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Modelling Archaeological Landscapes. 

Bridging Past and Present in two Mediterranean Islands 
 

PIETRO MILITELLO , DIAMANTIS PANAGIOTOPOULOS 
 
 
For quite a long time, archaeologists tended to focus exclusively on 
the material remains of archaeological sites neglecting their natural 
environment as well as the manifold ways in which the latter 
determined the cultural trajectory of ancient communities. In recent 
years, the impressive development of landscape archaeology, novel 
methods of digital documentation of spatial data and – last but not 
least – the concerns of a society which rapidly transforms itself shifted 
archaeological interest from ‘site’ to ‘landscape’ creating totally new 
possibilities for the dynamic – scientific and social – engagement of 
archaeologists in regions with rich cultural and natural heritage. The 
great potential of archaeological landscapes lies not only in their 
purely scientific significance as an analytical category but primarily in 
their capacity to provide a juncture between past and present as well 
as between archaeology and society. This two-folded importance of 
culturally formed space in marginal Mediterranean regions that 
remained unspoiled by modern development is the subject of two 
workshops which will be organized on Crete and Sicily by the 
Institute of Classical Archaeology, University of Heidelberg and the 
Centro di Archeologia Cretese, University of Catania. The main 
objective of this project (“Modelling Archaeological Landscapes. 
Bridging Past and Present in Two Mediterranean Islands”) which is 
sponsored by DAAD (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst/ 
German Academic Exchange Foundation) will be to bring multiple 
stakeholders together for promoting a dialogue about current and 
future strategies for an adequate cultural management of 
archaeological sites and their natural environment. The participants 
will include not only specialists and representatives from different 
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national and local institutions but also PhD from Greece, Germany 
and Italy. The energetic participant of the latter is crucial since this 
thriving field of modern archaeology is still underrepresented in the 
archaeological curricula of most universities. 
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First Workshop 

 
“Archaeological Landscapes. 

Towards a Multisensory Perception of Space and Time” 
Kapetaniana, Crete 

 
DIAMANTIS PANAGIOTOPOULOS 

 
The first workshop (“Archaeological Landscapes. Towards a 
Multisensory Perception of Space and Time”) which is scheduled to 
take place in Kapetaniana (South Crete) between 8 and 10 June 2018 
will explore novel ways for the perception and management of 
archaeological landscapes and especially the importance of the latter 
for the sustainable development of peripheral Mediterranean regions. 
The workshop’s basic aim is to provide a platform for discussing 
strategies of experiencing the past and present of unspoiled landscapes 
as a sensible whole. They shall involve all senses and ensure a more 
intense and comprehensive link between man, environment and 
history. Archaeological landscapes can provide the decisive 
connecting link between (a) past and present and (b) environment and 
history. This can be an incentive for the creation of an infrastructure 
which will offer visitors the possibility of experiencing unspoiled 
landscapes by employing all senses and/or will embed them as active 
or passive participants in the local way of living. The novel strategy of 
a balanced development of local cultural resources will enhance 
traditional practices and thus provide the local population with a 
promising economic perspective which will be in harmony with the 
specific character of the region’s environment and history. 
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PROGRAM  
 
 

Friday, 8 June 
 
Morning (9:30) 
 
Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
Introduction 

 
Session I: Reconstructing Landscapes and Senses 

 
Morning 10:00 am – 1:00 pm   
 
Tom Brogan (Institute for Aegean Prehistory Study Center for East Crete) 
Making Sense of Ancient Landscapes in Eastern Crete 
 
Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
Digital Geoarchaeology: An interdisciplinary approach to the history of 
ancient landscapes. The case of Minoan Koumasa 
 
Coffee break 
 
Katerina Athanasaki (Archaeological Museum of Heraklion) 
Developing a Deep-mapping Approach for the Study of the Cretan Cultural 
Landscape 
 
Stefania Chlouveraki (Technological Educational Institute of Athens) 
A Systematic Approach towards the Conservation and Management on 
Archaeological Sites  
 
Discussion 
 
Lunch 1:00 – 3:00 pm 
 
Afternoon 3:00 – 6:00 pm 
 
Evi Margaritis (The Cyprus Institute) 



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
���%�������"#!"$ �� ��$#" �
�

13�
�

Food preparation and deposition in the domestic and ritual landscape of 
Minoan Bronze Age 
 
Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
Archaeological Landscapes and the Senses 
 
Coffee break 
 
Vasiliki Savvatianou and Nina Athanasopoulou (National Technical 
University of Athens) 
Re-Placing Memory in Memory Places: A ‘topological’ perspective on the 
Early Bronze Age archaeological sites of southern Crete 
 
Discussion and practice 
 
 

Saturday, 9 June 
 

Session II: Public archaeology 
 
Morning 9:30 am – 1:30 pm 
 
Nena Galanidou (University of Rethymnon)  
The Neolithic Archaeology of Crete in the Public Sphere 
 
Pietro Militello  (University of Catania) 
Phaistos: a Memory for the Future. How to Tell an Archaeological Site 
 
Evangelos Kyriakidis (Universit of Kent) 
Public Archaeology and the Three Peak Sanctuaries Project: techniques 
developed for community engagement  
 
Coffee break 
 
Vasiliki Sithiakaki, � . Galanaki, � . Vakaloglou, � . Genitsaridi, � . 
Mpitsavas & G. Petrakis: (Herakleion Ephorate of Antiquities) 
“In the midst of mountains”. Mesara: A passage through 
space, myth, and time 
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Elena Kountouri (Direction of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities, Greek 
Ministry of Culture and Sport) 
The Minoan palaces as sites of the UNESCO World Heritage 
 
Discussion 
 
Lunch 1:30 – 3:00 pm 
 
Afternoon 3:00 – 6:00 pm 
 
Nikos Papadimitriou (University of Heidelberg) 
Neglected heritage. A diachronic approach to environment, economy and 
culture in the Laurion area, Attica. 
 
Charalambos Fasoulas (Natural History Museum of Crete) 
The Contribution of Geoparks in the Regional Sustainable Development: the 
Case of Hellenic UNESCO Global Geoparks 
 
Theano Vrentzou (Region of Crete, Primary Sector of Economy 
Department))  
Asterousia: The Holy Mountain 
 
Final discussion 
 
 

Sunday, 10 June 
 
Morning 8:30 pm 
 
Excursion in the Asterousia and Western Mesara. Visit of archaeological 
sites  
 
Departure of workshop participants 
 
Afternoon 18:00 
 
Meeting of the workshop coordinators with the PhD students 
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Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
dp@zaw.uni-heidelberg.de 
 
Nikos Papadimitriou (University of Heidelberg) 
npapad2007@gmail.com 
 
Vasiliki Savvatianou (National Technical University of Athens)  
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PhD Students 
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KOUMASA 
 

EXPLORING THE HISTORY OF A MARGINAL 
MEDITERRANEAN LANDSCAPE 

 
 
 

DIAMANTIS PANAGIOTOPOULOS  
(University of Heidelberg) 
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Prolegomena 
 
The point of departure for the new systematic exploration of Minoan 
Koumasa has been a fruitful cooperation at the University of 
Heidelberg between colleagues from the Institute of Classical 
Archaeology and the Geographical Institute that goes back to 2005. 
Ever since, Crete has been the object of our joint research, since this 
island provides an ideal case study for exploiting the full potential of a 
geoarchaeological approach. Why is Crete such a privileged place for 
archaeologists and geographers? First and foremost, it is the island’s 
extreme fragmentation and diversity and therefore the existence of a 
multitude of factors which shaped the interactions between man and 
natural environment differing significantly from area to area. The 
island is divided into several microregions, each having a very 
sensitive ecological equilibrium. These areas have individual 
historical trajectories that have to be studied separately. To put it in a 
different and more direct way: in the case of Crete, it is impossible to 
understand cultural processes and the history of specific places and 
regions without a thorough knowledge of the island’s geography and 
climate. This became to our geoarchaeological team even more 
apparent during our first common visit on the island.  On 2 April 
2005, five project members had a kind of key experience while 
visiting the region of Zominthos in the highlands of Psiloritis, the 
place which our first cooperation focused on. On a day, on which the 
first charter flights were landing at Heraklion airport marking the 
beginning of the tourists’ season, we were overtaken by a snow storm 
in a zone between 1200 and 1400 meters above sea level. The contrast 
between what we experienced on this day around the Minoan 
settlement of Zominthos, and what we know from Minoan art, which, 
as a rule, depicts lightly dressed or half-naked young men and women, 
could not have been more dramatic. By the way,  
Minoan art, as most – if not all – of ancient art, is interestingly an 
aestival imagery – yet this is another matter. During this first common 
project revolving around a Minoan settlement lying c. 1200 m above 
sea level and thus more than 400 m above the modern limit of 
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habitation on Crete, the heaviest load of our joint work had to be 
carried out by the youngest member of the project team, Christoph 
Siart. His crucial contribution was that he succeeded to adapt the 
geographical analytical methods to specific archaeological needs, thus 
providing not just additional information to the archaeological data but 
also helping us to give answers to open questions relating to the 
cultural history of this region, either by identifying areas of cultivation 
and habitation in the Cretan highlands, which in our modern era 
remain deserted, or by providing a geographical/climatic explanation 
for the abrupt end of this thriving mountainous centre shortly after the 
Santorini eruption.  
Since 2012, the Heidelberg cooperation between geographers and 
archaeologists has moved to a place located c. 30 km south of 
Zominthos, the Minoan settlement and region of Koumasa. This area 
may lack the dramatic quality of the Psiloritis landscape, yet it is much 
more complex and promising as a geoarchaeological case study.  
 
The significance of Minoan Koumasa 
 
Since Stephanos Xanthoudides’ excavations between 1904 and 1906 
and the subsequent publication of their results in 1924, Koumasa 
occupies a very prominent position in Minoan archaeology. Located 
strategically on the foothills of Eastern Asterousia and overlooking a 
large part of the Mesara plain, Koumasa was predestined to play an 
important role as a regional center during the dynamic social 
processes that transformed Early Bronze Age Crete to a palatial 
society. The impressive finds from the old excavations in the cemetery 
confirmed this assumption in a very emphatic way, by containing 
hundreds of clay and stone vases, seals, amulets, jewelry, and ritual 
objects. Besides its evident regional prominence, Koumasa is 
significant for two further reasons:  

a) the site includes not only the cemetery, but also a settlement 
and a sanctuary, which due to their close spatial arrangement 
are undoubtedly associated with each other.  
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b) The different sectors of this site can be dated to different 
periods from the early third to the end of the second 
millennium BCE, thus covering almost two millennia, i.e. 
the entire temporal frame of Minoan civilisation.  

The new archaeological focus on regions rather than palaces as “a 
critical scale of scientific analysis focusing on the chronological, 
spatial and environmental diversity of the Minoan landscape” (D. 
Haggis) makes Koumasa’s archaeological significance even more 
apparent. Here, it is possible to study economic, social and political 
processes that determined the formation, rise and decline of palatial 
society in Southern Crete, based on a rich reservoir of primary 
evidence from the spheres of everyday life, death and cult in a very 
broad time frame. 
 
The new project 
 
More than one hundred years after the first excavations at Koumasa 
conducted by St. Xanthoudides and c. twenty years after a small-scale 
excavation at the settlement by A. Kanta, A. Karetsou and A. 
Tzigounaki (1991-1992), a new interdisciplinary research program 
commenced in 2012 with the basic aims to a) systematically explore 
the settlement, “sanctuary” and cemetery of Koumasa, b) study the 
long history of the site that covers almost the entire time span of 
Minoan culture and c) reconstruct the paleoenvironment in Koumasa’s 
wider region and highlight the significance of the landscape as crucial 
parameter of cultural change. The comprehensive exploration and 
study of one of the major regional centres of south-central Crete, 
aspires thus to demonstrate how refreshing and important a view from 
the periphery can be in our attempt to understand the cultural 
trajectories of Cretan regions in the Bronze Age. A special emphasis 
of the new research program lies on a large-scale excavation of the 
settlement and the correlation of the new results with the finds from 
Xanthoudides’ old excavations at the cemetery. This is an old 
desideratum in the study of Bronze Age Crete, since our knowledge 
about the settlements, to which the South Cretan tholos tombs belong, 
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after more than one hundred years of intensive research, still remain 
extremely meagre.  
The important finds and results from the first five-year programme 
(2012 – 2016, see below) made its extension imperative. The basic 
objectives of the project’s second period (2017 – 2021) will be the 
continuation of the excavation at the settlement, ‘sanctuary’ and 
cemetery, the comprehensive study and publication of the results from 
the old and new excavations at the site, and the conception and 
launching of a master plan aiming at the long-term preservation of the 
architectural remains and at an effective cultural management of 
Minoan Koumasa and its wider environment. As in the past five years, 
the new period of archaeological work at Koumasa will be conducted 
under the auspices of the Archaeological Society at Athens and the 
cooperation of the Institute of Classical Archaeology, University of 
Heidelberg and the Heraklion Ephorate of Antiquities. The new 
project could not have been possible without the generous financial 
support by INSTAP and other donors.  
 
First results 
 
The results of the previous campaigns clearly increased the site’s 
archaeological importance. The work in each of the three excavated 
areas produced rich data that provide new insights into the history of 
Koumasa and its wider region. It became clear, that the settlement 
situated on the hill Korakies had several occupation phases, which can 
be studied not only through the complex architectural evidence but 
also through thick stratigraphic sequences, enlightening the 
chronology and history of south-central Crete before, during and after 
the palatial era. In the parts of the settlement which has been 
excavated so far, the sediment varies from 0,5 to 3 m. The systematic 
excavation of several spots in the west, south and central part of the 
Korakies hill recovered several buildings or structures which can be 
dated in the LM I period, obviously the settlement’s most important 
phase of occupation. In the area of a large building which was partly 
excavated by St. Xanthoudides and later by A. Kanta, A. Karetsou and 
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A. Tzigounaki, a clear stratigraphic sequence with six different layers 
was revealed, including three floors and two destruction layers, dating 
to the Protopalatial and Neopalatial periods. The Protopalatial layers 
make apparent that at least some of the Neopalatial buildings were 
erected above the ruins of on older settlement which can be 
synchronized with the last period of use of the nearby cemetery.   
The ‘sanctuary’ area occupies the highest and most prominent spot of 
the entire settlement, commanding a magnificent view over the 
Mesara plain and being visible from the cemetery. The interpretation 
of this – poorly preserved – building(s) as a ‘sanctuary’ goes back to 
Xanthoudides who excavated it in 1904 and 1906. The excavation by 
A. Kanta, A. Karetsou and A. Tzigounaki was limited to the most 
important room of this area (Room 1), in which the floor was covered 
with slabs stuccoed with red plaster and the walls with fine white 
plaster. This architectural affluence finds its best parallels in the first 
phase of the Throne Room at the Minoan Palace of Knossos and 
Room 5 from the West House at Akrotiri. The room’s ‘biography’, 
including several building phases with considerable changes in its 
size, height and architectural plan within a short period of time, makes 
its importance apparent. During the 2012 and 2013 campaigns, Room 
1 and a small room adjacent to it with numerous fragments of red and 
blue lime plaster still in situ were fully excavated. The main focus of 
the 2015 campaign was the excavation of a large building which was 
unearthed in 2014. The archaeological work concentrated to the south 
of a carefully built wall with regular stones and an entrance with a 
impressive monolithic lintel. After the removal of thick layers 
containing mostly fallen stones from the nearby walls, several 
fragments of painted lime plaster of fine quality came to light. Some 
of them preserve traces of painted decoration, thus offering a first 
clear indication for the existence of frescoes at Koumasa.  
As for the cemetery, the project’s initial objective was an extensive 
cleaning for the digital documentation of its architectural remains, 
imperative due to the imprecise – and in some cases wrong – general 
plan published by Xanthoudides in his excellent book on the Mesara 
tholoi. However, already in the first field campaign (2012), A. Kanta – 
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back then Director of the 23rd Ephorate of Prehistoric and Classical 
Antiquities – encouraged us to start a proper excavation in the area of 
the cemetery, convinced that large parts of it had remained 
unexplored. The systematic re-excavation of the cemetery commenced 
in 2013 with results that confirmed Kanta’s assumption in the most 
emphatic way. In several spots, both inside and outside the tombs, 
pockets or even layers of unexcavated debris were localized, 
containing a considerable amount of burial offerings and skeletal 
remains. The richest deposit, though disturbed, derived from the area 
immediately southwest of Tholos Tomb B. It contained pottery, 
human bones, and an impressive quantity of small burial offerings 
including more than 30 seals, hundreds of beads, mostly of local 
stone, amulets, small human and animal figurines, golden and metal 
objects, etc. This material, which, according to our preliminary results, 
can be dated to the Prepalatial and early Protopalatial period, was 
originally part of the burial assemblage of Tholos B and must have 
slipped outside the tholos when the inhabitants of Koumasa – 
probably shortly before Xanthoudides began his excavation at the 
cemetery – removed part of the tholos wall, obviously for using the 
stones as building material.  
The most surprising – and important – discovery during the new 
excavations at the cemetery came from the interior of Tholos B, which 
was purported to be fully excavated. In the tomb’s southeast half, 
Xanthoudides had indeed removed all layers and reached the floor 
consisting from beaten earth and kouskouras. In the northwest half, 
however, the situation was totally different. Xanthoudides had left – 
without doubt intentionally – the lowest tomb layer unexcavated, 
obviously because he realized that this stratum contained nothing else 
than masses of bones which he decided to leave – due to time 
pressure? – in situ. The excavation of this 20 to 30 cm thick stratum 
has so far brought to light thousands of human bones and only few 
pottery fragments and small objects. The combination of these 
features suggests that this burial stratum can be interpreted as the 
remains of a tomb’s cleaning, during which the precious burial 
offerings were removed and the skeletal remains and broken clay 
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vases were levelled before the tomb was used again for new burials. 
Most of the diagnostic sherds can be securely dated to the Early 
Minoan IIA period; the possibility exists, however, that this layer 
could have contained also later pottery. The bones belonged to 
secondary burials, which only in a few cases showed a certain degree 
of articulation, and were in their vast majority burnt. The on-going 
micromorphological analysis of five layers that could be detected 
within this lowest tomb stratum has already provided valuable 
information that can revise current hypotheses revolving around the 
issue of primary and secondary burials and the problem of fire traces 
within a tholos tomb. As already mentioned, the users of the tomb had 
removed – with remarkable scrutiny – almost all burial offerings from 
this stratum leaving only the skeletal remains. With the exception of a 
few pottery fragments, the sparse finds included so far – among other 
small objects – one Cycladicizing figurine, which came to light in the 
northwest part of the tomb, fragments of gold wires, four bone seals, 
one obsidian core and fragments of obsidian blades. These small 
objects must have escaped the attention of those who removed the 
burial offerings prior to the burning of the bones and the levelling of 
this layer.  
In the area between Burial Building �  and Tholos A, and, more 
precisely, below the level of the late floor of the cemetery, a small 
circular pit was unearthed during the 2015 campaign, the wall of 
which was dressed with large irregular slabs. The 2015 excavation 
detected three levels of secondary burials (skulls and long bones, 
many of which were burnt) accompanied by several open and closed 
vases containing food or liquids. The exploration of the pit continued 
in 2016 with the removal of the fourth layer which seems to be the 
lowest – and earliest – of the pit. This layer contained several well-
preserved skulls and long bones from secondary burials as well as EM 
I (A) pottery, including several fragments of Hagios Onouphrios vases 
and three partly preserved EM I A suspension pots. Thus, the burial 
pit is the oldest structure excavated at the cemetery so far. Since it 
contained exclusively secondary burials, it is very likely that an even 
older burial building or structure existed in its vicinity providing the 
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place where the primary burials were deposited. Given the fact, that 
the burial pit clearly predates Building � , these primary burials could 
have been placed either in one of the tholoi (A, B or E) or in a still 
unexcavated building. On the basis of its architectural relationship and 
construction, Tholos A is though the most likely candidate. In the pit’s 
lowest layer, all depositions were secondary and commingled with the 
exception of the occurrence of three semi-articulated cases. The bones 
were fragmented to varying degrees due to taphonomic factors 
although the preservation of the elements was quite good. There was 
not a strict pattern regarding the elements selected to be deposited into 
the ossuary pit. Bones from each anatomical group were present in the 
assemblage. A few animal long bones were found in this layer. The 
existence of animal bones would indicate that during the sweeping 
procedure of the primary burial spaces, animal bones, small 
anatomical elements such as phalanges as well as beads could easily 
escape attention and be transferred to the ossuary.   
On of the most important result of the previous campaigns in the 
cemetery area was the clarification of the chronological sequence of 
the visible buildings, structures and architectural arrangements at the 
cemetery which is based on a combination of archaeological, 
stratigraphic and architectural criteria. The cemetery’s architectural 
history can be thus summarized as a sequence of the following stages: 
EM I A:  Opening of the burial pit for secondary burials. 

