared for the sick and aged members of 

their bands, all evidence o f distinctly human behavior. B y the time of 

the centennial 111 1959 of the publication of D a r w i n s On the Origin of 

2.8 Τ lie lakes vanished when the limestone basins of Epirus (technically 
known as karst features) were completely filled with sediments. Today, an-
cient lakes are visible only as darker layers 111 eroded sections through the 
old karst features far below the modern surface of the land. Because many 
early sites 111 Greece are deeply buried by later sediments or are associated 
with the fossil terrace systems of ancient rivers, they are hard to locate and 
identify, and even more difficult to investigate scientifically. This is one 

reason the earlier Stone Age period is not well known 111 Greece. 



Speeles, the archaeological evidence was combined with the anatomi-

cal investigation of newly discovered Neanderthal skeletons to once 

again proclaim the Neanderthals direct ancestors and even to reclas-

sify them as Homo sapiens neanderthalensis. T h e y were kissing cousins, 

so to speak. It may not surprise the reader to learn that this or thodoxy 

has again been questioned, and since 1987 there has been a growing 

movement among scientists to once more remove the Neanderthals 

f r o m our o w n lineage. 

T h e movement began with the application of a n e w technique 

called thermoluminescence, w h i c h can be used to date burned flints. 

T h e dates revealed two surprising things. T h e first was that anatomi-

cally modern fossil human remains f r o m the Qafzeh Cave in Israel 

were up to 100,000 years old. T h e second was that classic Neander-

thals at the nearby Kebara Cave were only 60,000 years old or less. T h e 

inescapable conclusion is that these obvious representatives of our 

2.9 Sites of the Middle Palaeolithic period 111 Greece are marked, as else 
where 111 Europe and the Near East, by abundant stone tools belonging to 
the industry traditionally known as Moustenan (named after the site of 
Le Mou stier 111 France). Moustenan tools were probably made by archaic 
forms of early humans such as Neanderthals and include scrapers for work 
111 g hides, heavy-duty cutting tools such as small hand-axes and choppers 
for cutting wood and bone, and numerous pointed forms that were hafted 
onto short thrusting spears for hunting. 



Β.p. m the Balkans, and 35,000 b.p. 111 western Europe. This chrono-



no precedent and will never occur again. In local terms, however , the 

late survival of Neanderthals in Spain, Italy, and as w e have argued, 

Greece, until about 30,000 years ago suggests that the Neanderthals 

were pushed or retreated into the remote southern peninsulas of 

Europe, cut o f f f r o m the m a m continent and f r o m each other by the 

spreading populations o f modern Homo sapiens. T h e disappearance 

of the Mouster ian and Neanderthal fossils f r o m the archaeological 

record after this time speaks for itself: the race was w o n by modern 

humans, and the Neanderthals became extinct. We may never k n o w 

whether the Neanderthals ' disappearance was due to direct conflict 

with the n e w species, the collapse o f viable breeding populations, or 

some other factor such as disease. Whatever theory w e prefer or pur-

sue, the outcome was the same for the unfortunate Neanderthals w h o 

met their fate 011 the banks of the Peneios R i v e r in Thessaly. 

The Upper Palaeolithic 

We k n o w for certain that modern humans were m possession of 

Greece by 30,000 years ago. T h e details of the transition f r o m the 

Middle to the Upper Palaeolithic, f r o m Neanderthals to modern 

humans, remain to be w o r k e d out. O u r o w n research f r o m the banks 

of the Bosphorus Strait in northwestern Turkey to the shore o f the 

Ionian Sea in western Greece has turned up evidence of Aurignacian 

sites typical of those k n o w n m the Near East and the Balkans. Within 

2 . 10 The arrival of anatomically modern Homo sapiens 
111 the Balkans is signaled by the appearance of a distinctly 
different stone tool industry called Aurignacian. Tools were 
retouched from slender blades, like the one 111 the hand, 
or on the ends of long flakes, as seen on the right. Typical 
forms include the knifelike blade, rounded scrapers for 
hide-working on the ends of the flakes, and a chisel-ended 
graving tool (burin) marked with a small arrow. Burins were 
used to work antler, bone, and wood to fashion tools and 
weapons with slots that could be set with sharp flints to 
form knives and spears. 





lithic after 26,000 B.P. has been investigated by excavations at a 

number of sites, the best known ones being in Epirus (Asprochaliko 

Cave, Kastritsa Cave, Klithi Cave), Cor fu (Grava Cave), the Argolid 

(Kephalari Cave, Klisoura Cave, Franchthi Cave), Boeotia (Seidi 

Cave), and Thessaly (Theopetra Cave). None of these caves—actually 

shallow rock shelters—are of any great depth, except Franchthi and 

Kephalari, which are true caverns (see Figure 2 . 1 1 ) . In other words 

they are very small sites. The artifacts found m them are evidence of 

the highly specialized activities that took place there. Most were well 

away f rom the sea in the interior (again, Kephalari and Franchthi are 

the exceptions since they were within ten kilometers of the coast), sit-

uated 111 such a way as to suggest that they were special-purpose camps 

located in good hunting grounds. 

Asprochaliko and Kastritsa Caves are typical Upper Palaeolithic 

sites. Both were discovered and excavated in the 1960s by Eric Higgs 

of the University of Cambridge and have been studied more recently 

by a team directed by G. N . Bailey of the University of Newcastle-

2. II Many of the sites occupied by Palaeolithic foragers are nothing more 
than small rock shelters, hollowed out by rainwater running over the soft 
limestone bedrock. These simple overhangs provided valuable shelter from 
winter ram and summer sun. The present-day floors, often covered with 
droppings from sheep and goats that take shelter 111 such places, conceal the 
many layers that testify to long periods of use. 





2 . 12 Franchthi Cave 111 the southern Argolid is one of the few proper caves 
to he inhabited 111 C Tree ce. The site was excavated by an Indiana University 
team directed by Thomas W. Jacobson from 1967 to 1979. It contains evi-
dence of intermittent occupation from the Middle Palaeolithic through the 
end of the Neolithic period, or roughly from 3 5,000 to 5000 B.P., making it 
a valuable source of information for the entire Stone Age. 

caves may have been way stations between the mountains and the 

coastal plains. Only Kephalari and Franchthi are extensive caverns ca-

pable of holding large numbers of people. Their proximity to the sea 

today suggests that they could have been base camps. But appearances 

can be deceiving. 

If the sea were lowered to its level during the last glacial period, the 

Argolic Gulf would be empty, leaving Franchthi and Kephalari high 

and dry. Although the findings f rom Kephalari have not been published 

in detail, the Franchthi Cave excavations have shown that the Upper 

Palaeolithic occupation was small and periodic (see Figure 2 . 12) . The 

chief finds are small backed blades of flint used to tip spears, darts, and 







Pleistocene, it rose to 50 meters about i 1,000 B.P. and to 20 meters 

at 8000 B.P. Some low plains were drowned as the seas rose; shallow 

places lost many kilometers of coastal plain. The change would have 

been fast enough for contemporary humans to see their traditional 

hunting grounds disappearing. 

The loss of coastal plain brought the sea to the mouth of the 

Franchthi Cave in three or four thousand years; its distance f rom the 

coast was reduced f rom five to seven kilometers to one. The cave 

lost its best territorv in the twinkling of an eye in geologic terms (see 

Figure 2 . 13) . 

In other regions the changes were just as marked: Early in the 

Holocene, Cor fu was cut off f rom the mainland, and the Cvcladic 

landmass in the Aegean broke up into islands, establishing the approxi-

mate present coastal configuration. Although sea level has continued 

to rise to the present day, changes in the shape of the land have been 
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2 . 13 The coastline near Franchthi Cave has changed position consider-
ably 111 the past 1 4 , 0 0 0 years. During the glacial maximum (ea. 2 0 , 0 0 0 B.P.), 

when the sea level was considerably lower because so much water was 
frozen 111 the polar ice caps, the coastline was several kilometers west of 
the cave. A large coastal plain crossed by rivers existed at this time (right). 
Since the end of the Ice Age, approximately 14,000 years ago, the ice caps 
have melted, sea level has risen, and the coastline moved eastward until it 
reached its present position just below the mouth of the cave after Roman 
times (left). The loss of the fertile coastal plain during this period seriously 
compromised the value of the cave for its human inhabitants. 





first appearance of humans, but it was not to last. Early in the Holo-

cene, approximately 12,000 years ago or a millennium after the Palaeo-

lithic , a new people in some ways very different from their predeces-

sors made their debut. Unlike earlier migrants who came by land, they 

came from across the sea. 

Our best evidence for reconstructing life in the Mesolithic, as this 

new period is called, comes from Franchthi Cave, which was exca-

vated between 1967 and 1979 by Thomas W. Jacobsen of Indiana 

University. The Mesolithic there begins abruptly after a hiatus thought 

to have lasted about 900 years. The new habitation layers contain 

stone tools that are completely different from those of the Palaeolithic 

(see Figure 2.14). 

The earliest Mesolithic stone tools at Franchthi are small flakes, 

often about the size of a fingernail, which were chipped into simple 

scraping tools with crude notches or "teeth'' for rough woodworking 

tasks. In the centuries that followed, the most notable development 

was the reappearance of geometric nucroliths (similar tools were made 

by a different technique in the Palaeolithic) made by a complex tech-

nique of flaking small pieces of flint into geometric shapes such as 

2.14 The succession of Palaeolithic stone tools is not progressive, but 
shows many large and small changes. The larger tools on the left are the 
typical core tools of the Lower Palaeolithic (Acheulean), the flake tools in 
the middle are Middle Palaeolithic (Moustenan), and the small pieces on 
the right belong to the Upper Palaeolithic of the Aurignacian and later. 
The shaded bars below them indicate the approximate, but proportional, 
length of the periods, with the Lower Palaeolithic lasting from 300,000 to 
135,000 15.p.. the Middle Palaeolithic from 135,000 to 30,000 B . P . , and the 
Upper Palaeolithic from 30,000 to 13,000 B . P . 



trapezoids and triangles. There is much archaeological and ethno-

graphic evidence that these tiny tools were used as arrowheads (see 

Figure 2 . 15 ) . 

N e w forms of stone tools are not the only innovations seen in this 

period. For the first time anywhere in Greece, w e have evidence that 

people buried their dead. In the mouth of the cave a number o f graves 

2.15 Mesolithic sites often produce small, geometrically shaped 
stone tools known as "microliths."" In Greece microliths are typically 
trapezoidal 111 outline. They were retouched from small flakes or seg-
ments of broken blades and mounted on the ends of reed arrowshafts. 
The broad cutting edge thus created was ideal for clipping the wings 
of waterfowl when fired into a flock of flying birds. Stone-tipped 
arrows of this type were so effective that Egyptian pharaohs continued 
to hunt with them thousands of years later. 

2.16 The grave of this young male in his late twenties was 
found at Franchthi Gave. Dating to the Mesolithic period, it is 
the oldest deliberate burial site known 111 Greece. He was buried 
111 a tightly flexed position 111 a shallow pit cut 111 the dark, ashy 
earth, rich in shell fragments, near the mouth of the cave, and 
then covered with a mound of small stones. Remains of other 
bodies, some belonging to women and very small children and 
infants, were found nearby and are evidence that this cave was 
permanently occupied at the time. Two of the bodies had been 
cremated. This is the first evidence of cremation 111 Greece. 





tions created the right conditions (of magma chemistry and cooling) 

for its formation. Special physical and chemical tests of the Franchthi 

obsidian show that it originated on the Cycladic island of Melos, which 

was separated f rom Franchthi and the mainland of Greece by more 

than 100 kilometers of open sea. It could only be reached by boat. The 

seafaring Franchthi people probably collected the obsidian while they 

were on fishing expeditions, or possibly they received it in trade f rom 

other seafarers. 

In an interesting experiment sponsored by the Museum of Nauti-

cal History in Piraeus, Greece, researchers constructed a papyrus boat 

based 011 the traditional design used by fisherman 011 the island of 

Gorfu and 111 1988 sailed it f rom Franchthi Gave to the obsidian source 

011 Melos. At the very least they demonstrated that such a voyage was 

possible, and they also proved that the inhabitants of Franchthi could 

have utilized these simple materials to construct a seagoing vessel and 

could have successfully navigated the tricky seas among the Gyclades 

with such a craft (see Figure 2 . 17) . 

The Mesolithic people's interest 111 marine resources and use of 

boats is only one reason for assuming that they came f rom the sea. In 

2.17 The obsidian found 111 the Mesolithic levels at Franchthi Gave 
came from the G y cl a die island of Melos, more than a hundred kilometers 
away over open sea. Some kind of reed boat was probably used to cross 
the sea. This replica, constructed by a Gorfiote boat maker using native 
papyrus, was sailed by members of a Greek marine historical society to 
Melos to prove that the ancient Mesolithic inhabitants of Greece were 
competent seafarers. 



our view, there is a clear pattern of marine exploration and migration 

all across the Mediterranean m the early Holocene. Similarities m 

material culture (stone tools, burial practices) are rather general but 

suggest that the long coast stretching north f rom Palestine to south-

ern Turkey was the point of departure for the mariners, a supposition 

supported by prevailing winds and currents and the timing of Meso-

lithic settlements (generally older m the eastern Mediterranean, less 

old in the Aegean, and even younger 111 western Greece). 

The trip to Greece may have taken seafarers first to the big islands 

like Cyprus, where an early Holocene site has been found 111 associa-

tion with many bones of the native pygmy hippopotami and mam-

moth. Likewise 011 Crete, the next likely landfall, hippos and elephants 

also perished 111 the early Holocene. The extinctions of these native 

Pleistocene fauna can be attributed to human prédation and habitat 

destruction. T h e fauna had been isolated for hundreds of thousands of 

years, surviving 011 islands where there is 110 evidence of earlier Palae-

olithic human habitation. Humans arrived m the Aegean islands only 

about 1 3 , 0 0 0 B . P . or slightly earlier, when Melian obsidian appeared 

at Palaeolithic Franchthi. As humans began sailing to the nearer islands, 

the native fauna of the bigger islands began to disappear. Their disap-

pearance accelerated dramatically m the early Holocene. 

In our model, the Mesolithic mariners represent a first wave of 

demie diffusion f rom the Near East to the southern margins of the E u -

ropean continent; this was followed by a larger wave of farmers in the 

next period. We cannot determine that the incentive for this seaborne 

migration was due to any problem 111 the homeland; more likely the 

mariners were drawn by the attractions of the Aegean islands and the 

Greek littoral. The barren, rocky, and waterless islands of the central 

Aegean today are largely devoid of plants and animals, but this was not 

always true. 

In the early Holocene a wetter, warmer climate, as well as a lack of 

hunters and foragers, permitted these islands to teem with life. Safe 

f rom predators, large colonies of sea birds nested 011 the smaller is-

lands, while turtles and seals hauled up 011 the beaches as they still do 

on one or two islands today. The rocks were encrusted with shellfish, 

and in deeper water dolphins, whales, and schools of immense deep-

water fish thrived. The larger islands had indigenous fauna such as 

ibex, deer, and hares, as well as pygmy hippos and elephants. Like the 

dodo and carrier pigeon of recent memory, most of these animals have 

been cleared f rom their haunts by generations of hunters and fishers, 







T H E N E W S T O N E AGE 

The Earliest Greek Civilization 

Sir J o h n Lubbock coined the word "Neol i thic" (New Stone Age) 

m 1865 in order to distinguish that archaeological period, in which 

polished stone axes and other stone tools that were ground into shape, 

f rom the Old Stone Age, in which flints were shaped by flaking. Lub-

bock's distinction was based solely 011 technological changes, but later 

prehistorians further differentiated the Old and N e w Stone Age by 

their economic practices as well. Today the Neolithic period properly 

understood is the age of the first village-dwelling farmers. 

Farming is generally described as the production of food through 

the direct control of domesticated plants and animals. But this rather 

simple definition masks a complicated process that encompasses many 

activities and sometimes subtle relationships between humans and the 

plant and animal species they exploit. Experts today recognize that 

farming covers activities f rom the simple weeding and cultivating of 

wild plants and the selective culling of herds of wild animals to the 

full-scale genetic engineering of new species of plants and animals 

through selective breeding. 

The earlier and simpler stages of cultivation are difficult to detect 

archaeologically, but the emergence of genetically transformed animal 

species is sometimes easily detected through the size and shape of ani-

mal bones, teeth, and horns, which often survive 011 archaeological 

sites. The genetic manipulation of food species, which is much in the 

public eye today, is nothing new under the sun. Selective breeding has 







a profound revolution in human history and brought into existence 

a way of life that has remained the basis of European society to the 

present day. 

Archaeologists agree that the first steps toward settled village life 

and agriculture 111 this part of the world took place 111 the Near East, 

not 111 Greece. For this purpose, the Near East encompasses a vast ge-

ographic area that includes a large part of eastern Turkey and all of the 

modern countries of Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and parts of 

Iran. It is in this geographic area that the wild ancestors of today's do-

mesticated plants and animals had their natural range, and here too a re 

found the oldest traces of permanent villages based on the new agri-

cultural economy. 

Tracing the entire process responsible for the Neolithic revolution 

m the Near East would take us too far afield, but perhaps it is sufficient 

to note that the process was already under way when the Pleistocene 

gave way to the Holocene. B y 10,000 B.P. permanent villages existed 

111 the Levant and the hill country of northern Iraq, and the plant re-

mains found with the querns used to process them testify to the fact 

that cultivation was under way. B y 8000 B.P. the entire Near Eastern 

region was filled with farming villages exhibiting the full panoply of 

Neolithic material culture. This much has been established by inten-

sive archaeological research over the past fifty years. 

The explanation for this revolution is more controversial, with the-

ories that range f rom an environmental push brought about by climate 

change, to the pressure on food resources brought about by a grow-

stantial domestic architecture (house model at bottom right) 
and a large variety of terra-cotta and stone anthropomor-
phic figurines. 

3.2 The Neolithic period saw the introduction of many 
new features, including pottery, polished hard stone axes 
(top right), often hafted with wooden or antler handles, sub-



ing population, to hypotheses that demographic movements, growing 

trade and commerce, or even demand for sacrificial animals tor reli-

gious practices caused a gradual drift into farming. N o one theory has 

succeeded in winning the day, and the origin of the Neolithic in a 

general sense remains one of the most interesting problems m archae-

ology. Our v iew is that it is better to avoid this larger question here 

and to concentrate on a smaller question. H o w did the Neolithic be-

gin in our small region, which is thought to lie outside the core area 

of Neolithic origins? 

T H E O R I G I N S O F T H E G R E E K N E O L I T H I C 

Theories to explain the transition f rom foraging to farming in Greece 

have had their fads and fashions much like the theories connected 

with the Neanderthals. Early in the twentieth century the proximity 

of Greece to the Near East encouraged archaeologists to look to "d i f -

f u s i o n , ' e i t h e r cultural (movement of artifacts and ideas) or demie 

(movement of people), as an explanation. This line of thinking was 

strongly supported by the theoretical work of V. Gordon Childe, an 

Australian archaeologist at the University of Edinburgh, w h o demon-

strated the primary nature of Near Eastern and Egyptian moves to-

ward agriculture and the fundamental similarity of the Neolithic cul-

tures that appeared in neighboring geographic regions such as Greece. 

The hypothesis of diffusion f rom the Near East to explain the 

Greek Neolithic was well established 111 the literature for most of the 

period f rom the 1920s to the 1970s until a new theoretical movement, 

sometimes dubbed indigo irism" or "independent invention, 1 ' began 

to gam ground. For supporters of these views there was 110 need to 

invoke diffusion at all. They argued that foragers everywhere were 

familiar with the qualities of plants and animals 111 their environment 

and that farming would emerge more or less spontaneously 111 every 

region where the conditions were right. Because of climate change or 

demographic pressure, foragers would experiment with native plants 

and animals in order to increase food supplies, and these experiments 

resulted in the gradual emergence of the full farming economy. A n y 

similarities 111 material culture among neighboring farmers could be 

explained entirely by small-scale exchanges of pottery or textiles that 

would foster similar developments in the receiving culture by a pro-

cess called stimulus diffusion. 





We searched for sites of the Late Palaeolithic and Mesolithic in 

Thessaly, for example, and found that this region, which was the cen-

ter of Neolithic civilization f rom approximately 9000 ß.r. 011, had 110 

detectable population in the millennia preceding the Neolithic era. 

Only Theopetra Cave, about an hour's drive to the west of Larisa, 

showrs any sign of Mesolithic occupation, and as a consequence it stands 

out by its very rarity. Surveys in Macedonia, Thrace, and parts of the 

Peloponnese have shown a similar lack of pre-Neolithic populations. 

Only in the Argolid and western Epirus / C o r f u was any evidence found 

for Mesolithic people; but, as we have already seen, these people were 

themselves 110 more "indigenous 1 ' than the Neolithic peoples w h o 

succeeded them. The Mesolithic marks the first wave of demie diffu-

sion f rom the Near East. 

Archaeological evidence f rom the period of transition f rom the 

Mesolithic to the Neolithic is necessary if the discussion of diffusion 

is to make progress, and 111 Greece the transition f rom the Palaeolithic 

3.3 Wheat and barley were introduced from the Near East at the begin-
ning of the Neolithic. The domesticated forms of these grasses have been 
part of the human food chain for 10,000 years. As this book was being 
written, wheat was the first food plant to be successfully cultivated 111 space 
aboard the NASA space shuttle. 

3.4 Sheep (left) and goats (right) were also introduced at the beginning of 
the Neolithic. At first they were used to convert coarse native vegetation 
and crop stubble into meat, but there is evidence that they were increas-
ingly exploited for wool and hair to weave textiles and for milk to make 
cheese and yogurt. 



to the Mesolithic and the Neolithic can be followed at only one ex-

cavated and dated site. Again Franchthi Cave provides a key sequence 

of evidence. 

We have already observed that the Palaeolithic and the Mesolithic 

are separated by a hiatus or break 111 the stratigraphie record, f rom 

which we conclude that the resumption of occupation m the Meso-

lithic represented the arrival of new inhabitants at the site. The tran-

sition f rom the Mesolithic to the Neolithic appears uninterrupted, but 

the changeover f rom Mesolithic to Neolithic takes place in about 30 

centimeters of the same archaeological stratum with abrupt and far-

reaching cultural and economic changes. 

Withm the cave itself, the earliest Neolithic deposits produced 

bones of domesticated sheep and goats, which replaced the deer and 

pig of the Mesolithic, and domesticated wheat and barley, which re-

placed wild barley and lentils as the main plant foods. Pottery appears 

to have been present f rom the beginning of the Neolithic, already 

technically developed and sophisticated. Polished stone axes were 

added to the repertoire along with small clay and stone figurines and 

ornaments. 

O n the shore directly outside the mouth of the cave the transition 

is even more dramatic. Founded directly on sterile soil is a small vil-

lage (now partly submerged by the rising sea) of large rectangular 

buildings with stone foundations and adobe brick or rammed clay 

walls topped with beams and thatch. R i c h finds of a Neolithic type are 

found in these buildings and throughout the site, as a re the graves of 

children and adults, some with grave goods. Particularly noteworthy 

is the grave, in the cave, of a small infant 111 a stone-lmed pit; the in-

fant was accompanied by a clay pot split down the middle (ri tu ally 

"killed'') and a finely worked bowl of marble imported f rom the 

Cvcladie islands. This grave is evidence of the growing complexity of 

Neolithic life. The rich finds suggest the high status of the child, and 

the marble bowl is evidence of trade and craft specialization. 

Although some of the older Mesolithic stone-working techniques 

found expression in the later Neolithic technology, a fact that suggests 

some contact took place between the two populations, the evidence 

suggests that village farmers arrived with a fully developed Neolithic 

economy. The possibility that these settlers arrived at Franchthi f rom 

elsewhere in Greece must be considered, but at least two sites give clear 

evidence that they migrated by sea, almost certainly after crossings of 

some considerable length. These sites are Sidari (011 Corfu) and Knos-





is focused on the larger islands and coastal areas of Greece and other 

Mediterranean lands, supports the hypothesis of demie diffusion by 

sea. This diffusion may have begun at the beginning of the Mesolithic 

period, some one or two millennia earlier, and it certainly continued 

for some time. The success of settlements such as Knossos 011 Crete 

would have required the continued additions of humans, seeds, and 

animal stocks to make up losses attributable to crop failure and disease. 

Despite our certainty about the diffusion, however, we still do not 

know where the colonists came f rom or w h y they undertook such a 

difficult and dangerous migration. 

Partial answers are possible for both questions. In recent decades 

archaeologists have largely accepted a model f rom biology to help 

explain the general process of animal and, by analogy, human dis-

persals. This model is called the Wave of Advance, and it can be com-

bined effectively with the demie diffusion hypothesis we are working 

with here. 

The Wave of Advance model has two major postulates: that the 

population growth that accompanies the shift to farming will be fast 

at first but will eventually level off, and that populations will expand 

at their margins at a more or less constant rate through a series of 

small-scale and essentially random movements. Population near the 

center will, by contrast, be relatively stable, and growth occurs only 

011 the margins. It is the population growth 011 the frontier that causes 

the more or less steady wave - o f - a d va 11c e effect. 

Assuming as a working hypothesis that farming first emerged 111 the 

Near East and that farming triggered population growth (a critical as-

sumption, supported by existing data), we can assert that the Wave of 

Advance moved outward f rom the core to the periphery of the Near 

East—that is, to G r e e c e — a t a rate of about one kilometer every gen-

eration. The similar house forms (stone foundations with mud-brick 

walls), pottery (red and white decorations), figurines (reclining, sit-

ting, and standing females with abstract features), and other aspects of 

material culture 111 Greece and Anatolia (modern Turkey) all point to 

Asia Minor as a proximal source of Neolithic farmers. The resem-

blances between the cultures of the Anatolian plateau and Thessaly are 

striking (see f i g u r e 3.5). 

