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KATARZYNA ŻEBROWSKA 

Aegean Conferences in Warsaw 

 

The idea of an Aegean Conference was born as a students’ initiative in January 2013. 
Its’ first edition was organized by Mare Nostrum, a students’ academic organization 
interested in Aegean Archaeology, and the stuff of the Aegean Archaeology Department 
at University of Warsaw, Poland, Prof. K. Lewartowski and Dr A. Ulanowska. Its’ main 
aim was to give students an opportunity to present their work developed in the field of 
Aegean Archaeology to a broader public and exchange ideas and observations concerning 
presented topics, since no other academic event was giving them such a possibility. The 
first conference gathered thirteen speakers (E. Byrska, P. Danyło, K. Dudlik, A. Filipek, 
B. Kaczmarek, K. Kopańska, A. Malinowska, J. Niebieszczański, P. Szulc, A. Ulanowska, 
M. Wesołowska, K. Zeman – Wiśniewska, K. Żebrowska) representing undergraduate, 
graduate and PhD students from Polish and foreign universities (Adam Mickiewicz 
University in Poznań, University of Warsaw, Trinity College). 

This volume of Syndesmoi contains papers presented during the proceedings of the 2nd 
students’ conference in Aegean Archaeology entitled Methods – Researches – Perspectives, 
which again took place at the Institute of Archaeology in Warsaw, on April 25th 2014. 
Positive feedback received by the organizers after the first edition opened the conference 
to international speakers and broadened the range of discussed subjects. Our beliefs that 
a conference dedicated strictly to this specific discipline and destined for young 
researchers was indeed needed were confirmed. Apart from authors listed in this volume, 
4 more speakers took part in the second session (A. M. Catania, P. Danyło,  A. Filipek, K. 
Michałowska).  

The following year (2015), the Aegean Archaeology Department has teamed up with 
the Institute of Prehistory, Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, and developed its 
formula into a two-paneled event. The Institute of Prehistory hosted the undergraduate 
and graduate students part of the conference, while the proceedings of young researchers 
(PhD students and doctors who were recently assigned the title) conference was held in 
Warsaw. The results of the third meeting of young Aegean Archaeology’s adepts will be 
published in the next Syndesmoi volume.  

 
The organizers would like to use the opportunity to express their gratitude to the 

directors of the Institute of Archaeology, Prof. W. Nowakowski, Dr K. Jakubiak and Dr 
R. Karasiewicz-Szczypiorski for supporting the students’ initiative and to Prof. P. M. 
Militello, the editor of the Syndesmoi series, for creating the possibility of publishing 
students’ articles. 
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SPYROS BAKAS 
 

COMPOSITE BOWS IN MINOAN AND MYCENAEAN WARFARE  
 

Introduction 
Archery had a dominant role in Bronze Age, especially in later period. The 

technological evolution from the self bows to the composites was a significant factor that 
affected the Warfare in several ways. Composite’s critical advantage was that they can be 
made smaller because they retain their strength through the correlation of different 
materials (wood, sinew, horn). They had more strength, far more range and their small 
size results in more mobility than the self bows1. The first depiction of a probable 
composite bow lays in the victory stele of Naram-Sin of Akkad (23rd century BC)2. It was 
introduced into Egypt by the Hyksos in the 18th Century. The earliest example of a 
composite bow was found in the tomb of Ahmose Penhant (16th century BC)3 while 
thirty-two more have been found in the tomb of Tutankhamen4. However we do not 
have any archaeological examples from the Aegean Bronze Age world. This brief study 
will try to approach the issue of the use of composite bows in the Minoan and 
Mycenaean Warfare attempting to include all the possible archaeological iconographical 
and textual evidence that could support this argument. 

 
Archaeological Evidence 

Bekroulaki et all. suggests that a bow in a wall painting in the palace of Nestor at 
Pylos could possibly be a composite one, due to the white layers of paint5. A bead-seal 
from Thisbe shows a goddess as Britomartis or Diktynna hunting a stag. As Evans notes, 
the appearance of thongs that cross the bow at intervals indicates that it is of the 
composite or Asiatic kind6. Evans also mentions a gold seal belonging to the same 
treasure, depicting two combatants with small composite bows7. An archery thumb ring 
found in the area of the Mycenaean Citadel and dated to the late Bronze Age8 indicates 
 

1 ZUTTERMAN, C., The bow in the Ancient Near East. A re-evaluation of archery from the late 2nd 
Millennium to the end of the Achaemenid empire, Iranica Antiqua Vol XXXVIII, 2003, p. 122. 
2 YADIN, Y., The Art of Warfare in Biblical lands in the light of archaeological discovery,  Weidenfeld and Nicolson 
publishing, London 1963, p. 47. 
3 MCLEOD, W.E., Egyptian Composite Bows in New York , American Journal of Archaeology Vol. 66, No. 1 
(Jan., 1962), p. 136. 
4 HOWARD, D. , Bronze age military equipment, Pen and sword military publishing, 2011, p. 29. 
5 BRECOULAKI, H., et Alii, An Archer from the Palace of Nestor: A New Wall-Painting Fragment in the 
Chora Museum, Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens Vol. 77,No. 3 (Jul. - 
Sep., 2008), p. 376. 
6 EVANS, A, 'The Ring of Nestor': A Glimpse into the Minoan After-World and A Sepulchral Treasure of 
Gold Signet-Rings and Bead-Seals from Thisbê, Boeotia, The Journal of Hellenic Studies Vol. 45, Part 1 (1925), 
p. 22. 
7 WATCHSMANN, S. , Aegeans in Theban Tombs, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 20, Uitgeverij Peeters 
Leuven 1987,  p. 89. 
8 DAVIS, A. Archery in Archaic Greece, Phd Thesis, University of Columbia, 2013 p. 11. 
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that it could be used along with a composite bow –probably by a chariot archer.. One of 
the signs of the Phaistos disc represents an unstrung bow with recurved limbs and 
straight grip 9 which Evans defines as “Asiatic Composite”10. 