The pit was used until the EM II A period. 
 Construction of Tholos A (?). Burial pit and 

Tholos A belonged probably to the same 
construction project. 

 Burials in the area of Tholos B (probably in the 
interior of an earlier building). 

EM II A (or earlier): Construction of Burial Building � . 
EM II A: Floor of compact earth mixed with lime in the 

open area of the cemetery. 
 Construction of Tholos Tomb B. 
EM II B – MM II: Pavement between Tholos Tombs B and E.  



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
��!�&�
��
��%�������#'!"" �� ��$#" �
�

26�
�

 Use of all burial buildings (with the exception of 
the burial pit which was sealed during the EM II 
A period).    

With the financial support of the Kaplan Foundation, Amalia Siatou 
(Conservator) has evaluated the preservation state of the surviving 
architectural remains at Koumasa in correlation to decay factors and 
has proposed adequate treatments and measures for the long-term 
preservation of the entire site according to the priorities that will be 
set. Her work includes initial evaluation of the archaeological remains 
based on macroscopic examination, mapping of the damage and decay 
by means of drawings, photography and related techniques, sampling 
from representative areas of the building materials and soils and 
laboratory examination of the samples. Her detailed report includes a 
short and long-term conservation plan, proposing treatment 
methodologies aiming to the preservation of the site by applying 
minimum intervention. 
Thanks to the generous financial support by INSTAP and private 
donors, an old house at the village of Koumasa was renovated for 
being used as dormitory and working room for the needs of the 
excavation. The refurbishment work was completed in August 2016, 
only a couple of days before the beginning of this year’s field 
campaign. The house owner, Michalis Tsiknakis, has put the house at 
the disposal of the Koumasa project for a period of 20 years. The 
building can house 12 students in four rooms and includes a spacious 
working room, a kitchen and two toilets.  
 
A geoarchaeological approach 
 
Why is Koumasa important from a geographical or geoarchaeological 
perspective? Koumasa is a border locality, situated at the junction of 
two regions that – at least from a modern perspective - are 
diametrically different to each other: on the one hand the fertile and 
during most of its history densely populated Mesara plain and on the 
other hand the barren and deserted Eastern Asterousia mountains. 
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Moreover, the wider landscape of Koumasa encompasses mountains, 
valleys and the coastal line, thus providing the opportunity of a much 
more diversified and comprehensive approach to the interaction 
between man and natural environment in the Cretan Bronze Age. 
Koumasa has therefore an obvious hermeneutical potential for both 
disciplines and poses for our team a great geoarchaeological 
challenge. We want to take on this challenge by coupling traditional 
archaeological techniques with cutting-edge technologies of geospatial 
analysis with the basic aim to provide an illuminating case study for 
the dynamic patterns of human activity in a prehistoric Mediterranean 
landscape from a diachronic perspective. The geoarchaeological 
cooperation is based on the integrative approach (Digital 
Geoarchaeology) which was developed by Christoph Siart during the 
aforementioned Zominthos project between 2005 and 2008. One of 
our main concerns is a sensible implementation of the new methods 
and tools of geospatial analysis. These new methods and tools provide 
without doubt endless possibilities for the documentation and 
visualization of geoarchaeological data. Their weak point is, however, 
the difficulty geographers and archaeologists frequently find in 
developing meaningful research questions which cannot only visualize 
geodata but also solve specific historical problems.  
In our case, the first step of this cooperation was taken in 2012 by a 
combination of remote sensing techniques, geophysical prospections 
and sedimentological investigations. Its basic premise was the 
reconstruction of the region’s palaeoenvironment as well as the 
hydrological, geomorphological and topographical characteristics of 
the site. Bernhard Höfle conducted a terrestrial laser scanning of the 
area around the settlement and generated a Digital Terrestrial Model. 
The DTM provides an extremely important basis for the digital 
documentation of the entire project. Besides the indisputable usability 
of terrestrial laser scanning for an archaeological excavation, the DTM 
have been proven very significant for further reason. On the smooth 
DTM version (without vegetation), it is easy to recognize not only 
break-lines, which are the result of either natural or anthropogenic 
influences, but also two straight lines, which obviously belonged to a 
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building or a defensive wall. During the 2013 campaign, we examined 
this spot and had – due to the thick vegetation – difficulties in 
recognizing the walls, which can be seen much better on the DTM. 
This is only one example for the potential of this method in the 
context of an archaeological project.  
Irina Rabenseifner, as a member of Olaf Bubenzer’s team, has applied 
remote sensing techniques for analyzing the wider landscape of 
Koumasa. Her specific research questions can be summarized as 
follows: 

a) What were the climatical, geological and geomorphological 
conditions for the development of recent relief? 

b)  What impact had these conditions on the Minoan settlement 
of Koumasa? 

c) What is the potential of high-resolution satellite images for 
geomorphological mapping?  

On the basis of Geoeye-1 data, I. Rabenseifner provided a first 
hydrological analysis locating the stream networks, catchment areas 
and the main watershed. Furthermore, she has tried to detect relief 
units and map break-lines, which can either be interpreted as river 
terraces or banks or as anthropogenic elements. Her first results are 
visualized in several maps, which aill be studied carefully by 
archaeologists and compared with archaeological data from this area. 
The geographical work at Koumasa was complemented by electrical 
resistivity tomographies and selective percussion drillings around the 
settlement by Olaf Bubenzer, Markus Forbriger and Gerd Shukraft. 
However, it was not possible to detect any spot of special interest. Our 
main objective will be to collect these geoarchaeological data 
including an extensive set of environmental (vegetation, slope, water 
supply, agricultural land and pasture) and cultural variables (access to 
cult places, major urban centers) which will be analyzed and later 
employed in a Geographical Information System for the detection of 
habitation, infrastructure and mobility in the prehistoric landscape of 
the Eastern Mesara and Asterousia region. 
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Koumasa and its landscape: shifting centralities 
 
On the basis of the aforementioned research objectives, it becomes 
clear that we envisage not only to study the archaeological site of 
Koumasa in a sterile environment, as it has been done in the case of 
several major sites on Crete in the past decades, but also to embed it 
into its landscape by documenting the different forms of interaction 
between man and human environment.  
There is a crucial question which comes up almost inevitably for every 
visitor of the site who sees the ruins of a thriving Bronze Age center 
lying very close to modern Koumasa, one of the Crete’s most isolated 
villages. How can we explain this dramatic contrast between now and 
then, in other words a divide that represents one of the most common 
experiences in field archaeology? The same question of shifting 
centrality becomes even more accentuated when we turn our attention 
at Koumasa’s wider landscape. Since the Mesara plain has been 
studied extensively in the past decades, a significant part of our 
project will focus on the geomorphology and history of the 
considerably less known area of the Asterousia mountains, a marginal 
and heterogeneous landscape situated between an economically 
important fertile zone and a highly frequented antique maritime route 
along the south coast of the island. This deserted region has 
experienced an extremely varied history, either been isolated, as it is 
today, or densely populated, as was the case in several periods in 
antiquity, thus oscillating over the centuries back and forth from an 
isolated periphery to a culturally thriving landscape and from 
insignificance to significance. Let me give you some examples for this 
historical/cultural oscillation from past to present. After a period of 
isolation in late antiquity, Asterousia, due to its marginal geographical 
position and mountainous character, became ‘central’ as one of the 
first and most prominent centres of early monasticism. Almost a 
millennium later one of the most prominent scholars of 14th century 
Constantinople, Joseph Philagres, left the troubled Byzantine capital 
for Crete, taking his unique library of manuscripts of ancient and 
Byzantine Greek authors with him. On the quest for safety and 
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independence, he bypassed Heraklion and the fierce Venetian rule and 
came to Asterousia, where in the middle of the Cretan nowhere, a 
monastery at Lousoudi, he established one of the first scriptoria in the 
Aegean. Soon after his death, the area faded again into cultural 
insignificance, until the beginning of the 15th century, when the small 
Byzantine church of another monastery in the vicinity was decorated 
with wall paintings of the highest artistic quality, the work of royal 
painters coming from Constantinople, a last and futile attempt of the 
Byzantine capital to manifest its political and religious influence on 
the margins of the shrinking empire. Since the 17th century, this 
church has been embedded in the village of Kapetaniana, the only 
significant village in this deserted region. After three centuries of 
undisputed regional importance, Kapetaniana experienced a steady 
decline in the second half of the 20th century, was gradually 
abandoned by its younger inhabitants and now remains important only 
as a deep reservoir of ethnological evidence, due to the villager’s 
unique mentality and way of living. Yet, after the recent construction 
of an agrotouristic resort, in the very middle of the village, by 
renovating some deserted houses and by trying to couple Cretan 
traditional architecture with modern EU norms, the village became 
suddenly a thriving place again as a favourite hideaway and meeting 
point for demanding guests both from Crete and beyond. These are 
only some examples from the long history of this region that 
demonstrate that landscapes and places do have their own distinctive 
and intrinsic qualities that determine much of their ‘geographic field 
of possibilities’, yet their histories are shaped by a complex interplay 
of tangible or intangible processes that are beyond these qualities. 
These processes have to be reconstructed or – at least – outlined 
through systematic interdisciplinary work which must work back and 
forth between the local and the regional or supra-regional context. 
What also becomes apparent is the ambivalence of centrality: The 
non-central character of Asterousia, its remoteness from political and 
administrative centres of power, was the determining precondition for 
processes of centrality that turned the region into a focus or hub of 
religious, artistic or leisure activities in the course of which this 
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landscape was both central and non-central, confirming one of 
archaeology’s unwritten laws, namely that everything is a matter of 
perspective. The unbroken flows generated by asymmetries at the 
micro-, meso- and macro-level make clear that what we desperately 
need is more methodological reflexivity that will facilitate a 
multidimensional approach that treats polarities and simple binaries 
with utmost caution and highlights diverse and scalar relationalities 
instead. Only so can we grasp what P. Horden and N. Purcell so aptly 
formulated as the “paroxysm of factors” which are always at stake in a 
Mediterranean context.    
 
From academic elitism to public archaeology: Activating the 
senses 
 
Since we live in an open society, archaeology has to be an open 
academic discipline, that means to engage with the big questions of 
our modern age and contribute in modern debates that transverse 
science, society, economy and politics. Is it however possible for us 
archaeologists to play an even more active role? In the context of our 
case study this question can be formulated as follows: Is it possible in 
the case of the Koumasa and Asterousia region not only to record 
processes of becoming central and/or non-central but also to act as 
agent generating such processes? Provided that an archaeological 
project is long-term, I think that it has the potential to change the fate 
of an isolated region. For such an ambitious aim, a holistic approach is 
needed which can encompass all crucial aspects of the diachronic 
history of a region into one entity, one archaeological landscape. In 
close cooperation with colleagues from other archaeological projects 
and disciplines as well as with the local population and the local 
authorities, we want to preserve, study and promote this unique 
landscape as an environment shaped by man and nature. We are 
interested not only in geology, geography, fauna and flora but also in 
the material remains from the past and finally in the way(s) of life of 
the local population, in traditional techniques, rituals and habits that 
are authentic and as such part of the long history of this region. We 
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understand the archaeological landscape not as a conserved 
archaeological site which is fenced off and strictly protected and thus 
an exhibited dead landscape but as a vivid space in which past and 
present can coexist according to a well thought-out concept. The 
concept of the museum in which the material traces of the past are 
presented out of context in a sterile space is in my view out-dated. The 
museum of the 21st century is the landscape. We want to replace the 
experience of the vitrine with the experience of a passage, a passage 
through space and time in an unspoiled region, in which one can see 
and understand the traces of the man-environment-interaction and 
therefore better comprehend the dynamics of cultural change. Our 
principal aim in the next years will be to develop and implement a 
concept according to which visitors will be able to perceive ancient 
and modern realities of a landscape as a homogenous whole by 
activating all their senses. The realisation of a multisensory perception 
of a landscape will give us the possibility to include the local 
population and their authentic practices as an integral part of the 
landscape by offering them the possibility of a sustainable economic 
development which will be in accordance with the special character 
and fragility of this region. This is in my view one of the big 
challenges of archaeology in the 21st century, namely how the 
knowledge of the past and the care for cultural heritage can be 
integrated into an innovative strategy for landscape stewardship and 
also how local experiential knowledge and scientific expertise can be 
amalgamated and translated into a participatory planning process. 
With our work, we will try to activate the power of the place and to 
contribute to a collective attempt to make Asterousia a region of both 
a unique aesthetic experience and a prominent focus of modern 
scientific research. In other words, we aspire to generate centrality (to 
create a focus of interest) by maintaining the non-central character of 
this region (without any massive intervention which would destroy 
this unique environment). 
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The site, identified by Captain Spratt in 1851-53 (on the basis of 
Strabo’s description), and known then as Kastri, has been 
systematically investigated by an Italian mission from June 1900 to 
1909, with a resumption from 1928 to 1932, during which small 
soundings were conducted in order to verify the stratigraphy 
encountered, and a series of restoration and consolidation works that 
were concluded in 1936 (Pernier 1935; Pernier and Banti 1951). 
Systematic excavation was resumed by the Italian archaeological 
school from 1950 to 1967 (Levi 1976; Levi and Carinci 1988) and 
again from 2000 onwards (La Rosa 1998-2000; 2000b; 2002a; 2004; 
2005; 2007).  
The name pa-i-to, attested in the Linear B tablet archive at Knossos, 
coincides with the Greek %������  attested already in Homer (Il. II, 
648 “well inhabited”; Od III, 293-296, in relation to the lissé petre). 
The ancient settlement of Phaistos was set out on three hills 
(comprised of limestone and marlstone), the westernmost of which is 
named (H. 154.85 m) Christòs Effendi. The middle hill (H. 115.15 m, 
and indicated as Acropoli mediana by the first excavators), is today 
occupied by the excavation house and magazines; the easternmost (H 
97.10 m) hosted the palace. The river, which also lapped against the 
site of A. Triada, runs to the north of the system of hills. The hill to 
the north of the river (Kalivia) was occupied by the post-palatial 
necropolis (end of the XVth-XIIIth centuries BC). Habitation quarters 
were organised on the hill slopes (at Chalara, Ayia Photini, and in the 
area of the small village of Haghios Ioannis). 
The earliest sign of frequentation dates back to the Final Neolithic 
period (3600-3000 BC), when the site was on the coast (Fytroulakis et 
al. 2005), and it apparently coincided with the arrival of new human 
groups in the island (Todaro 2018; Nowicki 2014). 
The eastern hill was, and continued to be, the most important part of 
the settlement, although it is the lower and therefore the least 
defensible of the three. A series of communal activities, with the 
consumption of meat, some working areas and a particular type of 
ceramic production (with specialised shapes and red ochre decoration) 
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gives some idea of the vitality of the settlement, which developed 
within two distinct phases of the Final Neolithic period. These 
activities, also documented elsewhere, served to reinforce the links 
between local households, and also to establish relations with the 
households of nearby communities (Todaro-Di Tonto 2008; Di Tonto 
2008). 
The re-examination of old contexts, together with the information 
recovered during the new excavations, has allowed two moments to be 
stratigraphically distinguished within the Phaistian Neolithic, which 
can be compared respectively to the FN III and FN IV of Knossos and 
Sitia (Todaro and Di Tonto 2008; Todaro 2011; 2013; 2018). The 
earlier, identified directly on the bedrock, has provided remains of 
rectangular huts with rounded corners, and of a single circular hut: the 
latter, with an internal diameter of c.2.50 m, is built on the border of 
the area that was later occupied by the central court of the palace, and 
was re-occupied with a higher floor in the EM I period. In the second 
phase, the dwellings moved towards the southern and western slopes 
of the hill of the palace, the top of which remained in use as a 
communal area for the ceremonial consumption of food and drink 
(Todaro 2013).  
The EM I period marks the third phase in the life of the settlement, 
and is characterised by monumental architecture, with two-storey 
rectangular buildings that have windows and painted plaster on the 
walls (Phaistos III: Todaro 2013). The fourth phase corresponds to a 
mature phase of EM I, and is characterised by the monumentalization 
of the two ceremonial areas that had been used since the Neolithic 
period, which coincide with the areas later used as the western and 
central courts of the palace (Phaistos IV: Todaro 2013). It is at this 
time that the nearby site of Ayia Triada was first occupied.   
The subsequent phases of the Prepalatial history of the site (phases V-
X: Todaro 2011; 2009a; 2012; 2013), which correspond to the periods 
between EM IIA and MM IA, are marked by three large building 
projects that considerably changed the appearance of the hill, and led 
to the progressive formation of the terraces above which the palace 
was later built. The first, at the beginning of phase V (EM IIA), 