But w h y would whole families pack up and risk their lives and for-

tunes 111 the sea crossing f rom Asian shores to the Greek islands and 

the mainland? There were 110 charts or maps, 110 safeguards, and 110 

certainty of success 111 a new territory, even if they survived the voy-



age. And yet we know that they did it, and the island settlement of 

Knossos shows that they brought their farm animals and seed crops as 

well. What was it like, we wonder, to cross to Crete on a small N e o -

lithic boat (perhaps no more than a dugout or a small raft of logs) with 

frightened sheep and cows, crazed billy goats, and seasick pigs? 

Neolithic farmers had very simple technology. They broke the soil 

with digging sticks and cultivated and harvested their crops of wheat 

and barley with stone hoes and flint sickles. Sheep, cattle, and pigs 

could forage on the hillsides and root through crop stubble and vil-

lage refuse heaps. Any cropland had to be cleaned of trees and brush 

with fire and polished stone axes. This limited technology encouraged 

the early farmers to settle close to springs, streams, and rivers where a 

steady supply of water ensured the survival of small crops m tiny fields 

and gardens. In river floodplains, flood water in winter and spring sup-

pressed the growth of trees and brought nutrients to the previous 

year s fields. 

Because of the limited scope and special requirements of Neolithic 

farming, the best conditions were hard to find. Once the optimal sites 

were occupied by other farmers, newcomers had to search farther 

afield. For unknown reasons, farming populations tend to grow faster 

than those of hunter-gatherers or foragers, and the population growth 

encouraged farmers 111 their search for prime agricultural land. 

In Greece, the Neolithic farmers settled 111 all parts of the country, 

although at first they established themselves in a f ew regions and on the 

bigger islands of Corfu, Crete, and Rhodes . On the mainland, Thessaly 

was the center of Neolithic civilization for as long as a thousand years, 

primarily because of the nearby Peneios River . It flows through an 

enclosed basin formed by the gradual subsidence of its rocky foun-

dation. The course of the river has remained fixed f rom the high 

3.5 A Neolithic terra-co tta anthropomorphic figurine of 
the seated type similar to examples found 111 contemporary 
sites 011 the central Anatolia plateau (e.g., Çatal Höyiik and 
Hacilar). The similarity of such figurines 111 Anatolia and 
the Near East may imply a continuity of cult (if these are 
religious representations). 





this long period the simple village, with 100 to 400 inhabitants living 

in closely spaced houses, was the central feature of the culture. Only 

toward the end of the period did the inhabitants begin to experiment 

with metals such as silver, gold, and copper. For most of the period, 

their simple technology was based 011 tools of stone. B u t unlike the 

preceding phases of the Stone Age, the Neolithic was a time of great 

innovation in material culture and probably in other areas as well, 

such as religion. 

Clay models found at the sites reveal that Neolithic houses were 

probably constructed of mud bricks (adobe) 011 stone foundations. 

Thatched roofs appear to have been covered with thick layers of clay 

that were sometimes painted bright colors. The roofs were pitched 

and equipped with smoke holes, and doors and windows were out-

lined with brightly painted red and white decorations. Some models 

appear to portray two-story structures (corroborated with archaeo-

logical finds). At least one model found buried under the wall of a real 

house contains numerous anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms. It 

is thought to be a "foundation deposit, 1 ' a kind of good-luck offering 

placed there when the house was being constructed. The other mod-

els may have had such uses. 

If the actual village houses looked anything like the house models, 

they must have presented a colorful, even vibrant, picture: a tightly 

packed village of white houses with bright red painted decorations 

sitting amidst fields of green grass, or perhaps in the gold of ripening 

wheat in the brilliant sun of early summer (see Figure 3.6). The effect 

may not have been unlike that still to be seen in some traditional 

3.6 An impression of what a Neolithic Greek 
village may have looked like, blouses were 
built of adobe brick on stone foundations with 
thatched roofs. House models suggest that 
doors, windows, smoke holes, and painted 
plaster decoration 011 exterior walls were com-
mon features of Neolithic houses. 



Greek villages today, although in the Neolithic, clouds of dust raised 

by herds of sheep and goats moving through the little lanes, the pall 

of smoke f rom family hearths, and the stench of the slops on the mid-

dens in the streets and between the houses would have been prevalent. 

Excavation has recovered a wealth of detail connected with daily 

life m Neolithic times. Excavations within the house ruins recovered 

typical tools, including polished stone axes. Hint sickles, clay spindle 

whorls used to spin yarn, bone tools such as awls, and abundant re-

mains of food (see Figure 3.7). The principal food remains are pre-

served by carbonization 111 fires, either cooking fires or accidental fires 

that destroyed a structure; they include wheat, barley, peas and other 

3.7 Reconstructions of Neolithic houses are based 011 the well-preserved 
stone foundations at sites such as Sesklo and Dimim. They were almost 
always rectangular 111 outline but varied considerably in size from no more 
than about two meters 011 a side to 25 meters 111 length. The full range of 
functions is not known. Some buildings may have been shrines or had 
public uses. 



legumes, and a wide variety of fruits and nuts. Animal bones include 

those of sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs. Also found are figurines of 

various materials and some stone or shell ornaments. R o u g h stone 

querns were used to grind plant foods, and a f ew odds and ends, such 

as the u computers" discussed below, defy classification. Such materi-

als would not have been out of place 111 simple farmsteads right into 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries throughout the JBalkans. All 

that is missing are wooden shelves, a f ew sticks of furniture, and the 

colorful woolen textiles that probably covered them. 

Stone axes were among the most important tools 111 the Neolithic, 

and the manufacture of these implements by polishing hard, green, ig-

neous stones 011 a rough quern is the feature that originally gave the 

Neolithic its name. The axes were mounted in antler sockets that were 

set 111 wooden handles to absorb shock. These axes were very effec-

tive for felling trees and working wood (to make boats and houses). 

Danish archaeologists 111 the 1950s demonstrated their effectiveness by 

using actual Neolithic axes to chop down trees. They estimated that 

Neolithic farmers could have cleared an acre of forest in a matter of 

hours. 

Simple pointed tools of bone and antler resemble tools used today 

in some parts of Greece to make baskets. Some of the painted pottery 

designs resemble basketry, and we imagine a rich array of baskets once 

existed. Other tools were used to process foods. The simple querns, 

mortars, and pestles were employed to crush hard grains before cook-

ing, to break the shells of nuts, and to pulp berries and powder herbs. 

They were probably also used to crush minerals, plants, and insects for 

use as coloring agents for textiles and pottery. 

A variety of bone and clay tools were used in weaving. Spindle 

whorls are conical in shape with a vertical perforation. Mounted 011 a 

stick, they were used as weights to help turn the stick and collect yarn 

as it was spun f rom a bunch of wool or hair held in the fork of another 

stick. The ability to weave wool f rom sheep and hair f rom goats made 

these animals more valuable for this commodity than for their meat. 

Although the textiles themselves have not survived, the presence of 

the whorls, which have 110 other known use, are indication enough of 

the craft. We can imagine the textiles 111 a range of hues, including red, 

brown, yellow, and blue, supplied by natural dyes made f rom acorns 

and other plants. The designs are thought to be similar to those found 

011 the pottery, or indeed 111 present-day Anatolian flat woven carpets 

such as kilims: triangles, diamonds, and chevrons. Houses throughout 



the eastern Mediterranean world in our own time are often filled with 

such textiles, and the pleasing colorful effect would have greatly en-

hanced the otherwise technically simple Neolithic houses. 

Neolithic lives were enriched with art in the form of varied and 

beautifully executed painted pots and a stunning array of human and 

animal figurines m clay and stone. The thousands of specimens are 

evidence of the inventiveness of their creators. Nearly every village 

seems to have had its own style of painted pot, and shapes and deco-

rative schemes appear in bewildering plentitude. But there is a certain 

unity evident 111 the pottery. All of the pottery was handmade and fired 

111 simple pits or small kilns similar to bread ovens (see Figure 3.8). 

The colors were achieved with pigments f rom minerals such as 

ochre and copper ore, and colored clays contributed white and tan 

tones. With these simple materials the potter created first-rate ceram-

ics with thin walls and bright colors, winch were durable and 110 doubt 

serviceable as well. They are usually decorated with a dark figure 011 

a light ground, usually red on white, and an abundance of abstract, 

geometric designs reminiscent of textile decoration. 

Neolithic pottery is decorated with repetitive patterns of squares, 

nets, and curved triangles (or "f lame' ' patterns). Human and animal 

forms appear only 111 the figurines, which demonstrate the Neolithic 

mastery of animate forms and artistic skill. We must assume that the 

abstract designs 011 the painted pottery were the result of deliberate 

choice (see Figure 3.9). W h y they produced so much delicate, beauti-

fully painted pottery with only a limited repertoire of designs is a gen-

uine puzzle for archaeologists. K . D. Vitelli of Indiana University has 

noted that very little of the highest-quality pottery was used for stor-

age or cooking. Many of the most carefully made pots are small bowls 

or cups that cannot be easily covered to store goods. We know that 

more coarsely made undecorated pots were used for cooking, at least 

111 the later phases of the Neolithic, because these have traces of burn-

ing 011 their bottoms or food residues inside. But the finely decorated 

pots obviously served another purpose; perhaps they were used for 

3.8 Neolithic pottery in Thessaly was handmade and fired 
under carefully controlled conditions. It is of very high 
technical quality. Decorations were usually abstract designs 
painted 111 red 011 an off-white background. 



display in the house as an indication of status, much as a service of fine 

antique china might be displayed today. 

This pottery may have been handmade and fired 111 crude pits and 

bread ovens, but it is not technologically primitive. The pots were 

hard-fired, often at temperatures high enough to fuse the metallic pig-

ments and clay slips 011 the surface and form a shiny durable "glaze/ ' 

The two-to lie effects of the painted pottery often required two or 

more separate firings and a precise experimental knowledge of clays, 

pigments, and fuels. Modern experimenters have succeeded in dupli-

cating Neolithic pottery, but only after years of painstaking study, 

many failures, and careful attention to detail. It is not an easy craft, and 

the high success rate of Neolithic potters is testimony to their profes-

sional craftsmanship. Each village seems to have had its own produc-

tion of these pots (Κ. D . Vitelli believes it was a craft pursued primar-

ily by women 111 individual households). The variety of design found 

f rom village to village is notable. Their adherence to the same basic 

elements of design (such as geometric patterns) is evidence, however, 

of some larger unifying principle that we have yet to grasp: one of the 

mysteries of Neolithic civilization (see Figure 3.10). 

3.9 Neolithic pottery varied regionally beginning about 7500 13.p. In 
the Peloponnese, for instance, the pottery was decorated 111 a reddish 
brown paint 011 a buff-colored ground. This so-called Urfirms (early 
glazed) ware lias a lustrous metallic finish achieved by a method not yet 
fully understood. Although the forms and decorations are similar to 
those seen in Thessalv at the same time, pottery from the two regions is 
easily distinguished by techniques of firing and other details. 

3.10 Later Neolithic pottery is notable for its use of 
polychrome decoration 111 red or black on a light-colored 
background and the wider use of handles and spiral 
design motifs. 



Another mystery of the Greek Neolithic is the meaning of the im-

mense variety of figures 111 clay and stone that have tantalized, amazed, 

and puzzled a generation of archaeologists. Small figurines of humans 

and animals have been found around the world, some made as early as 

30,000 years ago (111 western Europe), and more or less continuously 

f rom then 011. The figurines manufactured by the ancient Egyptians are 

plentiful enough today to fill whole museums, and they were common 

111 cultures as different as classical Greece and ancient China. Even 111 

modern homes many a mantelpiece displays porcelain figurines, and 

children's bedrooms have them 111 abundance in the form of Barbie 

dolls and "action figures." 

Yet archaeologists can agree 011 only one point concerning the an-

cient figurines: that we do not know what they meant to the people 

w h o made them. Neolithic figurines come in a bewildering array of 

sizes and shapes, and their decorative details are just as varied. Can 

they have anything 111 common? Many are of nude females; far fewer 

are of male and animal forms. This can be a little misleading, however, 

because many figurines have 110 certain indication of gender, although 

they may resemble the female form (see Figure 3 . 1 1 ) . 

Another curious feature is the abstraction of the face, which is of-

ten shown with cowrie-shell eyes and less often with ears, nose, or 

mouth (a cowrie is a marine mollusk). All of them have exaggerated 

physical features such as long cylindrical necks, pointed heads, large 

buttocks, and vestigial hands or feet (sometimes these are left out al-

together) (see Figure 3. 12) . In short, they are not realistic or natural-

istic portrayals of humans, but only general humanoid forms. Finally, 

most figurines are standing or sitting individuals; the lack of groups 

or of the depiction of activity (such as craft work, farming, or dancing) 

is noticeable. Perhaps this abstraction and simplification of form is 

the unifying principle behind the figurines, as it is for the pottery (see 

Figure 3. 13) . 

White marble, plain clay, and clay painted with red or brown ab-

stract designs are the principal media used 111 the manufacture of f ig-

urines. The pure abstraction of the crosslike or violin-shaped marble 

3 . 1 1 A terra-eotta female figurine from 
Lerna m the Argolid. 



3 . 12 A terra-cotta female (?) figurine from 
Thessaly 111 the pose most widely depicted 111 
Neolithic figurines. 

3 . 13 A terra-cotta female figurine from Franchthi Cave with 
painted decoration that may be intended to show textiles or 
body decoration of some kind. Neolithic figurines are frequently 
missing heads or other parts and may sometimes have been delib-
erately broken 111 what is sometimes called the "ritual killing*' 
of artifacts. 

figures changes 111 time to the startling realism of heads with detailed 

and recognizable features, painted red, and resembling the face of a 

newborn child. In this great range of expression, tightly bound as it is 

within a narrow cordon of convention, we have a recognizable pat-

tern of meaning, the key to which has been lost forever. The fmd-

spots of figurines tell us nothing about their function. They are found 

everywhere in Neolithic villages, even 111 the refuse pits. The great 

number of figurines, however, is signal evidence of their importance. 

The absence of evidence that specific beliefs were attached to these 

figurines, or even that they had any particular use, has opened up the 

field to sometimes wild speculation. Figurines may appear special, and 

the natural impulse is to consider them idols of some sort represent-

ing the gods and goddesses of these ancient people. But figurines need 

not automatically have a religious use. Let us remember the role of 

dolls in our own culture; and Chinese doctors in past centuries used 

figurines to indicate to female patients the location of their problems 

in order to honor their modesty. 

Figurines can have many uses that range from the mostly misun-

derstood "voodoo 1 ' dolls of Caribbean religion to the purely aesthetic 



créations of artists today. The use of figurines can change over time: 

an ancient R o m a n figurine sitting m a modern museum display case 

has a different meaning for those w h o created it and those w h o view 

it today. M o r e than twice as much time separates the earliest Greek 

Neolithic f rom the latest phase of the same culture (4,000 years) than 

separates our time f rom the R o m a n period. Finally, context matters 

absolutely 111 any interpretation. A plastic figurine of a Christian samt 

on the dashboard of a car invokes the saint's protection, but what 

would future archaeologists make of the same figurine found in a 

landfill or dump? 

Such niceties of interpretation have not deterred archaeologists 

f rom veil turing to interpret Neolithic figurines, and almost everyone 

seems to think that they have something to do with religious belief, 

like the figurines of later pagan religions of the Bronze Age 111 the 

Near East and 111 the classical G r e c o - R o m a n world. Although this is a 

reasonable assumption for some of the figurines, it is unlikely to be the 

whole story. First, we are able to interpret the meanings of figurines 

111 the later periods f rom textual accounts of religious practice; the lack 

of Neolithic writing makes this impossible for that earlier period. Sec-

ond, the great variety of figurines suggests that they do not represent 

a single set of clearly recognizable deities; and last, the contexts 111 

which they are found tell us little or nothing about what the ancients 

thought of them. 

Figurines f rom Thessalian Neolithic sites have been found 111 house 

deposits, dumps, middens, pits, and virtually everywhere withm a 

site, suggesting that they were as readily discarded as they were easy 

to make. N o recognizable temples or shrines have been identified, 

and even the meaning of figurines found in a special deposit, such as 

the house model buried under a floor, remains ambiguous. Are they 

figures of deities, or do they represent the worshipers? Are they priests 

and priestesses or the ghosts of departed ancestors? H o w would one 

tell them apart without an identifying label? 

Burials are also connected with prehistoric belief, ritual and cere-

monial. Burials 111 the Neolithic were sometimes simple interments, 

often beneath the floors of houses, but cremation was also practiced, 

and entire fields of pots containing the partly burned remains of hu-

mans are known from sites late 111 the Neolithic period. The fact of 

burial and the variety of methods employed may reflect spiritual be-

lief and the earthly status of the dead when they were alive and sug-

gest that their beliefs were highly developed and complex. The buried 



bodies are rarely accompanied by grave goods, although sometimes a 

few simple tools have been found in the pit; tor example, a woman at 

Franchthi Cave was buried with a kit of bone points and obsidian 

blades, suggesting that she had been a basket weaver. More often a pot 

or two, sometimes rituallv "ki l led" by breaking it into pieces, was 

placed m the grave. The body was usually folded into the fetal posi-

tion, 111 some cases only after the bones had been "defleshed 1 ' by ex-

posure for a period of days or weeks. Cremations were more elabo-

rate. After being burned, the remains were carefully packed into fine 

pots, which 111 turn were buried in pits. Whole cemeteries of cremated 

remains have been uncovered. 

Some artifacts have so far defied analysis, such as "seals" and small 

rectangular objects dubbed "'computers'' by puzzled archaeologists. 

Seals are usually made of stone (often pierced for suspension 011 a 

cord) and carved with geometric patterns common 111 weavmgs today 

and commonly referred to as " s u n ' or ' 'star ' patterns. Archaeologists 

have called them seals because they might have been used to impress 

designs in soft clay or to stamp designs 111 color 011 wood, clothing, or 

skm. But frankly, we have 110 idea what people did with them. 

The "computers" get their nickname f rom the variety of dots and 

signs that cover the surface, which resemble some kind of quantitative 

computation or primitive writing or recording system. Found only 111 

recent years and 111 very small numbers, they have not yet been stud-

ied or appeared 111 print, but they raise the tantalizing possibility that 

the Neolithic Thessalians had a simple notational system, a key ingre-

dient 111 the development and advancement of complex society or 

civilization (see Figure 3.14). 

Early students of the Neolithic civilization of Thessaly regarded it 

3 . 14 Neolithic "computersThese 
small terra-cotta objects from Sesklo 
have signs incised 011 the surface that 
may be notations of some kind. 



as rather simple in social terms, consisting of egalitarian societies o f 

simple farmer folk, isolated, conservative, focused on subsistence agri-

culture and survival, and persisting with little change for centuries or 

even millennia. S o m e popular writings depict these farmer folk as l iv-

ing in a "go lden age" without the corruption of luxury or the evils of 

social inequality and war. B u t this v i e w is completely unsupported by 

the evidence, however attractive it might be. 

T h e presence of Mel ian obsidian, exotic stone ornaments and axes, 

and other materials that must have been traded f r o m one place to an-

other is evidence o f a sophisticated economy. Some Neolithic trade 

was long distance. Shell ornaments (arm bands, rings, bangles) made 

f r o m the spiny Mediterranean oyster, Spoudyh i< oaa ί crop ι is, have been 

found in European Neolithic contexts as far north as Poland, and large 

honey-colored flint blades in Greece may have been procured f r o m as 

far away as Bulgaria or R o m a n i a . T h e regional variation in pottery 

styles, w h e n it is coupled with the data 011 trade and other regional 

craft activity, suggests that economic activity grew and became ever 

more complex . This economic complexity is paralleled by evidence of 

social complexity. Village buildings, for instance, varied in size; pre-

sumably some were used for special functions or were constructed to 

meet the specific requirements of individuals and families. Mortuary 

practice is also evidence of social complexity : some individuals, includ-

ing w o m e n and children, received careful interment w i t h m the settle-

ment whi le adult males were evidently disposed of elsewhere. N o t 

all burials were accompanied by grave goods, and the different burial 

practices (interment and cremation) may have reflected something 

like social status. 

T h e general structure of Neolithic life, which was based in small, 

tightly clustered villages, wi th an e c o n o m y f i rmly grounded in agri-

culture and animal husbandry, was not unlike rural life in Greece 

through the millennia to the present day. T h e Neolithic period, then, 

introduced and established a w a y o f life that would support, shape, 

and sometimes constrain all later developments. We should always 

bear 111 mind that the glamorous monuments of the classical period in 

Greece, both physical (as represented by the Parthenon) and intellec-

tual (science, philosophy, and drama) were achieved by people w h o 

lived 111 villages and small towns and were supported by an agricultural 

e c o n o m y that was perfected after millennia of trial and error by the 

Νeοlithic farmcrs. 







T H E B R O N Z E AGE 

"Savage Virtues and Barbarous Grandeur" 

Speaking of his visit to the Highlands of Scotland m the eighteenth 

century, Dr. Johnson noted the gradual disappearance of traditional 

ways and remarked that "a longer journey than to the Highlands must 

be taken by him whose curiosity pants for savage virtues and bar-

barous grandeur.1* An age of savage virtues and barbarous grandeur 

strikes us as a fit description of the Aegean Bronze Age, the last of the 

great ages of prehistory recognized by archaeologists. 

For the past century it has been customary to divide the prehistoric 

past into three ages: Stone, Bronze, and Iron. The distinction is based 

oil the principal raw material used to make tools and weapons. Hav-

ing reviewed the Stone Age in the previous chapters, we are now 

concerned with the transition to the Age of Bronze, which occurred 

around 3600 B .c. and took perhaps 500 years. 

Simple copper axes, chisels, and pins appear 111 the latest Neolithic 

levels of sites 111 Thessaly, the Peloponnese, and 011 Crete along with 

the occasional golden or silver figurine, bead, or bowl. At first these 

artifacts were very rare and were passed f rom village to village as cu-

riosities. The earliest examples were made both f rom native metals 

panned f rom rivers and f rom smelted ore and were 110 doubt the 

prized possessions of persons of rank and prestige. 

Then as now, the demand for exotic and novel artifacts was the 

province of the social elite, and the growing use of metal at the end of 

the Neolithic is a useful indication of the growth of a stratified society 
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with a small elite group at the top. The picture of emerging social com-

plexity is supported by the appearance of large buildings and the con-

struction of fortification walls or at least ditches around many late 

Neolithic sites. All of these trends were to continue into the Early 

Bronze Age (hereafter E B A ) , during which these technological and 

cultural trends accelerated without a break f rom the earlier Neolithic 

period. Figure 4.1 is a map of Early Bronze Age sites. 

This v iew that culture was continuous across the boundary f rom 

the Stone Age to the E B A is an important departure f rom the posi-

tion of archaeologists during much of the twentieth century. Regional 

surveys have done much to shift the focus of settlement studies f rom 

individual sites to the patterns of settlement 111 large regions. Whereas 

earlier excavations concentrated 011 the identification of the larger 

sites, regional surveys identify the smaller sites in a hierarchy of settle-

ments that ranged in size f rom large centers to smaller dependent vil-

lages and hamlets. Particularly 111 the Argolid, survey work showed 

that the hierarchical structure of settlements began by the beginning 

of the fourth millennium and continued without interruption into the 

third millennium. The idea that the Neolithic period was terminated 

by the abandonment of a large number of sites, perhaps 111 the face of 

a migration of new people using the new bronze technology, has it-

self been abandoned, and current archaeological work focuses 011 the 

continuities between the two periods. 

The beginning of the Bronze Age is thus entirely arbitrary. The 

uncertain boundary between the two periods is due in part to the mas-

sive rearrangement of many sites 111 the more developed phase of the 

E B A . At sites such as Lerna 111 the Argolid, for instance, the last phases 

of the Neolithic tell were essentially cut away: the top of the mound 

was leveled to create more space for large buildings. This same pro-

cess of cutting and filling at other sites thus did much to obscure the 

transition. It is nonetheless clear that little by little the use of bronze 

(an alloy of copper and arsenic, and later, tm) spread through Aegean 

culture 111 the form of knives, daggers, axes, and jewelry and became 

the standard material for tools, weapons, and luxury items by the end 

4.1 Opposite. The locations of Early Bronze Age sites. This is only a small 
sample of the better-known and excavated sites. Note their concentration 
111 central Greece, particularly Attica and the Argolid, and that there are 
more Early Bronze Age sites on the Cyclades and Crete than there are 
Neolithic sites. 



of the fourth millennium B.c. (see Figure 4.2). Chipped stone tools 

were not entirely supplanted, and the use of Melian obsidian on most 

mainland sites continued unabated, as did, for a while, the fondness 

for stone axes. Withm a millennium of its first appearance 011 Aegean 

sites, however, bronze had become the dominant raw material, and its 

rise to importance so exactly parallels the growth of complex society 

111 the region that we believe the use of the term ^Bronze A g e " is fully 

justified. 

A romantic view, and one not supported by archaeological evi-

dence, sees the new E B A culture as the result of invading Indo-

Europeans f rom Central Asia w h o supplanted an indigenous popula-

tion of 'Old European" Neolithic farmers. A less romantic assessment 

of the evidence focuses 011 local changes set in motion long before the 

Bronze Age. T h e monumentality ofarchitecture and fortification walls 

was anticipated at Neolithic sites such as Sesklo and Dimim a thou-

sand years earlier, and most of the other details of material culture 

were added or subtracted f rom the basic agricultural economy that 

supported Neolithic and Bronze Age civilizations. Thus the use of 

obsidian and pottery continued, bronze weapons were added, and the 

ever-present Neolithic anthropomorphic figurines disappeared. 