There is a large number of smiths in Pylos tablets. These are aligned with the 
bureaucratic and centralized structure of the Mycenaean palatial centers. The word to-ko-
so-wo-ko11 which appears five times in the tablets, refers to the profession of the “bow-
maker” (τοξοφοργός/toksoworgos ). Furthermore, the word “ke-ra-e-we” is been 
translated as “worker in horn”12. In the tablets we find evidence for the use of horn in the 
production of  furniture, wheels, bridles and weapons13.  There is no evidence, however, 
for the use of horn in the production of bows. Nevertheless the word reminds us the 
maker of the bow of Pandarus who was “a worker in horn” (κεραοξόος τέκτων)14. These 
professions indicate a specialization that could  be associated (even indirectly) with the 
construction of the composite bows. Based on the evidence from the Pylos “chariot –
tablets” we do know that this Palatial centre could field hundreds of chariots 15 while also 
there is a record that there are 6010 arrows stored in this particular place16. Apparently 
those large numbers of chariots and arrows support the need for military arming. So, it 
seems more likely that the Palatial centers would need those “bow makers” mostly for 
military purposes rather than just for hunting. Therefore, the construction of composite 
bows – as weapons of the Mycenaean aristocrats – seems to be the most possible 
occupation of those craftsmen. 

 
Homeric Elite Bowmen 

In Homeric epics there are two bows that are described to be of composite structure. 
The bow of Pandarus was made of the horns of a wild goat17. This when it is fully drawn 
it is noted as “kukloterέj“18. This adjective supports the argument that its structure is 

 

9 SURNIN, V., Hieroglyphs of the Phaistos disc. History and full text translation, Volume I , Rostov on Don 2013, pp. 
113-115. 
10 EVANS, A., The palace of Minos. A comparative account of the successive stages of the Early Cretan civiliszation as 
illustrated by the discoveries at Knossos. Volume 2, Part 1 Fresh lights on origins and external relations, Cambridge 
University press, New York 1928, p. 50. 
11 HELTZER, M., E. LIPINSKI, Society and economy in the eastern Mediterranean (c 1500 – 1000), Orientalia 
Lovaniensia Analekta 23, Uitgeverij Peeters Leuven 1988, p. 66. 
12 LUJÁN, E. R.,  A. BERNABÉ,  Ivory and Horn Production in Mycenaean Texts  [in:] Nosch, M-L., R. 
Laffineur (eds.), Kosmos. Jewellery, Adornment and Textiles in the Aegean Bronze Age. Proceedings of the 
13th International Aegean Conference/13e Rencontre égéenne internationale, University of Copenhagen, 
Danish National Research Foundation's Centre for Textile Research, 21-26 April 2010, AEGAEUM 33 
(2012), p. 636.  
13 Ibidem, p. 627. 
14 “και τα μεν ασκήσας, κεραοοξόος ήραρε τέκτων”, Homerus Epic: Ilias, Book 4, line 110. 
15 CHADWICK, J. The Mycenean world, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1976, pp. 164-171. 
16 DREWS, R, The end of Bronze Age” .Changes in Warfare and the catastrophe ca 1200BC, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton 1993, p. 124. 
17 “αυτίκ’εσύλα τόξον εύξοον ιξάλου αιγός αγρίου”. Homerus Epic: Ilias, Book 4, line 105. 
18 “νευρήν μεν μαζώ πέλασεν, τόξω δε σιδηρόν. 
 αυτάρ επεί δη κυκλοτερές μέγα τόξον έτεινε”, Homerus Epic: Ilias, Book 4, line 124. 
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composite, as only the well-made composite bows can sustain a very high degree of 
curvature, while bows of simple structure would break under the strain involved in such 
extreme bending19. Odysseus is presented to provide a special treatment to his bow under 
fire20, in order to render it more supple and amenable. It seems that the horn needed to 
be softened and the sinews needed to be rendered fully elastic in order for the bow to be 
functional. 

Odysseus examines the weapon carefully to make sure that it has not been gnawed 
by wood-warms called “ίπες” 21 (“ips”). This is confirmed by modern zoologists as a 
genus of Scolytidae beatles is also called “ips”. Those worms would have infested the 
wooden part of the bow and, on reaching maturity, have made their way out through the 
horn22.  His  bow is also described as recurved 23, curved24 and sinuous25 when unstrung. 
These descriptions imply that this characteristic in the position of rest was a very marked 
feature. This backward curving of the bow is a feature peculiarly associated with 
composite bows 26. Finally,  both the bows of Pandarus and Odysseus are referred to be 
kept in bow-cases (“εσύλα τόξον”27, ”γωρυτώ”28): a device that could carry a drawn bow. 
These are associated with composite bows which are able not to lose their power if being 
strung for a long time.   