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
��!�&�
��
��%�������#'!"" �� ��$#" �
�

40�
�

brought about the terracing of the areas that were later used as the 
western and central courts of the palace; the second, at the beginning 
of phase VI (EM IIA late), led to the establishment of a habitation 
quarter in the area of the future Cortile LXX that was connected with 
the top of the hill via a ramp, identified beneath the later ramp LII, and 
of an artisans’ quarter (certainly potters), organised on terraces along 
the western slope of the hill (Todaro 2009b; 2013). The third, at the 
beginning of phase VIII (EM III), notably modified the morphology of 
the hill, and led to the construction of a few buildings characterised by 
red clayey floors (sometimes remade up to 12 times), identified 
beneath the western wing of the palace, beneath cortile LXX and 
along the western slope. External cobbled areas and a paved ramp 
leading up from the area of Cortile LXX ensured communications 
between the various clusters of structures (Todaro 2012; 2013). 
In phase IX, which corresponds to the beginning of MM IA, the 
cobbled area on the top of the hill continued to be used: one of them 
led from the area of Piazzale I to the area of the central court. The 
artisan quarter also seems to have continued in use, although only 
periodically and in relation to particular events that seemingly 
alternate periods of intense activity that also brought about the 
gathering of several potters from the surrounding area, and periods of 
abandonment of some of the structures. This cyclical activity has been 
put in relation with the periodicity of the ceremonial activities that 
also took place in the area of Piazzale I in phase X, which coincides 
with the end of the MM IA period (Todaro 2012; 2013). It is therefore 
possible that the settlement, rather than being unitary, was articulated 
in several clusters that were spread throughout the territory, but which 
periodically gathered together to celebrate their belonging to the same 
community (Todaro 2011; 2013). 
An interesting late Prepalatial site has been identified at Paterikiès, on 
a hill that is located half-way between Phaistos and Ayia Triada. The 
hundreds of teapots retrieved from a large dump (which were perhaps 
functional to prepare infusions of particular herbs), could represent the 
remains of votive offerings in the area of a sanctuary, rather than the 
waste of a pottery workshop. The serial production of teapots 
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(certainly not limited to local consumption), and the control of the 
sanctuary, could be referred to the economic and political elites which, 
in the following period, gave life to the palace at Phaistos. The choice 
of the Phaistos hill as the location for the construction of a palace is 
definitely the expression of a new territorial equilibrium that assumed, 
perhaps for the first time, a pyramidal and hierarchical connotation. 
The real causes that led to this choice are not, however, very clear. 
The geographical position, and the fact that the Phaistian hill offered a 
better projection towards the plain, and therefore had a better 
visibility, could have been determinant factors in the location of the 
building of power.   
The stimulus for the aggregation was perhaps of economic type; the 
means of such aggregation was perhaps religious. The basis of the 
phaistian reign in the Protopalatial period has been hypothetically 
related to a surplus of primary activities such as agriculture and 
husbandry, and of specialised production such as pottery (Levi and 
Carinci 1988) or stone vases (Palio 2008).   
The palace, constructed on three different terraces, with an equal 
number of paved courts, was founded at the beginning of the MM IB 
period with an original extension of about 8,000 m2. The central court 
[51.50 x 22.30] reached about 1,100 m2, in contrast to the c.1,250 m2 
of Knossos and the 1,050 m2 of Malia. A paved ramp linked the lower 
west court (Cortile LXX) with the west court of the theatrical staircase 
(Piazzale I); the ramp followed the path of an earlier ramp constructed 
in the EM III period and re-used in the MM IA period. The thousands 
of sealings and associated Linear A tablets that were found in the MM 
IIB destruction level of the first palace demonstrate the importance of 
administrative activity in the life of the building (Militello 2002), and 
suggest the existence of oligarchies of bureaucrats who, curiously, do 
not seem to be suggested by the nature of the other data and finds. The 
western façade (with orthostatic masonry) was, from the foundation, 
constructed on both the lower and middle terraces. It has been possible 
to ascertain that the line of the original façade on the middle terrace 
coincided with that of the second palace. In the course of the MM II 
period, therefore, the front with the orthostats on the middle terrace 
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was seemingly pushed forward (toward the west), thus allowing the 
construction of a new wing of the building (La Rosa 2007). 
The SW wing, excavated in its entirety by Levi, comprised a single 
three-storied building, rather than three superimposed palaces, as the 
excavator had supposed. Levi had, actually, based his heretical 
classification of the Protopalatial period on this particular reading of 
the stratigraphy of the area, and distinguishing three Protopalatial 
phases (the first of which was further distinguished into A and B), thus 
totally refusing Evans’ classification (Levi 1976).  
The existence of a sacerdotal class is proved, in the case of the palace 
at Phaistos, not only by the rooms used as shrines or by various 
assemblages clearly referable to the ceremonial sphere, but mainly by 
the large court with the theatrical staircase and raised walkways that, 
rather than ensuring a comfortable walk during rain-fall, as previously 
hypothesised, were seemingly intended to be used as obligatory routes 
for processions and for important people, or people with a particular 
function. The area was approximately trapezoidal and measured about 
36 x 40 m, with a surface of about 1300/1400 m2.  
A recent revision of the stratigraphies and materials from the area of 
the court with the theatrical staircase (Piazzale I) has led to the 
recognition of three key elements that spanned the period between 
MM IB and MM IIB, which allows the western court to be considered, 
more than the central court, as the place for ceremonial activity par 
excellence. A phase of the baetyls (at least two) was identified, baetyls 
that had escaped the attention of the old excavators, and were situated 
near the southern limit of the court during the MM IB period. The 
second phase (MM II) seemingly had Vasca XXX as a ceremonial 
structure of reference, lined with stucco and situated immediately to 
the west of the paved area. The so-called Bastione was built in relation 
to this rectangular structure, but was wrongly interpreted as the 
location of the army entrusted with the defence of the palace. The 
building, with two architectural phases, was connected to the Vasca 
via a stuccoed ramp. The third phase within the ceremonial area is 
represented by the construction of the so-called kouloures: large 
circular subterranean structures (c. 4 m in diameter,) that have been 



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
��!�&�
��
��%�������#'!"" �� ��$#" �
�

43�
�

interpreted as enclosures for sacred trees (Carinci 2002?). It is possible 
that the paving of Piazzale I, with its 9 step theatrical staircase (each 
step of which is 24 m long, 0.60 m wide and 0.25 m high), that had a 
capacity of 400-430 persons (probably standing, due to the limited 
height of the steps) was the ceremonial space in which the inhabitants 
of the palace met those who lived outside (Carinci and La Rosa 2007; 
2008). The large ‘containers’ on the border of the paved area, which 
some scholars believe to have been used as granaries, have led to the 
supposition that one of these ceremonies could have been related to 
harvesting. 
The already mentioned potential of the surrounding territory (mainly 
agriculture and husbandry) and the richness of the ceramic production, 
illustrate a moment of great splendour during the life of the First 
Palace, the mythical founder of which, according to one tradition, was 
Radhamanthys, the brother of Minos. This richness continued until the 
end of the MM IIB period (Militello 2008). In contrast to the other 
palaces, such as Knossos and Mallia, it is possible to hypothesise a 
condition of autarchy or self-sufficiency at Phaistos, which was 
probably outside the Mediterranean maritime trade network.  
Most of the materials found in the palace, in the houses built close by, 
and in the quarters of Chalara and H. Photini, consist of Kamares style 
pottery, which is the most beautiful type in the entire Aegean. 
Imported vases and local imitations of phaistian vases (but also 
administrative documents such as sealings and seals) have been found 
in places very distant from Phaistos, such as Monastiraki and 
Apodolou, in the Amari valley, and are testimony to the extent of the 
economic interests, if not political control, of the Phaistos palace.  
A recent study (Militello forthcoming) has allowed the overall nature 
of Protopalatial Phaistos to be sketched, with especial regard to the 
much debated issue of whether the palace represented an effective 
building of power (with a clear distinction between residents and 
common people), or was simply the social arena of competing factions 
(Schoep 2006). The available documentation (architecture, pottery, 
administration, seals, etc.), analysed from the point of view of use and 
consumption, has led to the conclusion that the MM II palace was not 
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only a place for ceremonies or the gathering of people. The complex 
functional articulation, the independent economic activity and the 
tangible degree of closeness towards the outside, all suggest that the 
building was the centre of an established authority, of theocratic 
nature, restricted to a limited number of persons.  
The inhabitants of the palace interacted actively with the outside 
world and shared the same material culture (different in terms of 
quantity, but not in terms of quality). The palace can be assumed to 
have also had a double aspect from an economic point of view: as a 
centre of production of luxury items, but also as a simple consumer of 
agricultural and husbandry products. It therefore lived off tribute, and 
not though the control of production, as was also the case for the 
Mycenaean palace.   
The emerging group of the phaistian palace needs to be placed within 
a social egalitarian context. This group controlled production, but also 
shared in it. In this perspective, the Protopalatial period cannot be 
considered in a unitary way, as was characterised by qualitative 
changes over time.  
The architectural complexity of the S-W quarter suggests the existence 
of a social group that was able to plan for large scale long term 
activity at the beginning of MM IB. The building seems, from a 
planimetric perspective, to be open towards the outside in this first 
phase, and therefore functionally and socially permeable.   
In a second phase, during the first part of MM II, the palatial building 
seems to have achieved its definitive form. The emerging group, after 
having consolidated its power, showed a greater capability for 
economic and work-force management, as proved by the 
administrative documents. At the same time, a trend towards the 
manipulation of the religious sphere began, and the architectural 
transformations reveal a closure towards the outside.  Power is, at this 
point, solidly in the hands of a dominant group, although some 
traditional forms of communal festivity localized in the paved area of 
the so-called theatrical staircase are also maintained, perhaps for 
symbolic reasons, but also so as to maintain a certain degree of social 
cohesion.   
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In the final phase of MM II, the palatial elite apparently elaborated a 
foreign iconography, through the adoption of royal Egyptian and Near 
Eastern ideologies, in order to underline a certain distance from the 
mortals: a sign of a movement towards royalty that was never fully 
accomplished (Militello forthcoming). 
A strong earthquake, probably just before 1700 BC (at the end of MM 
IIB), destroyed the palace and the houses of the settlement, which 
were never re-built. The two lower floors of the S-W quarter of the 
palace were abandoned, and only the upper floor was reconstructed 
(La Rosa, in AA.VV. 2001). Recent test-pits have shown that the 
reconstruction was particularly difficult in proximity to the western 
façade (La Rosa 2004; 2007). The remains of five courses of 
foundations have been brought to light just beneath the limit of the 
façade of the later palace; the lower course could be referred to the 
construction of the original palace, at the beginning of MM IB; the 
fourth seems to document a first attempt at reconstructing the building 
destroyed by the 1700 BC earthquake, with a recession of the line of 
the façade. The idea of the recession was abandoned, for unknown 
reasons, and it was instead decided to resume the façade that had just 
been destroyed, to which three small rooms functioning as shrines 
(probably to ward off other earthquakes) were added near the 
theatrical staircase, which have led to this phase being indicated as 
“Fase dei sacelli” (La Rosa 2002a; Carinci and La Rosa 2007). A large 
house was built to the south of ramp, for an elite group that was also 
involved in the religious sphere (Carinci, in AA. VV. 2001); a pottery 
kiln was instead built above a destroyed house, near the Piazzale of 
the theatrical staircase and the bending of the ramp.   
A second earthquake in MM IIB (only a few years after the previous 
one), caused the definitive destruction of the First Palace, and had 
heavy repercussions for the economic and political structures. In a 
hectic transitional period, the ruins were levelled off in a massive 
operation and covered with a thick layer of calcestruzzo (known 
locally as astraki: Altavilla et. al. 2006), and an attempt was made at 
constructing a new palatial building during MM IIIA. The 
approximate estimate of the quantity of this calcestruzzo (both that 
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which remained in situ, that which was removed during the 
excavation, and that which degraded and was already removed in 
antiquity) is between 3,000 and 3,400 m3, and thus gives an idea of the 
extent of the works and of the grandeur of the reconstruction project 
which, however, was never brought to completion. Only the palace 
was rendered partially inhabitable in MM IIIA (with an administrative 
activity that, judging from the few surviving documents, was reduced 
to a minimum). The column bases identified on the western side of the 
central court have been recently attributed to this period (suggesting 
that the central court was certainly in use), together with staircase 6, 
the original shoulder of which probably marked the line of the façade 
that was exactly resumed in the Second Palace (Carinci and La Rosa 
in preparation ). A new walking level in beaten earth was prepared 
above the paving of the piazzale of the theatrical staircase (Piazzale I). 
The Kouloures were probably filled in, and the orthostats of the 
previous façade represent the limit of the space in which the theatrical 
staircase remained entirely in sight. Ceramic deposits along the 
western area of the building and a lustral basin (the first in a palatial 
architectural context) also document the recovery that occurred during 
MM IIIA (Carinci and La Rosa in preparation) The so-called disk’s 
building should also be dated to the MM IIIA period palace. It was 
constructed near the northern limit of the hill, and provided the 
famous and mysterious clay disk with a text written on both faces 
(containing 241 symbols made by 45 stamps / puncheons), which 
could perhaps be interpreted as a religious formulary. The Casa a Sud 
della Rampa was entirely rebuilt in MM IIIA; the houses were 
certainly located at Chalara and on the Acropoli mediana, but not at 
Ayia Photini. New decorative motifs document the increased 
importance of the wall decoration of rooms (Militello 2001). 
A new earthquake destroyed Phaistos towards the middle of the 
XVIIth century BC (end of MM IIIA), with an extraordinary 
consequence: the total abandonment of the palace, which was 
thereafter left in ruins (with the central court free and seemingly in 
view) for over a century and a half. The site continued to be inhabited 
in the MM IIIB period (second half of the XVIIth century BC), as 
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revealed by ceramic deposits in the SW area of the palace and on the 
Acropoli mediana, by an elite mansion on the north-east limit of the 
palace hill (buildings 103 and 104): no frequentation traces were 
identified in the Chalara quarter (La Rosa 2002b; Girella 2007).  
It is therefore probable that the autarchic economic model typical of 
Protopalatial Phaistos had at this point gone into crisis, in contrast to 
the more dynamic model typical of the centres of the northern coast 
(such as Knossos and Mallia), which were largely interested in 
maritime trade. Knossos, therefore, seemingly absorbed the effects of 
the last earthquake much more quickly, and gradually extended its 
political control over central Crete. The outcome of this control was 
perhaps the construction of the so-called Royal Villa at Ayia Triada, 
towards the end of the XVIIth century BC (end of MM IIIB-beginning 
of LM IA), in which a sort of vassal of the Lords of the Labyrinth 
seems to have been established in order to control the economy of the 
surrounding territory (La Rosa 1997a; Puglisi 2003b). Ayia Triada had 
at this point seemingly become the administrative capital of the ex-
phaistian kingdom in the Mesara, and Kommos had strengthened its 
function as a large maritime establishment, probably less involved in 
the phenomenon of territorial control.   
The palace remained abandoned throughout the LM IA period. 
Another seismic destruction, at the end of that period, and probably 
connected to the catastrophe that occurred at Thera, apparently heavily 
damaged the palace at Knossos and undermined the system of 
territorial control that it had exercised until this point (with heavy 
repercussions for the Mesara plain).  
The second palace at Phaistos was reconstructed, yet deprived of any 
bureaucratic-administrative function, only at the beginning of the LM 
IB, with an integral re-use of the central court, but with a considerable 
reduction in plan, through the difficult removal of entire sectors of 
calcestruzzo that had remained unused for a long time (La Rosa 
2002b). The new building, on the western side, had an extension of 
830-850 m2 less than the first one: the first one was, however, 
probably about 280 m2 narrower. The level of the paving of the 
Piazzale with the theatrical staircase (only three or four steps of which 
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were still visible, proving that the group involved had also been 
notably restricted from a numerical point of view) was also raised with 
the debris from the removal. The reconstruction project was provided 
with a large monumental entrance. A fourth court was created on the 
eastern side of the building where the traces of a further limited sub-
phase are visible which, perhaps when the palace had been partially 
abandoned, led to the construction of a pottery kiln (Tomasello 1996). 
The new building was not provided with frescoes of human figures, or 
of administrative documents (contrary to the nearby Royal Villa at 
Ayia Triada). 
At the same, a rich mansion was built at Chalara (Palio 2001), a House 
at Ayia Photini (Palio in AA.VV. 2001) on the northern slope of the 
hill, and a large structure, partially visible, on the saddle at the base of 
the eastern slopes of Christòs Effendi. The construction of the Second 
Palace at Phaistos, an event rich in ideological connotations, 
presupposes economic availability and a change in power relations 
with a weakening Knossian leadership that was so well documented in 
the previous phase, although this does not necessarily imply a decline 
or lack of political enterprise). The floor assemblages of the new 
palace were not, however, particularly abundant, in striking contrast to 
the richness of the destruction levels of the mansion at Chalara, or in 
the House at Ayia Photini. It might not be a coincidence that the only 
three relevant deposits retrieved from the Second Palace (complex of 
rooms 8-11; “lustral basin” 63d and staircase 51) contained ceramic 
shapes that relate, totally or in part, to the cultic sphere, and that the 
skouteli, the plain handleless cups (certainly used in communal 
libation ceremonies) were the most common shape. It is similarly 
meaningful that only 10 pithoi, entire or fragmentary, were found 
within the destruction level, half of which were concentrated in room 
11. The mansion at Chalara contained 9 pithoi, while the Villa at Ayia 
Triada contained about 50. This new palace had a brief life (perhaps 
less than 50 years), and it was most probably destroyed by an 
earthquake followed by fires (as evident in the nearby Villa at Ayia 
Triada). From an ideological point of view it cannot be considered 
causal that the so-called megaron was constructed above the ruins of 
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the Villa at Ayia Triada, rather than above the palace. The second 
palace at Phaistos, with its numerous courts and public areas, with its 
monumental entrance, with the elegant peristilio 74, with the pottery 
kiln set within the eastern wing, continued to preserve the mysteries of 
an unusual Dimidiata Domus Regia (La Rosa 2002b). 
Numerous question marks remain about the local picture of the 
Mesara of this period, as exemplified by the profound qualitative and 
quantitative differences between the destruction levels at Phaistos and 
Ayia Triada, which cannot be fully explained though subsequent 
architectural events. It seems that the process of political restoration at 
Phaistos was not completed because the administrative capital of the 
surrounding territory remained at Ayia Triada. The situation seems to 
depend on a local logic, rather than a Cretan one, in a period in which 
the area might have reached a larger autonomy: but this hypothesis 
would require that the various scholars reach agreement about the 
consistency and role of Knossos in this period, without forgetting the 
high quality of the pottery. The available data does not, however, 
allow the hypothesis that the diverse consistency of buildings such as 
the second palace at Phaistos and the Villa at Ayia Triada reflect a 
process of differentiation of the local elites, in which the Phaistian 
might have had a more accentuated religious or ritual connotation.    
The picture is enriched by Kommos (from MM IIB), a site to which 
the excavators have attributed a palatial character. It cannot be 
excluded that this centre was kept out of the territorial dynamics of the 
Mesara by its specific function and position, which inserted it into a 
Mediterranean network of routes and exchanges. The only 
uncontroversial data is, so far, the absence from Phaistos and Ayia 
Triada of the imports that are so well documented at Kommos.  
This political trend apparently also continued in the post-palatial 
period (second half XVth - end of the XIIIth centuries BC), when a 
mainland dynasty controlled the palace at Knossos. Ayia Triada (with 
its numerous public buildings) remained the centre of Mycenaean 
power in the Mesara, and Phaistos only reacquired a dominant 
position in the territory at the end of the Minoan period, towards the 
end of the XIIIth century BC. An elite building constructed at Chalara 
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above the ruins of the mansion of the previous period is the only 
construction attributable to LM IIIA1-A2. The area of the palace, 
which was accessed through a ramp near the SW corner, was certainly 
re-occupied. A sort of stepped-altar is arranged in the SE corner of the 
central court. Houses and floor levels were only identified in the area 
immediately to the West and South of the lower western court of the 
first palace, while a pottery kiln was established at Chalara (Tomasello 
1996). The surviving testimonies in other words suggest a settlement 
of a certain consistency (perhaps articulated in nuclei), probably 
deprived of public or monumental buildings. It should also be 
mentioned that some of the rock-cut chamber tombs of the necropolis 
at Kalivia (datable to the end of XVth -beginning of the XIVth 
centuries BC) belonged to members of the Mycenaean warrior elite 
that reigned at Knossos (as demonstrated by the swords, golden rings, 
jewellery, seals and other precious objects of the funerary assemblages 
which, unfortunately, cannot be precisely reconstructed due to the 
nature of their excavation) (Cucuzza 2002).  It is also useful to recall 
that two-wheeled decorated war chariots, which acted as privileged 
symbols of power and were functional to the declaration of the 
authority of the Knossos palace, are associated with the name Pa-i-to 
(which most probably refers to a large territory rather than just to the 
site), in the Mycenaean archives of Knossos. 
The southern Mesara area (in which it is also necessary to locate the 
site of da-wo) appears to be linked to an intense animal exploitation, 
especially sheep, and of weaving, and to be perfectly integrated into 
the complex system of Mycenaean textile production. 21,666 units of 
sheep are listed in Mesara; tablet KN Dn 1094+1311 mentions 1,509 
at pa-i-to and 2,440 a da-wo; work-women who came from these two 
sites, or settled in them, are indicated as pa-i-ti-ja and da-wi-ja. In 
tablet KN Lc 52 the women of da-wo are expected to provide 207 
units of wool, which are among the largest quantities ever recorded for 
single groups. The Mesara, from the Knossos archive, appears to have 
been a formidable wheat producer: 10,000 units of wheat (which 
represent the largest quantity ever recorded in Linear B, corresponding 
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to 96,000 litres that would require something like 1,700 pithoi to be 
stored) are concentrated at da-wo (Cucuzza 2003).  
The most recent (XIIIth century BC) and poorest nucleus of the 
necropolis which has been conventionally attributed to Phaistos, but 
which might also be connected to some minor site, has been identified 
at Liliana. The first excavators defined the two groups of tombs of 
Kalivia and Liliana as ‘elite’ and ‘plebeian’ respectively. A sporadic 
resumption of the deposition is attested in the large tholos at Kamilari, 
and traces of frequentation have been noticed at Paterikies (Levi 
1976). 
The abandonment of the nearby site of Ayia Triada, at the end of LM 
IIIB, led immediately to a notable resurgence of Phaistos, for which an 
act of synoecism has been hypothesised. A very rich LM IIIC ceramic 
deposit (XIIth century BC) connected with communal and ritual 
practices was uncovered in 1955 near the Stratigraphical Museum 
(Borgna 2004a). A large house with several constructive phases has 
been excavated immediately to the west of the so called theatrical 
staircase: it was probably a self-sufficient structure (also from the 
point of view of artisan production), for which a comparison with the 
oikos of the Homeric world has been proposed (Borgna in AA.VV. 
2001; Borgna 2004b). The data related to the sub-Minoan period 
(XIIth-XIth century BC) are not very perspicuous, but give the 
impression of more inhabited nuclei, spread throughout the territory, 
rather than a large unitary centre (as in the previous period) (Palermo 
in AA.VV. 2001). 
A vigorous resurgence of the centre in the last quarter of the VIIth 
century BC sees the construction of a large temple, probably a Letoon. 
The destruction by Gortyn in the middle of the IInd century BC ends, 
at the same moment, the long history of Phaistos and Ayia Triada. 
 
 
 
For bibliographical references see LA ROSA V., Phaistos, in E.H. 
CLINE (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Aegean Bronze Age (ca. 
3000-1000 BC), Oxford 2010, 582-595. 
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The settled landscape of Early Bronze Age Mesara is dominated by 
the widespread presence of circular tombs which, being used for 
communal burials over many generations, have traditionally been 
taken to suggest residential stability. A thorough reading of their 
discontinuous sequences of use, coupled with a deeper understanding 
of their surrounding territories, has more recently clarified that these 
tombs were used episodically by different kin-based groups, i.e. by 
groups who practiced a mobile way of life and through changing their 
locus of habitation needed some form of territorial foci to legitimate 
their control over productive resources in their vicinity. In this paper, 
building on the results of recent geo-morphological studies, it will be 
argued (a) that residential mobility was more accentuated in the 
western part of the plain, where Phaistos and Ayia Triada are located, 
because the delta of the Geropotamos had created an unstable marshy 
wetland that was far from ideal for permanent settlement; (b) that the 
mechanism that allowed people to move around in the territory was 
the re-use of the past; and (c) that discontinuity of occupation did not 
prevent continuity in the functional destination of certain areas thanks 
to specific strategies that were aimed at constructing a collective 
memory that transcended the biological life of the participants.  
 
Settlement strategies and ritual practices: how the West was won 
 
The plain of Mesara, located in south-central Crete between the 
mountainous massifs of the Psiloritis and the Asterousia, is the largest 
and most fertile plain of the island, and is drained along its centre by 
the Geropotamos, a typical Mediterranean torrential river, and its 
numerous tributaries (fig. 1). Despite the fertility of the soil and the 
favourable orographic and climatic conditions, on present evidence the 
earlier sites date to the end of the Late Neolithic period and show that 
people avoided the lowland and established themselves on low hills 
located in the centre of the plain, in the territory of Gortyn (Vagnetti 
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1973; Todaro 2013)1. The hills near the delta of the Geropotamos, 
which form the Phaistos ridge, were instead occupied only in the final 
phases of the period, i.e. in the IV and III millennium BC.  
In fact, the palace hill at Phaistos was occupied before the end of the 
V millennium BC and later on was periodically frequented also by 
non-residents in the context of large-scale ceremonies that involved 
the conspicuous consumption of meat based meals and the ritual use 
of red ochre and triton shells (Todaro, Di Tonto 2008; Todaro 2018). 
It should be however taken into consideration that the site, although 
traditionally considered to be an inland foundation that flourished 
thanks to its favourable position for the control of the plain, was 
actually founded as a coastal site. According to the results of recent 
geo-morphological research2, indeed, in the V millennium BC the 
Phaistos hill was a promontory in the delta of the Geropotamos river, 
and remained on the coast until the end of the IV millennium BC, 
when the rather sudden infilling of the Timbaki gulf determined the 
progression of the coastline from Phaistos to Ayia Triada (fig. 2).  
This discovery indicates that Ayia Triada was founded, at the end of 
the IV millennium BC, when Phaistos lost its access to the sea, and 
that it was oriented towards the sea rather than towards the plain, the 
westernmost part of which did not in fact exist at the time of its 
foundation. It also explains why the western Mesara was only 
colonized at the end of the IV millennium BC, and why throughout the 
EBA it was characterised by the same residential mobility that has 

������������������������������������������������������
1 Recently P. Tomkins has argued that earlier sites must have been present in the 
plain, but have so far escaped identification because they are buried by a level of 
alluvium; Tomkins, 2018. While not excluding that future discoveries might confirm 
this hypothesis, it should be however noted that at least the territory of Gortyn, which 
was largely and extensively investigated by Italian and Greek archaeologists with 
thousands of tests pits, has the bedrock located at less than 2 m below the modern 
ground level. 
2 The research was in large part conducted in the 80s, as part of N. Fytroulakis’ PhD. 
The results and the implications for Phaistos and Ayia Triada were published in 2005, 
when the reconstruction proposed by Fytroulakis received further chronological 
support thanks to the bore-hole of a well excavated in the plain near the church of 
Ayios Onouphrios; Fytrolakis et al. 2005. 
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been noted in the Asterousia (Whitelaw 2000; Todaro 2013). As a 
marshy and unstable wetland, this part of the plain was good for 
herding, especially cattle, but not for permanent settlement and must 
have appeared to early farming communities to be as marginal to their 
way of life as were the uplands of the Asterousia3.  
From this perspective it becomes easier to understand why uplands 
and lowlands in south-central Crete were characterized by the same 
settlement strategies, based on isolated farmsteads that were 
abandoned after a short period of use. In both areas settlements were 
small and usually occupied for just a single ceramic phase and in fact 
not even a site like Ayia Triada, which provided deposits and 
structures dating to every phase of the EM period, can be defined as a 
long-lived settlement. On the contrary, on account of the wide 
distribution of the various evidence across the site (fig. 3), it appears 
more as a composite patchwork, i.e. a palimpsest of activities 
performed by groups who over several hundred years happened to 
have settled intermittently at the site for some time (Todaro 2003a).  
That this might have been the case is further suggested by the two 
houses of the so-called Quartiere Prepalaziale at Ayia Triada, located 
to the east of the cemetery and also known as Case Laviosa from the 
archaeologist C. Laviosa who excavated them in the early 70s 
(Laviosa 1972/1973). The two structures, dubbed casa est and casa 
ovest, are usually considered to be part of a hamlet, because they both 
provided pottery attributable to a relatively late phase of EM IIA (fig. 
4). However, a closer examination of their architecture reveals that 
they represent two distinct sequential episodes of occupation, which 
were circumscribed in time and space. More specifically, the small 
dimensions of the buildings, coupled with the scarce amount of 

������������������������������������������������������
3 New studies on wetland sites of the Neolithic Swifterbant culture, which was spread 
in the north European plain (between Antwerp in Belgium and Hamburg in Germany) 
in the Vth millennium BC, suggests that agriculture can be in fact practiced at a low 
risk in a wetland environment but only on a small scale, Cappers, Raemaekers 2008. 
Wetlands, however, are more suitable for cattle herding than for cereal cultivation and 
this might explain the large concentration of cattle found in the earliest phases of 
occupation of the Phaistos hill; Todaro, Di Tonto 2008. 
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pottery accumulated on their floors, with the lack of middens in their 
vicinity and with the negative results of the test-pits conducted in 2008 
on the other side of the road, indicate that the extent and intensity of 
human activity in the area was very limited and probably attributable 
to two nuclear families of the type described by T. Whitelaw in his 
landmark 1983 article on Minoan society(Whitelaw 1983).    
In the absence of detailed analytical studies on faunal or human 
remains it is impossible to ascertain whether the abandonment 
occurred (for environmental or social reasons) (Todaro forthcoming)  
during the lifetime of the first occupants, or after their death, as one 
would expect with a nuclear family. The data provided by tholos A are 
not helpful because the tomb was built in EM IIB, one or two 
generations after the abandonment of Case Laviosa, and was itself 
abandoned soon afterwards, to be re-used many generations later by 
people who in all probability did not even descend from the founders 
(Todaro 2003a; Cultraro 2003; Carinci 2003).  
Overall, the houses and the tomb from Ayia Triada, although 
belonging to different phases of the EM II period, testify to the same 
discontinuity of use that has been documented in the Asterousia, at 
sites such as Kali Selia, Trypiti, Lebena and Ayia Kyriaki (Whitelaw 
2000), and suggests that the regional population in the III millennium 
BC moved between uplands and lowlands, in ways that recall the 
wandering farmsteads model well documented in the Dutch River area 
(Arnoldussen 2008; Louwe Kooijmans 1993). 
Mobility studies, however, should not limit themselves to explaining 
how people moved and where they went; they should also try to 
highlight the mechanism(s) that allowed mobility by clarifying how 
people move and more specifically: how did they know where to go? 
How did they overcome problems of land ownership and residence?  
In the case of south-central Crete, considering that it was only 
properly occupied in the III millennium BC one could argue that land-
ownership issues only arose late in the Prepalatial period and were 
solved by using man-made elements of the landscape, such as the 
circular communal tombs. Differently from the farmsteads that were 
used for very short periods of time, the circular tombs were 
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maintained, albeit intermittently, for long periods because they served 
as territorial foci to legitimate control over land and productive 
resources (Murphy 1999; Whitelaw 2000; S. Dederix 2015, 2017). In 
situations of extreme residential mobility, however, earlier tombs 
could also act as practical device that guided “people on the move”, 
indicating where to settle and providing the possibility of claiming 
ancestral right to land ownership and residence.      
Assuming however that the very presence of a tomb could reassure 
potential settlers about the viability of an area for settlement, can we 
assess how that particular location was identified and chosen in the 
first place as a locale that was good for settlement? 
Research conducted in recent years in these cemeteries have 
demonstrated that the vast majority of tholos tombs were founded in 
areas that had been already frequented. At Ayia Kyriaki or Lebena II, 
for example, a tomb was constructed in a mature phase of EM I in 
areas frequented between the end of FN period and the beginning of 
EM IA4; at Ayia Triada, tholos A was constructed in EM IIB, in an 
area that had been frequented in EM I, and that in EM IIA was 
provided with a small rectangular building (room alpha) that might 
have been part of a larger EM IIA complex disturbed by later 
structures (La Rosa 2013). In contrast to Lebena and Ayia Kyriaki, 
where the pottery accumulated during the pre-tomb frequentation is so 
fragmentary that any functional assessment would be speculative, 
Ayia Triada includes several chalices, jugs, pyxides and double-vases 
and suggests that the area was frequented for acts of ceremonial 
consumption of drink. 
Can we therefore argue that pre-tomb frequentation represented 
“exploratory expeditions” that were part of a specific settlement 
strategy based on mobility, and that the treatment reserved for the 
debris formed during this activity was intentional, i.e. was functional 

������������������������������������������������������
4 Most of the pottery belonging to the pre-tombs frequentation, although traditionally 
described as Sub-Neolithic or Final Neolithic, in fact shows close comparisons with 
the pottery found in the third phases of occupation at Phaistos and should therefore be 
attributed to a very early stage of EM IA early; Todaro 2018. 
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in creating a specific collective memory that could be used by later 
visitors of the area? 
 