The introduction of plow agriculture and seagoing longboats may 

have been a response to the economic restructuring that affected all of 

the eastern Mediterra 11 ea 11 in the fourth millennium (sometimes called 

the Secondary Products Revolution, when the production of textiles, 

cheese, and milk started and animals began to be used for traction and 

draft). These innovations were perhaps the impetus for other changes 

4.2 Two examples of the typical small tin-bronze 
knives that became common in the Early Bronze Age. 

4.3 Plan of the House of the Tiles at Lerna. This so-called 
corridor house was built 011 the megaron plan using the 
essentially Neolithic technology of adobe brick 011 stone 
foundations. It was roofed with terra-cotta and split stone 
tiles and is much larger (nearly 50 meters long) than any of 
its Neolithic prototypes. It is considered to be a dwelling for 
members of an important extended family (lineage). 



in production and technology throughout Bronze Age material cul-

ture. Nothing, however, supports the hypothesis that Greece was in-

vaded or that its population changed m the E B A . 

The majority of Early Bronze Age settlements were located in 

southern Greece, often 111 conspicuous locations. The Cycladic islands 

were occupied in earnest, and many of the famous Cycladic marble 

figurines have been found 111 large cemeteries 011 islands such as Syros 

and Keros. These and changes 111 almost every aspect of daily life attest 

to a departure f rom the ways of the Neolithic past and to the strength 

and success of the new island culture. 

N e w forms of pottery, usually simple bowls painted red and pol-

ished before firing, replaced the figured work of old. The new settle-

ments were large and dominated by well-built houses with complex 

ground plans. These so-called corridor houses appear to have served 

as residences for powerful families, or perhaps more accurately lineages 

composed of several closely related families. These impressive examples 

of monumental architecture are laid out 011 the familiar "megaron 

plan,'1 a rectangular footprint with a front porch bordered by wings 

and a number of large interior rooms flanked by blind corridors and 

staircases leading up to (now vanished) second stories. The largest ex-

amples exceed 50 meters 111 length, and, like the House of the Tiles at 

Lerna, are roofed with fired-clay or cut-s to lie tiles (see Figure 4.3). 

The interior walls were sometimes decorated with painted designs or 

borders m red and black. 

More than one lineage dominated the larger settlements, if w e are 

to judge f rom the presence of two, three, and even more corridor 

houses at Akovitika near Kalamata 111 the southern Peloponnese, Lerna 

111 the Argolid, Aigma 111 the Saromc Gulf , and Troy 111 northwestern 

Turkey. The largest sites have strong defensive walls of stone equipped 

with towers and gates to defend them, and their population may have 

reached a thousand or more. The largest sites are 110 more than about 

ten hectares in area, so they were not really cities (for comparison, the 

smallest cities in classical times were generally twice as large and popu-

lous), but they are too large to be mere villages, and for the lack of 

a better term we call them towns. We assume that each Bronze Age 

town was politically independent, something like a small principality 

or large manorial estate 111 medieval Europe. Political power was prob-

ably wielded by the lineage heads and extended 110 further than a f ew 

hours1 walk f rom the center of town (see Figure 4.4). 

The emergence of pro to-urban life in Early Bronze Age towns 





presence of axes, sickle elements, spindle whorls, and querns, took 

place high 111 the hills and deep 111 the interior valleys, sometimes 011 

slopes that are today stripped of soil. 

The following phases of the E B A (known as Early Hella die, or E H 

I and II 111 archaeological jargon) cannot he traced s u c c e s s 1 ve 1 y 011 a ην 

one excavated site, but there was clearly a population shift f rom the 

hills to the fertile valley bottoms. The timing of this movement was 

different 111 the two parts of the Argolid, but 111 both areas the human 

population movement coincided with the geological evidence that soil 

began eroding from the slopes 111 the Final N e o l i t h i c - E H 1 period and 

accelerated 111 the early third millennium. That it was over by the time 

the fully developed E H II sites were founded is amply demonstrated 

by the discovery of E H II sites sitting 011 top of the sediments that had 

washed into the valley bottoms. After this rather major rearrangement 

of the landscape, which was likely brought about primarily by farm-

ing practices and forest clearing and secondarily by climate change, 

E H sites remained closely connected with the valley bottoms. The 

settlements 111 the higher elevations and more remote interior valleys 

were abandoned. This state of affairs persisted until the end of the pe-

riod, around 2000 B.C. 

L I F E I N T H E E A R L Y B R O N Z E A G E 

Spiritually and artistically, the Early Bronze Age was significant. 

Rather inexplicably, the human figurines so popular 111 the Neolithic 

period disappeared from the mainland. Only a handful of animal 

figurines of clay enliven the E B A repertoire, and they usually depict 

common domestic animals like sheep or cows. Although these may 

have been mere toys, 011 the analogy with later classical Greek religion 

it is likely that these are votive offerings to the gods. Their use may 

reflect the growing importance of herding 111 the economy. Even to-

day, small silver plaques depicting domestic animals can be found 011 

icons 111 country churches. 

Human figures continued to be made 111 the Cycladic islands, but 

these enigmatic and startlmgly modern figurines are very different 

from Neolithic figurines. They were carved from island marble, which 

has a crystalline white color and looks like sparkling sugar 011 its un-

polished surface. They were carved and polished using locally avail-

able emery, a diamond-hard mineral. The Cycladic idols, as they are 



called, are thought to have had some kind of cultic use, particularly 

because of their standardized form and frequency of occurrence in 

E B A tombs (see Figure 4.5). Although many, but not all, seem to be 

of nude females with bent knees, downward-pointing toes, and arms 

crossed over the stomach, the many variations 011 this theme point 

away from a single meaning for all of them. The sculptures range in 

size from miniature to near life-size and are sometimes single figures, 

sometimes two or more figures joined together head to foot. Rarely 

they are equipped with belts and daggers, or are seated 011 chairs with 

musical instruments. These Cycladic idols do not tell us much about 

E B A religious practice. N o cult buildings or temples have been clearly 

identified; religion appears to have been practiced at the level of the 

household and is particularly conspicuous in connection with buri-

als. Oil the mainland, burial was by interment, but sometimes several 

people were buried together and covered with a mound of earth. 

Considering the wide range of male and female deities worshiped 

111 neighboring Mesopotamia and Egypt at this time, we can suppose 

that the Aegean peoples worshiped a large pantheon of gods. Some of 

the gods familiar from classical Greece appear already 111 the Linear Β 

tablets f rom Late Bronze Age times (ca. 1450 B .C.) , and some conti-

4.5 Early Cycladic anthropomorphic figurines and larger statues 
with folded arms were carved out of local marble. Cycladic idols 
have been collected by European connoisseurs for 200 years, but 
few of the known examples have come from controlled archaeo-
logical excavations. As a consequence, little is known about their 
meaning or function. 

4.6 Typical Early Cycladic cist 
(box) used for burials 111 the Cvclades 



nuity of cult may yet be demonstrated. But for now a respectful silence 

must prevail on the subject. 

In the Cycladic islands E B A culture has distinctive regional char-

acteristics; it is known as Early Cycladic (EC) to distinguish it f rom 

the Helladic culture of the mainland. Early Cycladic burials took place 

m clearly demarcated cemeteries; the deceased were laid 111 stone-

lmed boxes called cists (see Figure 4.6). 

Incised drawings 011 Early Cycladic pottery and a few rare models 

111 lead depict longboats that resemble dugouts or large canoes. They 

were likely made of wooden planks, and the illustrations show them 

being propelled by teams of rowers. These longboats helped connect 

the settlements 011 the Cycladic islands with the coastal mainland sites 

and establish the distinctive marine orientation of all later Greek cul-

tures. They were also pivotal 111 the expansion of trade ill metals (gold, 

silver, copper, and lead), which were mined f rom the rich deposits at 

Lavrion, near Athens, and 011 the islands of Serifos and Siphnos. Other 

ltems of trade included sharp volcanic obsidian f rom Melos for cut-

ting tools, gritty lava from the other islands used 111 querns to grind 

flour, marble for bowls and figurines, and other commodities both 

durable and perishable that can only be guessed at, such as textiles, salt, 

and wood. 

The trade 111 both tangible materials and perishable substances fueled 

an international network of traders and peddlers w h o moved goods 

and ideas around the shores of the Aegean Sea. A profusion of clay 

sealmgs (pieces of clay used to close containers) f rom sites of this pe-

riod bear impressions f rom seals of stone or other material. These seal-

ings, which bear the marks of cords and basketry, were broken f rom 

boxes, baskets, or necks of pots, proving that goods were stored 111 

Early Helladic sites on the mainland. Seals probably served as marks of 

ownership, but it is not known whether the seal designs bore some 

form of writing or reflected an accounting system. Seals could have 

been combined with potters' marks and other scratched signs to form 

a script similar to later Linear A and B . There is 110 clear connection, 

however, between the E B A and Late Bronze Age (LBA) writing sys-

tems, and we are forced to conclude that the E B A communities, so 

civilized 111 other ways, were essentially illiterate. 

The distinctive E B A culture flourished around the Aegean Sea. 

Distinctive artificts like the so-called sauceboats 111 painted clay or 

beaten gold and the unmistakable white marble Cycladic idols have 

prompted some archaeologists to describe Aegean E B A culture as 



having an ^international spirit" (see Figure 4.7). The foundations of 

the later Myeenaean-Mmoan civilization were laid down in this pe-

riod, as the centers of power were established in the southeastern 

portion of the mainland, 011 the islands, and 011 Crete. Typical features 

were its fortified citadels, monumental, even palatial, dwellings for a 

powerful social elite, and an intense interest 111 novel bronze weapons 

and their display. 

Perhaps the most dynamic contribution of the E B A culture to later 

cultures was plow agriculture. Rap id population growth followed (or 

perhaps caused) the opening of fields in the previously unused forest. 

The E B A culture endured 111 some areas for a millennium; its phases 

are distinguished by the rebuilding of architecture at most sites and 

by minor changes in pottery and other artifacts (see Figures 4 . 8 - 9 ) . 

It came to an end 111 a blaze of site destructions that began about 

2250 B.c. and continued off and 011 for a century or more. 

Many sites were abandoned, and some areas, especially 111 the 

Cyclades, may even have been depopulated. The disruption at the end 

of the E B A occurred around the Aegean, 111 Asia Minor as well as 111 

Greece. At Troy, the violent destruction of the E B A settlement of 

Troy II (the second settlement in the sequence of nine superimposed 

settlements at Troy) was one of the reasons that Heinrich Schliemann 

4.7 The terra-cotta "sauceboaf is a common artifact on the mainland 111 
the Early Hella die period, but its function is unknown. It is very common 
111 the second phase of the Early Helladic (ca. 2700-2300 B . C . ) , and frag-
ments of these vessels are found 011 the surface of almost every site 111 this 
period. Whatever it was used for it must have been important: at least two 
versions 111 gold have turned up, and there were possibly others 111 silver 

4.8 Terra-cotta "frying pans" are typical finds of the Early 
Cycladic culture 111 the islands. Of unknown use, they are 
often decorated with spirals, scratched images of oared long-
boats, and sometimes, curiously, little legs and female geni-
talia as in this 



mistook this level for Homeric Troy. The destruction level belongs 

instead to a catastrophe a thousand years before the Trojan War. 

Material culture changed dramatically m the centuries after the 

Early .Bronze Age collapsed, particularly 011 the mainland. Evidence 

of new house forms, grave types, and styles of decorated pottery have 

encouraged the interpretation that population movements accompa-

nied the wave of destructions. There is good reason to see the influ-

ence of Asia Minor m the black-and-red-faced pottery tankards that 

replaced the older sauceboats and other E B A pottery types. Many of 

the pottery forms prevalent m the phases following the E B A had long 

been known m western Anatolia. But the parallels are rarely exact. 

Some aspects of the pottery found on the Greek mainland are dis-

tinctive and may have been produced locally. Thus some movements 

were probably more local. 

Whatever the cause, the first Bronze Age civilization vanished 111 

flames and obscurity and was followed by a period of retrenchment. Oil 

the mainland and 111 the Cyclades a f ew of the larger villages continued 

to pursue a reduced version of civilized agricultural life for half a mil-

lennium during the so-called Middle Helladic period (called Middle 

Cycladic 011 the islands and Middle M m o a n on Crete). Huddled be-

hind their walls, these villages differed little f rom their Neolithic fore-

bears. Advancement and change seem to have been limited to experi-

ments 111 pottery production with the newly introduced potter's wheel 

and the manufacture of complex forms 111 stone. 



C R E T E A N D T H E M I . N O A N C I V I L I Z A T I O N 





Iii sharp contrast, in much of the southern part of Crete, for in-

stance the Mesa r a Plain around Phaistos, round, free-standing vaulted 

structures called thai as tombs appear to have been community sepul-

chers with sometimes dozens of people buried in them (thai ο s is the 

Greek word for a round building). Large quantities o f grave goods in 

the ΐίιοίοί (plural o f tholos) include bronze weapons, ivory seals, and 

j e w e l r v made f r o m exotic materials. Al l o f the grave fields were used 

continuously f r o m the Early to the Middle M n i o a n period, apparently 

overlapping with the earliest palaces of the later period. 

A full picture o f the spiritual and artistic world o f Early M n i o a n 

Crete can be pieced together only with great difficulty. T h e tombs 

tell us that the treatment o f the dead and reverence for ancestors 

was of great importance m the E M cult. C lay figurines of animals and 

Cycladic marble figurines may be linked with island systems of belief, 

and may even establish the presence of Cycladic islanders in Crete. 

T h e f igurine o f a rather dumpy female carrying a pitcher, w h i c h was 

found m the village remains o f Fournou K o n p h i , has been classified 

as a devotional f igurine of some kind, chiefly oil the comparison 

with such figurines in later M m o a n society and elsewhere around the 

Mediterranean. A ceramic f igure ill the f o r m of a bull, w h i c h was 

an object of veneration m cultures f r o m Neolithic Çatal H ö y ü k m 

Turkey to Bronze A g e Egypt , suggests that the animal interested the 

Early Minoans as well. 

Perhaps the most significant artistic achievements of the Early M i -

noans are the everyday artifacts that have been recovered f r o m tombs. 

T h e specialized and highly skilled craft o f making bronze weapons was 

practiced 011 the island, as was the manufacture of vessels f r o m rare 

and exotic types of stone (a f o r m of craft specialization that originated 

111 Egypt , to j u d g e f r o m some of the shapes that inspired the M i n o a n 

pieces). Finds o f ivory seals and gems tones suggest that the E M cul-

ture participated 111 A e g e a n - w i d e , if not larger, spheres o f craft spe-

cialization and economic activity. This conclusion is supported by the 

abundance of imported Mel ian obsidian found at most sites. 

T h e apparent integration of the E M e c o n o m y wi th the Cycladic 

and mainland cultures is perhaps significant. T h e Minoans may have 

been 111 a favored geographic position to survive the disruptions at the 

end of the E B A and to turn their attention to trade and cultural in-

teraction with their other near neighbors 111 Egypt and the Levant. 



The Age of Palaces 

T h e justly famous M i n o a n palaces have been the objects of archaeo-

logical enthusiasm, touristic excitement, and amateur zeal ever since 

their discovery by Sir Arthur Evans a century ago (see Figure 4 . 1 1 ) . 

Ef forts to explain their funct ion and meaning are ongoing, but one 

thing is clear: they owe little or nothing to the architectural heritage 

of the Bronze A g e Aegean and are a truly original native creation. 

Consisting o f large, sprawling complexes of rooms surrounding a 

big c e ntr al c ο u rtvard, the ρ ala c e s ο ne e ha d eleva tio 11s of f ive ο r e ve 11 

six stories and were designed for comfortable living. T h e residential 

character o f the palaces is the defining feature of M i n o a n m o n u m e n -

tal architecture. T h e large palaces eschew any obvious arrangements 

for defense, a fact that has led researchers to conclude that life in the 

Palace Period was peaceful and secure. For a typical palace plan, see 

Figure 4 . 1 2 . 

T h e date o f the earliest palace foundations is unknown. T h e main 

palaces at Mallia, Knossos, and Phaistos were evidently laid out early 

in the Middle M i n o a n period, around 2000 B .c. Over the next 600 

years, the palaces were constructed, partially destroyed, and recon-

structed again before they were destroyed for g o o d around 1 4 5 0 B .c . 

4.II The locations of the principal Minoan sites on Crete. 

• Minoan Site 



4-12 Plan of the Palace of Minos at Knossos. Ail the known Minoan 
palaces share many of the features seen here at Knossos, such as the western 
courtyard, the long parallel magazines, the central courtyard, the rambling 
domestic apartments oil the east, and the lack of a formal entrance or 
encircling fortifications. Knossos is the largest of the palaces. The other 
palaces on Crete have their own idiosyncrasies but resemble Knossos 111 the 
main, which suggests that later builders imitated the oldest and greatest pal-
ace but also maintained an independence of spirit that filters into the details 
of local design. The plan of the palace is very sophisticated, calling to mind 
the intricacy of a modern computer chip. Note its resemblance also to a 
self-contained village layout; indeed the building is nothing more than a 
village under one roof. Several phases of building over a period of several 
hundred years are visible at the site; we show here the last phase of the 
building, ca. 1400 15.c;.. shortly before its final destruction. 





have numerous windows and doors and f ew clever or fussy additions. 

They are mostly square or rectangular. 

Sir Arthur Evans took pride in the superb drainage system and 

up-to-date hydraulic system of the Palace of Minos, which provided 

ample drinking and bathing water and even allowed a flush toilet or 

two. Lighting was ensured by a system of windows, light wells (open-

ings to the sky that pass through the fabric of the building), and strate-

gically placed stone oil lamps. All the palaces provided ample room for 

the storage of goods and supplies and comfortable living quarters 

for their residents. Apart f rom the central courtyards, a palace had no 

focal point or center, and the visitor familiar with modern royal resi-

dences will note the absence of large audience halls, throne rooms 

(except one late addition at Knossos, which is probably Mycenaean), 

or other features required by present-day monarehs. The palaces more 

closely resemble the sprawling compounds of decentralized function 

that are characteristic of Near Eastern complexes f rom the Bronze 

Age to the great Ottoman palace of Topkapi Sarayi m Istanbul. The 

upper floors of most of the palaces have been destroyed, leaving only 

the foundations. A n idea of the appearance of the buildings can be 

4.13 An octopus from a painted pot 111 the Marine style. 
Such motifs found their way 111 the New Palace Period onto 
pots, wall paintings (frescoes), gems, seals, and other artwork. 

4.14 Dolphins from a fresco 111 the Palace 
of Minos at Knossos mirror the motifs 
found 111 Marine-style pottery. 





4·ΐ6 This gold jewel from Mallia is an example of the 
high quality of goldsmithing at the Minoan palaces at a 
very early period (ca. 18oo — 1600 b.c.). 

4.17 The famous Toreador fresco from Knossos illustrating 
Minoan bull leapers. The content of this painting has been debated 
for decades. Two of the figures are female, and the third, vaulting 
over the back of the bull, is male. They are all dressed alike. The 
bull is shown galloping to the left, but the two figures at either end 
are 111 stationary positions. Does the action depict a sport, a bull 
sacrifice, human sacrifice, or a scene from myth or poetic literature? 
It is simply not possible to know for sure. 

4.18 A Marine-style pottery vessel. This style of pottery was 111 
vogue between 1500 and 1450 B.C. and is qumtessentially Minoan. 



Although the origins of the palaces are obscure, careful attention to 

the different levels and phases of building (such as successive floors, 

walls upon walls, blocked-up doors, and rubble-filled hallways) makes 

it possible to discern two great periods of palace construction. Dur-

ing the Old Palace Period the palaces were first laid out with a cen-

tral courtyard and mazelike room pattern that persisted to the end of 

Mnioan civilization itself. 

The exact details of the first palaces will always be hard to make out 

because the later palaces were built directly over them. At Phaistos in 

the south and at Knossos, limited test excavations have provided the 

best picture of an older palace. Great attention was given to its west-

ern facade, 110 doubt to create the best and grandest approach to the 

palace across a paved, west-facing courtyard. The interior arrange-

ments included long subterranean storage magazines (see Figure 4.21) , 

the central court, and apartments. The old palaces were decorated with 

4.19 A finely shaped, high-quality stone vessel from 
the small palace at Zakro. Stone vases of breccia, porphyry, 
marble, alabaster, and rock crystal are common at the 
palaces. 

4.20 A stone vessel 111 the shape of a marine shell carved from obsidian, a 
quartz-hard volcanic rock, one of at least four found on Crete. This is 
technically one of the finest-quality vessels from the Mnioan world. Similar 
obsidian vases are known from the Near East, and Egypt's ancient tradition 
of producing fine stone vessels allows us to place the Mnioan taste for these 
fascinating objects within the context of eastern Mediterranean luxury 
goods. Items such as this were exported, displayed 111 the palaces, or used in 
religion s ceremonies. 





D I S T I N C T I V E F E A T U R E S O F 

M I N O A N C U L T U R E 



"villas," cult centers in caves and mountain peaks, and even a few 

rather curious fortified houses. Examples of nearly all of these features 

can been seen or visited by the serious traveler with a car and a sense 

of adventure. 

The village of Gourma 011 the lerapetra Isthmus 111 eastern Crete is 

perhaps the best place to see what M m o a n life was like outside the 

great palaces. Gourma resembled a medieval town clustered around its 

own little palace for comfort or protection. Its winding streets have 110 

obvious plan; the village seems to have been there first and the palace 

added only later. Without the palace, it could be a village of almost 

any period. It was excavated by the remarkable American archaeolo-

gist Harriet Boyd Hawes 111 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 0 8 . There she found tools and 

equipment belonging to evidently prosperous farmers living m solidly 

built stone houses. 

This village provides a picture of the M m o a n economy, which was 

chiefly agricultural, based on the cultivation of wheat, barley, sheep, 

goats, pigs, and cattle. The olive was known, if not as widely used as 

111 later times, and grapes provided wine. The donkey was domesti-

cated 111 this period to provide transportation of goods and traction for 

carts and plows. There is also evidence of substantial craft special-

ization based on imported raw materials such as bronze, ivory, rock 

crystal, and colored stone. Trade was evidently an important part of 

the Mmoan economy both mside the palaces and out. The craft items 

produced at Gourma and in the palace workshops were 111 part made 

f rom imported raw materials such as Syrian ivory, Egyptian gold, and 

Cypriot copper. Objects of undoubted Minoan manufacture were 

good enough to grace the halls of the Egyptian pharaohs, as can be de-

termined f rom M m o a n finds 111 Egypt and Egyptian wall paintings. 

The importation of raw materials by ship has been well docu-

mented 111 the past two or three decades by the spectacular discovery 

of Bronze Age shipwrecks with their cargoes off the southern coast of 

Turkey. Although the shipwrecks of Cape Gelidonya and Uluburun 

belong to a later period than the last M m o a n palaces, similar cargoes 

of copper, ebony wood, ivory, and glass paste must have made their 

rounds 111 the heyday of the palaces. It is clear that the palaces bristled 

with craft workshops, and the small palace at Kato Zakro, which es-

caped looting after its fifteenth-century B .c. destruction, had ample 

supplies 111 its storerooms of unworked copper and elephant ivory 

necessary to keep the craftsmen going. 



The entire island economy appears to have been organized around 

the palaces. Some of the storage magazines and remains of work-

shops still contain stockpiles of raw materials, such as the beautiful 

green breccia (a stone used for vessels) visible m a room m the north-

east wing at Knossos. Clav tablets with writing m an undeciphered 

hieroglyphic script provide evidence of a record-keeping system. So-

called Linear A, one of two scripts used on Crete, was undoubtedly 

used to record the Mnioan language and is clearly connected with 

economic record keeping. Pic to grams oil the tablets depict easily rec-

ognized commodities such as pots, wheat, and sheep, and these are 

paired with slashes and dots indicating numerals. Thus the accounting 

function of the tablets can be determined with certainty, although the 

language they are written in is unknown. A great many people, not 

least of w h o m was Sir Arthur Evans himself, have endeavored to de-

cipher Linear A, so far without success. The second script, Linear B , 

was used 111 the last phase of the Knossos palace to write a form of 

Greek and is described later. 

If Linear A were ever deciphered it might be possible to say some-

thing concrete about Minoan government, social organization, and 

religious belief As it is, we a re forced to hazard conjectures about 

these subjects that can be supported with archaeological artifacts or ar-

tistic representations. 

More has probably been written about Minoan religion than al-

most any other aspect of Minoan culture. There is a long tradition of 

attempting to use the familiar gods and goddesses of much later classi-

cal Greek myth and cult to interpret Minoan religious art and artifacts, 

but we have always found this to be a questionable practice at best. 

The Minoans lived a thousand years before the classical age, and it 

is not certain that they were ethnically or linguistically similar to the 

later inhabitants of the Greek mainland. During the considerable 

interval that separated the high Mnioan culture f rom the earliest 

recorded expressions of Greek religion, much was changed or lost 111 

transmission, and there is 110 evidence of any close correspondence 

between the two. (See the Bibliographic Essay for some suggested 

reading 011 this difficult subject.) Briefly, however, Minoan cult prac-

tice was carried out in high mountain-peak sanctuaries, within deep 

caverns, at tombs, and to some extent withm the palaces themselves. 

O11 the high mountain peaks, shrines with altars were used to make 

offerings and sacrifices to one or more deities. Small figurines in clay, 



metal, or ivory were often dedicated at these shrines; they depict men 

and women in a stylized posture, perhaps the worshipers themselves, 

although sometimes priests and priestesses may be represented (see 

Figure 4.22). Other dedications include little arms and other body 

parts, much like votives in modern Christian churches. Gold double 

axes and other miniatures turn up at the most important shrines (see 

Figure 4.23). 

In all the Minoan cult places there is a persistent emphasis 011 ani-

mals, with the bull and wild goat being favorites (see Figure 4.24). 

4.22 A cast bronze figurine of a male wearing a kilt 
and holding his hand 111 an attitude thought to repre-
sent prayer or worship. Such figurines have been 
found 111 votive deposits at mountain-peak sanctuaries. 