 
Scale and Plate Armor 

Howard notes that “at least in the same period as the battles of Megido and Kadesh (15th -13th 
century BC), Mycenaean aristocrats were primarily chariot archers”29.  He also notes that that the 
Mycenaean chariot-archer was using the composite bow as his prime ranged weapon30. 
Bronze Age Chariot-archers could not carry large shields as they needed both their hands 
to use their bows. Thus, they relied to body armor for protection. The only type of 

 

19 BALFOUR, H. , The Archer's Bow in the Homeric Poems, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of 
Great Britain and Ireland Vol.51 (Jul. - Dec., 1921), pp. 302 -303. 
20 “Ευρύμαχος δ’ήδη τόξον μετά χερσίν ενώμα,  
θάλπων ένθα και ένθα σέλα πυρός”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 21, line 247. 
21 “εισορόων Οδυσήα. ο δ’ήδη τόξον ένωμα 
πάντη αναστρωφών, πειρώμενος ένθα και ένθα  
μη κέρα πες έδοιεν αποιχομένοιο άνακτος”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 21, line 395. 
22 ROSE,  J.H. , Odysseus' Bow and the Scolytidae, Classical Philology Vol. 29, No. 4 (Oct., 1934), pp. 343-344. 
23 “ένθα δε τόξον κοίτο παλίντονον ΄ηδ φαρέτρη  
ιοδόκος, πολλοί δ’ένεσαν στονόεντες οιστο…”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 21, line 11. 
24 „αλλ’άγετ’ οινοχόος μέν επαρξάσθω δεπάεσσιν,  
όφρα σπείσαντες καταθείομεν αγκύλα τόξα”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 21, line 263. 
25 “πη δή καμπύλα τόξα φέρεις, αμέγατε συβωτα”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 21, line 362. 
26 BALFOUR, H. , The Archer's Bow in the Homeric Poems, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of 
Great Britain and Ireland Vol.51 (Jul. - Dec., 1921), p. 302.  
27 “Ως φατ’ Αθηναίη , τω δε φρένας άφρονι πείθεν,·  
αυτίκ’εσύλα τόξον εύξοον ιξάλου αιγός”,  Homerus Epic: Ilias, Book 4, line 105. 
28 „ένθεν ορεξαμένη από πασσάλου αίνυτο τόξον  
αυτώ γωρυτώ , ος ει περίκειτο φαεινός”, Homerus Epic: Odyssea, Book 2,1 line 54. 
29 HOWARD, D. , Bronze age military equipment, Pen and sword military publishing, 2011, p. 57. 
30 Ibidem, p. 138. 
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functional armor, that provides suppleness and sufficient protection was the metallic 
scaled. The four bronze scales that have been found in the Aegean basin – in Uluburun 
shipwreck, in the Citadel house in Mycenae, in Tiryns and in the island of Salamina31 – 
support the argument that the Mycenaean noble warriors were familiar with scale armor 
corselets. Even Homeric warriors such as Menelaos seem to wear some kind of scaled 
armor32. A series of experiments conducted by Tom Hulit  proved that bronze scaled 
armor, even composite rawhide /bronze scaled armor  proved to be extremely resistant 
to the Egyptian composite bow  (39-44 lbs , 30’’-33’’) in shots of various types of arrows 
in the distance of 7 meters.  Hulit concluded that the corselets managed to stop all the 
types of shots suggesting that this armor would have been suitable for use even in the 
most hazardous conditions justifying its high cost of production33. Such a body armor of 
high cost, combining high defense and constant mobility could be only associated with 
the characteristics of the composite bow: a noble and high cost weapon which provides 
strong shots against the elite chariot-archer opponents whilst also accords significant 
adaptability and readiness. Therefore, it is not dairy to conclude that the Mycenaean 
bronze scaled corselets would have been constructed for and against the composite bows. 
In the other hand heavy plate armor like the “Dendra” cuirass seem also to be designed 
to confront potent archery missiles. The cuirass comes from an era (15th century BC) 
where chariot archers where the primary threat and its bearer probably needed a full body 
protection against the enemy composite bows. 

 
Minoan Horn Trade For The Egyptian Composite Bows 

We do know that Minoans had close diplomatic and commerce connections with the 
Egypt at least from the early eighteen Dynasty period34. In a painting from the tomb of 
Menkheperreseneb, who was a noble in the era of Thutmose III (15th century BC), we 
see depictions of men in Aegean dress (obviously Minoans) bringing tribute or diplomatic 
gifts to the court. One of those Minoans bearers brings an object identifiable as a goat-
horn. Similar horns are being portrayed in the “bowyers workshop” scenes in the same 
monument. In these scenes the bowers are presented to construct composite bows using 
six horns, worked by or ranged above them35. But why the Egyptians would value and 
appreciate such an item although the eastern Mediterranean basin and especially Egypt 
had large numbers of wild goats that could support the construction of composite bows? 
The answer could be retrieved by the fact that seventeen military campaigns were fought 

 

31 Ibidem, p. 74. 
32 Homerus Epic: Ilias, Book 2,0,  line 413-416. 
33 HULIT, T.D., Late Bronze Age scale armour in the Near East : an experimental investigation of materials, construction, 
and effectiveness, with a consideration of socio-economic implications, Department of Archaeology University of 
Durham ,Volume 1 of 1, Ph.D. Thesis 2002, pp. 123-133. 
34 KELDER,  J, The Egyptian interest in Mycenaean Greece , Annual of Ex Oriente Lux (JEOL), 2010, p. 125. 
35 WATCHSMANN, S., Aegeans in Theban Tombs, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 20, Uitgeverij Peeters 
Leuven 1987,  p. 90. 
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by the forces of Thutmose III during his reign36. Therefore, imported horns were 
required to match the large amount of bows needed to outfit huge armies for such 
campaigns. 