Ritual practices and social memory in EBA Mesara: the EM I 
tumulus at Ayia Triada 
 
While acknowledging that rubbish management strategies are in 
general far more informative about settlement strategies than 
architecture (Eedham, Spence 1997; Eerkens 2003; on the importance 
of architecture Diehl 1992), one should also recognize that the nature 
and scope of past human activities can be best investigated by paying 
attention to the treatment reserved for their debris, rather than to the 
objects used, whose functional destination remains at times obscure to 
us due to a lack of information about their context of use. This is 
especially true in the case of ritual practices, because it is well known 
that various items have been described as “ritual” simply because their 
morphological and typological features did not make their function 
and use obvious to us. 
In the case of Early Bronze Age Mesara scholars have long assumed 
that any form of ritual activity was confined to the cemeteries of 
tholos tombs, which since EM II were provided with courts where 
people could gather to honour and commemorate their dead, but also 
to establish social relationships and negotiate social identities 
(Branigan 1993, 1999; Relaki 2004). Aside from the physical space 
where these ceremonies could have been performed, however, 
cemeteries provide very little evidence in terms of ritual practices 
because the pottery used was found either stored in the annexes or in 
secondary deposition contexts. 
Recent research conducted in sites such as Phaistos and Ayia Triada 
has instead revealed that at least these two sites were actively involved 
in ritual activity and provide much more detailed information on the 
actual practices performed because their debris was discarded in situ.  
In the case of Phaistos the evidence consists of large assemblages of 
pottery and animal bones that, once interpreted as the debris of large-
scale episodes of consumption of food and drink, demonstrated that 
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the palace hill had functioned as a regional ceremonial centre from its 
very first phases of occupation. It was, in other words, the necessary 
focal and reference point for the population of the western Mesara, 
who lived in isolated farmsteads moving between the uplands and the 
marshy wetland, but periodically gathered on the Phaistos hill for 
episodes of consumption of food and drink that served to construct a 
communal identity (Todaro 2013). 
  In contrast to the acts of consumption that occurred daily at a 
household level, these large-scale episodes took place in the open-air, 
involved large quantities of meat, and were concluded with the in situ 
discard of their debris, composed of highly specialized vessels and 
large amounts of animal bones. This behaviour determined the 
creation of long sequences of hearths and floors, all in the same spot at 
a progressively higher level, and led to the formation of a tell that was 
in its own right a “monument” to the longevity of the ritual activity 
that was performed on the hill. A series of changes occurred in EM 
IIA, when the open air-locations were paved and the debris stopped 
being discarded in situ; in EM III, when a large part of the debris was 
used in construction fills associated with large-scale building projects; 
and at the beginning of MM IB when a portion was retained and 
dedicated as foundation deposits underneath the floors or within 
benches of the building known as the First Palace (Todaro 2009).  
The stratigraphies of the west and central courts of the first palace at 
Phaistos therefore on the one hand show that the ritual destination of 
the two areas was established in the Neolithic period, when the first 
open-air cooking installations were laid down almost directly on the 
bedrock; on the other they indicate that the extraordinary consistency 
in the location of the ceremonial areas was probably determined by the 
treatment reserved to the debris of the earlier ceremonies, which being 
disposed of in situ determined a rapid and visible increase in the 
surface level. 
A rather different case is documented by Ayia Triada, where 
continuity in the ritual destination of a specific area appears less 
obvious in the context of the site’s overall notable discontinuity of 
occupation. The area, known as Piazzale dei Sacelli after the open air 
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shrine that was founded in LM IIIC, remained free from structures, 
despite its centrality within the site, and had in fact been frequented 
only in EM I, during one or more consecutive episodes of 
consumption of food and drink that took place on the occasion of the 
foundation of the site, clearly alluded to by the presence of several 
house-models (figs. 3, 6) (Todaro 2003b, 2011). 
In contrast to the comparably large-scale gatherings that occurred at 
Phaistos, the vessels from the piazzale dei sacelli (which comprise 
ring footed bowls and chalices in dark grey pattern burnished ware, 
jugs and jars richly decorated in dark-on-light, and cooking pots) were 
ritually killed and sealed by river pebbles, before being retained in situ 
by a circular wall with a diameter of 20m and a preserved height of 
0.60m to form a tumulus (fig. 6). 
In fact, while specific elements of this ceremony find good 
comparisons in Crete and beyond, the specific treatment of its debris 
currently appears to be unique. For example, the connection between 
food consumption and house-models in the context of a foundation 
ceremony finds a good parallel at Kissonerga-Mosphilia (Cyprus), 
where at the end of the 4th millennium a house model was buried in a 
pit during a feast that had apparently been organised by a restricted 
group of people in order to promote their shifting into a previously 
unoccupied area of the site (Pelterburg 2001). The association 
between river pebbles and the ritual killing of pottery finds a good 
comparison in the ceremonial pit of the Early Bronze Age cemetery at 
Tsepi, where river pebbles were used to seal episodes of depositions 
of the ceramic assemblages used in the ceremonies that accompanied 
the burial activity, but also to seal some burials and to seal the top of a 
small earthen mound (cairn 66) (Pantelidou Gofa 2005, 279-281) 
found in proximity to the ceremonial pit. The use of a retaining wall to 
keep the debris of large numbers of vessels in situ is only attested at 
Phaistos and Ayia Triada in the late Prepalatial period and in 
connection with clearance operations that were performed in function 
of new building activity, which at Phaistos coincided with the 
construction of the court-complex that is traditionally referred to as 
the First Palace, and at Ayia Triada coincided with the construction of 
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tholos B. None of the two cases are however comparable with the 
situation encountered in the Piazzale dei Sacelli, where the retaining 
wall had a diameter of 20m circa and led to the creation of a ritual 
tumulus of the type attested in the EH II period in mainland Greece, 
and more specifically at Thebes, Lerna and Olympia5. 
The EM I tumulus from Ayia Triada, therefore, if considered in all its 
components, appears to be a hybrid between a foundation deposit 
created with the debris of the ceremony that inaugurated the 
foundation of the site (Morris Weinstein 1973; Ellis 1968; Hunt 2006; 
For Crete See Boulotis 2017, 33-52) and a ritual tumulus, which, 
although created with the debris of that event, also performed the 
function of sema, preventing the area from being occupied by later 
structures. The dearth of precise comparisons prevents assessment of 
whether the choice of creating a mound, which usually marks the end 
of an occupation phase rather than the beginning, has something to do 
with the fact that the foundation ceremony of the site was not 
accompanied by actual occupation of the site, which in fact took place 
several hundred years later. 
Assuming that the ceremony in fact took place in the course of one of 
the many “exploratory expeditions” that apparently preceded the 
permanent occupation of a site by several generations, then the 
decision to create a tumulus appears entirely logical. Foundation 
deposits such as those dedicated at Phaistos when the First palace was 
built (Todaro 2009.) or when some of its rooms were restructured (La 
Rosa 2002), or like the one dedicated at Kissonerga-Amenospilia 
when the settlement was substantially re-organised (Pelterburg 2001), 
are effective as a mnemonic strategy only in the case of continuity of 
occupation because as a rule they are hidden and therefore any 
knowledge about their existence relies on oral tradition, i.e. on a story 
told about it by someone who was present during the ceremony. A 
tumulus, on the other hand, remains visible in the landscape and is 

������������������������������������������������������
5 In these sites, non-funerary tumuli were erected with the destruction rubble of 
special buildings in the area where they stood so as to preserve the memory of the 
tragic events that ended their life, by turning that area into abata; Müller Celka 2011. 
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always there to pose questions about its formation, thus preventing 
people from forgetting, and providing later users with a past that could 
be reinvented and manipulated according to their needs.  
From this perspective, it seems highly unlikely that the LM I 
inhabitants of the site did not build in the area of the tumulus because 
they knew that it was linked to the foundation of the site: they 
respected the area because of the mound and through time surrounded 
it with buildings that had a marked ritual function, underlining that it 
had retained a sacred value. This special value continued during the 
Mycenaean phase of the site, when a megaron was constructed near 
the tumulus, and justified the construction in the area of an open air 
shrine that was frequented by the regional population for several 
hundred years, and of a medieval church. Only in the 14th and 15th 
centuries AD was the tumulus disrupted by a few Venetian tombs 
belonging to the church of San Giorgio Galata: it nevertheless 
continued to influence the history of the site. The cutting of the tombs 
brought to light Early Minoan pottery painted in the style of Ayios 
Onouphrios that was promptly imitated by the Venetians, creating a 
style that the Italians have labelled “Haghios Onouphrios Veneziano”, 
thus writing the last unexpected chapter in the history of the tumulus. 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
Recent geo-morphological research has clarified that the westernmost 
part of the plain of Mesara in the IV and III millennium BC was 
largely submerged by the water of the Geropotamos, whose delta 
created a marshy and unstable wetland that only started to stabilize at 
the end of the III millennium, i.e. several centuries after the infilling of 
the Tymbaki gulf and the progression of the coastline from Phaistos to 
Ayia Triada was completed. It is therefore little surprise that such an 
unstable landscape was only occupied at the end of the IV millennium 
BC by small groups, who lived in isolated farmsteads moving between 
uplands and wetlands, but who could periodically gather at a site like 
Phaistos to participate in communal ceremonies that allowed the 
survival of the dispersed settlement system typical of the region.  



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
��!�&�
��
��%�������#'!"" �� ��$#" �
�

66�
�

Settlement mobility, however, although justified by the unstable 
nature of this environment, requires specific strategies to be 
sustainable, not only from a socio-economic perspective, but also in 
practical terms: it entails taking certain risks and also raises issues of 
land ownership. The available data has shown that people living in the 
Mesara overcame both problems through a systematic use of 
mnemonic devices aimed at constructing a social memory: as they 
shifted about in the region, moving between uplands and marshy 
lowlands, they mapped themselves in the landscape by leaving behind 
scatters of pottery or monuments, which could have been dwellings, 
tombs or ritual tumuli. Although, on present evidence, the only certain 
tumulus is that found at Ayia Triada, a circular platform discovered at 
Phaistos beneath the west court of the First Palace (Levi 1976), and 
the frequent mention of circular enclosure walls in the reports of 
surveys conducted in the region, suggest the possibility that other 
tumuli might have existed but still await definitive identification. 
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Second Workshop 

 
“Archaeological Landscape and minor Cultural Heritage. 

Reconstructing the past as a living entity” 
Catania - Scicli, Sicily 

 
PIETRO MILITELLO  

 
The second workshop (“Archaeological Landscape and minor Cultural 
Heritage. Reconstructing the past as a living entity”) is scheduled to 
take place in Catania and Scicli (Sicily) between 9 and 11 October 
2018. It will focus on the scientific, social and economic role that 
“minor” archaeological sites played in shaping the social landscape of 
Sicily from prehistory to present days. 
A great part of Mediterranean cultural heritage is represented by non-
monumental sites that are crucial in shaping modern landscape, but are 
too often cut off from touristic routes and Heritage industry, which 
focus on major archaeological complexes. 
Minor sites, which are composed not only by built dwelling and 
tombs, but also by rock cut tombs and dwellings and caves), have 
however, a huge scientific, social and even economic potential 
because they reflect past material practices, land use and symbolic 
expressions of power, but also a social and economic resource for 
present society. 
The workshop will provide an arena of discussion for the following 
topics: a) assessing which procedures of investigation and analysis are 
more appropriate to get the maximum information from these minor 
sites; b) developing strategies for an efficient communication, based 
on a “total” narrative, and a deep, multi-sensorial, real or virtual 
experience of these monuments; c) ascertaining ways to enhance the 
social and economic value of minor sites, creating a sustainable 
development. 
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PROGRAM  
 

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 9TH 
Venue: Monastery of Benedectines, Coro di Notte 

Department of Humanities (Piazza Dante 32) 
 
Afternoon 15:00 pm - 19:30 pm 
 
15:00-Visit of the Monastery of the Benedectines 
 
16:00 - Coro di Notte – Opening of the Workshop 
 
Rosario Castelli (delegate of the Rector for Cultural Activities) 
Greetings 

 
16,30- Cultural Heritage and Landscape 
 
Sebastiano Tusa, Councilor for Cultural Heritage, Regione Sicilia 
 
Rosalba Panvini, Director, Soprintendenza Beni Culturali ed Ambientali 
Catania 
 
Maria Costanza Lentini, former Director, Polo Regionale di Catania per i 
siti Culturali 
 
Daniele Malfitana, Director, CNR-IBAM Catania 
 
17,30 
DiamantisPanagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
Pietro Militello  (University of Catania) 
The Workshop: Modelling Archaeological Landscapes. 
 
Rita Valenti (University of Catania) 
La modellazione delle assenze attraverso il rilievo. Il caso di Siracusa. 
 
18:30 Coffee Break 
 
19:30 Transfer to Scicli (arrival at 21:15) 
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WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 10TH 

Venue: Scicli, Circolo V. Brancati - Palazzo Susino (Via Aleardi 18) 
 

Morning 09:30 am - 13:30 pm 
 
Calogero Rizzuto (Director, Soprintendenza BBCCAA Ragusa) 
Greetings 
 
DiamantisPanagiotopoulo (University of Heidelberg),  
Pietro Militello  (University of Catania) 
Landscape and minor archaeological cultural heritage 
 
Ilde Rizzo (University of Catania)  
Is the past sustainable? An economic approach 

 
11:00- 11:30  Coffee Break 

 
Session I - Architecture as Practice: Planning, Surveying, Reconstructing 
 
LouiseHitchcock (University of Melbourne) 
One cannot export a Palace on board aship.  Planning, technology transfer, 
 and execution 
 
EleftheriaTsakanika (National Technical University of Athens) 
Vernacular architecture as a bridge to the past 
 
Enrico Giannitrapani (Arkéos) 
From past landscapes to present-day builtscapes: reconstructing prehistoric 
architecture in central Sicily 
 
13:00-13:30 Discussion 
 
13:30 – 15:00 pm Lunch 
 

 
 

Afternoon 15:00 pm - 20:00 pm 
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Session II The Landscape of the past. 