4.23 A small golden double axe from a votive deposit 
111 a shrine. The double axe was an important symbol of 
Minoan palatial culture, but the finer points of its meaning 
elude us. 

4.24 A bull's head rhyton, or ritual vessel, 
from Knossos. This fine, dark green serpentine 
vessel has a small opening at the neck and an 
exit hole 111 the mouth, presumably to permit li-
bations to be poured. It seems certain that this 
was an important ceremonial vessel. The exact 
meaning of the bull symbolism is unknown, but 
it may have been used as part of a religious cult. 



Stylized bulls' horns are often depicted, and large "Horns of Conse-

cration" were mounted 011 the eaves of the palaces and other large 

buildings. The most famous use of bulls in Minoan art is found in the 

curious bull-leaping frescoes from Knossos. These almost certainly 

have religious significance. 

Other intriguing finds are the little faience figurines of women 111 

elaborate dresses with outstretched arms found at Knossos from the 

Old Palace Period (see Figure 4.25). These figures are of standing 

females with bare breasts, large hats, elaborate flounced skirts with 

colored aprons, and handfuls of snakes. The Knossos examples were 

found with a clutch of stones and shells from what was presumed to be 

4.25 This magnificent but partly reconstructed small 
figurine of faience was found in the Temple Repository at 
Knossos by Sir Arthur Evans. With her courtly costume of 
flounced skirt and open bodice, snakes 111 outstretched 
hands, and wearing a floppy beret with some kind of feline 
ornament, she may represent a priestess or a worshiper from 
a palace shrine. 

4.26 View of the remaining ruins of the north entrance to 
the Palace of Minos at Knossos. 



a kind of shrine deposit (left over after a shrine was ritually "cleaned"). 

There is no consensus on the meaning of these evocative and intrigu-

ing objects; here, as above, if we appear to be avoiding any interpre-

tation, it is because we want to avoid the excessive unfounded specu-

lation that invests this subject. 

The mountain-peak and cavern shrines are on all parts of the is-

land and show a uniformity of belief and practice, proving that there 

was one body of religious belief (rather than many). T h e palaces 

and settlements may have had small shrines, but Minoan settlements 

lack the grand temples that are so conspicuous 111 the neighboring 

Mesopotamian and Egyptian cultures (see Figure 4.26). 

If religion is a tough nut to crack, M m o a n political organization is 

no more revealing. Sir Arthur Evans wanted to place a king 011 the 

throne at Knossos, but the stone seat he found in the western wing, if 

it is even a throne in the modern meaning of the term, was in any case 

4.27 The Throne Room at Knossos as reconstructed by Sir Arthur Evans. 
Although the throne itself is called the "oldest throne 111 Europe" and the 
"Throne of Minos," the throne room was a later addition to the palace 
during the last phase of occupation after 1450 B.C. The wall decoration 
recalls that found 111 the throne room at Ρ y los 111 the Peloponnese, a 
comparison reinforced by the similarity of the Linear Β tablets at the two 
palaces. It is important evidence for a Mycenaean presence on Crete at 
the end of the fifteenth century B.C. 



a later Mycenaean addition, and the legendary King Minos was, well, 

a legend (see Figure 4.27). Evans called Knossos the Palace of Minos, 

and the appellation has stuck, but most scholars today are not con-

vinced that a king or queen headed the Minoan hierarchy. What evi-

dence is there for royalty, after all, once we subtract the palace and tes-

timony of the Homeric poems? Where are the depictions of royal 

persons? Where are the emblems of a royal house? Is the bull a sign of 

royalty? Is the double axe a sign of the ruler? Bluntly stated, we do not 

have any evidence of the form of governance that was practiced, and 

do not know if the various palaces were separate political entities or 

were controlled f rom one palace, such as Knossos. Consensus, h o w -

ever, favors some form of principality, though not necessarily a king-

dom with royalty in the modern sense. 

All the neighboring polities, after all, f rom Egypt to the Hittites, 

were governed by a monarch of some sort. The experts can tell us 

more, and of course if one day a Linear A archive is found and deci-

phered, it will explain the workings of the M m o a n s ta te (s). But cer-

tainty about these things is not necessary to appreciate the complex-

ity and originality of M m o a n culture. 

Another, less glorious, side of Minoan civilization must be con-

fronted as well. Archaeological discoveries m the 1980s and 1990s at 

Knossos and Archanes in central Crete have brought to light evidence 

of human sacrifice and infant cannibalism. At Archanes a shrine de-

stroyed by an earthquake preserves the remains of a sacrificial victim 

(a young man). Children's bones were found at Knossos with animal 

bones, both showing signs of butchery and cooking. These finds bring 

to mind the ancient Greek myths and legends concerning Mmos that 

contain graphic accounts of violence and human sacrifice, particularly 

the account of Mmos's war against Athens and his annual tribute of 

human sacrifices to sate the appetite of the monstrous Minotaur im-

prisoned 111 the Labyrinth of Knossos. Even if we doubt the myths, 

many of the frescoes and ivories of the acrobatic bull may depict some 

form of human sacrifice. 

There is otherwise a striking absence of military hardware 111 M i -

noan art. Weapons are only rarely found at the palaces (at least outside 

Knossos), and there is 110 reason to think that the Minoans were con-

cerned about external foes or an organized invasion of their island. In 

this they were gravely mistaken, and the destruction that ravaged the 

island in 1450 B.c. was the work of just such an unexpected enemy: 

the Mycenaeans of mainland Greece. 
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unique island style of wall decoration. 

4.30 Two examples of Middle Hella die pottery, which was 111 use on the 
mainland at the beginning of the Mycenaean rise to power. These are 
drinking cups on a heroic scale, requiring two-handed drinking. The forms 
imitate metallic shapes and were painted silvery gray, burnished red, pale 

yellow, and black.. 

111011, if somewhat grandiloquent epithet) is a true h i g h - G r e e k civiliza-

tion with pro to-urban communit ies , writ ing, a state religion, a large 

geographic territory, a centralized administration, and an organized 

military. T h e Mycenaean Empire was composed of many separate 

principalities, mini -k ingdoms each based 011 a single easily defended 

citadel that commanded trade routes and a sizable piece of arable land. 





4-31 The Palace of Nestor at Pylos. This site is identified with Nestor, 
the elder statesman of Homers poems. It was excavated by Carl Biegen 
of the University of Cincinnati, and the palace plan is the most com-
plete that we have at our disposal. Note the firm central axis that runs 
from the one central entrance through a small courtyard and porch into 
the megaron, which is thought to be a throne room. The long corridors 
recall the plan of the House of the Tiles at Lerna and hark back to the 
Neolithic period. The surrounding rooms and outlying buildings are 
storerooms, workrooms, and living quarters. The building was at least 
two stories tall but also very small: the whole thing would fit m the cen-
tral court at Knossos. A number of plans are available for Pylos and show 
different phases of the building's history. The plans are. frankly, not eas-
ily reconciled 111 their details, and the one shown here is a simplified 
version, an interpretation of the major outlines of the palace 111 its latest 
phase, ca. 1200 B.C., on the eve of its final destruction. 

4.32 Plan of a typical Mycenaean megaron, 
the heart of the palace. 



administrative function, the Mycenaean palace is both more easily 

comprehended by modern eyes and much duller than its distant M i -

noan cousin. Mycenaean palaces were also much smaller, even with 

upper stories. The typical Mycenaean palace would fit neatly in the 

central court of Knossos. Even the best-preserved Mycenaean palace 

is a poor thing architecturally. Only limited use was made of squared 

stone 111 the foundations. It was built almost completely of squat 

adobe brick. R o o m s were small, square, and evidently airless. Plumb-

ing was conspicuously ra re—a bathtub at Pylos and a shower stall ill 

Tiryns appear to have been afterthoughts. Lively wall paintings, and a 

profusion of colors 011 the plastered floors and door jambs livened 

things up a bit, but nowhere were the wide-open windows and doors, 

the alabaster dadoes (decorative facings 011 wall bases), and light wells 

of a properly fitted-out Minoan palace. 

Mycenaean art elicits a grim fascination (see Figure 4.33). Frescoes 

depict dogs that worry boars while hunters close in; hirsute tribesmen 

dressed 111 skins are skewered by clean-shaven warriors; and chariots 

with stiffly upright women trundle past trees shaped like ping pong 

paddles. T h e Pylos throne-room paintings are the most coherent of the 

compositions, with griffins flanking the throne, a lyre-playing singer 

011 a rock, and a riot of polychrome rosettes, wave patterns, spirals, 

and squirming octopi. These efforts to brighten up the place did not 

detract f rom the central purpose: administering the economic, polit-

ical, religious, and social life of the kingdom. 

T h e invaluable decipherment of Linear Β , made possible by the dis-

covery of an intact archive room at Pylos by the American archaeol-

ogist Carl Biegen 111 1939 opens a window into the life of the palace. 

The political, economic, and religious aspects of Mycenaean society 

are reasonably well known. At the top of a rigorously hierarchical so-

cial pyramid was the king, known as the "wanax . " The wanax ruled 

a small kingdom from his throne room. Each palace had a territory 

about the size of a modern administrative district or province 111 

Greece today. Warriors, priests and priestesses, craftsmen, farmers, and 

slaves worked for and received allotments f rom the palace. Scented per-

fume based 011 olive oil, bronze weapons, jewelry, ivory knickknacks, 

4.33 Mycenaean soldiers 111 full uniform from a painted 
vase of the last phase of Mycenaean power. 



pottery (see Figure 4.34), and furniture were produced both in the 

palace and in dependent villages to be shipped abroad in exchange for 

gold, copper, tin, ivory, glass, wood, and incense. In one room of the 

Palace of Nestor at Pylos nearly 10,000 clay drinking cups were stored 

111 stacks, and at Mycenae squat oil jars awaited filling with perfume. 

The tablets kept careful note of each transaction. The whole palace 

was an operation more like an old-fashioned Sears, R o e b u c k and Co . 

(or maybe upscale enough to be Harrod's) than the seat of a predatory 

warlord, which is otherwise the subject of the art (see Figure 4.35). 

The commercial interest in perfume trade and an apparently keen 

interest in fine luxury goods such as ivory boxes and glass-paste 

jewelry did not prevent them from maintaining military appearances. 

Gold finger rings depict warriors in combat, and the kings were 

buried in shaft graves magnificently stuffed with bronze weapons dec-

orated with gold, silver, and rock crystal, which even included full sets 

of body armor, chariots, and horses sacrificed to serve their masters 011 

the battlefields of the afterlife (see Figures 4.36 and 4.3 7). 

All this swagger was not for show alone. The weapons and mili-

tary gear f rom many Mycenaean burials are grimly functional (see 



4.36 These fabulous bronze daggers are the finest products 
of the Shaft Grave period (first phase of the Late Bronze 
Age). They are inlaid with silver and gold figures and had 
handles of precious materials (the preserved handle is gold) 
fastened to the blades with golden nails. These weapons were 
for display and were buried with high-ranking individuals. 

4.37 A complete set of bronze armor discovered 111 a 
large chamber tomb at Dendra (between Nafplion and 
Mycenae 111 the Argolid) and now 111 the Nafplion Archae-
ological Museum. The individual plates were strung to-
gether with leather straps to permit the free movement of 
the body, clear evidence that this armor was completely 
functional. The armor, together with the images of soldiers 
from artworks, gives us a clear impression of the profession-
alism of the Mycenaean warrior. 



Figure 4.38). Short swords shaped like a butcher's cleavers, deadly 

spear points, and tough boar's-tusk helmets were clearly made to be 

used, and we can safely assume that even the most perfumed of M y c e -

naean kings was dangerous when roused. The legends of the Seven 

Against Thebes and the Trojan War, which we believe were inspired 

at least partly by real Bronze Age events, are evidence of the martial 

spirit of the Mycenaeans. And the blackened ruins of the last Minoan 

palaces are evidence of Mycenaean military efficiency. 

Oil the spiritual life of the Mycenaeans we are 011 somewhat firmer 

ground than we were with the Minoans. The names of gods and 

goddesses dot the tablets. O f the approximately 30 gods and goddesses 

named, some are familiar f rom later Greek religion (such as Zeus, 

Hera, and Poseidon); others belong only to the archaic Greek religion 

of the Mycenaean world (such as Potnia Theron, "the mistress of the 

animals''). It is clear that the Mycenaeans worshiped a large pantheon 

of bot h male and female deities. The gods owned property, even slaves, 

and were worshiped 111 countryside shrines and 111 small cult rooms in 

4.38 A11 ivory furniture inlay in the form of a Mycenaean 
warrior wearing a plumed helmet plated with split boars 
tusks. These helmets are mentioned 111 Homer's poems, 
evidence that the later Greek world had some memory of 
the Mycenaean world. 

4.39 Typical Mycenaean terra-cotta figurines. These 
figurines are a ubiquitous feature of any Mycenaean site, 
including settlements, shrines, and burials. They come 111 a 
variety of sizes and forms, but most represent females, often 
with upraised arms and wearing long skirts resembling, 
rather distantly, the fine faience figurine from Knossos in 
Fig.. 4.25. 



the palaces. Worship in caverns was rare, and true mountain-peak 

sanctuaries are found only occasionally (in the Argol id, for instance, 

and on the island of Aigma). It is disputed whether their wall art and 

large sculpture represent the deities, but the vast number of l i t t le clay 

figurines found 111 Mycenaean homes and graves (which n o w peer out 

o f every museum case 111 the country) a re 110 doubt connected to the 

everyday worship o f the Mycenaean gods (see Figure 4. 39). 

The Mycenae an Empire and Its (hi It lire 

T h e Linear Β tablet archives (see Figure 4.40) do not in form us about 

the relationship of the Mycenaean palaces wi th one another, but re-

cently discovered Egypt ian diplomatic records and Hittite archives 

f r o m their capital of Hattusa at B o g a z k ö v 111 Turkey clearly treat the 

Myccnaeans as an equal power, a force to be reckoned wi th 111 diplo-

macy and battle. D i d they think of the Myccnaeans as a single polity 

with one overlord or as a cluster of statelets that were clumped to-

gether for convenience? 

Because the scattered palaces are so similar in layout and material 

culture, right d o w n to small details, the sway of Mycenaean inf luence 

and power can be likened to an empire 111 the w a y that historians use 

the term. Mycenaean commercial interests and relations stretched 111 

time f r o m one end of the Mediterranean to the other, far exceeding 

the reach of the Minoans, and put the Myccnaeans 011 an equal foot -

ing with their Near Eastern neighbors. 

Despite the geographic extent o f t h e i r activities, Mycenaean palaces 

mti ι ¥ Tt .^tA.oFtzfl 
4.40 An example of Mycenaean Linear Β script. This hieroglyphic writ-
ing was derived from Minoan Linear A and was used to keep records on 
clay tablets. An archive of such tablets was found at the Palace of Nestor at 
Pylos, and fragments have come from many other citadels, including many 
found 111 the Palace of Minos at Knossos. Linear Β owes nothing to the 
co 111 e m ρ ο r a r y cuneiform or hieroglyphics used 111 the Near East and Egypt; 
it may be more closely related to the still poorly understood notations seen 
on Neolithic "computers" and Early Bronze Age pots and seals. 



arc small affairs. M o s t were part o f a citadel, a defensible eminence that 

in the later period had distinctive, heavy walls for fortif ication. Within 

the walls, dependencies consisted chiefly of large private houses clus-

tered around the palace. Outside the walls there is often an extensive 

burial ground of chamber tombs and large domed sepulchers (tholoi) 

(see Figures 4 . 4 1 , 4.42, and 4.43). 

4.41 Facade of the Treasury of At reus, the biggest and best-
preserved tholos tomb at Mycenae. There are eight others at 
that site. This tomb dates to the end of the Bronze Age, 
ca. 1250 B.c., and represents that last and most glorious pe-
riod of Mycenaean power. It w as certainly a royal tomb, but 
it was plundered 111 antiquity and was already empty when 
visited by Pau sa mus in the second century A.D. 



Sonic of the citadels were linked by a system of superbly engineered 

roads and bridges. The remains of a network of small villages are seen 

in the countryside, the villages barely distinguishable in size or func-

tion f rom their Neolithic or Early Bronze Age counterparts except by 

the distinctive Mycenaean pottery. In the 1980s and 1990s, a survey of 

the Berbati Valley 011 which we collaborated revealed the existence of 

isolated farmhouses 111 the vicinity of Mycenae. The uniformly dis-

tributed hierarchical settlement is dull in contrast with the Minoans' 

more eclectic and dispersed mixture of villas, villages, and shrines. 

Mycenaean citadels with their megaron palaces are more numerous 

than M m o a n palaces. Depending 011 how liberally we apply the term 

"palace," more than fifteen are identifiable on the mainland, and more 

are suspected to exist. The citadel of Mycenae appears to modern eyes 

to be preeminent among the mainland palace sites, both because of its 

privileged position 111 Greek poetry and myth and because of solid ar-

chaeological evidence. Mycenae was the ancestral seat of the House 

of Atreus, whose exploits fueled the imaginations of later Greek play-

wrights. One of the last kings, Agamemnon, led the greatest of Greek 

armies against Troy according to an ancient and credible legend. B e -

cause of this legendary fame, Heinrich Schliemann began the excava-

tions at Mycenae m 1876 that led to his spectacular discovery of the rich 

burials in the Shaft Grave Circle that form one of the greatest treasures 

of the National Archaeological Museum of Athens. 

4.43 A fragment of the carved stone ceiling 111 a side 
room of a ruined tholos tomb at Orchomenos that 
hints at the rich interior decoration of these tombs. 



The Shaft Grave Circle tombs belong to the earliest phase of M y c e -

naean civilization (Late Hella die m archaeological terms), yet they 

seem to explode upon the scene without precedent. The tombs were 

discovered by Schliemann directly within the fortification walls inside 

a circular walled area (hence the designation "Shaft Grave Circle," 

which became Shaft Grave Circle A when a second circle was dis-

covered) . Six graves with the remains of nineteen people overflowed 

with golden cups and jewelry, bronze weapons, silver and bronze 

vases, and a profusion of other rich finds. The most memorable pieces 

are weighty golden death masks that were placed over the faces of the 

dead kings (see Figures 4.44 and 4.45). Letting enthusiasm race ahead 

4.44 The best gold death mask from Shaft Grave Circle A excavated 
by Fleinrich Schliemann 111 August 1S76. Thought at first to be the 
image of Agamemnon himself, it belongs to an early Mycenaean king, 
ca. 1600 — 1550 B.C. The practice of placing gold masks in richly 
appointed graves of kings conies from Egypt, where the best-known 
example is the mask of Tutankhamun. 



4.45 This gold death mask from Mycenae is a good example of the 
generally provincial quality of the early Mycenaean finds. For all their 
pretensions, the Mycenaeans were barbarians 111 comparison with then-
sophisticated neighbors 111 Crete, Troy, the Near East, and Egypt, the 
touchstone of civilization 111 the eastern Mediterranean world. 

of the facts, Schliemann mistook the burials for those of Agamemnon 

and his followers. They are some 450 years too old for that, but they 

certainly attest to the barbarous swagger and dash of the early M y c e -

naean warrior princes. 

Shaft Grave Circle Β was discovered in the 1950s; although it is a 

good deal less spectacular than Shaft Grave Circle A , the graves there 

can be linked to the local Bronze Age settlements of the previous pe-

riod. There is a significant chronological gap between the construc-

tion of Shaft Grave Circle Β (the older of the two) and Shaft Grave 

Circle A sometime after 1600 B .c. and the period when the palace and 

walls that remain today were built. Almost all of the great palaces, with 

their accompanying fortifications, gateways, and monumental tombs, 

were built during the third and final phase of the culture (known as 

Late Hella die III among archaeologists) dating to ca. 1 4 0 0 - 1 1 0 0 B .c. 

Apart f rom the palaces themselves, and the roads linking centers, 

the countryside was controlled with dams, canals, and terraces mighty 

in scope and professionally engineered. Some of them are still work-

ing today to control water runoff and slope erosion, having performed 

these functions with little or 110 maintenance for 3,000 years. 



Impressive building projects were the fortification walls at sites such 

as Mycenae, Midea, Tiryns, Athens, and G la (see Figure 4.46). Massive 

walls o f " Cyclopean ' masonry (rough blocks ascribed by the wonder-

ing ages to the mythical giants, the Cyclopes) surround key citadels 

and include a catalogue of up-to-date features required by Bronze Age 

military experts. The fortification walls, many of which a re dilapidated 

but still standing, are tall and very thick, with towers to cover the small 

gateways, and even smaller postern gates or sally ports allowed for sur-

prise raids 011 the enemy or escape. Inside the walls are deep rock-cut 

springs with hidden staircases to give access only to defenders. 

But the most impressive building feats a re the tholos tombs. There 

are nine of them at Mycenae and smaller numbers at most other sites. 

The Treasury of At re us (a traditional name) at Mycenae is the most 

splendid of them all, and the best-preserved example. These tombs 

were surely for kings (Figures 4.41, 4.42, and 4.43). 

There is no doubt that the fortifications were built to protect the 

citadels from an organized besieging army, not merely marauding 

coastal pirates. The Mycenaeans may have wanted to awe their neigh-

bors and visiting dignitaries with these walls, but military experts have 

pronounced the Mycenaean walls efficient and fully functional defen-

i l 

4.46 The L1011 Gate at Mycenae. Constructed along with 
the fortifications around 1250 B.C., this gateway controlled 
access to the citadel. The sculptured slab over the doorway 
represents two lions Hanking a Minoan-style column. It is 
thought to represent the ruling house of Mycenae. It is one 
of the rare examples of monumental sculpture in the 
Aegean world before classical times. 



sive barriers. The Mycenaeans may have been traders in times of peace 

and when it suited them, but the line between trader and raider is eas-

ily crossed. When they turned their minds to military affairs, they 

were very serious indeed. For the Mycenaeans' own v iew of their 

prowess as warriors, see Figure 4.47. 

Turning f rom the monuments intended for public display, it is evi-

dent that the Mycenaean economy was based 011 the same simple mix 

of cereal farming and animal husbandry that had sustained all of the 

prehistoric cultures on the mainland since the beginning of the N e o -

lithic period. The Linear Β tablets (chiefly f rom the Pylos and Knossos 

archives) supply many details about the highly developed crafts in this 

period, which were probably produced 111 part as objects for trade and 

export. The tablets list imports such as amber (from the Baltic Sea re-

gion), metal (gold, silver, copper, and tin), dyes tuffs, and spices (such 

as coriander). These imports were used, along with locally available 

materials, to develop a large variety of handicrafts intended for prac-

4.47 This fresco from the Palace of Nestor at Pylos depicts a fight be-
tween uniformed Mycenaean warriors and long-haired, skin-clad men 
otherwise unidentified. Does this scene depict an actual historical event? 
Or is it a scene from a myth? Whatever it is, the Mycenaeans' view of 
themselves is clear: they were well groomed, smartly dressed, heavily 
armed, and victorious over their "barbarian" opponents. 



stirrup jars (because of the shape of the pouring spout) used to trans-

port k (see Figure 448) . ^ 

448 Typical Myci 



tifacts f r o m the Late Bronze Age . Mycenaean pots are durable and lus-

trous, if not very colorful. Perky, thm-stemmed wine goblets and big 

mix ing bowls for wine were favorite products. T h e pots were thrown 

on the potter's wheel , have very thin walls, and are well f ired and hard. 

A uni form yellowish brown color, Mycenaean ceramics are decorated 

with dark reddish brown painted designs that range f r o m abstract 

floral elements to lively scenes o f chariot races and other heroic ex-

ploits. Large-scale painted scenes of chariot races and combat appear 

on the bigger bowls, called kraters, w h i c h were used, it is presumed, for 

mix ing w i n e wi th water and were thus prominentlv displayed at large 

gatherings. O n e outstanding example o f a painted krater is the War-

rior Vase found by Schliemann f r o m the twilight period of Mycenae . 

Lines o fheav i l v armed soldiers march across the belly of the bowl whi le 

a maiden cheers them on f r o m under a handle (Figure 4.33). T h e 

troops have a certain rustic look to them, but one cannot help recall-

ing the many poignant leave-taking scenes in H o m e r s poetry, and w e 

suspect that many a tear may have been splashed 111 the w m e taken 

f r o m this rather special mix ing bowl . 

The Destruction of the Mycenaeans 

Myths o f the Heroic A g e f r o m H o m e r to Hesiod are replete with tales 

of war: the Seven Against Thebes; the first siege of Troy by Herakles; 

the Second Trojan War of A g a m e m n o n , Achilles, Odysseus, and 

Hektor ; and the R e t u r n of the Sons of Herakles. E v e n without these 

myths of dubious historicity w e would still suspect that the winds o f 

war b lew d o w n the walls o f the Mycenaean citadels. 

Beg inning late 111 the last period o f greatness k n o w n as Late 

Helladic HIB , the signs of war and preparations for war are every-

where to be seen. T h e great fort i f ied walls surrounding the citadels 

o f Mycenae , Tiryns , Miclea, Athens, Gla, and other sites stand out. 

T h e y were built in the last period o f Mycenaean civilization. S o m e 

had secret springs accessed by hidden tunnels, and massive gateways 

were built to control the f low of traffic to the palaces 011 the citadels. 

Granaries and vaults to store supplies sprang up like mushrooms, some-

times built right into the fabric o f the walls, as can be seen at T i ryns 

(see Figure 4.49). Whi le some scholars have pointed to the many 

features of the redesigned citadels that were clearly for show rather 

than military utility (such as the L i o n Gate at M y c e n a e , Figure 4.46), 

the hefty functionality of the 50-foot-thick walls speaks for itself (see 



Figure 4.50). The military engineers w h o designed these fortresses 

were experienced and may well have come f rom Hittite Anatolia, 

where there are similar, and older, walls. These engineers built the 

walls to repel real enemies in real wars. 