Knossos Mc series tablets indicate that goat products including horn and possibly 
sinews were collected and stored in Knossos37. Apparently those products are associated 
with the Cretan wild goat - the “agrimi”- which was a symbol of masculine prowess and 
status in Minoan society. The Minoan palatial centers transported these goods to Egypt 
and – in exchange – the Minoan elites received prestige products, such as ivory and 
gold38. Nonetheless, the fact of commerce of horn and sinew to Egypt, implies a 
significant familiarization of the Minoans with the utilization of those items on the 
construction of local composite bows. It is attested through the Linear B tablets that 
Knossos could deploy 200 chariots – or even more – as archaeological evidence, such as 
the Phaistos disc sign, supports the evidence of the extensive use of the composite bow 
among the Minoan elites.  

 
Conclusions 

Bronze Age cultures valued the composite bow as a highly advanced and efficient 
weapon, offering solutions to both mobility and firepower in conflict. It is certain that the 
composite bow wasn’t commonplace in Minoan and Mycenaean world. It was a prestige 
item with high cost owned by the elite warriors and aristocrats. The weapon was in use by 
the Minoans probably from the early Neopalatial period and continued to play a 
dominant role in Aegean battlefields till the 13 century BC following the decline of 
chariot archery. Local wild goat horn -as a raw material- was in high value and extensive 
use by the Minoans during the later Neopalatial Period and we have enough indications 
to believe that Minoans were able to construct their own composite bows in a large scale. 
In the Mycenaean context a series of textual and archaeological evidence support the 
argument that the composite bows were constructed in a broaded basis by state’s 
specialist craftsmen at least till the end of 13th century BC  while practically used  till the 
end of  Bronze Age.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

36 HUSSEIN, M.A. , Minoan Goat Hunting: Social Status and the Economics of War , Intercultural Contacts 
in the Ancient Mediterranean, DUISTERMAAT,  REGULSKI (eds.), OLA 202, 2011, p. 559. 
37 Ibidem, p. 567. 
38 Ibidem, p. 569. 
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KINGA BIGORAJ 
 

HELIKE AND ACHAIA IN THE LATE BRONZE AGE 
 
Since Thanasis Papadopoulous published his Mycenaean Achaia, summarizing the 

previous knowledge on that region in the Late Bronze Age, over thirty five years have 
passed1. Meanwhile, some new important archaeological sites were discovered, and the 
“old” ones were revisited and reconsidered, improving our understanding of how the 
Mycenaean Achaia may have looked like. This short article does not explore this question 
in a comprehensive manner, nor does it present the complete list of newly discovered 
sites2. Its main aim is to sum up information on discoveries dated to the Mycenaean 
period from the area of ancient city Helike in Aigialeia, eastern part o Achaia, and to set it 
in a broader context of Mycenaean habitation in the entire region.   

Until now, nearly one hundred Mycenaean sites have been revealed in Achaia: mostly 
burial places, but also settlements and fortification walls. When compared to the 
impressive quantity of cemeteries and graves discovered in this part of Peloponnese, the 
number of excavated habitation sites is very scanty. The Mycenaean settlement of Achaia, 
developing far from the great palatial centers of Argolid or Messenia, is still hardly 
recognized. Although traces of many possible habitation sites are known from surface 
finds, only a few of them have been explored and described so far. Whereas the latest 
discoveries of Mycenaean Helike are related to settlement and potential habitation sites, a 
particular reference will be also given to other Mycenaean settlements in Achaia. 

Seven kilometers east of Aigio, on the northern shore of the Corinthian Gulf, a 
narrow plain lies between the Selinous and Kerynites rivers (Fig. 1). For more than twenty 
years this area, today occupied by the modern villages of Nikolaiika, Rizomylos and Eliki, 
has been a place of very intensive archaeological works, conducted by the 6th Ephorate 
of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities in Patras and, independently, by the archaeologists 
from the Helike Project3. The Helike Project, directed by Professor Dora Katsonopoulou, 
was launched in order to discover the remains of ancient city of Helike, completely 
destroyed by an earthquake in 373 BC. Before the catastrophe, the city was one of the 
most important centers in the region, famous mostly for the great sanctuary of Poseidon 
Helikonios4. Helike had never been refounded, and its exact location remained unknown 
for centuries.   