 
A.M. Sammito(Soprintendenza BBCCAA, Ragusa), P. Militello, M. Di 
Vincenzo, M. Figuera(University of Catania), F. Buscemi (CNR-IBAM, 
Catania), K. �ebrowska  (University of Warsaw)  
Prehistoric Landscape, prehistoric architecture. The case of Calicantone, 
Modica 
 
Roberto Risch(UniversitatAutònoma de Barcelona) 
Reconstructing El ArgarLandscape 
 
16:30: Discussion 
 
17:00 Giovanni Di Stefano (Polo regionale di Ragusa) 
Visit to the Monastery “della Croce” 
 

 
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 11TH 

Morning 09:30 am – 13:30 pm 
 
Simona Todaro, Orazio Palio(University of Catania), Maria Turco 
(Soprintendenza BBCCAA, Catania) 
Living under the Volcano. The Etna Landscape 
 
Laura Maniscalco (Soprintendenza BBCCAA Catania) 
Between the Hybleans and the Ereans: the Valle dei Margi Landscape 
 
10:30-11:00 Discussion 
 
11:00-11:30  Coffee Break 

 
Session III: Landscape today: communities and the Past 

 
Italy 
Margherita Vanore (Università Iuav di Venezia) 
Landscapes of Archeology and Architecture 
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Franco Niccolucci(University of Florence) 
The case of Maremma 
 
OrazioPalio(University of Catania) 
Telling Archaeology: Prehistory and cultural tourism 
 
13:00 – 13:30 Discussion 
 
13:30- 15:00Lunch 
 
Greece 
VanghelisKyriakidis  (University of Kent) 
Urban communities, village communities. Two approaches to the Past 
 
Esther Solomon (University of Jannina) 
Minor heritage and the negotiation of tradition: An archaeological 
ethnography at Archanes, Crete 
 
16:00-16:30 Discussion 
 
17:00 Visit to the rock cut dwellings of Chiafura 
 
Practice and Discussion 

 
FRIDAY , OCTOBER 12TH 

Excursion in the Hybleans 
 
Francesco Tomasello (University of Catania) 
Pantalica (practice) 
 
Palazzolo Acreide/Santa Lucia di Mendola 

 
SATURDAY , OCTOBER 13TH 

 
Departure from Scicli 
Catania Airport (for those interested, possibility of visiting Syracuse or 
Giarratana, Hypogaeum) 
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List of Participants (2nd Workshop) 

 
Francesca Buscemi (CNR-IBAM, Catania) 
fbuscemi@unict.it 
 
Giovanni Di Stefano (Polo regionale di Ragusa) 
polomuseale.rg@regione.sicilia.it 
 
Enrico Giannitrapani (Arkeos) 
e.giannitrapani1@gmail.com 
 
Louise Hitchcock (University of Melbourne) 
l.hitchcock@unimelb.edu.au 
 
Vanghelis Kyriakidis (University of Kent) 
E.Kyriakidis@kent.ac.uk 
 
Laura Maniscalco (Soprintendenza BB.CC.AA. Catania) 
lauramanisc@yahoo.it 
 
Pietro Militello (University of Catania) 
milipi@unict.it 
 
Franco Niccolucci (University of Florence) 
franco.niccolucci@gmail.com 
 
Orazio Palio (University of Catania) 
opalio@unict.it 
 
Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (University of Heidelberg) 
dp@zaw.uni-heidelberg.de 
 
Roberto Risch (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) 
Robert.Risch@uab.cat 
 
Ilde Rizzo (University of Catania) 
rizzor@unict.it 
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Esther Solomon (University of Jannina) 
estersol@hotmail.com 
 
Simona Todaro (University of Catania) 
stodaro@yahoo.it 
 
Eleftheria Tsachanika (National Technical University of Athens) 
etsakanika@arch.ntua.gr 
 
Maria Turco (Soprintendenza BB.CC.AA. Catania) 
maria.turco@regione.sicilia.it 
 
Rita Valenti (University of Catania) 
ritam.valenti@gmail.com 
 
Margherita Vanore (IUAV) 
vanorem@iuav.ir 
 
 

Tutor 
 
Marianna Figuera (University of Catania) 
mariannafiguera@hotmail.it 
 
 

PhD Students 
 
Rodolfo Brancato (University of Catania): rodolfobrancato@gmail.com 
 
Valeria Guarnera (University of Catania): valeria.guarnera@gmail.com 
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Pantalica is a hill in the Hyblean Mountains (South Eastern Sicily) 
girded by the meandering Anapo River. Its cliffs are dotted with 
groups of prehistoric necropolis of rock cut tombs, two of which 
represent distinct cultural phases in prehistoric Sicily: Pantalica Nord 
and Pantalica Sud. While the latter is generally accepted as dating 
back to 950-850 B.C.E., the chronological range of the former is still 
under debate. Bernabò Brea (1959, 150-153), who set the basis for the 
chronological sequence of prehistoric Sicily, associated Pantalica 
Nord with the Late Sicilian Bronze Age, which follows the Middle 
Sicilian Bronze Age of the Thapsos culture (middle 15th – early 13th 
cent. B.C.E.). The crossover between these two Ages lies in the first 
half of the 13th cent., with the last imported Mycenaean pottery in 
Thapsos dating to LHIIIB1, but the possibility of a certain degree of 
overlap between the two cultures is not excluded by some scholars 
(Albanese Procelli 2003, 38, with previous literature). The lack of 
imported material at Pantalica lends less certainty to the dating of the 
end of the Late Sicilian Bronze Age, between the end of the 12th cent. 
and the end of the 11th cent. B.C.E. (Tanasi 2004, 345-347). 
 
The necropolis (from Leighton 2011) 
 
Thanks to the latest researches a total of 1051 rock-cut tombs and 316 
non-funerary or domestic rock-cut chambers has been counted all over 
the site were accessed by field walking and were individually recorded 
with GPS reference points. 
The various cemeteries are sometimes assigned to different time 
periods, but with caution: the Pantalica 1 phase (1250-1000 B.C.E.) is 
generally associated with the North Cemetery, and the Pantalica 3 
phase (850-730 B.C.E.) with the South Cemetery. The Filiporto 
Cemetery is usually associated with a late period. Also the typology of 
the tombs might shed light on temporal development. For example, 
circular or even-shaped tombs, which often contained Late Bronze 
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Age finds, seem to be earlier than quadrangular forms, more often 
associated with Iron Age material. 
The other kind of monument is the rock-cut habitation chambers or 
chambers for domestic use. These are usually referred to as the 
Byzantine or medieval “troglodytic” houses (“cameroni bizantini” in 
Orsi) or “villaggi rupestri” and are sometimes speculatively associated 
with a reoccupation of the site by refugees fleeing Arab incursions in 
the VII-IX centuries. Their distribution is frequently complementary 
to that of the cemeteries. 
 
The Filiporto Cemetery 
This is the first major cemetery, located in the west side of the hill, 
where the promontory of Pantalica narrows to join the adjacent hill 
with little charge in gradient. Orsi said little about this necropolis, 
where he found only 8 tombs with contests, mainly of late Bronze Age 
or Iron Age. Most of the tombs are spread over about 400 m in a broad 
south-facing arc and take advantage of horizontal bedding planes in 
the rock, which results in a tired or shelf-like arrangement. Access to 
the tombs is quite easy, this area was probably once a route into the 
site. 
Orsi estimated the number of Filiporto tombs at about 500, but in the 
last survey carried out by Leighton since 709 were located. An 
additional 70 tombs have been estimated to account for any that might 
have been obscured over time, giving an overall total of 779. 
The east side of the ditch, around the so-called medieval village, is 
characterized by large rock-cut chambers of probable domestic use, 
this might be a residential zone. Orsi regarded this group as the 
biggest, with about 150 chambers, but only 49 have now been 
identified. 

 



���������	�
���
�������������
�������
�������
��
����
��������

�����������
����
�����������
��

������������ !"# �� ��$#" ��������
��!�&�
��
��%�������#'!"" �� ��$#" �
�

84�
�

 

Fig. 1 Site map showing main burial areas and features: A: mill; B: 
anaktoron; C: farmhouse; D: Filiporto ditch; E: old rail station; F: 
Pipistrello cave; G: Hellenistic sanctuary; H: Grotta del Crocefisso; 

K: San Micidiario oratory; M: San Nicolicchio oratory; N: Black 
Madonna cave (from Leighton 2011). 
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The Northwest Cemetery 
This group of tombs extends mainly in a broad are, facing North, with 
some smaller outlying clusters approaching the North Cemetery. 
Several groups are located on conspicuous rock outcrops or follow a 
sloping plane in the rock, but the main group is easier to see from the 
opposite hillside. A narrow gully has numerous tombs on either side 
as if it were a focal point of the cemetery. 
Orsi estimated the number of the tombs in this cemetery at about 600, 
but now a total of 735 tombs have been counted, taking into account 
also a number of 146 tombs estimated in the side currently obscured 
by vegetation. 
Some larger chambers, maybe not funerary, are located south of the 
road. 
 
The North Cemetery 
This is the most famous cemetery in Pantalica, which forms a 
spectacular facade about 100 m high. It is divided into two distinct 
areas: the main one, in which the tombs hug the contours of a broad 
natural concavity in the headland, with additional chambers located 
around the gorge toward Cavetta, and a second scattered on the 
opposite side of the river. 
Orsi estimated 1500 tombs in this area. Although the precipitous 
location of many of them, the new survey has led in light a total 
number of 1003 tombs (most of them may be only observed by the 
opposite side of the gorge), but is possible to added also 200 others 
tombs not visible now because of the vegetation, giving an overall 
total of 1203 tombs. 
The gentler slopes have several, at least 7, large domestic chambers. 
 
The Cavetta Cemetery 
East of the North Cemetery are smaller groups of tombs associated 
with the little Cavetta valley. Probably this area was another access 
route to the site in antiquity. 
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Orsi counted about 350 tombs in this area, but the actually visibility is 
very poor, and it has been possible to count only 104 tombs, and in 
addition a speculative number of 100 tombs, for a total of 204 tombs. 
A wide range of rock-cut chambers (about 105) are located in the 
upper valley, which Orsi regarded as a Byzantine settlement. 
 
The South Cemetery 
This cemetery is extended for more than a kilometer along the 
southern flank. Orsi subdivided the tombs into a Southeast, South-
Central and Southwest group, but there are at least others three 
additional clusters and very few isolated tombs on the adjacent hillside 
south of the river. This area is not very precipitous, improving the 
visitor access. 
Orsi estimated more than 1000 tombs, but today it was impossible to 
confirm such a large number. The last survey recorded a total of 464 
tombs, but maybe a few tombs also have been destroyed along the 
bottom of the valley by the former railway, which was built after 
Orsi’s campaigns, so it is possible to add others 184 tombs, for a total 
of 648 tombs. 
In addition 87 domestic chambers were recorded in this area, more 
often interspersed with tombs. 
 

 

Fig. 2 Recorded and estimated numbers of tombs at Pantalica (from 
Leighton 2011).  
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The so-called Anaktoron 
 
Whereas the rock cut necropolis extend throughout the cliff faces, a 
large building called Anaktoron (the Mansion of the King) lies almost 
isolated at the top of the hill. It was excavated by Paolo Orsi in 1895, 
which identified two architectural phases: the main one is represented 
by the huge construction he called Anaktoron, built with a dry 
technique using middle and large sized rubble; the other phase 
involves a subsequent reoccupation with houses made of thinner walls 
with mortar and plaster and concrete floors (Orsi 1899, 52-53). 
Orsi also discovered two archaeological layers: a lower one with 
Pantalica Nord pottery, and an upper layer with byzantine tiles which, 
according to their description, can be dated to the 7th cent. As a result, 
he attributed the lower level to the first, prehistoric, phase of the 
building and the upper level to a subsequent medieval reoccupation, 
destroyed during the Arab conquest (9th cent. A.D.). 
The Anaktoron had no comparison in other Sicilian prehistoric 
dwellings, he suggested the contribution of a foreign Mycenaean 
culture. Soundings by Bernabò Brea in the 1960’s confirmed the 
existence of Byzantine concrete floors over Pantalica Nord pottery 
deposits; extending away from the building he discovered a small 
courtyard to the east and a larger one up to 50 meters in length and 
with a pebble floor to the west, as well as three long stretches of wall 
to the south. These led him to hypothesize the replication of a 
Mycenaean citadel, with a main building encircled by fortification 
walls (Bernabò Brea 1990). 
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Fig. 3 Area around the Anaktoron with the fortification walls. 
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Fig. 4 The Anaktoron of Pantalica. Plan (from Bernabò Brea 1990). 
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The building is oriented NW-SE (but in the description, an N-S 
orientation is assumed). It is 37.30 meters long and tapers in width 
from 14.64 m at the north end to 11.71 m at the south end. It consists 
of ten rooms: a northern block of four rooms (Rooms E-H), a central 
sector with two square rooms to the west (C, D) and a corridor (B) 
with an entrance (L) to the east. To the south, a large room (A) is a 
later addition; it was built using a different technique with large 
polygonal, roughly-dressed boulders. Two or perhaps even three 
construction phases can be distinguished for the main building: the 
original L-shaped nucleus (Room C-H), with the subsequent corridor 
and entrance (B, L) additions, and finally Room A. 
 
Tomasello (1992) distinguished two different construction procedures 
which confirm the different phases of the main building. The nucleus 
was planned according to a modular system of eleven feet, where one 
foot equaled 32.5 centimeters. Conversely, Room B, L and A were 
planned according to a geometric procedure that began with an 
equilateral triangle corresponding to the length of Room C, and based 
on a 30.474-cm foot. The 32.5-cm foot corresponds to the unit of 
measure used in the II phase of the Thapsos village; the 30.5-cm foot 
is not found elsewhere in prehistoric Sicily. 
 
We can reconstruct the circulatory patterns through an analysis of the 
distribution of the doors. Of all the openings included in the published 
designs, only those featuring monolithic stone blocks for thresholds 
and jambs can be considered real doors (Tomasello 2004). The 
reconstruction of circulatory patterns is further complicated by the 
suspected existence of a second floor given the almost double 
thickness of the walls. If this were indeed the case, the minimum 
three-meter length stairway could only be set in Corridor B, where 
two stones may represent the southern limit of the structure. 
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Fig. 5 Planning grid of the Anaktoron (from Tomasello 1992). 
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Fig. 6 Anaktoron. Suggested circulatory patterns (from 
Militello2017). 

 
If we ignore the existence of a staircase, then two circulatory patterns 
emerge: one which connects the eastern part of the building and 
courtyard to Room C and F via entrance L and Corridor B, and the 
other linking Room C-D with the western courtyard. Unfortunately, no 
evidence exists for Room E, G-H. If we include the staircase in 
Corridor B, then Room C would only have been able to access the 
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southern portion of the corridor and the cupboard under the staircase. 
In both cases, Room A was isolated from the rest of the dwelling, but 
accessible from both the eastern and western courtyard (Bernabò Brea 
1990, tab. V). 
 
The same area was reoccupied at a later stage. Its walls were reused 
and lined with plaster in some places, some entrances were blocked 
and new walls were added. The construction methods used were 
unfortunately poor and the remnants of these new partitions are scant. 
Orsi also attributed the concrete floors to this period of reoccupation. 
In Orsi’s (1899) description, but also in later discussions, it has been 
implicitly assumed that the reoccupation substantially took over the 
original plan of the Anaktoron. This can be a mistake, however, since 
the remaining walls surely added during this reoccupation period (and 
drawn or described by Orsi) do not respect the original alignment. 
Moreover, late byzantine walls were noted by Orsi and Bernabò Brea 
all around the area, pointing to a settlement extending well beyond the 
old building. In my opinion, this phase of reuse was characterized by 
small rooms or dwellings partly using the old walls of the Anaktoron, 
partly overlapping them, and probably not retaining the original plan 
apart from small portions of the building. 
 
As far as the archaeological sequence is concerned, P. Orsi (1899) 
mentions a layer of byzantine tiles (“tegole striate” / “Tegolini”), tubes 
and burnt debris, all over the building (Orsi 1899, 48, 53), and an 
underlying prehistoric layer with Pantalica Nord pottery extending 
into Room A and the southern part of Room B and C. Bernabò Brea 
(1990) identified the prehistoric layer as being Late Bronze Age under 
the few portions of concrete flooring spared by Orsi’s excavations in 
Room C, and Byzantine tiles all around the Anaktoron (but strangely 
enough no medieval fragment of pottery is mentioned). Tiles are often 
described as very fragmented, which could suggest their secondary 
use as floor fillings, as in the neighbouring village of Giarranauti 
(Basile 1996). Cultraro, in charge of the publication of the material 
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from Bernabò Brea soundings, dates the fragments to the transition 
from the Middle to the Late Sicilian Bronze Age (2014). 
 
In Orsi’s detailed descriptions of his findings in Room A, he mentions 
a beaten earth floor made of straw, small fragments of pottery, ashes 
and burnt bones, with Pantalica-style (especially high-pedestal) vases. 
To the NW, a large pithos was still set in the floor, together with the 
remains of meals and two door hinges (Orsi 1899, col. 50; Tusa 1988, 
p. 21). Moreover, a layer of ashes and coal covering two square meters 
along the east wall (the south-eastern part, according to Bernabò Brea) 
was identified. Here 5 matrices for bronze objects were found. Outside 
the building, in the vicinity of the eastern wall, a few bronze objects 
including axes were recovered. 
 