But it was all to 110 avail. Archaeological strata and site catalogues 

reveal that a steady wave of destruction and abandonment swept 

through the mainland Greek world starting around 1200 B .c. and af-

fected between 60 and 100 major sites, and probably many hundreds 

of small villages, hamlets, and farmsteads that have yet to be invento-

ried. The destruction continued off and 011 for a hundred years or 

more. Some sites were destroyed early and never recovered (Thebes), 

while others recovered virtually completely for one or two genera-

tions before finally being obliterated (Mycenae). Very few escaped al-

together, and 110 more than two or three sites (such as Athens) sur-

vived the filial wave of destructions around 1 1 0 0 B.c. to continue into 

the early Iron Age more or less intact. 

Elsewhere the destruction was complete. From 1979 to 1991 we 

codirected survey projects 111 the Argolid, the acknowledged center of 

Mycenaean civilization. Teams of archaeologists trained to identify 

the smallest fragments of cultural material did closely spaced field 

walking to see if we could locate any small sites 111 the back country 

that survived the fall of the palatial citadels. Despite years of careful 

searching we found 110 sites at all that dated to the centuries immedi-

ately following the Mycenaean collapse (1100—950 B.c.). 

For example, the survey in the Berbati Valley fell entirely within a 

fifteen-kilometer radius of Mycenae itself, and yet we could 110t find 

a single artifact dating to the period after the fall. Whatever the cause 

4.49 Storage vaults built into the interior of the 
massive fortification walls at the citadel of Tiryns 
near Nafplion. These rooms stored provisions for 
resisting prolonged sieges. 



4-5° The thirteenth-century B . C . fortification walls at Tiryns (and other 
Mycenaean citadels) were built of enormous, minimally worked stone 
blocks so large that the classical Greeks called the walls Gyclopean, believ-
ing that only the mythical G y elope s giants could have built them. These 
magnificent walls, although reconstructed 111 part since the 1950s, testify to 
the engineering abilities of the Late Bronze Age peoples and the very real 
military threat perceived by the Mycenaeans 111 their last days. 



of the Mycenaean catastrophe, the effects were awesome. It is certain 

that large portions of the Greek countryside were deserted, or at least 

so thinly populated that the inhabitants cannot be detected. 

The implications are sobering. Later civilizations were large and 

flexible enough to withstand economic collapse or environmental 

disaster and survive, but the Mycenaean civilization vanished com-

pletely, and with it the entire surviving inventory of the Bronze Age 

Aegean heritage handed down from Helladic/Cycladic times and the 

Minoan world. Everything was lost—palace architecture, wall paint-

ing, fine pottery, glass technology, bronze metallurgy, and even writ-

ing itself. The later Hellenic civilization of classical times had to start 

over f rom scratch. 

Today we believe that civilization will survive such catastrophes, 

but the fate of the Myccnaeans should give us pause for thought. And 

they were not alone. The Hittites were swept away at the end of the 

Bronze Age, and so were Troy and the Near Eastern state called M i -

ta 11111. Even the Egyptian state of Pharaoh Ramesses III teetered and 

nearly collapsed. The facts of the archaeological record have forced us 

to conclude that cultures can, and do, die. 



T H E E N D O F T H E 

B R O N Z E AGE W O R L D 

he Mycenaean Empire was both cosmopolitan and glamorous. 

if rather unsophisticated. Judged by the only available standards, 

namely longevity and geographical spread, the Mycenaeans were the 

most successful of the Greek Bronze Age cultures. For more than 

500 years they dominated the Aegean, waging war against their neigh-

bors and trading with distant realms. Firmly rooted in the southern 

Greek mainland, they were able to extend their influence northward 

to establish themselves in Epirus, Thessaly, and Macedonia. Their 

trade with the Balkans and central Europe brought them into contact 

with cultures even less developed than their own. The Mycenaeans 

founded communities in the eastern Mediterranean 011 the islands 

of Grete, Rhodes , and Gyprus. They had settlements 011 the coast of 

Asia Minor and, perhaps as merchants or mercenary warriors, had 

their place in native towns along the Syro-Palestinian coast all the 

way to Egypt. Far to the west, Mycenaeans made their presence felt 

111 Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, and even in distant Spam. A similar geo-

graphic spread of G r e e k - s ρ e a k 111 g peoples would not been seen again 

until the eighth century B.c. 

Rough-edged and aggressive, trading and raiding in turn, the M y -

cenaean Greeks made themselves the political equals (in diplomatic 

terms) of the great states of Egypt and the Hittites, although these 

states had more land, greater material resources, and longer histories. 

The Mycenaeans earned a place at the table of world powers, rising 



f rom little adobe villages in the rocky Peloponnese to address the 

Egyptian god-king, Pharaoh, and the Hittite Great King as "brother." 

But such success incurs the wrath of heaven, and the Mycenaean 

palaces collapsed m a tidal wave of abandonments and fiery destruc-

tions that swept across the Aegean around 1200 B.c. and after. A few 

centers, including Mycenae itself, recovered for a time, but never 

reached the same level of cultural development, and these last centers 

were d est roved 111 turn by 1 1 0 0 B.c., bringing the Bronze Age civi-

lizations to a decisive end. 

The collapse of Mycenaean civilization was not an isolated occur-

rence. The wave of destruction continued around the rim of the east-

ern Mediterranean, bringing down the Hittites 111 Asia Minor, the 

Mitanni, and other states 111 the Middle East and finally broke upon 

the delta of the Nile. The Egyptian state 111 the time of Ramesses III 

111 the twentieth dynasty (namesake of the more famous Ramesses the 

Great 111 the nineteenth dynasty) resisted repeated attacks by land and 

sea made by the ever-nivsterious Sea Peoples. The Pharaoh was suc-

cessful, the Sea Peoples were driven off or taken prisoner, and Egypt 

alone of all the great Bronze Age states survived. The bas-relief sculp-

tures and hieroglyphic texts 011 the monument of Med met Habu de-

scribe the Egyptian victories and constitute one of the few surviv-

ing records of the upheavals that rocked the Mediterranean world at 

this time. 

T H E C O L L A P S E O F A C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

The collapse of great established civilizations has always excited enor-

mous archaeological interest. If the Minoan destructions can be as-

cribed to earthquake, volcanic eruption, or Mycenaean prédation, 

what wave of destructions succeeded 111 bringing an entire age to an 

end? In this section we review the explanations that have been offered 

by archaeologists 111 recent years, though we find 11011e of them to be 

completely satisfying. Archaeology may be able to reconstruct prehis-

toric cultures from their material remains, but the science is less suc-

cessful at producing widely accepted theories for either the origins or 

the collapse of ancient societies. It may be impossible to fullv explain 

a historical event that by its nature happened only once. With that 111 

mind, we have nevertheless weighed the available explanations care-

fully and feel confident that we can at least eliminate the most im-

probable of them. 



A C A T A L O G U E O F D I S A S T E R S 

Natural calamities have been invoked since ancient times to explain 

some of the destructions that overtook the Mycenaeans. Plato and Ar-

istotle drew attention to dramatic changes m the Greek landscape that 

they attributed, at least 111 part, to changes m climate. In passages that 

are receiving new attention, these philosophers noted changes in forest 

cover and the distribution of surface water in Attica and the Argive 

Plain, both areas of importance 111 the Mycenaean period. Aristotle, in 

particular, claimed that 111 the area of Mycenae the fertility of the soil 

ill the Argive Plain declined from the time of the Trojan War to his 

own day. Although he describes the changes 111 hydrology and fertil-

ity, he does not clearly explain the causes of these changes. 

In recent times, scholars have searched the writings of Plato, Aris-

totle, and other ancient writers for clues to changes m the climate and 

environment that may have affected the development and even the 

survival of ancient civilizations. The leader of this movement was 

Rhys Carpenter, an American archaeologist and art historian who in 

1968 made an influential case for drought as the cause of Mycenaean 

collapse. Relying 011 circumstantial evidence, chiefly the cycles of 

drought known from historic times and the spotty records of Myce-

naean migrations and site abandonment, Carpenter painted a picture 

of crop failure, disease, revolution, and migration triggered by the 

delay or failure of seasonal rams. His account is plausible, as anyone 

familiar with the drought-stricken countries of the modern world can 

attest, but was unfortunatelv not supported bv anv direct evidence. 

Spurred on by this provocative study, climatologists, archaeologists, 

and historians have attempted to put the Carpenter hypothesis to the 

test. The consensus after 30 years, however, is a resounding, definitive 
u w c do lit know. 1 ' 

Scientists need several kinds of evidence. A drought at the end 

of the Bronze Age should be detectable 111 the records of vegeta-

tion found 111 pollen samples taken from bogs, lakes, and other places 

where pollen collects and survives for analysis. Long core samples 

taken from wetlands in mainland Greece and intended to retrieve 

sediments with ancient pollen have failed to show the usual effects of 

a drought. Tree pollen, for instance, normally declines in periods of 

drought, and over time trees are replaced by drolight-resistant grasses 

and shrubs. This did not happen at the end of the Bronze Age. Other 

effects of drought, if there was one, such as crop f ailure and increase in 



disease among stressed populations, left no direct record. Mass graves, 

or evidence in human remains of stress f r o m malnutrition, have yet to 

be discovered. O f course, say Carpenters supporters, a drought of a 

f e w years would not be likely to leave a signature m the archaeologi-

cal record that would survive more than 3,000 years. A n d yet, they ar-

gue, a two- or three-year drought would cause crops to fail, crippling 

a delicately balanced palace e c o n o m y in a world without the physical 

means to transport bulky foodstuffs over long distances. A catastrophe 

such as this would have had a great impact 011 ancient cultures and 

would leave barely a physical trace, especially if the starving peasants 

had chosen flight or migration rather than slow death m the h o m e -

land. Such arguments are, unfortunately, unanswerable, and the search 

continues for definitive proof. 

Another possibility is that floods and earthquakes together un-

settled the Bronze A g e world. Eberhard Zangger , a geoarchaeologist 

in Switzerland, has explored the combined geological and archaeo-

logical evidence for such forces in the Late Bronze Age . O n e c o m -

pelling example for Zangger is Tiryns, 111 the Greek Argolid, where he 

discovered evidenc e of a massive flood that buried part o f the settle-

ment near the end of the period of greatest Mycenaean power. Other 

evidence comes f r o m Troy in northwestern Turkey. Traditionally, 

Troy V i la (the seventh settlement at the site) was regarded as the city 

sacked by Homer 's Greeks, but many archaeologists n o w consider the 

highly developed settlement of Troy V I (the sixth settlement) as most 

l ikely to have been Homer 's Troy. (Schliemann found nine superim-

posed settlements at the site o fHisar l ik m Turkey, w h i c h he numbered 

I to I X f r o m the bottom up.) Putting aside the question o f whether 

Troy V I or V i l a was the H o m e r i c city, Zangger argues that Troy V I 

was brought d o w n by a catastrophic earthquake at roughly the same 

time that the flood was devastating Tiryns. Despite Z a n g g e r s persua-

sive arguments and the persistent claims of many archaeologists that 

there is evidence o f earthquake damage at many Late Bronze A g e sites, 

the cases are too isolated to be convincing as a general cause of cultural 

collapse. It should be noted that life went on at Tiryns and Troy and 

many other sites, and this is the natural tendency of any civilization 

struck with natural disaster: to recover what was lost and to carry 011 

with the work o f civilization. 

A more dramatic explanation for the end of the Bronze A g e in-

vokes a different sort of natural disaster: the eruption of the great vol-

cano 011 the Cycladic island of Santonin. Scientists agree that the so-







is perhaps significant that they were located on the edges of the M y c e -

naean kingdoms and were regional outliers rather than central places. 

A more typical history of the old Mycenaean kingdoms can be pieced 

together f rom archaeological surveys carried out ill the 1980s and 

1990s. These surveys were made 111 the Nemea Valley, the southern 

Argolid, and the Berbati and Lnimes Valleys, all of which are withm 

sight of Mycenae itself, and collectively they produced 110 evidence of 

human occupation in the Dark Age. 

The Argolid was possibly the most densely populated of the M y c e -

naean kingdoms, and the richness of the excavated Late Bronze Age 

sites in this region appears to bear out the claims by poets and play-

wrights f rom the time of Homer (ca. 725 B.c.) that Mycenae was 

preeminent as the head of the Mycenaean world. The empty Argive 

landscape 111 the Dark Age tells us more about the scale of the Late 

Bronze Age catastrophe than the small settlements that managed to 

survive far f rom the centers of power. 

The staggering scale of the disaster that overtook the Myccnaeans 

and expunged their culture cannot be explained by one or even many 

natural disasters. It was so comprehensive that the memory of the 

Myccnaeans appears to have been nearly wiped out. For millennia 

songs about Mycenaean heroes lingered 011, but their history was 

imperfectly known and shot through with anachronisms. Scholars are 

convinced that even Homer's great epic poems, which appear to be 

wholly about the world of the Myccnaeans, tell more about Homer's 

own world of the Early Iron Age. 

This cultural amnesia remained unexplored and unquestioned for 

nearly three millennia and only began to dissipate when Heinrich 

Schliemamis dramatic archaeological discoveries brought the M y c c -

naeans and the Bronze Age world back to the light of day. Looking 

back at the Late Bronze Age world after a century of scientific exca-

vation and survey, we remain unconvinced that natural causes brought 

about its end. In our v iew an explanation for the catastrophe must be 

sought 111 the realm of human affairs, for history has taught us that hu-

man agency is most often responsible for the ruin of empires. 

R U M O R S O F W A R 

The ancient Greeks were united 111 their acceptance of a tradition that 

was hoary with age by the time it reached Thucydides and that at-





be evidence of the Dorians, were known before the end of the Bronze 

Age, and bronze implements continued 111 use well into the Iron Age. 

Although there is some evidence that the frequency of cremation 

increased and that the spectacular tholos tombs were abandoned m 

favor of more modest chamber tombs, excavators believe the trans-

formation 111 mortuarv customs was gradual rather than abrupt. Per-

haps more to the point, there was no uniform change in the types of 

arms or the styles of painted pottery, jewelry, or dress that can be at-

tributed to a single group of people w h o could reasonably be termed 

"Dorians . " 

A n archaeological survey 111 the region of D o uns (the reputed 

homeland of the Dorians 111 central Greece) was carried out in the 

1970s in what may be seen as a desperate attempt to find archaeolog-

ical evidence that a Dorian culture existed. But even this effort failed 

to detect the presence of a population numerous enough to have 

posed a military threat to the presumably disorganized and weakened 

Mycenaeans. 

A further blow to the traditional model came when the American 

archaeologist Carl Biegen began excavations at Troy in the 1930s. The 

new excavations cast doubt 011 the other part of the received tradition, 

the Trojan War itself. Biegen believed that pottery evidence pointed 

to the shabby seventh settlement (Vila) rather than the more substan-

tial settlement of Troy VI as the " H o m e r i c " city that was besieged by 

a Mycenaean army (cross-dating of pottery was the only means at the 

time to achieve a relative dating of sites m the Bronze Age). I f B l e g e n 

is correct, Troy Vila is too small, too poor, and simply too pathetic to 

have been the object of the greatest war known to the Greeks be-

fore the Peloponnesian war of the fifth century B.c. Biegen felt com-

pelled to downgrade the Trojan War to the status of a minor raid on 

the coast of Asia Minor by a small group of Greeks, perhaps resulting 

f rom a tawdry trade dispute connected with the Black Sea traffic via 

the Dardanelles to the Aegean. 

Does modern archaeological excavation and historical scholarship 

seem poised to sweep away once and for all the traditional explana-

tion for the end of the Bronze Age? Is the only alternative one of the 

scenarios of natural disaster described above? Are humans to be ab-

solved f rom any complicity in this historical disaster? Our preference 

for war as an explanation is 111 accord with Robert Drews "s provoca-

tive but well-argued military explanation for the Bronze Age catas-

trophe. Drews first rejects natural disasters, as we noted before, as well 





Biegen, it is clear f rom the recovered remains that a conflagration de-

stroyed Troy VI in its final phase, and weapons and scattered human re-

mains were recovered by the early excavators f rom the charred ruins. 

What are we to make of the strong fortifications around many of 

the Mycenaean citadels, especially 111 the Argolid? Excavations 111 the 

1960s determined that the most famous of these walls at Mycenae 

and Tiryns were erected about 1250 B.c., close to the time of the de-

struction of Troy VI. Elaborate preparations for sieges have also been 

detected at Tiryns, Mycenae, Medea, Athens, and Gla, and include 

storehouses, secret springs accessible only f rom withm the citadel, and 

postern gates for sallies. These late works, it can be argued, are evi-

dence that the Myccnaeans feared military attack f rom an enemy 

powerful enough to mount a sustained siege. 

But what possible enemy existed whose activities were widespread 

enough to include the entire Aegean world in its scope? According 

to Drews, the new mcrcenarv nifantrv corps were the culprits, and 

they a re ρ e rha ρ s c ο une c te d w i th th e r a th e r mys te nous " S e a Peoples." 

The Sea Peoples have been nominated by many authorities, including 

D re ws, as a gents ο f M y c e 11a e a 11 de s tru c tio 11. They a re known fro 111 

some historical documents to have ravaged the eastern Mediterranean 

littoral and migrated to the Levant and ultimately Egypt, where they 

were defeated by Ramesses III, whose victory monument at M e dine t 

Habu (which depicts the battles between the Egyptians and the Sea 

Peoples) is perhaps the best evidence for the importance of the in-

vaders w h o attacked Egypt by sea and by land. 

Although the Sea Peoples are intriguing protagonists 111 the drama 

of Bronze Age catastrophes, intensive research has failed to turn up 

any evidence that they or Drews s other mercenaries were active 011 

the Greek mainland, and the hypothesis that outside invaders de-

stroyed the Mycenaean civilization remains improveil. 

H H 
Historical cataclysms can never be reduced to a single cause, and even 

in our own times, global events f rom the world wars to the collapse of 

communism defy summary explanation. It would be presumptuous 

of archaeologists to hazard a single explanation for the catastrophe or 

catastrophes that brought the Bronze Age to an end, but it is never-

theless possible to speculate 011 plausible causes. 



Iii this context, we think it is time to seriously consider the belief, 

professed since ancient times, that the Trojan War played a major role 

m the collapse o f M v c e n a e a n civilization. This traditional explanation 

should not be dismissed simply because it is old. It has, after all, the 

weight of authority: the people closest to the time and question be-

lieved it, as did the descendants of the people who were involved. 

Perhaps they also had access to sources of knowledge, such as songs, 

poems, or sagas that are now lost? 

A new archaeological expedition to Troy under the direction of 

Manfred Korfmann of the University of Tübingen that began m 

1988 has uncovered new evidence supporting the long-held v iew that 

Troy V I is the best candidate for Homers city. Its vast walls and solid 

monumental buildings, along with a newly discovered lower city, it-

self evidently surrounded by a defensive ditch encompassing an area 

four times as large as the citadel first explored by Schliemann, are evi-

dence that Troy was a formidable Bronze Age power and a worthy 

target for a large-scale Greek expedition. 

O11 the mainland, the Mycenaean citadels were fortified only 

shortly before the traditional date for the siege of Troy (111 ancient 

Greek reckoning, 1 1 8 4 B.c.; ca. 1250 B.c. in modern terms). Walls like 

those of Tiryns, Mycenae, and Gla were not standard features of the 

older citadels, but were built 111 a short period of time and to the ex-

acting standards of experienced military engineers. Although they 

were useful propaganda for Mycenaean power, they are also clearly in-

tended to function defensively, particularly against prolonged sieges. 

Some authorities have noted the similarity of the walls around the 

Mycenaean citadels and walls 111 Anatolia (at Hattusa for instance, the 

capital of the Hittites) and not least at Troy V I itself. They recall to 

mind the imitative arms buildup by states m later historical periods as 

tensions rose before the actual outbreak of hostility and all-out war. 

The great labor and expense lavished upon the military facilities at 

the traditional Homeric centers of conflict f rom Mycenae to Troy 

have all the hallmarks of preparations for a major war. According to 

traditional accounts, the victorious Greeks exhausted themselves in 

this war, and in its aftermath the great centers fell apart, opening the 

door to raids, though perhaps not permanent settlement, by armed 

bands f rom the northern frontiers. These raiders, perhaps the loose 

groups of infantry envisioned by Robert Drews, perhaps with 110 clear 

leader, were later lumped together as "Dorians . " They came f rom the 

frontiers of the Mycenaean world, but many aspects of their culture 



did not differ substantially f rom the palace-based culture of the prin-

cipal kingdoms. There was a temporary revival of some centers after 

the first wave of destruction in 1200 B .c .— for instance, at Mycenae 

i tse l f—which lasted for as much as a century. Could these surviving 

centers have been 111 the hands of dynasts or leaders w h o thought of 

themselves as Dorians? Perhaps ruled by successive waves of adven-

turers and plunderers w h o filtered down from the northern marches 

to probe the failing defenses of the last kingdoms? We shall never be 

certain, but the outcome was ensured: once the balanced system of 

Mycenaean society and economy was disrupted and the shipping and 

trade lines were broken, the entire civilization tottered 011 its founda-

tion. The kingdoms were too tightly controlled by the palaces to 

survive their destruction, and once the centers were destroyed or 

abandoned the entire machinery of the state ground to a halt. 

But what happened to the Mycenaean population, the people them-

selves? The lower orders, particularly farmers and slaves, may have re-

mained 111 their villages as long as possible, but as things got worse in 

the chaos following the Trojan War they may have joined bands of 

"Dorians'* or retreated to secluded areas. This might also account for 

the signs of continuity observed at a few sites in the Peloponncse and 

Euboia, or for the survival of simplified forms of Mycenaean material 

culture into the Iron Age. The upper classes, including the princes and 

senior warriors who resided 111 the great houses inside the walled 

citadels, may have emigrated 111 small groups, perhaps taking to piracy 

or joining Drews's mercenary infantry (or the Sea Peoples) to exploit 

the collapse of order. 

Some sober-minded scholars have seen expatriate Mycenaean 

warriors among the Sea Peoples w h o raided Cyprus, the Levant, and 

Egypt at the end of the Bronze Age. The Sea Peoples may have been 

a group of professional warriors and their dependents f rom states 

around the Aegean world w h o joined their former tormenters. It has 

even been suggested that displaced Myccnaeans became the Philis-

tines when they occupied Palestine (both names derived f rom Peleset, 

the Egyptian name of one group of Sea Peoples) after the defeat of the 

Sea Peoples 111 the Nile delta by Ramesses III. 

It may seem strange that Mycenaean Greeks ended their days in 

Palestine facing off with the ancient Israelites. But it is 110 stranger, we 

suppose, than Vandals of Scandinavian origin fighting their way 111 the 

fifth century of our era across central and western Europe, through 

Spain, to establish a kingdom 111 northern Africa that would endure 



for more than a century. Yet the strange tale of Vandalic migrations 

and success is an established historical fact, even if the plot would be 

considered too improbable for a work of fiction. The historical reali-

ties of the Vandals and perhaps the Sea Peoples are thus examples of 

the unexpected twists and nearly unbelievable events that make the 

traditional story of the Trojan War and the Dorian invasion at least 

plausible as explanations of the end of the Bronze Age world. 



S A N T O R I N I AND THE 

L E G E N D OF A T L A N T I S 

We have had to face a painful truth. Our university bookstore 

sells more copies of books 011 Atlantis than books 011 archaeol-

ogy written by professional archaeologists. The Atlantis books are 

written by a variety of amateurs, including journalists, hobbyists, and 

not a f ew people with what appears to be a tenuous grasp 011 reality. 

For years we have wondered w h y there are so many books 011 Atlantis. 

Who is reading them? What is the secret of their success? And is there 

an archaeological basis for the Atlantis legend? 

The facts related to the legend of Atlantis are not complicated. The 

original story was told m two dialogues by the Athenian philosopher 

Plato, writing about 2,400 years ago. Even Plato's near contemporaries 

were divided over the question of whether the Atlantis story was true 

or only a fictional tale told by Plato for philosophical purposes. The 

generations that have followed have made little progress 111 answer-

ing that question. Plato claims that the story of Atlantis was handed 

down to him from one of his ancestors, Solon, w h o in turn got it f rom 

Egyptian priests. 

In Plato's version of Solon's account, Atlantis was a continent 111 the 

Atlantic Ocean with an advanced urban civilization. Its arrogant in-

habitants invaded the Mediterranean about 9,000 years before Plato's 

time (that is, 1 1 ,000 B.p.), were defeated m a pitched battle by the 

Athenians, and were eventually destroyed, along with their entire con-

tinent, 111 some kind of catastrophe that swallowed them up "111 a day 

and a night." 



M a n y universally acknowledged facts make it difficult to accept this 

story at face value: the chronology is hopelessly WTong because it 

places the developed civilizations o f Atlantis, Athens, and E g y p t 111 the 

Mesolithic period (when there were 110 civilizations anywhere): the 

geography is physically impossible, as w e have k n o w n since the 1960s, 

w h e n the discovery of plate tectonics dealt a death b low to the exis-

tence of a sunken continent 111 the Atlantic: there is not a single arti-

fact f r o m the ancient world that bears the name Atlantis: and finally 

there is not a single ment ion of Atlantis 111 any ancient text apart f r o m 

Plato's (even Egypt ian records, w h i c h Plato claims were Solon s or ig-

inal source, are silent 011 Atlantis). 

These problems have done nothing to dampen the enthusiasm of 

amateurs and romantics w h o seem capable o f f inding Atlantis almost 

anywhere . In the seventeenth century, European scholars thought that 

the newly discovered Amer ican continents were Plato's Atlantis, and 

enthusiasts 111 later centuries have claimed Sweden, England, the Sa-

hara Desert, the Azores, the Canary Islands, the N o r t h Pole, Antarc-

tica, Bol iv ia , the Bahamas, Utah, Pennsylvania, and Alabama (among 

hundreds of other places) as the " t r u e " Atlantis. Despite such attempts 

to locate Atlantis, speculation 011 the subject had nearly died out un-

til the publication 111 1882 of Ignatius Donnel ly 's b o o k Atlantis: The 

Antediluvian World, w h i c h almost smglehandedly gave rise to the m o d -

ern cottage industry o f Atlantis speculation. 