 

1 PAPADOPOULOS 1979. 
2 For a comprehensive and (almost) up-to-date survey of the evidence, see GIANNOPOULOS 2008. 
3 KATSONOPOULOU et Alii 1995, 1998. I would like to take this occasion to express my gratitude to 
Professor Dora Katsonopoulou, Director of the Helike Project and President of the Helike Society, for 
giving me the opportunity to participate in this project.  For the latest information about the Helike Project 
see: www.helike.gr 
4 The cult of Poseidon in Helike seems to be as early as the Mycenaean period: KATSONOPOULOU 1998, 
251-265 
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The excavations (of both the Helike Project and the Ephorate) resulted in the 
discovery of dozen of sites dated to the Classical, Hellenistic and Roman periods. Yet, the 
history of habitation of the Helike Plain is much longer. Archaeologists discovered the 
remains of two settlements from the Early Bronze Age5 and the remnants of buildings 
dated to the Geometric period6. In 2006 researchers from the Helike Project found 
Mycenaean pottery of very high quality in one of the test trenches opened in the central 
part of the Helike Plain. In 2009 archaeologists from the 6th Ephorate unearthed the 
remains of a large Mycenaean settlement in Nikolaiika. In both cases the fieldworks are 
still ongoing. These latest discoveries complement the picture of Mycenaean Helike. The 
first major finds in this area, dating to the Late Bronze Age, came from the impressive 
chamber tomb cemetery uncovered in Nikolaiika in 1995. 

Before exploring further the evidence for Mycenaean Helike and its possible role in 
the region, one noteworthy question should be mentioned. When looking at the map of 
Achaia one can notice a clear division on western and eastern part with Panachaikos 
Mountain creating a natural barrier between them, which could have functioned also as a 
kind of “cultural barrier”(Fig. 2). Some scholars claim that during the Late Bronze Age, 
each part of Achaia was developing in a different way7. In the early Mycenaean period, 
LHIIIA-B eastern Achaia should be considered as belonging to the North-Eastern 
Peloponnese cultural circle. At the same time the presence of tholos tombs in the western 
part of the province has been considered to prove the emergence of local elites. In the 
post-palatial period, western Achaia was developing independently, creating a part of so-
called “Western Mycenaean koine”8. Some characteristic features, like the presence of rich 
warrior graves of the LH IIIC period, are in fact almost absent in eastern Achaia. 
Meanwhile, the eastern part of the region was keeping closer relations with the North-
Eastern Peloponnese during the Geometric period and later9.  Except for cemeteries, 
pottery provides the most striking differences that prove the division on western and 
eastern Achaia.  Moreover, recent studies concerning population and social organization 
of Achaia in the Late Mycenaean period reviewed the traditional perception of the region 
as a place rapidly flooded by refugees from other regions of Peloponnese. It seems more 
plausible that the newcomers, who appeared in Achaia after the collapse of palatial 
centers, arrived to the region in a fairly gradual and peaceful process, over a longer period 
of time10. 

Bearing this in mind, let us take a quick look at the Late Bronze Age settlements in 
Achaia (Fig. 3). As it was mentioned above, the number of Mycenaean habitation sites is 
 

5 First Early Bronze Age settlement was discovered by Katsonopoulou’s team in 2001: KATSONOPOULOU 
2011. Another settlement of that period was identified by archaeologists of the 6th Ephorate in 2009 and 
the works are still in progress. 
6 KOLIA 2011. 
7 PETROPOULOS 2012, MOSCHOS 2009a, MOSCHOS 2009b. 
8 MOSCHOS 2009b, 346; EDER 2006, 562; PAPADOPOULOS 1995.   
9 PETROPOULOS 2007, 264-265 
10 PAPADOPOULOS 1991.  
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relatively small when compared to the impressive quantity of burial sites. The reasons for 
this require further study, but for the purpose of this article the available evidence will be 
considered.  

Remains of the best studied Late Helladic settlement in Achaia are located about 
twenty kilometers south-east from Patras, near the modern village of Chalandritsa 11. The 
rescue excavation in 1985 and further campaigns in the following years (1996 and 2002-
2004) brought to light an extensive habitation site; most of the finds were dated to the 
LH IIIB-C periods. The houses were built on top of a rocky hill of Ayios Georgios, near 
a fresh water source – in a location chosen perfectly not only for habitation, but also for 
the control of local routes. Hardly accessible slopes of Ayios Georgios hill formed a kind 
of natural fortification. Because of its size and location, Chalandritsa is considered to have 
been the administrative center of the region (although there is at least one other 
candidate, see below). The settlement appears to be associated with a chamber tomb 
cemetery at Ayios Vasilios, located about three kilometers north-west from Chalandritsa.  

Remains of a megaron-like building were distinguished in the center of the 
settlement; unfortunately, they were almost completely destroyed. Other dwellings 
covered the top and southwestern slope of the hill. Two roads ran along the short and 
the long sides of the settlement. Until present, five houses were excavated, giving a 
picture of solid buildings with stone foundations and mud-brick walls. More dwelling 
structures are yet to be unearthed. The houses consisted of several rectangular or 
trapezoid rooms forming habitation units, with fireplaces in the corners and benches 
along the walls. Some of the buildings could have had a second floor. Under the floors of 
four houses children cist burials were found. Clay roof-tiles belong to the particularly 
important finds, as they are rarely found at the Late Helladic sites on Peloponnese. Other 
artifacts, such as cooking pots, stone, bone and bronze tools, and animal bones indicate 
rural character of the settlement.  