Orsi, Bernabò Brea and Cultraro are quite certain of the construction 
chronologies of the main building (Bernabò Brea 1990; Cultraro 
2014). Messina (1993), on the other hand, casts much doubt on these 
assumptions; he argues that: 
1) the Anaktoron has no comparison in prehistoric Sicily; 
2) the use of large blocks is, on the hand, repeated in the so called 
“megalithic villages” across the Hyblean region during the Early 
Medieval Period (Orsi 1896; Messina 2000); 
3) the floor plan also finds similarities in such villages, e.g., in the 
Costa farm near Ragusa (Messina 2000); 
4) the prehistoric layers found by Orsi may have actually predated the 
main building. 
Leighton (2011, 450) substantially accepts this hypothesis and adds a 
further comparison between the Anaktoron and House 6 of the nearby 
byzantine village of Giarranauti (Leighton 2011, 460, n.50). 
Moreover, he is sceptical of the idea of the building being reused after 
so many centuries. Two different chronological theories therefore 
persist; they are summarized in the following table. 
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Era 
Orsi/Bernabò 
Brea/Cultraro 

Messina/ 
Leighton 

Late Bronze Age Anaktoron 

Prehistoric 
dwellings 
(no surviving 
structures) 

Medieval Age I 

Reuse (addition of walls, 
concrete floor, plaster 
etc.) 
Destruction due to the 
Arab conquest 

Anaktoron 

Medieval Age II  

Reoccupation 
(addition of walls, 
concrete floor, 
plaster etc.) 

 
Neither Messina nor Leighton examined certain questions raised by 
the later dating of the building: whether the destruction layer with tiles 
belonged to the first or second phase of the Anaktoron and what the 
dating of this second phase was. 
As far as points 1 and 2 are concerned, there are some similarities 
between the Anaktoron and early medieval villages, but further 
analysis is hampered by the lack of surviving evidence which, in many 
cases, only comes in the form of photographs. From what we have, 
comparisons can be made regarding the use of large boulders or 
certain plan elements, but no real parallels can be found, as the Viola 
Lentini’s (forthcoming) careful research demonstrates. The use of 
large blocks is known to the Hyblean area from the eneolithic period 
onwards due the peculiar nature of the calcareous rock (Militello 
2007, 122; 2012, 118); examples include Calaforno (Militello, Di 
Stefano 2015) in the (small) Bronze Age megalithic tombs (Di Stefano 
2014) and occasionally in domestic architecture, as in Calicantone. 
 
Such similarities do not represent conclusive dating information per 
se, as demonstrated by the technique, plan and planning parallels 
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forwarded by other scholars for prehistoric Mycenaean and Sicilian 
dwellings (Tomasello 1992, 1996, 2004). Similar building methods 
can appear in different periods, especially when no metropolitan 
model is present. 
 
From a stratigraphic point of view, Room A is fundamental. Messina’s 
hypothesis rests on the widely accepted assumption that the walls of 
Room A functioned as something like retaining walls. Indeed, the hill 
slopes such that there is a difference of about 2.35 meters between the 
rock surface to the north and to the south of the Anaktoron; the ancient 
builders would have had to raise the floor level of Room A with an 
embankment, which would explain the thickness of its walls. In this 
case, a lower prehistoric level may easily have been covered by the 
later filling. 
This implies also that Orsi, an experienced excavator, missed this 
stratigraphic situation. But when describing his excavations, Orsi 
(1899, 50) affirmed that the prehistoric destruction layer extended all 
over the room right up to the walls, and the “heavy burnt layer” with 
its 5 moulds lay along the eastern wall. The fact that the floor level 
extends across all of Room A is suspicious. If Room A were a later 
construction, its construction would have involved the destruction of 
at least the preceding strata, and certainly along the foundation trench. 
But this is not the case and the excavator mentions no gap in the 
prehistoric floor. 
Still more cogent, a survey we performed in March 2017 unveiled a 
detail until then overlooked: the floor level in the eastern half of Room 
A coincides with the level of the rock, which decreases towards the 
west. Room A was therefore not built on terrain that sloped from north 
to south as originally thought, but on irregular bedrock that declined 
from east to west. To the east, the outcrop was heavily shaped with 
vertically faces to host the blocks and a leveled top to walk along; to 
the west, a filling was added. The construction of Room A thus 
involved extensive work on the floor level and any preceding evidence 
would have likely been destroyed. In the south-eastern corner, the 
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visibly smoother surface would have probably hosted the inner line of 
blocks. What has been found is therefore subsequent to the 
construction of Room A, and the prehistoric layer found by Orsi 
therefore constitutes a terminus ante quem for this room and, for that 
matter, all the other rooms. 
 
We can therefore conclude that the Anaktoron indeed dates back to the 
beginning of the Late Sicilian Bronze Age (according to Cultraro’s 
careful dating) and any similarities in plans or construction techniques 
with medieval architecture are therefore by chance. Leighton’s 
difficulty in accepting a renaissance of the structure after so many 
centuries are also easily overcome when we consider that the 
Anaktoron’s remains were still visible in the 19th cent., one 
millennium after its destruction. Furthermore, the reuse of buildings or 
excavations is well attested in early medieval Sicily and not only for 
ideological reasons (as in the reuse of old temples) (Militello 2012). 
Finally, the evidence of the continuous use of the hill from the 13th 
cent. to the archaic period or later (probably for cultic reasons in the 
final phase), might also help in consolidating the memory of what 
ought to represent the heritage of a heroic past. 
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Calicantone is an Early Bronze Age (EBA) site belonging to the 
Castelluccio culture (ca. 2200-1450 BC), excavated between 2012 and 
2015 by a team of the University of Catania, led by Pietro Militello, 
and the archaeological service of Ragusa, under the direction of Anna 
Maria Sammito. The area has not been thoroughly investigated, but 
excavations stopped in order to allow the study of the large quantity of 
material found there. The results have been only preliminary 
published (Militello, Sammito 2014; 2015; 2016; Militello 2015; 
Militello, Sammito, Figuera, Gianchino, Messina 2018; Militello, 
Sammito forthcoming) and the final publication is expected for 2019. 
 
The site is located in the Hyblaean Area of S.E. Sicily, on the western 
edge of one of its characteristic gorges, locally known as the “Cava”. 
The Cava d’Ispica gorge (c.13 kilometres long, running N/W-S/E, 
between Modica and Ispica) is famous for its archaeological remains, 
especially the diverse rock-cut features in the gorge’s face that span 
from prehistory to medieval times (see, e.g. Di Stefano, Belgiorno 
1983; Di Stefano 1997; Rizzone, Sammito 2013). 
The area of Calicantone, lying around eight kilometres from Ispica, 
was already known for its settlement and a necropolis of rock-cut 
tombs (Orsi 1915: 212-214; Picone 1975: 397; Rizzone, Sammito 
1999: 37-56; 2010: 49-64) located along several ledges, which 
characterise the face of this gorge. 
The position of the prehistoric village was identified by Efisio Picone 
(1975) on the large plateau on top of the hill, c. 370 metres above the 
sea level. Surface finds (undecorated pottery, stone tools, and spindle-
whorls) allowed us to delimitate the probable area of the settlement, 
which today lies unfortunately in a built-up area, consequently, it was 
impossible to extend the investigations there. The visible part of its 
necropolis extends on several terraces below it, occupying a territory 
of at least 20,000 square metres. Between the settlement area and the 
necropolis a bi-apsidal hut was discovered, that lies outside the 
settlement area, but in close vicinity to the funerary zone. 
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Fig. 1 Calicantone: the necropolis. 
 
The necropolis 
 
The necropolis is extended mainly on several terraces just over the 
gorge, occupying the territory of at least 20.000 square metres. It 
consists of 93 rock-cut chamber tombs (consisting of an antechamber, 
chamber and often an external courtyard), and its main and 
monumental part is concentrated on a system of several terraced rocky 
ledges located S.E. from the bi-apsidal hut discovered by our team. 
Ca. 40 other tombs are located in the steep southern and northern 
walls of Piccolo Lavinaro and are inaccessible, but the main and most 
important part of the sepulchral area, that concentrates in a hollow 
created of curved terraced ledges, can be easily reached. 
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The tombs are spread in numerous clusters (at times equipped with an 
additional external niche; for details of the architectural and 
distributional analysis see Occhipinti 2013). 
In 2015 two tombs were identified further away from the main area, 
towards the village. Due to high visibility of the funerary zone and 
easy access to most of the tombs, their chambers were usually found 
empty. Nevertheless, the tombs did not lack skeletal remains and in a 
few cases, one or two vases were still preserved. The excavated 
ceramic material places the necropolis in the transitional phase 
between Early and Middle Bronze Age, in the period c. 1650-1400 BC 
(Militello, Sammito 2016; forthcoming). 
 
The average tomb size oscillates between 1 and 2 meters of length and 
width, and between 40 cm and 1 m for the chamber’s height. 
They have different kinds of facades: some are very simple, some are 
more complex. Most of the tombs consist of chamber, single 
antechamber and sometimes of round or oval courtyard. As for 
internal furnishing only 8% of the examined structures were equipped 
with benches, niches or pits. 
Some tombs are more monumental, 13 are distinguished by the 
presence of characteristic architectural elements cut on their 
courtyards or facades, such as false pilasters (Tombs 31, 26), triple 
frames (Tombs 69, 70, 32), and the entrance areas delimitated by 
polished surface (Tombs 12, 18, 37, 43, 44, 45). The tomb 73 has true 
pillars, and has been called “Tomb of the Prince”. It and the two 
adjacent funerary units (Tombs 71, 72) situated on the same terrace 
and sharing what would normally state a large courtyard. 
 
Unfortunately, the bulk of the tombs was empty, robbed already in 
antiquity, very few of the structures yielded any materials (especially 
Tombs 69, 70, 25), including small vases, some flints and some 
ornaments. 7 out of 21 tombs excavated in 2012 and 2013 contained 
osteological remains belonging to at least 40 individuals, deposited in 
multiple burials counting from 4 to 13 deceased per unit. 
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Scientific analysis demonstrated that the chronology is around 1800 
BC and that the people buried there had a diet was poor in vegetal 
aliments, cereals and fish, while composed mainly of red meat coming 
from sheep. 
After almost two millennia the area was occupied again by a small 
peasant community, which reused some of the tombs for its dead. 
 
The hut 
 
A large part of the area around the necropolis consists of a thin layer 
of earth covering the bedrock. The discovery of a hut was therefore a 
surprise, and was made possible through favourable preservation 
conditions. The hut was built in a depression of the rock, which 
allowed the formation of a deeper filling of earth; moreover, after its 
destruction, it was covered by a thin layer of stones, which sealed the 
underlying strata. On the other hand, the rocky outcrop around 
protected the area from ploughing. 
It was possible to distinguish two architectural phases for the building: 
in the first phase the hut was smaller and entirely carved in the rock, 
the elevation is not preserved, while in the second phase it was 
enlarged. 
In this final phase, the hut had an elongated shape (12.5 x 4.5 metres) 
with apsidal endings to the north and to the south. The inner area was 
56 square metres and was built by levelling the rock, sloping here 
from West to East. However, only some parts of the walls are 
preserved: the western one is preserved for 10 metres. The four-metre-
long southern part is made of two lines of two or three rows of 
irregular stones, while the northern curving part is formed by just one 
row of smaller irregular stones. 
In the eastern part, only a small part of the wall was preserved, but it 
allowed us to identify a niche in the wall, forming a kind of cupboard. 
Postholes, included in the inner section of the wall or excavated in the 
floor, were located at a regular distance of about 95 centimetres, along 
the eastern, northern and western sides. 
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Fig. 2 The hut.  
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In the southern portion of the hut, a shallow basin made of coarse lime 
plaster was uncovered, about 95 x 120 centimetres long, and 3 to 5 
centimetres deep. It was not a hearth, since it contained neither 
charcoal nor traces of burning activity. 
 
According to C14 analysis conducted on human bones from the hut, 
led by the Laboratory of Geology and Geophysics of Cracow (Prof. 
Marek Kr*piec), the destruction of the building can be dated to the 
final phase of the EBA (1470+/- 70 CAL. BC). The final event was a 
sudden one (an earthquake or human action) provoking the death of 
some individuals whose skeletons where found in the hut. Afterwards 
the area was abandoned, the dead were never removed, and the area 
was covered with a layer of stones. 
 
The findings 
 
The materials found inside the hut number about 130 artefacts. Among 
them, pottery represents 90 per cent of the material. Around 90 vases 
have been recovered, falling mainly in three distinct categories:  
- Tableware, especially drinking vessels: scodelle, dippers, high-

pedestal vases; hourglass beakers/bicchieri a clessidra; handless 
bowls. 

- Pouring vases: ollae, juglets, and other small and middle-sized 
closed shapes. 

- Storage ware: pithoi. 
Among the tableware, the most diffused shape is the hourglass beaker, 
up to 36 examples. It can have one or two handles, with a normally 
flaring neck and is 12 centimetres high. The most prominent feature is 
the great amount of hourglass beakers, in whole 36, 27 of which, of 
identical shape, collapsed nearby the area of the cupboard, where they 
were probably stored. 
A second well represented class are the large pedestal bowls (at least 
15 examples) with a diameter ranging from 15 up to 40 centimetres. 
They are painted with dark linear patterns on the light ground. In a 
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few cases a decoration of applied cordons is present. Closed shapes 
belonging to the pouring group are represented by juglets and dippers 
with upraised handles (11 specimens, up to 15 centimetres high), also 
in this case with painted linear decoration. 
Storage wares are represented by four large pithoi, 120 centimetres 
high with a diameter of 42-50 centimetres. Some of them with a 
narrow mouth. Decoration is made of applied cordons, forming 
metopae, spirals and festoons. Smaller storage vases are represented 
by jars (with height varying between 40 and 70 centimetres). A few 
peculiar vases must be noted: five ollae (diameter 8-14.5 centimetres), 
with numerous clay protrusions that find no parallels in the 
contemporary pottery, but only in more ancient pottery. 
Stone tools fall in three different categories. The first one includes 
what can be defined as “symbolic objects”, mainly miniature axes, 
which form an integral part of the burial furniture in Castelluccio 
tombs (Orsi 1981: 53-76; 1982: 1-34). The second category includes a 
few pestles and grinders. Finally, a couple of flint blades and one 
pendant could be personal belongings as well as (in case of flint 
blades) tools used in activities performed within the hut. 
Ceramic small finds also include at least one andiron, 10 spindle 
whorls located along the south-western part of the wall, two clay 
horns and one “idol” similar to those found at Baravitalla and Monte 
Grande (Di Stefano, Sammito 2012). The two last kinds of objects 
could fall within the category of sacred finds. 
 
Analysis of the distribution pattern and function 
 
As far as the distribution pattern is concerned, a cluster analysis 
(Messina 2016) allowed us to identify four different areas: two 
included the two apsidal endings, were devoid of finds devoted to 
quotidian activities. A third, the south-central area is focused on the 
basin, around which a pedestal vase, one andiron, and a couple of 
other vases were found. Finally, the north-central area, where more 
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than 80 per cent of the material has been found, points to the function 
of the space as a storage area for products and objects. 

 

Fig 3 Calicantone: distribution pattern of findings inside the hut. 
 
Since our goal is a functional analysis of the hut, through the 
identification of distributional patterns, a deeper analysis of the 
typological varieties of the findings can be helpful. What is striking is 
the abundance of pouring and drinking vessels on one hand, storage 
vessels on the other hand, in addition to the lack of cooking vessels. 
Also, lithic tools are limited, in comparison to what should be 
expected for a functional everyday environment. 
This impression should however be confirmed, or disproved, through 
a comparison with other known contexts from the same period. The 
tighter comparison, in terms of structure and dimensions, can be made 
with the hut of Castelluccio, which is unfortunately still not published, 
apart from a brief report (Voza 1999: 21-23). The apsidal plan and the 
presence of two clay basins are notable. A similar huge quantity of 
material has been found, but no details have been published. In a less 
direct way, another comparison can be with Hut 9 from Manfria 
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(Orlandini 1962: 40) where an elongated structure with one apse is 
known. 
In terms of materials, a comparative analysis can be made with the hut 
from Manfria (Orlandini 1962: 43-45), and with the huts from Costa 
di Santa Febronia (Mentesana 2015) and La Muculufa (McConnell 
1995: 15), notwithstanding their circular plan. All these huts have 
been well published and produced, as in our case, a large quantity of 
pottery. In the case of La Muculufa, the quantity of vases was so 
abundant that the hypothesis was put forward that it belonged to a 
potter (McConnell 1995: 61). 
The comparison demonstrates that the presence of pedestal bowls and 
pitchers and their relative proportion are quite constant, confirming 
the hypothesis that this combination is a typical set castellucciano 
(McConnell 1995: 62). However, what clearly distinguishes 
Calicantone’s hut from the others is the presence of so many hourglass 
beakers, which are almost absent in the examined cases. 
Peculiar to this context is, however, the presence of objects, such as 
the clay figurine, miniature axes, and three clay horns, which could 
have a ritual connotation. Beyond the rich furniture of the house, an 
exceptional finding was the recovery of skeletons of at least six 
people. While five of them were clearly killed by the sudden event 
that destroyed the hut, as demonstrated by their position, one of them 
shows a completely different situation. 
It is the skeleton of an eight-nine year old child, laying in an extended 
position with arms along his/her sides, near the shallow basin. His/her 
body lay parallel to the transversal axis of the basin, corresponding to 
the transversal axis of the hut. Along the basin a high-pedestal cup, a 
pitcher, and a so called “andiron” were placed, marking a clear ritual 
context. This can suggest that the body of the child was placed in this 
position before the violent end of the hut. It lays, in fact, in the same 
extended position, arms along the sides, which characterised the 
deceased of other EBA burials, perhaps of the later period, as e.g. 
Castelluccio Tomba 22 (Orsi 1982: 28). 
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In conclusion, the already discussed proximity of the hut to the 
necropolis, its unusual plan, its dimensions and its furnishing, 
characterised not only by the quantity, but also by the number of 
single types (such as the beakers), and by the presence of unusual 
objects, some of which with a ritual connotation, together with the 
lack (or at least scarceness) of cooking vessels and daily tools, seem to 
suggest that Hut 1 of Calicantone was not a private house, but a 
community house, where communal drinking and working activities 
took place. 
Moreover, according to our analysis, it also seems probable that one of 
the functions, if not the main one, of the hut was its use in the 
performance of funerary rituals, from the preparation of the body for 
its final burial (dressing with special clothes-as suggested by spindle-
whorl, anointment) to communal drinking (juglets, special cups) 
(Militello, Sammito forthcoming). This hypothesis is based on the 
isolated location of the building, in the vicinity of the necropolis, and 
in the position of the body of the child, apparently ready to be 
prepared, in the nearby shallow basin which, in this perspective, could 
be used to host some liquid. From this hut, the procession bringing the 
dead to the necropolis could have started. A similar conclusion could 
be drawn for the large hut from Castelluccio, also located midway 
between the necropolis and the village. 
If our hypothesis is correct, Calicantone Hut 1 was an integral part of 
the funerary landscape of the site, perceived as a prominent marking 
point at the summit of the necropolis area, but also a transitional area 
between the world of the livings and the world of the deceased. 
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The site of Calaforno (Ragusa) is situated in the so-called Contrada 
Manna, on the boundary between the cities of Giarratana and 
Monterosso, inside the Calaforno’s Forest Park, in a wonderful 
landscape of protected fauna and flora. 
 