Donnel ly , a Minnesota lawyer and politician, began with a literal 

reading of Plato's Atlantis and assumed that the ancient continent had 

once existed somewhere 111 the Atlantic Ocean. Donne l ly argued that 

similarities o f ancient cultures 011 either side of the Atlantic could be 

explained by postulating that a centrally located " m o t h e r " culture had 

peopled this Atlantic continent. H e said that c o m m o n features of arti-

facts and the use o f pyramids and stone arches 111 building construc-

tion l inked distant cultures to the Atlantis motherland. Al though he 

relied 011 general features of c o m m o n artifacts, which can be explained 

by their similar functions 111 ancient societies, he made a convincing 

case. T h e cultures he used as examples, the Maya and Egypt , are not 

only dissimilar w h e n studied in detail, but they are separated by vast 

distances and a chronological gulf of 3,000 years or more and thus can-

not be connected to a hypothetical motherland. Archaeologists have 

more plausibly explained similarities such as pyramids by the struc-

tural principles used in early engineering: a structure that narrows as 

it goes up is the most stable form. 





After many years o f regarding the spectacle f r o m afar, w e have 

reached two conclusions. First, speculation can run rampant precisely 

because there are 110 f i rm archaeological facts pointing to the existence 

of Atlantis. Paradoxically, m the absence o f decisive positive evidence 

for Atlantis, every theory explaining its whereabouts is equally correct 

(or, o f course, equally false). This is the argument f r o m negative evi-

dence, or the argument ex silentio. Second, the desire for a lost conti-

nent and a lost civilization are part of the age-old longing, in the West 

at least, for a Go lden A g e in w h i c h things were better, simpler, and 

purer (forgetting of course the warlike tendencies o f Plato's Atlantis). 

This longing is part of the usual human hunger for the marvelous and 

wonderful , and Atlantis literalists are ever optimistic that the def ini-

tive evidence they seek wil l be found 111 the next spadeful of earth 

f r o m an excavation. 

It would be tempting to dismiss the Atlantis speculation altogether 

and simply move 011 to another subject, but to do that would require 

us to ignore Plato's original Atlantis account. Af ter all, Plato explicitlv 

states that it is a true story that he is telling, not a legend, and this claim 

of truth has inspired a small group of serious scholars to attempt to 

reconcile the legend of Atlantis as related by Plato wi th archaeologi-

cally verif ied events. If the fantasists described earlier can be described 

as "literalists," then these last scholars can be called the " E u h e m e r i s t " 

party, because they hold that there must be some historical nugget, or 

kernel of truth, at the heart o f th is otherwise fantastic story. Euhemerus 

was a Greek philosopher and student o f myths in the fourth century 

B .c . w h o held that myths are only traditional accounts of real histori-

cal persons and events. Euhemerist scholars tend to be embarrassed by 

the wilder effusions o f the literalists and other popular writers, j o u r -

nalists, cranks, and quacks, but to their credit, they have persevered. 

T h e case of the Euhemerist scholars, namely that there was a real 

Atlantis in some form, has steadily gained acceptance and credibility 

ever since the publication of Donnelly 's b o o k and the discovery of the 

previously u n k n o w n prehistoric M m o a n culture 011 Crete in 1900 by 

Sir Arthur Evans. As early as 1939 , the Greek archaeologist Spyr idon 

Marina to s remarked on a resemblance between the M i n o a n culture 

and Plato's account of Atlantis, and what is more, he postulated that 

an eruption o f the volcanic island of Santo rim (ancient Thera) in the 

southern Cyclades may have been the physical cause of the demise o f 

the M m o a n s (see Figure 6. 1 ) . T h e dramatic disappearance o f the 



6.1 The island of Santonin, location of the Late Bronze Age site of Akrotiri, Fira 
is the modern capital of the island, and ancient Τ liera was the mam settlement 111 
classical times. Before the great Minoan eruption of 1628 B.C. the island was much 
larger: the huge central c aidera was a volcanic cone that collapsed after the eruption 
to form the deep bay. Today new volcanic cones (Palaia Kamem and Nea Kamem) 
are rising from the depths to repeat the process. Akrotiri is the best known, and the 
only excavated Late Bronze Age site, but artifacts and traces of architectural founda-
tions are known from Therasia and as many as twenty other locations on the island, 
which when excavated will enrich our understanding of the island's culture. 
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6.3 A young woman from a 
wall painting in a house at Akrotiri. 

hypotheses o f volcanically induced cultural collapse were themselves 

to collapse under the weight o f accumulating evidence to the contrary. 

T h e problem was the date of the M i n o a n eruption of Santorim. 

Marina to s had initially dated the eruption to ca. 1 4 5 0 B .c . , assuming 

that Akrot ir i and the M n i o a n palaces had been destroyed at the same 

time (the date of 1450 B .c. for the first wave o f destructions 011 Crete 

was long established). Careful study of the pottery and other artifacts 

f r o m Akrot ir i and the comparison of these with similar materials f r o m 

the M n i o a n palaces ultimately convinced Marina tos that the eruption 

had taken place a generation or two before the final destruction o f 

M n i o a n Crete, about 1500 B .c . Whi le this was not exactly the si-

multaneous destruction that he had originally envisaged, it was close 

enough to sustain the link between cause and effect. This redating was 

strongly supported by the discovery of ash and pumice f r o m the erup-

tion under the floors of several of the M i n o a n palaces, w h i c h d e m o n -

strated clearly that the palaces had survived and flourished after the 

eruption. T h e date of 1500 B .c. was widely accepted by 1974. If ac-

curate, the M i n o a n eruption of Santorim could not have caused any 

of the late B r o n z e Age catastrophes such as the collapse of the Hittite 

Empire . B u t even more surprises were yet to come. 

In the 1980s carbon- 14 dating of plant remains f r o m Akrot i r i gave 

consistently earlier dates for the M i n o a n eruption, m u c h closer to 

1600 B .c. These early dates also seemed to be supported by findings 

far f r o m the Aegean. N a r r o w growth rings 111 trees around the world, 



spikes o f acid in Greenland ice caps, and anomalous growth of trees 

in the eastern provinces of Turkey have been interpreted by scientists 

as the result of a massive volcanic eruption that occurred in the spring 

of 1628 B .c . , and similar global atmospheric effects do not exist at 

1 5 0 0 B .c . or for that matter at 1450 B .c. A l though these results may 

themselves be overturned by future research (a separate volcanic erup-

tion could be responsible for the 1628 B .c . date), most archaeologists 

have concluded that the M i n o a n eruption did not occur at the end 

o f the Late Bronze A g e but at its bcoiniiino. Thus the eruption did not 

cause the demise o f M i n o a n Crete, not even combined with tidal 

waves or ash fall. T h e eruption occurred a full two centuries before 

the first wave of destructions reduced the M m o a n palaces to ruins, and 

a w h o p p i n g 400 years before the end of the Bronze Age . 

So h o w does this affect the Atlantis hypothesis? In short, it helps. 

T h e island culture represented on Santormi by Akrot i r i was proba-

Λ 

6.4 Monkeys (macaques) from a wall painting at 
Akrotiri. The monkeys were brought from Africa as pets. 

\ . . . . 



bly more influential in shaping Minoan and Mycenaean culture in 

its early stages than has generally been thought. Marina tos had con-

sidered Akrotiri an offshoot or perhaps a colony of the Minoans, but 

the early date of the destruction may mean that the reverse was true. 

Recent chance finds and deliberate prospection 011 Santorim, which 

is difficult to do because of the thick covering of pumice and ash f rom 

the eruption, indicate that there may be as many as 20 settlements of 

different sizes 011 the island. The rich finds f rom Akrotiri and its re-

markable frescoes and outstanding architecture may point to a rich 

and progressive society that exported its culture to the islands and the 

mainland. The Akrotiri frescoes depict flotillas of ships passing between 

islands and landing 011 larger landmasses. Some of the scenes appear to 

be peaceful, but in others there are images of heavily armed troops, 

and in some fresco fragments dead men are depicted floating 111 the 

sea. Are the troops f rom Akrotiri or some other Santorim site? Were 

the dead men killed 111 battle? Or are the images f rom myth or legend? 

These fresco scenes recall the Platonic story of the Atlantean inva-

sion of the Mediterranean and their defea t by the Athenians (of M y c e -

naean Athens?). The peaceful appearance of Akrot ir fs culture may 

be deceiving. If Santormi occupied a central position in the Aegean 

world, as is possible, and if its residents1 influence 011 their neighbors 

was not always peaceable, then their sudden extinction by earthquake 

or volcanic eruption could very well have generated the type of story 

that came to Plato's ears as the legend of Atlantis. 

This is the principal conclusion reached by the Euhemerists, but 

Santonin is not the only candidate for Atlantis. Our colleague and 

friend Eberhard Zangger, a Swiss g e ο a r c ha e ο 1 ο gi s t, has argued that 

the Atlantis story was based 011 none other than Troy, the city in 

northwestern Turkey that is at the center of the Homeric legend of 

the Trojan War. His sophisticated and very interesting theory is sup-

ported with a close rereading of Plato and an analysis of the archaeo-

logical evidence f rom Troy. His argument rests 011 two pillars: the first 

is that the story of the Trojan War was altered in transmission over the 

6.6 A stone stairway at Akrotiri broken by an earthquake that 
accompanied the Minoan eruption of Santorim's volcano. This 
smashed stairway symbolizes the destructive power of the eruption 
that completely destroyed the civilization of Santorim. 



generations by Egypt ian priests; thus w h e n they told it to Plato's an-

cestor Solon as the story of Atlantis he did not recognize the true 

origins o f the tale. T h e other pillar is the archaeology of Troy, which , 

Zangger argues, fits closely the Platonic description of the m a m m e -

tropolis of Atlantis. According to Z a n g g e r s theory, the small citadel o f 

Bronze A g e Troy became part of a m u c h larger city that dominated a 

plain engineered with great hydraulic works such as artificial harbors 

and canals. A n d indeed, the w o r k of a G e r m a n team at Troy in the 

1990s has brought to light evidence that seems to conf i rm Z a n g g e r s 

claim that Troy was once a central player 111 the cultural world o f the 

eastern Mediterranean during the Late Bronze Age . 

As attractive as this theory is, however, it has not convinced all o f 

the Euhemerists or pushed Santonin f r o m the spotlight. Indeed, c o m -

peting theories have been inspired by Zangger's bold attempt to un-

ravel this problem, and those of us 011 the sidelines wil l always have 

trouble deciding w h i c h o f them is likely to be true for one simple rea-

son. Without exception, each theory requires some of the central ele-

ments of Plato's story to be discarded. 

Euhemerists have universally abandoned the date of 1 1 , 0 0 0 13.P. and 

the Atlantic as the site of Atlantis. B u t is this justif ied? O n c e w e begin 

to selectively discard those parts of the story that are obviously w r o n g , 

or distorted, or fictional, and retain only those parts that seem to be 

historically valid, w e are on a slippery slope toward a chaos o f m d i v i d -

ual opinions and nothing more . D o w e instead discard the w h o l e leg-

end as inherently unprovable and choose to believe that Plato simply 

made it up? For our part, w e prefer to keep an open mind, continue 

to ask skeptical questions, and hope that someday n e w and compell ing 

evidence wil l come to light, such as an inscribed tablet f r o m Akrot ir i 

with the w o r d "Atlantis" on it. 



A T O U R O F T H E 

P R I N C I P A L M O N U M E N T S 

O F P R E H I S T O R I C G R E E C E 

he most important sites and exhibits relating to the Palaeolithic 

and Neolithic are not usually included in the average tourist's 

itinerary. Classical sites are more numerous, better known, and more 

easily visited. They have been developed for tourism and are equipped 

with guides, placards, walkways, and sometimes guidebooks, whereas 

Stone Age sites are rarely visited and have few amenities. Fortunately, 

a few key sites are accessible to tourists, and local museums provide 

good displays of their artifacts. 

A 1101-verv-de 111anding Stone Age itinerary might include short 

stays 111 the following towns: loannma (Epirus), Volos (Thessaly), Naf-

plion (Argolid), Athens, and Iraklion (Crete) (see Figure 7.1). Many 

sites are only a short day trip from these bases. For those with suffi-

cient time, a visit to Petralona Cave in the Chalkidiki could be com-

bined with a stay 111 Thessaloniki. 

T H E P A L A E O L I T H I C 

The best place to see Palaeolithic remains is Epirus. The loannina Ar-

chaeological Museum has an extensive display of Palaeolithic stone 

tools, animal bones, and other finds. The materials 011 display come 







An indispensable companion on this trip is Hammond Innes's novel, 

Lcfkas Alan. It is the only novel we know of that is based on Palaeo-

lithic archaeology in Greece. Innes visited Epirus when Asprochaliko 

Cave was being excavated by Eric Higgs, and his story includes good 

descriptions of the countryside as well as a large cast of colorful char-

acters, especially the archaeologists, who are all a bit eccentric. It makes 

fun reading for anyone who is in the area, and paperback editions can 

easily be found in used bookstores and on the Internet. 

There are no Palaeolithic sites developed for visitation m Thessaly, 

but the archaeological museums 111 Larisa and particularly 111 Volos (see 

Figure 7.2) have small and attractive displays of stone tools and fos-

silized animal bones (including some large elephant tusks) that were 

found in the region. The principal sites 011 the banks of the Peneios 

R iver cannot be easily located, but a visit to the river in connection 

with the Neolithic tour suggested below will give one a good sense 

of place. 

The Petralona cavern near the northern city of Thessaloniki is a 

spectacular natural phenomenon well worth a visit in its own right. It 

has been developed by the National Tourist Organization and regular 

tours are available. The famous Petralona skull, which was found here, 

is not 011 display, and the private museum 011 site has in any case been 

closed for some time. If it reopens, the exhibits should be viewed with 

some skepticism because the artifacts (but not the fossil animal bones) 

were not all found in the cave, and some nonartifactual materials are 

displayed alongside genuine ones. 

7.2 The facade of the Volos Archaeological Museum. Many older muse-
ums are built in a pleasing neoclassical style. 





T H E N E O L I T H I C 



prehistoric hall displays graves, house models, agricultural tools, food 

remains, and a dazzling array of well-preserved pots, figurines, and 

other artifacts (see Figure 7.3). The photographs and a reconstructed 

stratigraphie section there provide good preparation for visiting the 

sites. The museum's attractive displays highlight house construction, 

craftwork, farming, technology, and the arts. There is a distinct re-

gional style evident in all the artifacts, particularly the painted pottery, 

which contrasts markedly with the styles of the Peloponnesian mate-

rials 011 display in Nafplion and Argos. 

The Thessalian pottery is light colored with vivid, dark red, painted 

geometric designs. In later periods, the decoration is brown, but at 

all times abstract designs predominate, though m a tremendous vari-

ety of shapes and design combinations. The figurines of human forms 

are also eye-catching artifacts, with elaborate hairstyles and strange 

" f i shy" faces with cowrie-shell eyes. 

The archaeological museum 111 Larisa is worth visiting to see the 

small display of Neolithic pottery, figurines, and a spectacular stela 

(stone slab) with a carved figure of a warrior. This visit can take in the 

archaeological sites of Sesklo (eighteen kilometers f rom Volos) and 

Dimini (six kilometers f rom Volos) along the way, and is an excellent 

introduction to the Neolithic world. Both sites were excavated for the 

first time in the first decade of the twentieth century by the Greek 

archaeologist Christos Tsountas, a true pioneer. Since then, they have 

been reexcavated by teams of Greek archaeologists and prepared for 

visits by tourists. The sites have good walkways and explanatory plac-

ards, and the buildings have been cleaned and conserved, allowing the 

visitor to get a good idea of the layout of the sites. 

The excavators left an impressive thick column of sediments in the 

middle of Sesklo that shows the thickness of the original deposits. This 

stratigraphie martyr, as archaeologists call it, has layers with burned 

adobe bricks, potsherds, and even carbonized (burned) plant remains. 

On our last visit, we were intrigued to see clearly identifiable acorns, 

lentils, and cereals in this martyr, a fascinating glimpse of the food 

eaten at the site more than 7,000 years ago. 

The site of Sesklo provides a good picture of a Neolithic village. 

7.3 A stone seal from Neolithic Sesklo. Dipped 111 pigment 
or pressed into clay, the design on the seal could indicate 
private ownership. 









cal trade in pots; and potters, too, may have moved from one settle-

ment to another. These were probably young women who moved to 

their husbands1 villages when they married, taking their potting skills 

with them. This prospect, worked out after detailed analysis of the 

pots, gives us a fascinating peep into the social and economic life of 

the Neolithic villagers. 

T H E B R O N Z E A G E 

The opportunities for visiting Bronze Age sites are numerous and 

growing. For a tour, the sites can be grouped into three geographic 

areas: Crete, the Cycladie islands, and mainland Greece. 

On Crete, Sir Arthur Evans ushered 111 the Age of the Tourist with 

his skillful, imaginative, and extremely controversial reconstructions 

of the greatest of the Mmoan palaces, the Palace o f M m o s at Knossos. 

Italian, French, American, and Greek archaeologists have not been as 

interested as Evans 111 reconstructions, but all have followed suit m 

preparing their sites for visitors. With the exception of the most 

recently discovered palaces (for instance at Chania in western Crete, 

which lies beneath the modern city), the Cretan palaces have been ex-

tensively cleared to reveal their plans. With many useful and locally 

available guidebooks to the palaces, one may visit Knossos, Ma Ilia, 

Pliais tos, Ayia Triada, Gourma, and Zakro 111 a week, and get a good 

idea of how the palaces were arranged and functioned. 

A more extended itinerary should take 111 villas such as M y r to s (011 

the south coast) and Ammsos (011 the north coast) and the astonish-

ingly complex and interesting burial complex at Arkhanes, 011 the 

road from Knossos south toward Phaistos. Here are the early tholos 

tombs, chamber tombs, and shrines that help complete the picture of 

Mmoan life. The village o f G o u r m a is a must, and a walk 111 the well-

preserved streets, peeking into the houses of everyday people, is a 

pleasant way to visualize everyday life in the Bronze Age. 

It is possible to visit some Early Mmoan sites as well. Examples of 

the communal early Mmoan tholos tombs can be seen at Ayia Triada, 

near the palace. The most important village site is Vasiliki, 011 the road 

7.4 A marble Early Cycladic figurine or idol. 



ergetic travelers should take the boat trip to the Early Mmoai i island 

of the rocks. These interesting tombs were constructed to resemble 

small versions of the M m o a n houses, whose rubble foundations are 

also visible on the island. Finds f rom the Mochlos can be viewed m 

the archaeological museum of Avios Nikolaos. 

Generally speaking, Crete's archaeological treasures belong to the 

Minoan period rather than to the lesser-known classical period, and 

the entire island is like one large archaeological park, with well-marked 

and accessible sites and a growing number of regional museums with 

first-rate exhibits. The most important is the archaeological museum 

m Iraklion. The best and most important and beautiful M m o a n arti-

facts and wall paintings are deposited here, and there is an excellent 

guidebook to the collections. Some smaller museums, most notably at 

Ayios Nikolaos, a charming harbor town east of Iraklion, have good 

displays of Early Minoan pottery, stone vessels, and figurines. 

The Bronze Age sites on the Cycladic or other Aegean islands 

present new challenges and opportunities. Many of the most impor-

tant Middle and Late Bronze Age sites with impressive rums, such as 

Poliochm (on the island o fLenmos) , Phylakopi (on Melos), Ayia Irmi 

(on Keos, or Kea) and Thernu (on Lesvos), are only rarely visited, 

while the spectacular and famous site of the "Bronze Age Pompei i" 

at Akrot in (on Santonin) is one of the most heavily visited sites m 

Greece, attracting millions of visitors annually. A visit to Akrot in 

(particularly now that the new museum m Phira, the capital of the is-

land, is open) is a must, and there are, again, excellent local guidebooks. 

We recommend, however, visiting one or two of the less crowded is-

lands, where the experience is more like exploring and less like being 

"herded. ' ' Each of the Aegean islands has its own distinctive beauty 

and character. 

Perhaps the easiest of the great island sites to visit is Kolonna, 011 

Aigina, less than an hour's boat ride f rom Athens. Aigma has one 

of the least-noted but perhaps largest and most important Bronze 

Age sites outside Akrot in (Santonin). Located in the mam town, the 

Kolonna site has an impressive series of fortification walls that en-

closed what may have been the biggest town in the Bronze Age 

Aegean. It is worth a visit. 

The best Bronze Age art and artifacts, however, are 011 displav in 

Athens. The National Archaeological Museum has (at this writing m 

of Mochlos because of its many tombs built m the clefts 



early 2000) the world-famous Akrotiri wall frescoes and some of the 

best-known Cycladic figurines and pots of polished white marble. 

The National Archaeological Museum's collections have been almost 

eclipsed since the ultramodern Goulandris Museum of Cycladic 

Civilization opened near Kolonaki Square in the 1980s. The museum 

boasts air-conditioning, modern exhibit halls, a garden, and a nice 

museum shop. But it should be visited for its unparalleled collection 

of Cycladic sculpture 111 marble and its wide array of everyday artifacts 

from the Early Bronze Age Cyclades. For anyone with only limited 

time, it is not to be missed. 

The Mycenaean Empire was larger, 111 geographic terms, than that 

of its neighboring rivals, the Mmoaiis. Sites are scattered across the 

country from north to south and from coast to coast. Unlike 011 Crete, 

it is not possible to make a comprehensive tour 111 a small period of time, 

even with a private car. The minimal tour should include the National 

Archaeological Museum and the Nafplion Archaeological Museum, 

plus sites in Boeotia and the Argolid, with side trips to Sparta and 

Pylos. Although the National Archaeological Museum 111 Athens has 

the richest collection of Mycenaean artifacts, there are few Mycenaean 

architectural remains in Athens. A bit of Cyclopean wall can be seen 

7.5 Pottery and design motifs from 
the Late Bronze Age site of Akrotiri on 
Santonin. 

7.6 Decorative ornaments from a 
Mmoan wall painting. 





L A S T R E F L E C T I O N S 

In these pages w e have surveyed Greek prehistory in its entirety, 

but like any guide, w e necessarily passed by important monuments, 

skipped dangerously over details, and finally painted a picture colored 

by our o w n memories and personal points o f v iew. T h e landscape 

w e describe has been traversed, occupied, and remade for hundreds o f 

thousands of years by many different peoples. Is any general conclu-

sion possible, w h e n such different stages of culture and great sweeps 

of time are involved? 

For us the answer to that question is yes. T h e r e is an important lesson 

to be drawn f r o m the successes and failures of so many generations o f 

humans. M o s t writers give 111 to the temptation, 110 doubt a legacy o f 

the nineteenth-century R o m a n t i c movement, to see the Greek land-

scape and its inhabitants as a "t imeless" land where the modern in-

habitants fo l low a w a y of life that was established ill the most distant 

past. Writers 111 this R o m a n t i c vein imagine that the natural landscape 

is unchanging and that the landscape and environment w e see today is 

111 its essentials the same as that seen by the classical Greeks and the 

Homer ic heroes. O u r o w n research has convinced us that this R o -

mantic v i e w is completely unjustified. 

T h e human story here as elsewhere was not one o f static struc-

tures or values set 111 a context o f changeless physical environment. A l -

though w e have argued f r o m the beginning that human nature is in 

some w a y constant, this does not mean that the relationship between 

human settlement and landscape has been changeless. Ο11 the contrary, 

the human impulse to m o d i f y their natural surroundings for their o w n 



purposes has resulted in an ever-changing cycle of modifications to 

the landscape that can be detected m the archaeological record. This 

new point of v iew can be referred to as coevolution, 111 a rather loose 

correspondence with biological theory. 

Prehistoric societies were dynamic, m a state of constant change, 

even if this change has to be measured in centuries or millennia. 

Nearer to the present time, the pace of change accelerated continu-

ously until change itself became the usual state of affairs. From the 

beginning of the Neolithic period to the end of the Bronze Age ever 

more complex forms of social organization took shape, sometimes 

succumbing to disorder and chaos for a while, only to reemerge again 

later. These forms of social organization are what we commonly call 

"civilizations." 

Archaeologists do not have a surefire explanation for the pattern 

of rising and falling civilizations, but part of the explanation may lie 

in the makeup of human culture itself, which has a built-in dynamic 

of change based on processes of social interaction that favor and re-

ward complexity. Perhaps we may yet recognize in this process a col-

lective social drive akm to Nietzsche's kkwill to power' ; or perhaps 

the rise and fall of civilizations is the result of social evolution driven 

by selective powers analogous to those seen m biological evolution. 

Social scientists as diverse m time and place as Thucydides, Oswald 

Spengler, and Arnold Toynbee have attempted to classify the internal 

processes that underpin "civilization" and identify once and for all the 

dynamic that explains cultural change. Although these attempts, which 

can be described as epic m scale, have undoubtedly been partially suc-

cessful, scientists are still undecided as to the exact historical causes of 

cultural change. They cannot agree whether the changes follow a pat-

tern, a point of v iew common to the three historians just mentioned, 

or were merely the work of random chance. 

Modern historians, no doubt influenced by the dominance of Dar-

winian evolutionary theory 111 the life sciences, favor the accumula-

tion of historically contingent events as an explanation for historical 

process. This is not the same thing as "randomness" m the strict sense 

of the term, but it nevertheless leaves no room for either the actions 

of individuals or the larger processes, such as Toynbee's ^challenge-

response" theory or Spenglefs notion of the life and death of civiliza-

tions as analogous with biological processes. 