Only seven kilometers east of Chalandritsa, near the modern village of Katarraktis, 
remains of two other Mycenaean settlements were brought to light, already in the middle 
of the last century12. The first one is located on the Ayios Athanasios hill. Nikolas 
Zephiropoulous unearthed the remains of a large two-room house, resembling a simple 
meagaron building. The house was built of rough-stones and had the main entrance from 
the east. Under the floor, which was most probably paved with stone slabs, there was a 
small cist grave of a child. According to the excavator, the building was probably erected 
in the late Middle Helladic period and then rearranged in Mycenaean times.  

Another Mycenaean dwelling structures were examined by the same excavator two 
kilometers further west, in Drakotrypa13. The settlement was only fragmentary excavated 
revealing remains of a house consisting of one main room, a series of smaller rooms and 

 

11 KOLONAS, GAZIS 2006. 
12 PAPADOPOULOS 1979, 44. 
13 Ibidem. 
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a large courtyard. In the main room three small bothroi (pits) were discovered, filled with 
charcoals and pottery sherds. The pits along the walls contained three burials of children. 
In the northern part of the courtyard, remains of vessels, animal bones and charcoals 
suggest a kind of sacral zone. Other finds from the building include stone hammers, a 
bronze flat axe and a sickle. The dwelling was most likely in use through the whole Late 
Helladic period.  

The settlements of Ayios Athanasios and Drakotrypa may have been related to the 
nearby cemetery of Katarraktis-Rodia, known from its rich tholos tombs. The finds from 
these tombs are very impressive and indicate that people living in the region were of a 
very high status14.  

Another Mycenaean settlement, Ayia Kyriaki, located only five kilometers north-east 
from Patras, was excavated only fragmentary15. The settlement is related to the very 
important Late Bronze Age necropolis of Voundeni. Over sixty chamber tombs 
belonging to this impressive complex have been excavated so far. Remains of a 
settlement, inhabited most probably from EH/MH period onwards, still await proper 
excavations.  

Next settlement is located in a distance of three kilometers from Patras. The 
habitation site on the top of the Mygdalia Hill was unearthed only a few years ago16. The 
settlement is most probably connected to the famous Mycenaean cemetery in Achaia 
Klauss17. Excavators distinguished three successive terraces on which the buildings were 
located, covering an area of more than six thousand square meters.  On the uppermost 
terrace a large rectangular stone building was excavated. Most likely, the roof of the house 
was originally supported by wooden columns. For its shape, size and location, the 
building is considered to have been a residence of a local ruler. Terraces 2 and 3 were 
occupied by the main settlement: dwellings and storerooms. Again, an intra muros cist 
grave of a child was discovered there18.  

An extraordinary Mycenaean site located on the very western edge of Achaia (ca. 
forty kilometers west from Patras) deserves a special attention. Teichos Dymaion is 
famous mostly for its cyclopean walls. This Late Helladic citadel was inhabited through 
the whole Late Helladic period. Excavations within the wall were undertaken for the first 
time by E. Mastrokostas in 1962-196619. Most of the excavated houses were located in 
the area enclosed by Cyclopean walls. Some structures were also discovered outside, on 

 

14 GIANNOPOULOS 2008, 50. 
15 MOSCHOS 2009b, 347. 
16 Information concerning the Mygdalia Hill excavations derives from the reports written by Dr Eleni 
Papazoglou-Manioudaki (2009 and 2011, unpublished), edited and circulated by the Archaeology in Greece 
Online: www.chronique.efa.gr/index.php/fiches/voir/1551/ and www.chronique.efa.gr/index.php/fiches 
/voir/2340/(accessed 20.05.2014). 
17 PASCHALIDIS, MCGEORGE 2009. 
18  For more information about this custom see MCGEORGE 2011.  
19 PAPADOPOULOS 1979, 46. 
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the slope of the hill. For its location and character the acropolis of Teichos Dymaion is 
also regarded as a potential administrative center of a local Mycenaean ruler20. 

To sum up information about western part of Achaia it should be noticed that there 
are also various remains of Mycenaean dwelling structures discovered in the modern 
Patras itself, yet it seems that the main part of Late Helladic town lays beneath the 
medieval castle.  

The second well-fortified site in Achaia (besides Teichos Dymaion) is Aigeira, 
located near the eastern border of the region, next to the modern town of Akrata. The 
settlement has a fortified acropolis and is situated on top of the hill and slightly lower on 
a small plateau21. The site was inhabited through the whole Mycenaean period. The 
settlement covered the widest area in the LHIIIB period and most of the remains of 
dwelling structures, storage rooms and pottery findings date to this period. Unique 
acropolis indicates the significance of this settlement.  

Traces of dwelling structures dated to the Mycenaean period, including remains of 
megaron-like buildings, were also discovered in the area of modern Aigio. Again, the 
settlement is connected to the Late Helladic cemetery unearthed nearby22.  

As can be noticed from this brief overview, the majority of habitation sites excavated 
so far is located in the western part of Achaia. These proportions, however, may change 
in the near future. The continuing large-scale construction works in the eastern part of 
the region during the last few years, the Olympia Motorway and the New Railway Track 
from Athens to Patras, were accompanied by extensive archaeological investigations. 
Hundreds of trial trenches were opened along the course of the Motorway and the New 
Railway in the lowland, seaside part of Eastern Achaia. Many of the trenches yielded 
ancient remains; some of them are of great importance.  