The area of Giarratana represented an important node of the road 
system, both in ancient and medieval times. The several 
archaeological evidences that were found there, attest the high interest 
in the area, in special way during the Prehistory. In particular the area 
is characterized by the high concentration of hypogeal structures, cut-
rock tombs and other complex structures. The most interesting sites 
are: 

- Calaforno: with a Neolithic settlement and a grave tomb 
belonging to the Stentinello Facies (Cafici 1930-31; Guzzardi 
1978); the multicellular hypogeum (see below) and traces of a 
settlement dated in the Malpasso Facies (Cupper Age); and 
tombs belonging to the Late Bronze Age and the Pantalica-
Cassibile Facies (Guzzardi 1978, 1980). 

- Matricedda: a multicellular hypogeum on two floors dated in 
the Middle Bronze Age (Militello 2014). 

- Monte Rotondo: a hypogeum or a complex cave (Bruno 2003; 
Guzzardi 2004, 2008; Militello 2014) and cemeteries with 
castellucciana ware. 

- Donnacarmina: a hypogeum (Dell’Agli 1886). 
- C.da Donnascala: a rock-cut cemetery (Dell’Agli 1886; Orsi 

1898, 1900); a repository of bronze objects dated in the Iron 
Age, Finocchito Facies (Orsi 1900; Bernabò Brea 1964-65; 
Bietti Sestieri 1980-81; Crispino 2014). 

The hypogeum of Calaforno is one of the most important structures in 
prehistoric Sicily, but no systematic researches were carried out until 
2013, when several investigations have started since 2018, under the 
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supervision of the prof. Pietro Militello of the University of Catania in 
collaboration with the Soprintendenza BB.CC.AA. of Ragusa. 
 
The hypogeum consists of a wide entrance room, made by a natural 
cave, ca. 12 meters long and 4 meters wide, maybe also used for the 
extraction of flint, from which the 35 artificial rooms start, instead 
excavated into the limestone rock. 
The original access was from SW, but after a period of time it was 
hidden by a stone collapse. A second entrance was made later on SE. 
 

 

Fig. 1 The hypogeum (from Guzzardi 1980). 
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The hypogeum is structured in two very different sections from the 
architectural point of view. The first, nearest to the old entrance 
(rooms 1-9), is made up of smaller and low rooms organized in a 
serpentine walk. The second section includes larger and highest 
rooms, perfectly organized in three axial groups (rooms 11-14; 15-26; 
21-31), the second and the third groups are connected by other rooms 
(rooms 22-25). The second area, technically more advanced, is 
perhaps later (ca. 1600 BC). 
The excavation had to be done with stone tools, like flint knives or 
basalt axes, with the aid of water and fire to accelerate the rock 
disintegration. The excavation was also facilitating by the presence of 
two benches of rock, the lower softer, in which the rooms were 
obtained, and the upper harder, which formed the ceiling. It should be 
underline the ability to move in the excavation of the rooms, 
preserving alignments and especially avoiding interference between 
the different units. 
 

 

Fig. 2 Hypogeum rooms.  
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The investigations conducted in the lasts years confirmed that the 
hypogeum was excavated in the Late Copper Age (Malpasso Facies, 
ca. 2700 BC), and was used especially during the later facies of 
Castelluccio (2200-1400 BC) and Thapsos (1400-1250 BC). 
In this period of time it was used such as a cemetery, as showed by 
numerous human bones founded: in two rooms there were ca. 400 
human bones, belonging to at least 6 individuals, but not in anatomical 
connection. This proves the use of retreatment of the body: after the 
decomposition the bones were moved, selected and arranged 
artificially. 
After these facies there was a lack of several centuries ending with a 
new frequentation between the Pantalica South Facies and the 
beginning of the Greek colonization (ca. 900-700 BC). The ceramic 
includes some vessels for drinking and eating, that can prove the use 
of the rooms for the libations in honor of the ancestors. 
During the Greek period (600-100 BC) a sanctuary area was realized 
in front of the main entrance, while in the Late Antiquity (300-600 
AD) the hypogeum returns to be used for sepulchral use. 
Finally, during the Medieval Period (500-1000 AD), some rooms were 
used to storage food, or like a refuge for animals. 
Around the 1000 AD ca. an earthquake created the obliteration of the 
main entrance and the final abandonment of the monument. 
 
The hypogeum is not easily comparable with other similar structures 
in Sicily, outside of Giarratana. Other multicellular hypogeum, as 
Mazzaronello or Malpasso, are indeed smaller. Analogies were found 
with other hypogeal structures in the Mediterranean, such as the 
domus de janas in Sardinia, the Maltese graves of Xjemxia or the 
Maltese hypogeum of Hal Saflieni. 
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Fig. 3 Comparisons to the hypogeum of Torre Mazzarronello (from 
Guzzardi 1984); the hypogeic tomb of Malpasso (from Tusa 1992); 

hypogeum of Hal Saflieni (Malta) (from Evans 1971). 
 
One of the activities conducted in the last period, by the team of the 
University of Catania, was the laser scanning of the structure in order 
to resolve some scientific problems. 
The main aspect was to check the previous plan (carried out by 
Guzzardi in 1975). Thanks to this check it has been possible to 
distinguish two different sections: the first group consists of very 
small and low rooms, which follow each other with an irregular and 
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sinuous pattern; the second includes three groups of rooms of larger 
and higher shape, with a linear trend. 
The laser scanner was a good way moreover to: (1) identify 
chronological articulations -  in fact the long occupation of the site has 
also involved changes from an architectural point of view, which have 
further complicate the reading of the monument; (2) check the 
alignment of cluster of rooms; (3) document the actual state of the 
complex in detail, monitoring its possible degradation; (4) identify 
special architectural elements, which are difficult to observe with the 
traditional relief; (5) and to identify traces of work until now ignored. 
Finally, but not least, it will be possible to visit the monument 
remotely, with an immersive visualization of the hypogeum. The 
potentiality of immersive visualization is evident above all in a case 
like this, because the monument is a very difficult accessible context. 
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The results of the research activity conducted on the three hills of the 
Phaistos ridge, albeit still in the process of being assessed, allows an 
issue of current importance to be addressed: the size and internal 
organization of the settlement that stood on the hills of Phaistos ridge 
before and after the construction of the First Palace. 
In 2004 V. Watrous proposed that the construction of the First Palace 
at Phaistos was triggered by a process of population nucleation that 
took place in MM IA, following the abandonment of the countryside. 
This conclusion, in line with the development recorded or proposed at 
other palatial sites (Whitelaw 1983; 2001), was suggested by the drop 
in the number of MM IA sites identified in the western Mesara during 
the survey conducted by a Greek-Canadian team, and by presence of 
MM IA pottery on the westernmost slope of the hill of Christos 
Effendi, which allowed to propose that the site had had grown from 
5ha in EM II to 27ha in MM IA. 
Watrous, however, noted that the negative results achieved in many of 
the test-pits conducted on these hills by the Italian excavators hinted 
that buildings were widely spaced and hypothesised that the settlement 
had a dispersed structure and a density of population as low as 50-100 
inhabitants per ha1, rather than 400/ha proposed by Whitelaw in 1983. 
A similar picture was outlined by Watrous for the MM II period, when 
the site reached the considerable extent of 55 ha and the resident 
population was estimated to be between 3000 and 5500 persons, 
which seems to be exceptional in the context of the Mesara plain, 
where people lived in hamlets of two-three buildings or in isolated 
farmsteads, but it was not striking when compared with the 16500 
inhabitants proposed by Whitelaw for MM I-II Knossos (Whitelaw 
2012, p. 155, table 4.14(. 

������������������������������������������������������
1Watrous 2004. Watrous underlines that this population estimate was in agreement 
with the low density recorded in traditional Mesara villages, and also with the 
resultsachieved on EBA Cyprus by S. Manning. 
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As a matter of fact, Watrous’s results were recently contested by T. 
Whitelaw, who proposed a smaller size for the settlement but a much 
higher density of population, based on a density multiplier of 300-400 
persons/ha (Whitelaw 1983; 2012). In Whitelaw’s opinion the 
settlement had a maximum extent of 18ha in EM III-MM IA, and 31ha 
in MM IB-II, but it had a nucleated structure of the type known from 
MyrtosFournouKoriphi and had a therefore a much higher population. 
More specifically, Whitelaw proposed that during the latest part of the 
Prepalatial period Phaistos could have had as many as 1028 houses 
and a population of 5,400, which reached 9,300 inhabitants in MM I-
II, when the site’s extent was 31 ha. 
The two proposals differ with regard to the way in which the site-
extent was assessed and then converted into inhabited area, but are in 
substantial agreement with regard to the rise of the palace, seen as the 
outcome of urbanisation. In both cases, urbanism is considered to be a 
real conditio sine qua non for the construction of the palace. 
 
The recent re-assessment of the Prepalatial deposits and structures 
uncovered on the three hills of the Phaistos ridge has however shown 
that the size of the site during the Early Bronze Age had generally 
been over-estimated in previous studies because they had not taken 
into account function, temporality and mobility (Todaro 2013; 
forthcoming C). In these studies any architectural structure was 
considered to be a house, and any deposit with pottery was considered 
to be domestic. Moreover, all the structures associated with pottery 
that could be stylistically dated to EM I-II, which covers a period of 
over 1000 years, or to EM III-MM IA, which covers c.200 years, were 
considered to be contemporary.  
The re-attribution of deposits and structures to each of the ten phases 
of occupation identified at the site on a stratigraphic basis (Todaro 
2005; 2013) has instead shown that most of the structures associated 
with similar pottery belonged to different architectural or occupation 
phases, i.e. had been built in succession over a long period of time 
during which the locus of activity had shifted horizontally. Several 
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deposits, on the other hand, turned out to be the outcome of 
specialised activities, while others were the outcome of a specific 
rubbish management strategy that led to the formation of middens in 
large areas between structures. 
 The results of this study suggested that EBA Phaistos stood out in its 
region not on account of its size (which was not exceptional) but for 
the types of activities that were periodically performed on the hilltop 
and for the extent of the levelling and terracing activities that took 
place at the core of the site in specific phases, namely EM II (Phaistos 
V) and EM III (Phaistos VIII). The most important discovery is that 
these building projects that took place on the palace hill determined 
the temporary appearance of new structures on the other hills, either 
due to the short-term relocation of buildings that were originally 
located on the hilltop, or to accommodate the considerable work-force 
that was active at the site2. It is also important to underline that, 
according to the reconstruction proposed, this building activity was 
functional to the monumentalization of large open areas where a non-
resident population, who lived spread in the Mesara in small and 
mobile groups, periodically gathered to participate in various types of 
communal activities, at the end of which they returned to their homes. 
Assuming, therefore, that Prepalatial Phaistos acted as a ceremonial 
centre that represented a crucial element of continuity and stability in 
a situation of accentuated instability determined by the continuous 
shifting of the locus of habitation across the region3, did it change 

������������������������������������������������������
2The building that was established inPhaistos VIII on the southernmost slopes of 
Acropoli Mediana was abandoned, for example, in the same phase, showing that its 
construction was not due to the growth of the settlement, but rather to the needs of 
accommodating the work-force active at the site. The fact that this particular building 
represented the earliest of a series of three superimposed structures dating to EM III, 
MM II and Hellenist period respectively, instead, suggests that this area of the site 
was only occupied whenever the palace hill was subjected to more intense building 
activity.  
3The few sites that date to the EM period, excavated or identified through survey, 
represent farmsteads or small hamlets that were occupied for a single phase or two 
before being abandoned without an apparent reason. This shifting is also attested in 
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after the construction of the First Palace? And if so, can the changes 
be interpreted in terms of urbanism? 
 
First of all, before trying to answer this question it is important to 
acknowledge that the First Palace was the outcome of two major 
building projects: the first, which started in MM IB (Phaistos XI), did 
not involve a major reshaping of the hill, which maintained the 
appearance achieved after the works conducted in EM III (Phaistos 
VIII); the second, which started at the beginning of MM II (Phaistos 
XII), coincided with major architectural changes. It was in this 
occasion that the palace received the most distinctive features of 
palatial architecture (raised walk-ways, monumental entrance and 
monumental facade with orthostatic blocks), and also a new set of 
facilities for storage (Kouloures and storerooms behind the western 
facade) (Carinci, La Rosa 2007; Militello 2012).  
Looking at the settlement and integrating the results achieved through 
excavations with the results obtained through surveys, it becomes 
evident that it reached his maximum extent during the second building 
project, i.e. in MM II. The data gathered during the survey of Christos 
Effendi hill, in particular, clarifies (a) that in MM II the westernmost 
limit of the settlement coincided with a stream that descended in a SE 
direction across that hill delimitating a site area of ca 60ha; and (b) 
that the settlement had a dispersed structure, rather than a nucleated 
one. 
 
The distribution of MM II pottery, although ubiquitous, is patchy, i.e. 
with large and rich clusters of evidence interspersed with empty areas, 
hinting that human activity (domestic and artisanal) was widely 
spaced within the site area. In this sense, the MM I-II structures 
brought to light at Chalara, Haghia Photini, in the western slope of 

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
the tholos tombs, where continuity of use took place over several hundreds of years 
but punctuated by many gaps and discontinuities; Todaro 2013; Todaro forthcoming 
C. 
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palace hill and on the slopes of AcropoliMediana, and those 
hypothesised in the area of the Christos Effendi hill, should not be 
regarded as the tip of an iceberg, i.e. a tiny percentage of a settlement 
with as many as 2300 houses, accommodating a population of 9,300 
inhabitants proposed by Whitelaw. They should be rather considered 
as a representative sample of a settlement that was much smaller than 
what assumed on the basis of the scatters of pottery. 
The completion of the study of the archaeological and geological data 
gathered during the survey will allow us to provide more precise 
figures: at this stage we prefer to leave the minimal number of houses 
as indeterminate as possible because we are still searching for 
corrective factors that enable to convert site area into inhabited area 
by taking into account temporality and mobility, two issues that if 
neglected would inevitably inflate the settlement’s size. 
The data available so far, in any case, suggest that MM II is the only 
phase, aside from the late Hellenistic period, for which we have good 
evidence in support of the presence at Phaistos of a relatively large 
agglomeration of people that could allow the site to be described as a 
proto-urban centre. In this perspective, one might hypothesise that the 
increase of the storage facilities of the palace in MM II in fact 
represented an answer to the needs of a larger resident population, and 
thus indirectly could be used to infer an increase of population. M. 
Relaki’s interpretation of the sealings found in the first palace, 
however, suggests that groups of non resident also played a role in the 
management of the resources kept in the palace storeroom, making 
further clear that the social and political dimension of the first palace 
at Phaistos can be only understood by taking into account the local 
dimension (resident population), as well as the regional dimension 
(non resident population). Urbanism, instead, did not seem to have 
played a major role in the rise of the palace at Phaistos and in fact, 
judging from later developments of the site and the region, it could be 
described as an experiment that failed and it was not re-proposed until 
the late Hellenistic period.  
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In its two-fold significance as culturally formed space and analytical 
category the concept of the ‘archaeological landscape’ provides a 
juncture between past and present as well as between archaeology 
and society. The two workshops in Kapetaniana (Crete) and Scicli 
(Sicily), organized by the Universities of Heidelberg and Catania, 
and funded by the DAAD have as their objective, to bring multiple 
stakeholders together to promote a dialogue about current and futures 
strategies for an adequate cultural management of archaeological 
sites and their natural environment. 
The book offers a survey of the organisation of the workshops and 
collect articles illustrating the sites discussed in the workshops, their 
archaeological and stratigraphical problems, and some insights into 
the problem of the reconstruction of the ancient landscape. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