Whether we agree with modern historical theory or not, we are 

convinced that any explanation for the rise and fall of civilization m 



8 . 1 The Greek landscape was onee predominantly rural. 

prehistoric Greece must embrace the dynamic properties of the physi-

cal environment. Around the world, archaeological case studies reveal 

complex interactions between human settlements and their landscape, 

which appear to be a form of mutual and reciprocal causation akin to 

the coevolution of certain biological species such as bees and flowers. 

At this early stage of study it would be unwise to dignify the coevo-

lution of human settlement and landscape as a full-blown theory. It is 

rather more of a metaphorical way of describing a complex system by 

identifying its components and documenting the direction and scale 

of the connections between them. 

The physical characteristics of a landscape and the natural environ-

ment place certain limits on the possible forms of human culture. 

Farming is not possible in the Arctic or fishing in the desert. Human 

actions modify the environment over many generations by remov-

ing or displacing existing species of plants and animals and replacing 

them with new ones, and in many cases altering the landscape itself by 

clearing forests or triggering soil erosion. These changes transform 

the landscape, opening up new possibilities and removing others. In 

short, the possibilities presented by a previously unexploited landscape 



arc continuously and progressively altered over time as each genera-

tion of humans makes social choices; these accumulated choices in 

turn modi fy the features of the physical environment, making new 

choices possible. 

In past geologic epochs, the world climate has changed radically: 

forests have come and gone, glaciers have advanced and retreated, the 

sea has encroached upon the land and fallen away. Extinct and now-

forgotten animals moved in a landscape scarcely imaginable in our 

present world. Human societies were molded by these landscapes and 

adapted to them. They were not passive elements of the landscape, 

however, but active agents of change. With increasing success m each 

succeeding period, the human presence was registered on the land. 

Forests retreated before polished stone, and then hardened bronze 

axes; later the plow turned up the soil, exposing it to erosion. Native 

plants and animals were supplanted by the domesticated breeds intro-

duced f rom distant lands, and the features of the Greek earth were 

further altered by the steady application of fire, the plow, and the 

grazing of sheep and goats. The land we see today is thus partly the 

product of geologic forces of global scale over vast reaches of time and 

partly an artifact of human manufacture that has been 10,000 years 111 

the making. 

The Greek landscape is not unchanging, any more than the human 

societies that are a part of it. It is instead ever-changing—restless and 

8.2 A swallow from a Late Bronze Age wall 
painting at Akrotiri. 



dynamic. It flows like the river of time itself. If this vision of society 

and nature leaves 110 room for Romanticism with its insistence upon 

static, permanent forms of nature a nd society, it at least opens the door 

to a sober and realistic assessment of the human past. If our vision of 

dynamic change in human societies and the natural world runs con-

trary to our more conservative feelings, it at least leaves room for 

thinking once more of progress in human affairs. As archaeologists we 

are permitted to end 011 this hopeful note because our subject matter 

provides such a long perspective on human actions, a perspective that 

may elude other present-day observers. 

As we write these last thoughts, the bells of a church ring out over 

the slopes of Mount Pelion, marking the end of another day and re-

minding us of the continuity of human existence in Greece and of 

8.3 Terra-cotta animal figurines from various Mycenaean sites. 
It is thought that some of these figurines may have been used 
as "votives" at shrines. Their frequent appearance at sites of all 
types, and the fact that they represent common barnyard ani-
mals, is testimony to the importance of animal husbandry 111 
this period. 

8.4 The eighteenth-century Fetihye 
("Victory*') mosque 111 Ioannma. Epirus, 
one of many examples of fine Ottoman 
architecture 111 Greece. 



the reality of constant change. The blows of Stone Age axes on thick 

chestnut trees gave way to the tinkle of bronze bells on the necks 

of goats in the Age of Bronze, and then to the sounds of stone ma-

sons shaping marble for temple foundations in classical antiquity, the 

tramp of soldiers' boots m the R o m a n period, the chanting of Or-

thodox monks m the Byzantine twilight, and the call of the Ottoman 

müezzm; now the sound of bells slowly gives ground to the industrial 

hum of a passing jet. The prehistoric past we have described m these 

pages was neither prologue nor prelude to later and present Greek 

civilizations, but instead only one part of the seamless f low of human 

affairs across the seemingly immeasurable sea of prehistoric time. 



A Note on the Dates Used in This Work A P P E N D I X A 

r τ η here 

JL seen 

are many old saws about archaeologists. One that w e have 

seen on a bumper sticker is, "Archaeologists are romantic: they 

will date any old thing." But corny jokes sometimes make a serious 

point: dates and dating techniques take up a great deal of space m 

archaeological textbooks for good reason. Without a chronological 

framework it is impossible to discuss cultural change or test hypothe-

ses to explain past events. If one does not know which of several ar-

chaeological cultures is earlier than another, or whether several cul-

tures existed at the same time, it is impossible to untangle the web of 

cause and effect. 

It is widely assumed that in a given geographic area such as Greece 

there has been a long, slow domino effect: that is, earlier cultures af-

fected the evolution of later ones. The selection of a good site for a 

settlement m the Neolithic, for instance, increased the probability that 

the same site would play an important role m later periods. If nothing 

else, the rums visible at an earlier site advertised its advantages and dis-

advantages to later generations. Any attempt to work out the proper 

sequence of historically related events, therefore, requires a firm un-

derstanding of chronology. 

Until the advent of nuclear physics m the second half of the twen-

tieth century, the age of ancient things was determined by fc 4 relative" 

dating. Individual artifacts and buildings were dated withm a single 

site by their stratigraphie position—that is, whether they were near 

the top or bottom of a series oflayers. In an undisturbed sequence of 

archaeological layers, artifacts were assumed to be progressively older 

as one descended through the layers. Dating between sites was 

achieved primarily by cross-dating. That is, if artifacts found at the top 

of site A were identical to artifacts f rom the bottom of site Β (as long 

as they were geographically close and the respective sequences o f l a y -

ers were undisturbed), it followed that site A was probably older, rela-

tively speaking, than site B . 



Α . ι Ä stack of lead weights from Late 
Bronze Age Akrotiri on Santonin. 

Another form of relative dating was achieved by cross-dating: re-

lating Greek sites to the more established chronologies of the neigh-

boring cultures of pharaonic Egypt and Mesopotamia, which are based 

on astronomical dates and king lists. Cross-dating depends on find-

ing objects of a known date from one culture m one level of another. 

Thus a well-dated Egyptian artifact f rom a known dynasty when 

found in a stratum of a Minoan or Mycenaean site can be used to es-

tablish the date of that stratum, assuming that the Egyptian artifact is 

not an heirloom or antique (always a risky assumption). Key cross-dates 

were established m this way early m Aegean Bronze Age archaeology, 

and they still underpin the entire chronology of the period. 

Precise calendar dates, or "absolute" dates, for sites and artifacts can 

sometimes be determined using more scientific techniques. The most 

widely used methods of absolute dating in archaeology today mea-

sure radioactive decay; these are called radiocarbon dating (also 1 4 C 

or carbon-14 dating), thorium/ uranium dating, or potassium/argon 

dating. Other dating techniques, such as electron spin resonance 

and ther 11101 umi 11 esce 11ce, employ related physical processes. Another 

absolute dating technique is dendrochronology, which involves the 

counting of tree rings. The technical details of these and other meth-

ods are too numerous to include here, but the interested reader can 

pursue them in some of the ref erences cited in the Bibliographic Essay. 

The two systems of dating, the absolute and the relative methods, have 

been used together over the past century to build up the established 

chronology for the prehistoric archaeology of Greece. The dates given 

111 this book for the Stone Age are largely based 011 absolute dating. 

Dates for the Bronze Age have largely been determined by the more 

traditional relative dating method. 





tainty still underlies all dates, and as a consequence we sometimes add 

the qualifier "ca.'* (circa, or about) before many dates, and the reader 

may wish to add that mentally to all of them. These rather loose 

frameworks of dating may not seem sufficiently precise, but despite 

enormous scientific advances, events of long ago sometimes can be 

dated only within very broad ranges. 



On the Schliemann Trail A P P E N D I X Β 

best-known and most controversial personality in the annals of 

:gean prehistory is Heinrich Schliemann, the rags-to-riche s 

German merchant, world traveler, and archaeologist w h o discovered 

the legendary site of Troy and excavated Shaft Grave Circle A at 

Mycenae with its gold treasure. Schliemanns energy, enthusiasm, and 

industry brought the Aegean Bronze Age to light f rom the obscurity 

of its mythical origins, and m this he was a true pioneer. 

From the time of Thucydides to the middle of the nineteenth cen-

tury, thoughtful people reflected on the early history of Greece as it 

was known from poetry, myth, and legend. In the early 1870s, Schlie-

mann decided to search for the physical remains of the great heroes of 

the preclassical world by applying the methods of the brand-new sci-

ence of archaeology. Nearly every Bronze Age site of importance 111 

the Aegean was inspected or excavated 111 part by Heinrich Schlie-

mann, a feat that places him in the heroic age of early archaeology as 

a scientific discipline. 

We are thus fortunate to have the details of Schliemanns life in an 

excellent biography by David Traill (see Bibliographical Essay), the first 

scholarly biography of Schliemann to appear in any language. Traill 

provides many familiar details of Schliemanns life, as well as much that 

is new and unfamiliar. The book contains the usual accounts of 

cess 111 business, building fortunes 111 Russia, the California goldfields, 

and Parisian real estate. Also familiar is his account of how Schliemann 

pursued his dream of becoming an archaeologist, settled 111 Athens in 

1869 at the age of 47, married Sophia Engastromenos, a nineteen-

year-ο Id Greek w h o became his archaeological companion, and em-

barked 011 his famous excavations at Troy. But Traill also relates that 

Schliemann engaged in sharp business practices that verged on out-

right fraud, that his becoming an archaeologist was not the fulfillment 

of a lifelong dream (indeed he never mentioned the possibility m his 

is start as a poor store clerk in Germany and his later sue· 



B . i Heinrich Schliemann 
at age 46. 

letters or diaries until his sudden "conversion" in middle age), and that 

pride and megalomania led him to make extravagant claims about his 

finds. Schliemann fiddled with his own autobiography to make his 

past look more heroic and interesting than it really was, and he was 

not above fiddling with the truth whenever and wherever it suited 

him. Traill also makes it clear, though, that Schliemann had enormous 

gifts. Traill acknowledges Schliemann s prodigious linguistic ability 

(he was fluent 111 at least seventeen languages), his business prowess (he 

retired by age 46 but managed his estate personally for the rest of his 

life), and his enormous energy and curiosity. Until the end of his life 

business and archaeological research took him to Russia, the Ottoman 

Empire, Egypt, the United States, Cuba, and almost every country in 

Europe. In the last fifteen years of his life he made as many as seven-

teen major trips a year, repeating some journeys year after year, while 

at the same time successfully managing his business affairs, conducting 

excavations, and, almost as an afterthought it seems, spending time 

with his growing family 111 Athens. He died in Naples, alone, in D e -

cember 1890 while returning from ear surgery ill Germany. Charac-

teristically, he had gone to Naples against the advice of his doctor to 

visit the archaeological museum and nearby Pompeii. 

To all of these accomplishments we would add our own remarks 

about his scholarly achievements. Despite his late entry into archaeol-



ogy, his published excavation reports are detailed and exacting, re-

vealing a respectable command of the literature, both ancient and 

modern. T h e y are good enough to stand on their o w n merits today. 

H e published four books on his Trojan excavations, two books cover-

ing his excavations at M y c e n a e and Tiryns , and others 011 his research 

at Orchomenos 111 Boeot ia and 011 the island of Ithaka. 

Having noted the growth in theme-based t r a v e l — f r o m walking 

tours of "Dickens 's L o n d o n ' to Mediterranean cruises with culinary 

and musical t h e m e s — i t occurred to us that a self-guided tour of the 

"Schl iemann Trai l" would add zest and variety to any visit to Greece 

or northwestern Turkey. M a n y places 111 the world have some associ-

ation with Schliemann, but the majority of those associated with his 

archaeological career are 111 the Aegean world, where sites and m o n u -

ments connected with Schl iemamis life can provide direction and 

purpose to one's travels there. T h e best place to begin the Schliemanii 

Trail is 111 Athens, where Schl iemann made his home for the last 20 

years of his life. 

Schliemann in Athens 

T h e trail begins at the Iliou Melathron, the monumental two-story 

house Schliemann built 111 the center of Athens near Constitut ion 

Square (Plateia Syntagmatos) as his permanent residence and a home 

for his family (Sophia and two children). T h e house was designed by 

the neoclassical architect F. Zil ler, w h o incorporated many idiosyn-

cratic features required by Schliemann himself. O n e wonders what 

Sophia and the children made of the life-sized statues of pagan gods 

011 the roof , the elaborate frescoes 111 the style o f later Pompehan 

wall paintings that depict Greek gods, muses, and heroes, and the 

quotations f r o m H o m e r s Odyssey that grace the doors and niches 111 

the walls. 

T h r o u g h o u t the house Troy is the dominant theme: Iliou M e l a -

thron means "Great House of Troy , " and the decoration is based 011 a 

pastiche o f Bronze A g e motifs f r o m artifacts brought to light by 

Schliemanii s excavations, liberally admixed with the then-popular 

scheme of neoclassical decoration based 011 G r e c o - R o m a n designs. 

Even the iron fence 111 front o f the house is adorned with small figures 

of Athena's famous owl. Inside the house there are great halls for 

Schl iemamis receptions, large dining rooms, imposing corridors, and 

a study where he worked whi le standing at a desk, simultaneously 



writing and translating books, letters, and business correspondenee in 

a dozen languages. Here too the furniture displays carvings of lions1 

paws and Athena's owls with outstretched wings. The scale is every-

where grand and imposing, and, one is forced to acknowledge, rather 

cold and drafty. The house was closed to the public for many years 

while it served as the seat of the Supreme Court, but it has now been 

fully restored and today houses the Numismatic Museum. 

From the Iliou Mela thro 11, the next station on the Schliemann Trail 

is the National Archaeological Museum, which displays many of the 

important finds made by Schliemann 111 his excavations at Mycenae, 

Tiryns, and Orchomenos. The Shaft Grave Circle at Mycenae was 

Schliemanns most important find in Greece. The treasures f rom these 

tombs were immediately recognized as of the first order and were 

quickly installed in their own exhibit hall in the center of the museum, 

where today one can still see the golden death masks, the ostrich egg 

shell vessels, the bronze weapons with precise metal inlays, and the 

countless objects of gold, silver, bronze, glass, rock crystal, and stone 

that were found m the graves. The originality and eclectic taste ex-

hibited 111 these finds, which were recovered from only six graves that 

have been dated to a short period around 1 6 0 0 - 1 5 5 0 B.c., have ex-

cited comment and interest since the moment of their discovery 111 

August 1876. 

One can detect in these archaeological wonders the influence of 

central Asia, Africa, Egypt, Anatolia, and the Middle East in their 

manufacture and decoration. The spectacular originality and quality 

of this art has induced wonder 111 many and not a little suspicion in 

others. David Traill, the author of Schliemanns biography, accuses 

him of salting the graves with artifacts collected in his travels, and even 

B . 2 An octopus design from Late Bronze Age 
painted-pottery decoration. 







From the citadel one can see the so-called Lower Town directly to 

the west of the palace and enclosed by an extension of the fortification 

walls. The excavations here were undertaken in the 1970s and 1980s 

by a team from the German Archaeological Institute led by the late 

Klaus Kilian. The plain outside of the fortified citadel was the site of 

a much larger town. The town is now under about five meters of al-

luvium, but was detected by the geoarchaeologist Eberhard Zangger 

111 a drilling program. T h e town was buried by flood deposits washed 

111 by a stream that was subsequently diverted by a dam (ca. 1 250 B.c.) 

to flow into a massive canal, which still redirects water-borne sedi-

ments into the bay of Nafplion. Today, this Mycenaean engineering 

requires the Port Authority of Nafplion to continually dredge the har-

bor in order to keep it clear for shipping. 

When Schliemann excavated at Mycenae (20 kilometers f rom N a f -

plion) he stayed at the Belle Helene Hotel, which is still in business. 

Whether one stays at the site or returns to Nafplion for the night, the 

site of Mycenae should take an entire day to study. In addition to the 

fortified citadel with the Shaft Grave Circle A excavated by Schlie-

mann, the L1011 Gate, remains of a palace, and the hidden cistern, tho-

los tombs line the approach road to the site. 

The largest and most impressive tholos tomb is the Treasury of 

Atreus, which looked much as it does today when Schliemann began 

his work. The smaller tholos, called the Tomb of Klytemnestra, is lo-

cated near the Lion Gate, below the level of the tourist walkway. It 

was originally excavated and reconstructed under the direct supervi-

sion of Sophia Schliemann, her most lasting contribution to the ar-

chaeology of this site. Additional items of interest are the Shaft Grave 

Circle Β discovered by George Papadimitriou and George Mvlonas in 

the 1950s, the great houses opposite the Treasury of Atreus, which 

were excavated by the British archaeologist Alan Wace, and the bridge 

of Cyclopean masonry that marks the line of an ancient Mycenaean 

road leading to Tirvns. All of these features can be studied by walk-

ing the approach road f rom the modern village to the site. 

If the new museum 011 the site is open, it should be visited, and 011 

Β«3 A terra-cotta figurine from Mycenae 



Troy 



of the nine settlements that occupy the mound of Hisarlik (the mod-

ern name of the site) and most likely the Homeric city. Biegen s ex-

cavations were concerned more with refining the stratigraphy and 

dating the site 111 order to clarify the Homeric associations than it was 

with making spectacular discoveries. Biegen complicated our under-

standing of the site by pinpointing Troy Vi la as the settlement associ-

ated with the Homeric Trojan War. The disagreement over the cor-

rect Homeric identification (Troy II, VI, or Vila?) has been a source 

of much controversy for the past 50 years. 

The modern excavations by Korfmann have several goals: to clean 

up the old excavation trenches, to conserve and restore existing re-

mams, and to clarify the stratigraphy and history of the site. Korfmann 

has once again focused attention 011 Troy VI as the probable Homeric 

city by finding evidence that the settlement of Troy VI was consider-

ably larger than previously imagined, making it by far the largest and 

most prosperous settlement known 111 the Aegean world at the time 

of the Trojan War. Most scholars today agree with Korfmann that 

Dorpfeld's identification of Troy VI as Homer's Troy is correct. 

The site has been thoroughly cleaned and restored and is more ac-

cessible than ever before. With the relevant remains f rom each level 

clearly visible and prominently labeled, it is possible to v iew all parts 

of the site. This is important, because Troy is a very complicated site 

with a long history of occupation. Without such restorations and ef-

forts to promote self-guided tours of the site, a great deal of imagina-

tion would be required to see the city of Troy for the great Bronze 

Age center that was the focus of a famous war and historic events that 

led to the end of an entire age. 

Troy sits at the edge of a plain 111 a strategically valuable position 

at the mouth of the Dardanelles strait, where it could control all of 

the traffic f rom the Mediterranean to the Black Sea and the passage 

by land f rom Asia into Europe. This is the secret of Troy's wealth and 

power. 

From the site of Troy itself, it would be interesting to investigate 

the Trojan plain known since antiquity as the Troad. This alluvial plain 

is criss-crossed with features that may be canals and other artificial 

works that may once have connected the site to a harbor 011 the south-

western edge of the plain. Eberhard Zangger has argued that these 

artificial works and the size of the city demonstrate that Troy was 110 

Bronze Age town but a powerful kingdom that controlled a large part 

of western Asia Minor and perhaps the Aegean Sea. After all the 1110-



mentons events that took place on the plain of Troy, it is perhaps one 

of the greatest of Romantic pleasures to roam the Troad armed with 

a copy of Homer's poems and to relive one of the great shaping epics 

of the Western world. 

From Istanbul, Troy can be reached by bus, rental car, or organized 

tour. It takes a full day to get there, and the better part of a day is re-

quired to v iew the rums, so allow plenty of time. The Archaeological 

Museum in Istanbul is a vital part of the tour. One entire floor has 

been devoted to a newly designed exhibit of Trojan antiquities that il-

lustrates in a chronological sequence the archaeological cultures that 

have occupied the site of Hisarlik. These artifacts illustrate the mate-

rial culture of the ancient Trojans; also on v iew are the very artifacts 

excavated by Schliemann and deposited with the Ottoman authorities 

at the museum in accordance with his excavation permit. 

Priam's Treasure, a treasure of gold, silver, and bronze made famous 

as Schliemanns greatest find at Troy, and which was once thought by 

Schliemann to be the proof that Troy II was the Homeric city, is m 

fact an Early Bronze Age treasure hoard f rom a thousand years earlier. 

It is in any case not m the Istanbul museum. Originally smuggled out 

of the Ottoman Empire by Schliemann, it was donated to the State 

Museum m Berlin, and it disappeared in 1945 when Berlin fell to the 

Soviet Union. The whereabouts of Priam's Treasure was long a mys-

tery. We know now that it was taken by the Soviets at the end of the 

war to the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, and the great treasure has 

come out of hiding at long last. At the time of writing it is 011 display 

111 Moscow, but its final disposition has not yet been decided. There 

are nevertheless enough pieces of metal work and jewelry 011 display 

111 Istanbul f rom other Trojan finds to give one an idea of the appear-

ance and style of Priam's Treasure. 
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day's more modern Greece the hustle and bustle of the mechanized 

world seems to keep many people, especially young city people, f rom 

their naps. Nevertheless, most businesses and government offices still 

close for several hours in the afternoon. Tourists should plan to trans-

act necessary business, like cashing travelers checks, 111 the morning. 

In most places, stores reopen 111 the evening, 011 certain days. The days 

011 which this happens vary f rom community to community. 

In the next section, we provide a f ew suggestions for traveling 

comfortably amidst mosquitoes, noise, heat, and too much sun. H o w -

ever, the positive aspects of traveling in Greece far outweigh these 

minor summer nuisances. What appeals to us (with our prehistoric 

minds) is the friendliness of the Greeks, the slow pace o f l i f e , and the 

small scale of the houses, shops, and streets (which are sometimes 

staircases for donkeys) that constitute the rural towns and villages. We 

are attracted to the old buildings and the traditional ways still followed 

in places. Although garbage is increasingly found 011 city streets, be-

side the roads, and 111 the sea, the country's great natural beauty pre-

dominates. The turquoise and azure sea water is clear, the mountains 

are majestic mounds of hazy blue, and the red, yellow, and pmk flow-

ers next to the whitewashed houses and against the clear blue sky pro-

vide a visual feast. The stillness of the olive groves filled with cicadas 

111 the hot afternoon and the tiny village squares shaded with great 

plane trees are an environmental tonic for American city dwellers. 

T h e climate and terrain vary f rom Mediterranean to alpme. The 

southern regions of Attica, the Peloponnese, Euboia, and the Cyclades 

and Crete are typically Mediterranean, with hot dry summers and 

cool ramy winters. Without frosts, the olive and the vine, bougamvil-

lea and other delicate flowers thrive, and people enjoy the rainless 

summer weather. In these semiand lands only scrub vegetation and 

isolated stands of evergreen oaks and pmes survive outside cultivated 

areas. 

In the northern areas of Thessalv, Macedonia, and Thrace, the 

countryside opens up into great fertile plains with a more continen-

tal, temperate climate that brings snow and cold 111 the winter and 

great heat 111 the summer. Western Greece is separated f rom the east 

by chains of mountains, the Pmdos 111 the north and Arcadia 111 the 

Peloponnese. Because of the prevailing storm patterns, the western 

provinces are well watered and have more vegetation; they are the gar-

den spots of Greece. 



There are significant mountainous areas, particularly in the north-

central part of the country. The highest areas supported glaciers in the 

last Ice Age and today shelter snow fields well into June. The moun-

tains harbor fir and deciduous oak and are dotted with picturesque vil-

lages built of we a thered gray stone; some are constructed high 011 

pedestals with great overhanging balconies 111 the Ottoman fashion. 

The residents of these regions (Pmdos, Arcadia, Zagona , and Pelion) 

were once primarily shepherds and merchants, producers of cheese, 

yogurt, meat, and woolen textiles. Their mountains a re rich in flow-

ers and birds, and sky-blue rivers jet through deep canyons overarched 

by ancient stone bridges. 

These regions of alpine Greece have distinctive architectural and 

artistic traditions, now artfully displayed in many regional village mu-

seums. They are noted also for their rich cuisine of bean soups, sausage 

stews, and country "pitas," baked pastries of filo dough with fillings 

of sausage, cheese, wild greens, and other savory things. 

City or country, mountain or sea, mainland or island, all of these 

are Greece. To visit Athens, Delphi, Olympia, and Santormi, with an 

excursion to Crete or Rhodes , a route followed by millions of pil-

grims and tourists, and to say you have "seen Greece' ' is tantamount 

to visiting the Boston C o m m o n , Manhattan, and the Mall 111 Wash-

ington, D . C . (with an excursion to San Diego?), and saying you have 

seen America. Dare to go off the beaten track, take the side roads, 

head inland f rom the beaches, and be rewarded! 

Traditional mountain architecture can be seen in such places as 

Makrymtsa and Portana 011 Mount Pelion near Volos, and traditional 

costumes are still to be spotted 111 the village of Metsovo in the Pm-

dos mountains or 011 some islands (such as Lefkas). Fine ethnographic 

museums exist 111 Metsovo, Nafplion, loannma, Melos, Athens, and 

many other localities. Breathtaking natural beauty, along with moun-

tain trekking, is available in the Vikos Gorge region north o f loannma 

and 111 the Ta ye g e to s Mountain district near Sparta. Some of the Greek 

islands, such as Andros and Spetses, are less frequented than others and 

have fine examples of traditional architecture. Tourists w h o also want 

good beaches might try the coast north of Preveza in Epirus, the west-

ern Peloponnese, or the Chalkidiki instead of the heavily visited 

beaches of the Cycladic islands. All of these areas and much more 

await the traveler with time, transport, and a desire to get away f rom 

the most heavily visited tourist centers. 