An example of such a recent discovery, which brings us back to the area of Helike 
(Fig. 4) is the Mycenaean settlement found in 2009 on the outskirts of modern village of 
Nikolaiika23. The excavated remains are located along the northern side of the new 
national road connecting Corinth and Patras (a fragment of the Olympia Motorway), on 
northwestern outskirts of the Kalithea hill. So far, the excavation covered an area of 
about one thousand square meters, but the site may extend further on to at least  twenty 
thousand square meters. Following the excavators’ observations, this large Late Helladic 
settlement was probably arranged in quarters. Even though the ground plans of the 
buildings are not fully preserved, it seems that most of them were organized complexes 
with smaller rectangular rooms. One of the houses, however, was a relatively big two-
room building. On the floor in the northern room a small grave, used for a child burial, 

 

20 Ibidem, 36.  
21 GAUß 2009. 
22 PAPADOPOULOS 1976. 
23 Fieldwork in Nikolaiika is still in progress and awaits publication. The information concerning these 
excavations was presented online by Dr Erofili Kolia, the Director of the 6th Ephorate in Patras: www. 
archaiologia.gr/en/blog/2013/12/16/archaeological-research-in-eastern-achaea (accessed on 25.05.2014). 
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was uncovered. In the southern room the rock was cut to form a niche, which contained 
a large quantity of domestic pottery, mainly cooking pots and kylikes.   

The foundations of the buildings were of roughly worked or even unworked river 
stones, and the upper parts of the walls were of mud-brick. In some places the surface of 
natural rock was cut in round shapes, probably for placement of large storage vessels. 
According to the preliminary analysis of pottery, the site dates to the end of LH IIIB and 
the whole LH IIIC period. The finds include numerous clay vessels (alabastra, cups, 
kylikes, cooking pots, pithoi and pithoid jars), clay discoid weights and loom weights, 
stone weights and bronze objects, such as daggers and arrowheads. Combining the 
character of the building remains and the movable finds, the excavators assumed that the 
settlement was generally of rural nature. 

The newly discovered settlement is another element of the Mycenaean Helike puzzle.  
A group of chamber tombs was discovered on the same Kalithea hill during public works 
in 199524. So far three chamber tombs and one cist grave have been investigated and 
according to the excavator, Michalis Petropoulos, there are as many as 70 graves on the 
hill yet to be explored.  The analysis of grave offerings shows that the first use of the 
tombs took place in LH II/LH IIIA period and lasted until late LH IIIC period without 
interruptions. Offerings included a great number of fine pottery. Small finds comprise of 
glass beads, tweezers, clay figurines and seals. A special notice should be given to the 
bronze weapons, like daggers, knives and one long sword of Naue II type – the only 
example discovered in the eastern part of Achaia25. Quality and quantity of the finds leave 
no doubts that the graves belonged to members of a very reach family, probably a local 
elite.  

 Judging from those finds, Petropoulos claims that people buried at the cemetery 
belonged to a community which had frequent and direct contacts with Corinthia, Argolid, 
the northern coast of the Corinthian Gulf and (at the end of LH IIIC period) also with 
western Achaia. The latter relations, however, were described as mostly of commercial 
nature. The links with Argolid seem to be most obvious and they somehow confirm the 
information given about Helike by ancient authors. According to Homer, eastern Achaia 
was a part of the Kingdom of Agamemnon, while Helike is also mentioned (among other 
cities i.e. Aigio and Boura) in the “Catalogue of Ships” (Homer, Iliad, II 575, Pausanias, 
VII, 1.4). Other ancient written sources described the conquest of Helike by the 
legendary Tisamenos, son of Orestes and grandson of Agamemnon. (Pausanias, VII, 1.7–

 

24 PETROPOULOS 2007.   
25 There are 15 other swords of this type found in Achaia all in its western part: PETROPOULOS 2012, 198 
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8)26. However, according to different mythological sources, Helike may have had other 
connections within Peloponnese27.  

Considering the location of the newly discovered settlement and the cemetery on the 
Kalithea hill, there are no doubts that they were directly connected to each other. It 
should be mentioned here that before the settlement was discovered, a different place had 
been regarded as a potential habitation site of local Mycenaeans28. It was the hill of Ayios 
Georgios, located about two kilometers west from the cemetery. Some remains of Late 
Bronze Age pottery were discovered on top of the hill. Moreover Ayios Georgios is 
overlooking the Helike Plain which makes it a good location for a Mycenaean settlement.  

The excavators of the Mycenaean settlement of Nikolaiika at the foot of Kalithea hill 
found the remains of buildings almost right below the surface. It was possible due to the 
fact that the unearthed part of the settlement is located just beneath the hill, on a slight 
slope, yet as one goes further north, towards the sea, the situation becomes less favorable. 
As a result of both seismic activity and alluvial processes, the middle part of the Helike 
Plain is now covered with meters of thick soil deposit, hiding possible remains of ancient 
structures. In such circumstances, the archeologists from the “Helike Project”, who are 
working in the central part of the plain, have to dig very deep in order to reach cultural 
layers29. As opposed to the finds from the Hellenistic, Geometric and even Early Helladic 
periods, no traces of structures dated to the Late Bronze Age have been found north of 
the recently discovered settlement. However, the works are still in progress and the 
promising pottery finds indicate that the Helike Plain can bring more surprises. But even 
now, taking into account the size of the cemetery and the possible range of the 
settlement, Mycenaean Helike appears as one of the major sites in Achaia of the Late 
Bronze Age.   
 