What to Take to Greece: The Essentials 

Greece has plenty of mosquitoes, but a spraying program at the end 

of World War II eliminated malaria. Nevertheless, mosquitoes are still 

a nuisance, so be prepared. Carry a stick of repellent in the evening to 

apply to ankles and ears while dining outdoors. Most homes and ho-

tels do not have window and door screens. We take some netting with 

us 111 our suitcase (it folds up into a very small packet and weighs noth-

ing) and some push pins. A piece of fine-mesh netting like that used 

for bridal veils, 2 - 3 yards long and 60 inches wide, adapts to any ho-

tel room situation f rom sliding balcony doors to shuttered windows. 

We prefer the netting to the chemical fumes f rom mosquito repel-

lents. Although more and more hotels are air-conditioned, many turn 

the cool air of f 111 the middle of the night, making it necessary to open 

the windows. 

Greece is noisy wherever people cluster. Greek settlement patterns, 

personal space requirements, and noise tolerances are different f rom 

American ones. Houses and apartments are packed tightly together in 

cities, of course, but the same pattern prevails 111 smaller communities 

as well. Even villagers hear their neighbors' conversations and televi-

sions at night because they have their windows and doors open. Streets 

and roads are winding and narrow between the houses and villages; 

those that are too narrow for cars are 110 problem for motor scooters 

and motorcycles. Greeks tend to stay up half the night eating, talking, 

driving, and watching TV. So if you want to go to bed before mid-

night and get some uninterrupted sleep, use ear plugs. 

Particularly now, with the ozone layer disintegrating, it is impor-

tant to protect yourself f rom the strong Greek sun while visiting 

archaeological sites, swimming, and enjoying the scenery. A hat is a 

must. Choose a light-colored one with a wide brim and a secure fas-

tener so that it will not blow off 111 the strong summer trade winds. 

Long sleeves are a good idea, but liquid sun block can be substituted. 

If you elect to wear long sleeves, pick a light-colored cotton shirt. 

It is difficult not to be identified as a tourist, but if you do not want 

to stand out 111 a crowd, do what the Greeks do. Greek men do not 

usually wear shorts 111 the city, but they don them when 111 vacation 

mode near the sea. Likewise, Greek women generally wear skirts or 

dresses 111 the city but are more casual in the country. Hardly anyone 

wears a sports coat or suit and tie 111 the summer. For cool evenings, 





pect on the basis of the mileage alone. R e m e m b e r also that Greece is 

very mountainous and many roads have very steep grades; it you get 

behind a truck or a bus the going can be very slow. 

T h e national road between Athens and Patras is wide , new, and 

very fast, as are bits and pieces of the m a m artery north f r o m Athens 

to Thessaloniki. E v e r y w h e r e else there are small, narrow two-lane 

asphalt roads without shoulders o f any kind. These roads are often 

poorly engineered, badly maintained, and almost whol ly unmarked (or 

sometimes marked 111 a confusing or misleading way). For instance, 

one sharp curve or steep drop-o f f may be marked with an exclama-

tion point or reduced-speed signs, and the next one, two or three 

kilometers 011, will have 110 indication of danger at all. We guess they 

have considered you to be forewarned after the first siens. 

Greek drivers are very aggressive and they drive fast. B u t despite 

the seeming traffic anarchy, particularly 111 the cities, there is a system. 

A n d it is important to k n o w that cars in Greece are expensive and 

highly valued prestige items. N o driver wants to scratch or dent his 

car, and some care is taken to avoid collision. 

13eware of rough or irregular surfaces at all times, especially w h e n 

it begins to ram. Dr ive more slowly than the posted speed limit, and 

be prepared to slow d o w n at the least sign of difficulty. It is not advis-

able to drive at night because o f poor road conditions. You must e x -

pect to f ind virtually anything 111 the road right around the corner, 

even 011 the best of roads. Exercise extreme care, particularly 111 v i l -

lages where children play 111 the streets. In our vears of driving, w e 

have experienced all of the fo l lowing at unexpected points 111 the road: 

snakes, tortoises, cats, dogs, chickens, mules, donkeys, horses, cows, 

sheep, goats, men, w o m e n , children, pushcarts, wagons , tractors, b i -

cycles, b r o k e n - d o w n vehicles, military tanks, fallen rocks, landslides, 

and a bewilder ing miscellany o f debris, f r o m bricks to appliances to 

huge marble blocks. A n d these obstacles were all on the main roads. 

T h e side roads can be even trickier. 

Language 

T h e officiai language is D e m o t i c Greek , w h i c h is considerably di f fer-

ent 111 grammar and vocabulary f r o m Ancient Greek. A solid ground-

ing 111 the Greek alphabet and familiarity with a Berlitz guide wil l help 

the visitor to make out shop signs, advertisements, and newspaper 

headlines, but is not strictly necessary. All important signs, directions, 



displays, and most menus are accompanied by Latin letter translitera-

tions, and typically a French or English translation as well. English is 

the language of tourism and is wide ly recognized in hotels, restau-

rants, shops, car rental offices, and museums. We have never k n o w n a 

monolingual tourist to have diff iculty communicat ing whi le 011 holi-

day 111 Greece. 

We urge you strongly, however , to get a phrase b o o k and do some 

cramming before you go. M o s t Greeks are fr iendly and extroverted 

and wil l happily converse with strangers via sign language if all else 

fails. T h e y k n o w their language is diff icult and that f e w tourists speak 

it. B u t if you learn even a f e w simple phrases such as kali niera sas 

(good-day, or hello), parakalo (please), and c finir is to (thank you), the 

average Greek in the street wil l be flattered and pleased and all the 

more eager to engage in conversation. So don't be afraid to give it a 

try; the Greeks wil l appreciate your effort. 





he literature on the prehistoric archaeology o f Greece is not par-

ticularly large, but it does span a century and includes everything 

f r o m highly technical journal articles communicat ing data to a small 

number o f specialists to student textbooks and books intended for a 

huge general audience. T h e sources listed here are some of the most 

useful and interesting works, chiefly those w e consulted for this book . 

T h e list is not comprehensive, but only a small selection. M o s t are 

widely available in academic libraries and good municipal libraries, or 

can be ordered through interlibrary loan departments, bookstores, or 

the Internet. We have cited the editions that w e consulted personally, 

and many of the older works can be found 111 later reprmtings. T h e 

literature on Greek prehistory is written in many languages, among 

w h i c h Greek , English, French, German, and Italian predominate, but 

w e have listed English-language texts wherever possible. For readers 

w h o would like to dig a little deeper, w e have included some key 

works 111 other languages. 

CHAPTER ONE An Introduction to the Prehistory of Greece 

A n y b o o k on G r e e k archaeology should start with the opening 

chapters o f Thucydides 1 history of the Pcloponnesian War. T h e r e are 

many translations of his works into English, beginning with T h o m a s 

Hobbes's of 1642, which was intended to head o f f the English Civ i l 

War. It failed to avert hostilities, but Hobbes's translation is still rec-

ommended for its forceful , Elizabethan style (Thomas Hobbes , trans., 

with notes and introduction by David Greene, Thucydides: The Pclo-

ponnesian War (Chicago: University of Ch icago Press, 1989). T h e 

translation by R e x Warner, Thucydides: History of the Pcloponnesian War 

(Harmondsworth, Eng. : Penguin, 1984), however , is wide ly available 



and a good place to start. T h e quotations in the text are f r o m this edi-

tion: B o o k ι , chap. 22; and B o o k 3, chap. 84. 

For readers desiring more general knowledge about the archaeol-

o g y of Greece , several textbooks provide information about the pre-

classical age. Older texts and specialized literature are cited be low 

under the headings for specific chapters, but the beginner may wish 

to start wi th the summaries in recent publications such as R . L. N . 

Barber's The G yd ad es in the Bronze Aoe (London: D u c k w o r t h , 1987); 

Oliver Dickinson's The Aeoean Bronze Aoe (Cambridge: Cambr idge 

University Press, 1994); J o h n Grif f iths Pedley's Greek Art and Archae-

ology (Englewood Cliffs, Ν J : Prentice Hall, 1993); and W. R . Biers's 

'The Archaeology of Greece (Ithaca, N . Y . : Cornel l University Press, 1987). 

C H A P T E R T W O The Old Static Aoe 

T h e Old Stone A g e (Palaeolithic) in Greece must be v i ewed 011 a 

w ide canvas that includes the rest o f the Balkans, Europe, the Near 

East, and Afr ica . To understand the significance of the finds in Greece 

it is important to k n o w something about human evolution and to be 

familiar wi th the different hominids and the characteristic stone-tool 

cultures o f the Palaeolithic period. A number of readily available books 

provide this background information. For fossil hominids, R i c h a r d 

Klein's The Human Gareer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1999) is an up-to-date and authoritative textbook. Cl ive Gamble , in 

'The Palaeolithic Societies of Europe ( N e w York: Cambr idge University 

Press, 1999), provides a good summary of the Palaeolithic in Europe. 

Specifically for the Neanderthals there are two excellent general books 

on the subject. O n e is Er ik Trmkaus and Pat Shipmans The Neander-

thals: Ghangin ο the Image of Mankind (London: Jonathan Cape, 199 3), 

a very interesting history of the discovery and study of the Neander-

thals. T h e other is Christopher Stringer and Clive Gamble's In Search 

of the Neanderthals (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993) , w h i c h pre-

sents a comprehensive overv iew o f the archaeology o f the Neander-

thals and related groups in Europe , wi th an emphasis 011 the vexed 

question of the replacement of the Neanderthals by early modern h u -

mans. For those w h o wish to delve deeply into the subject, the b o o k 

by Paul Mellars, 'The Neanderthal Legacy: An Archaeological Perspective 

from Western Europe (Princeton, N.J . : Princeton University Press, 1996), 

is the latest statement 011 the subject by a noted authority. 

T h e complexity o f early Palaeolithic life in Europe can be glimpsed 



at the recently excavated site o f B o x g r o v e in southern England. T h e r e 

the excavators found evidence of sophisticated tool use, cooperative 

hunting of large game such as rhinoceros, and even such subtle activ-

ities as the preparation of skins and the use of language, w h i c h is 

implied by cooperative action. T h e forward-thinking and planned 

behavior seen at B o x g r o v e are evident also 111 the careful placement o f 

sites 111 the Greek landscape for resource exploitation. T h e B o x g r o v e 

excavations are fully described 111 M a r k Roberts and S i m o n Parfitt's 

Boxgrove: A Middle Pleistocene Hominid Site at Eartham Quarry, Boxgrove, 

II far Sussex (London: 1999) and a popular b o o k by Michael Pitts and 

Mark Roberts , Eairweather Eden ( N e w York: 1998). 

A more technical summary of the evidence for the earlier Palae-

olithic 111 Greece , which includes references to the scientific literature, 

is provided by Curtis R u n n e l s in " T h e Stone A g e of Greece f r o m the 

Palaeolithic to the Advent o f t h e Neol i th ic/ ' American Journal of Archae-

ology 99 (1995): 6 9 9 - 7 2 8 . A comprehensive overv iew of the Upper 

Palaeolithic is found 111 the substantial contributions o f t h e Cambr idge 

University team presented 111 a publication edited by G e o f f Bailey, 

Klithi: Palaeolithic Settlement and Quaternary Eandscapes in Northwest 

Greece (Cambridge: M c D o n a l d Institute for Archaelogical Research, 

1997). For an overv iew o f t h e impact of Pleistocene sea-level changes 

011 the landscape of Greece and the people, animals, and plants that 

occupied it, see Tjeerd H . van Andel's "Late Quaternary Sea-Level 

Changes and Archaeology , " Antiquity 63 (1989): 7 3 3 - 4 5 ; and K u r t 

Lambeck's "Sea-Leve l Change and Shore-L ine Evolut ion 111 Aegean 

Greece Since Upper Palaeolithic T i m e , " Antiquity 70( 1996) : 5 8 8 - 6 1 1 . 

C H A P T E R T H R E E The New Stone Age 

T h e first detailed summary of the Neolithic period came with the 

book by D e m e t n o s Theochans , Neolithic Greece (Athens: National 

B a n k of Greece, 1973) , w h i c h has been updated by George Papa-

thanasopoulos, The Neolithic Guiture of Greece (Athens: N . P. Goulan-

dris Foundation, 1996). In the roughly 25 years between the publica-

tion of these two works, the field of Neolithic studies progressed so 

far that the Papathanasopoulos volume required the contributions o f 

more than 25 specialists to cover the subject. B o t h volumes are very 

well illustrated. For succinct but detailed and technical summaries o f 

the period by noted authorities, see articles by Jean-Paul D e m o u l e 

and Catherine Perles, " T h e Greek Neolithic: A N e w R e v i e w Γ Journal 



can be found m V. G o r d o n Childe's What Happened in History (Har-



T h e effects o f Neolithic settlement expansion on the Greek land-

scape are explored 111 a number of places ranging f r o m the technical 

to the more general. For the former, see the article by T jeerd H. van 

Andel , Eberhard Zangger , and A n n e Demitrack , " L a n d Use and 

Soil Erosion m Prehistoric and Historical G r c c c c " Journal of Field 

Archaeology 1 7 (1990): 3 7 9 - 9 6 ; for the latter, see Curtis Runnels ' s 

"Environmenta l Degradation 111 Ancient G r e e c e , " Seiend β c American 

272 (1995): 7 2 - 7 5 . Oliver R a c k h a m and Jenni fer M o o d y provide an 

interesting case study for one region of Greece 111 The Making of the 

Cretan Landscape (Manchester, Eng. : Manchester University Press, 

1996). 

C H A P T E R F O U R The Bronze Age 

T h e quotation at the beginning of the chapter is f r o m Donald Greene , 

ed., Samuel Johnson (Oxford: O x f o r d University Press, 1984), p. 624. 

T h e rediscovery of the Greek Bronze A g e cultures o f M y c e n a e and 

the M m o a n s is a fascinating subject, well covered by several recent 

books, the best o f which a re J . Lesley Fitton's The Discovery of the Greek 

Bronze Age (London: Brit ish M u s e u m Press, 1995); and Will iam A . 

M c D o n a l d and Carol G . Thomas's Progress into the Past: The Rediscov-

ery of Mycenaean Civilization (B loommgton: Indiana University Press, 

1990). T h e position of the M y c e n a e a n - M m o a n world 111 the Medi ter -

ranean world can be appreciated by perusing the old but still read-

able handbook by V. G o r d o n Childe, Man Makes Himself (London: 

Watts, 1939). General textbooks for the period include the books 

by Barber and Dickinson (listed m the Bibl iographic Essay for C h a p -

ter One). To their number w e would add a newer study o f one o f 

the Mycenaean kingdoms by excavation and survey, J a c k L. Davis, 

ed., Sandy Pylos: An Archaeological History from Nestor to Navarino 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998). Bronze A g e material culture 

for all periods is described and illustrated in a number of useful hand-

books, among which the best are by R e y n o l d Higgms, Minoan and 

Mycenaean Art ( N e w York: Thames and Hudson, 1985); and Sinclair 

H o o d , The Arts in Prehistoric Greece ( N e w York: Penguin, 1978). 

Early Bronze A g e civilization in the Aegean as a whole is also cov-

ered by the groundbreaking b o o k by Co l in R e n f r e w , The Emergence 

of Civilization (London: Methuen , 1972) . A n update 011 R e n f r e w ' s i m -

portant work is given 111 T jeerd H . van Andel and Curtis N . Runnels ' s 

"A11 Essay 011 the 'Emergence of Civilization' 111 the Aegean World , " 





T h e vast subject o f M i n o a n religion can be approached through N a n n o 

Marina to s's Minoan Religion: Ritual Image, and Symbol (Columbia: 

University of South Carolina Press, 1993). A wide ly available and 

lovely b o o k detailing the excavation of one o f t h e M m o a n palaces is by 

Nicholas Platon, Zakros: The Discovery of a Lost Palace of Ancient Crete 

( N e w York: Scnbner's, 1 9 7 1 ) . T h e theory that the Palace o f M m o s at 

Knossos continued as a seat of Mycenaean power until the late thir-

teenth century was first advanced by Leonard R . Palmer 111 Mycenaean s 

and Minoans ( N e w York: K n o p f , 1963). Finally, the articles by R e h a k , 

Younger , and Watrous cited above should be consulted for recent 

findings and interpretations. 

T h e Mveenaeans o f the mainland have been the subject o f several 

recent publications, among w h i c h is Lord Will iam Taylour's The 

Mycenaean s (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984); see also the w o n -

derfully crafted introduction by E m i l y Vermeille 111 Greece in the 

Bronze Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964). Vermeule's 

short chapters 011 the Stone A g e are n o w badly out o f date, but her 

comments 011 the Shaft Grave Circles at M y c e n a e and other aspects o f 

Mycenaean culture, particularly the difficulties o f understanding L in-

ear B , are well worth careful study. T h e decipherment of Linear B , 

one o f the great intellectual triumphs of Aegean archaeology, is ably 

covered 111 two wide ly available books by J o h n Chadwick : The Deci-

pherment of Linear Β (Cambridge: Cambr idge University Press, 1958) 

and Linear Β and Related Scripts (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1987). A later work by J o h n C h a d w i c k , The Mycenaean World 

(Cambridge: Cambr idge University Press, 1976), makes extensive use 

o f t h e Linear Β tablets to supplement other evidence and to round out 

the picture o f Mycenaean agriculture, social structure, agriculture, 

economy, and warfare. Other general introductions to the Mveenaeans 

and specific sites include: Alan E . Samuel's The Mycenaeans in History 

(Englewood Clif fs , N.J . : Prentice Hall, 1966); George Mvlonas's An-

cient Mycenae (Princeton, N.J . : Princeton University Press, 1957) ; 

Joseph Alsop's Prom the Silent Earth ( N e w York: Harper and R o w , 

1964); and J . T. Hooker 's Mycenaean Greece (London: Rout ledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1976). T h e most comprehensive summary o f t h e destruc-

tions that overwhelmed the Mycenaean world is by Per A i m 111 Das 

Ende der My kenischen Fundstätten auf dem Griechischen Festland (Lund, 

S we den: Carl B loms, 1962). 

Surveys that have tested settlement patterns 111 the Argol id in-

clude those by James C . Wright et al., " T h e Nemea Valley Archaeo-





the first three archaeological expeditions to Troy, see Carl W. B i e g e n s 

Troy and the Trojans ( N e w York: Praeger, 1963); and Michael Wood's 

In Scarch of the Trojan War (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 

1998). T h e n e w expedit ion to Troy, begun 111 1989, is being described 

111 a series of illustrated volumes under the general editorship o f M a n -

fred K o r f m a n n with the title Stadia Troica (Mainz am R h e i n : Von 

Zabern, 1 9 9 1 - ) .Contributions are in German, English, and other 

languages. T h e well-illustrated and handsomely produced volumes 

provide a sweeping overv iew of the w h o l e subject. A home page on 

the World Wide Web presents recent updates and reports o f ongoing 

research at the site: http://îicasunviiuiicm. uc.edu/classics/troy. M o s t re-

searchers believe that the Turkish site of Hisarlik is the actual site of 

Homer ic Troy, but some dissent exists; a different v i e w is clearly laid 

out in a famous essay by Sir Moses Finley, "Schl iemanns T r o y — O n e 

Hundred Years A f t e r , " m M . I. Finley, The World of Odysseus ( N e w 

York: Viking, 1978), pp. 1 5 9 - 7 7 -

T h e rather mysterious Sea Peoples, w h o a re often invoked 111 con-

nection wi th the catastrophic close of the Mediterranean B r o n z e A g e , 

are the subject o f Ν . K . Sandars's The Sea Peoples (cited above) and 

Eberhard Zangger's Ein Neuer Kampf um Troia (Munich: D r o e m e r 

Knaur , 1994). T h e evidence for the rather surprising conclusion, at 

least 011 first telling, that the biblical Philistines are none other than 

mainland Mycenaean Greeks arriving on the shores o f today's Pales-

tine as part of the migrations of Sea Peoples, and giving it its c o m m o n 

name, is set out 111 detail by Trude and M o s h e Dothan 111 People of the 

Sea: The Search for the Philistines ( N e w York: Macnnllan, 1992). 

CHAPTER SIX Santoriiii and the Legend of Atlantis 

T h e modern legend of Atlantis was set in mot ion and given lasting 

direction by Ignatius Donnel ly 111 Atlantis: The Antediluvian World 

( N e w York: Harper and Brothers, 1882). T h e connect ion between 

Atlantis, M i n o a n Crete, and A k r o t i n (Santonin, also k n o w n as Thera) 

has been discussed in a number of books, including those by A . G . 

Galanopoulos and Edward Bacon , Atlantis: The Truth Behind the 

Legend (Indianapolis: B o b b s - M e r n l l , 1969); and James W. Mavor J r . , 

Voyage to Atlantis ( N e w York: Putnam, 1969). A good summary o f 

what w e k n o w about Akrot i r i can be found 111 Christo s G . Doumas's 

Thera: Pompeii of the Ancient Aegean (London: Thames and Hudson, 

1983). A n y o n e seriously interested 111 the Atlantis legend should be-





B I B L I O G R A P H I C E S S A Y I J I 

citemcnt in a lifetime as M r . B e n f o r d manages to pack into a single 

day of the fictional life of an archaeologist. T h e book is fun to read 

nevertheless. 

C H A P T E R E I G H T Last Reflections 

For Friedrich Nietzsche oil the wil l to power, see Walter Kaufmann , 

translator, On the Genealogy of Morals and Lire Homo ( N e w York: 

Vintage, 1969). Arnold Tovnbec attempts to explain history 111 A 

Study of History ( N e w York: O x f o r d University Press, 1947); and O s -

wald Spengler famously characterizes the birth, growth, maturity, and 

death of civilizations 111 The Decline of the West ( N e w York: K n o p f , 

1932) . T h e concept o f the eoevolution o f landscape and human 

settlement 111 prehistoric Greece is discussed 111 more detail by M . H . 

Jameson, C . N . Runnels , and T. H . van Andel 111 .4 Greek Country-

side: The Southern Argolid from Prehistory to the Present Day (Stanford, 

Calif . : S tanford University Press, 1994) ,pp . 3 2 4 - 4 1 4 . Charles R e d m a n 

provides one example o f the modern tendency to explain the evolu-

tion of ancient civilizations as processes divorced f r o m individual ac-

tions or grand causal schemes 111 The Rise of Civilization: Prom Early 

Farmers to Urban Society in the Ancient Near East (San Francisco: Free-

man, 197*) · 

T h e literature on ancient civilizations is growing rapidly, and only 

a f e w titles 011 this subject can be mentioned. For a recent and very 

sophisticated v i e w of the rise of civilizations, see B r u c e G . Tr iggers 

Early Civilizations: Ancient Egypt in Context (Cairo: Amer ican Univer-

sity 111 Cairo Press, 1996). T h e collapse of civilizations has been treated 

ill detail by Joseph A . Tamter 111 The Collapse of Complex Societies ( C a m -

bridge: Cambr idge University Press, 1990); and by N o r m a n Yof fee 

and George L . Cowgi l l , eds., 111 The Collapse of Ancient States and Civi-

lizations (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1988). 

T h e R o m a n t i c v i e w o f Greece as an unchanging landscape once 

inhabited by the worthy ancients 011 w h i c h the modern natives carry 

011 the w a y of life and embody the same values as their ancient fore-

bears is a complex and very interesting subject. A n early and still valu-

able study is T. J . B . Spencers Fair Greece! Sad Relic: Literary Philhel-

ienism from Shakespeare to Byron (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 

1954). T h e quintessential travelers v i e w o f t h e ancient Mediterranean 

as v iewed f r o m the R o m a n t i c perspective is D a m e R o s e Macaulay's 

Pleasure of Ruins (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1953). T h e R o -



APPENDIX Β On the Schliemann Trail 

are R o b e r t Payne's The Gold of Troy ( N e w York: Dorset, 1990) and 

E m i l L u d w i g s Schliemann: The Story of a Gold-Seeker (Boston: Little, 

Troy: Treasure and Deceit ( N e w York: St. Martin's, 1995) w e at last have 



a full-scale scholarly biography of this fascinating amateur archaeo-

logical hero. S o m e of Traill's conclusions about Schliemanii may not 

be widely accepted (see, e.g., Curtis Runne ls , " R e v i e w of Schliemanii 

of Troy: Treasure and Dece i t "Journal of Field Archaeology 24 [1997]: 

1 2 5 - 3 0 ) , but there is 110 question that Traill's biography wil l be the 

standard for some time to come. We recommend that the interested 

reader sample some of Dr . Schliema 1111's o w n writ ing, rather than re-

lying 011 the opinions of others; one of his most mature and readable 

works 011 archaeology is still w ide ly available ill libraries: Tiryns: The 

Prehistoric Palace of the Kings of Tiryns ( N e w York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1885). 

APPENDIX c; Planning an Archaeological Tour of Greece 

A m o n g the many preparations that one can make for a trip to Greece , 

even an archaeological tour o f short duration, a slight acquaintance 

with the history of the modern Republ i c o f Hellas wil l be very re-

warding. We recommend C . M . Woodhouse's Modern Greece: A Short 

History (London: Faber and Faber, 1992) or R i c h a r d Clogg 's A Concise 

History of Greece (Cambridge: Cambr idge University Press, 199 1 ) . A n 

essential traveling companion 111 Greece for the archaeology student 

is R o b i n Barber's Blue Guide to Greece ( N e w York: W. W. Norton , 

1996). Written by an archaeologist for archaeologists, this handy one-

volume guide has directions, plans, illustrations, and excavation histo-

ries for all the major sites of every period. Years of experience with 

this guide have convinced us that it is both reliable and comprehensive. 
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