 
 
  

 

26 When Eastern part of Achaia was told to be settled by the people led by Tisamenos, Western part of the 
region was taken by people who arrived there with Preugenes and his son Patreus from Sparta, which could 
be a mythological reflection of the actual division.  
27 Helike, according to the legend given by Pausanias, (VII.1 3-4) was a name of the princess, the daughter 
of Selinous (a local king) and the wife of Ion. The other versions, however, say that Helike was the 
daughter of Arcadian king Lykaon or she was a child of Danaos, king of Argos: KATSONOPOULOU 1999, 
409-10. 
28 PETROPOULOS 2007, 253 
29 MANIATIS et Alii 1995. 
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Fig. 1 The Helike Plain (www.google.maps.com). 
 

Fig. 2 Western and Eastern 
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Fig. 3 Mycenaean settlements in Achaia 

Fig. 4 Mycenaean sites of the Helike Plain 
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DANIELA BRAMANTE 
 
SCIENZE DELL’ARCHEOLOGIA E METODOLOGIE DELLA RICERCA STORICO-ARCHEOLOGICA 

 STORIA ED EVOLUZIONE DELLA DIDATTICA UNIVERSITARIA  
PRESSO L’UNIVERSITÀ DEGLI STUDI DI CATANIA 

 
 
L’articolo si propone come un contributo alla storia della didattica universitaria 

dell’archeologia presso la sede della Università di Catania, come riflesso del processo di 
istituzionalizzazione della disciplina nel suo passaggio da semplice insegnamento a 
cattedra autonoma, anche per comprendere i pregi e i limiti del modo di fare archeologia 
in Sicilia nel corso del XX secolo. 

 
1. Stato dell’arte 

In generale la storia dell’archeologia è un filone negletto considerato secondario 
rispetto all’archeologia militante, quasi fosse il semplice frutto di una curiosità erudita. 
Essa può rappresentare invece un grande contributo alla identità della disciplina ed alla 
storia stessa della cultura europea.  

Il modo di fare archeologia, infatti, inserita nello scenario europeo ha subito 
evoluzioni e cambiamenti strutturali profondi, che risiedono non tanto nella materia, 
quanto nel metodo (Schnapp1). Se l’archeologia nasce come antiquaria, saranno tuttavia 
l’affermarsi dell’archeologia preistorica e la stagione positivistica ottocentesca a porre le 
basi per il riconoscimento della legittimità di un’archeologia storica. Va ricordato come “il 
positivismo alla base del pensiero marxista diede un impulso cruciale a un radicale miglioramento nella 
qualità della raccolta dei dati sul campo” (Terrenato, in Barbanera 19982). 

In questo processo bisogna distinguere l’evoluzione della archeologia classica da 
quella preistorica, due discipline che partono da presupposti epistemologici diversi, e si 
sviluppano secondo linee divergenti almeno fino al 1945.  nella nascita di un pensiero 
archeologico soprattutto in preistoria (C. Renfrew-P. Bahn) Entrambe tuttavia risultano 
legate strettamente agli ambiti nazionali (Guidi e Barbanera), e alle aspirazioni 
imperialistiche, nel caso italiano con una netta distinzione fra imperialismo “politico” pre-
fascista e quello del Regime (V. La Rosa3)  e il ventennio fascista (Settis). 

In questa dicotomia una posizione particolare assume proprio lo studio delle civiltà 
egee, venute alla luce dopo le scoperte di Schliemann a Troia e Micene, nell’ultimo 
trentennio dell’800, e di Evans a Cnosso, nel 1900. Nonostante la collocazione 
cronologica “preistoria”, le civiltà egee furono, soprattutto all’inizio,  percepite come un 

 

1 SCHNAPP, A., La conquista del passato. Alle origini dell’archeologia, Milano 1994, p. 57. 
2 BARBANERA, M., Idee per una storia  dell’archeologia classica in Italia dalla fine del Settecento al dopoguerra, 1998, p. 
182. 
3 LA ROSA, V., Paolo Orsi: una storia accademica. Catania 1978, p. 79. 
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predecessore dell’arte classica se non l’origine dell’arte europea, e di conseguenza 
rientrarono nell’ambito dell’archeologia classica, con poche eccezioni, fino ad almeno gli 
anni ’70 del secolo scorso, quando approcci di tipo processuale e successivamente di 
taglio antropologico non riportarono le civiltà egee nell’alveo della preistoria e 
dell’antropologia. 

 
2. Archeologia e didattica dell’archeologia 

Le trasformazioni sopra citate e lo sviluppo della metodologia della ricerca 
archeologica, dagli inizi fino alle più recenti riflessioni teoriche trovarono riflesso anche 
nel modo di trasmissione della conoscenza archeologica sia in ambito universitario sia 
extra-universitario. Nella didattica accademica, in particolare, l’uso delle riproduzioni e dei 
calchi acquista una importanza rilevante, portando alla formazione di gabinetti ed archivi 
di fotografie, diapositive, disegni, calchi, copie, che hanno costituito il punto di 
riferimento per docenti e studenti almeno fino alla seconda guerra mondiale, quando cioè 
un ulteriore salto epistemologico segna il passaggio verso una archeologia più orientata 
verso la cultura materiale e la ricostruzione sociale. Il materiale di questi archivi 
costituisce, dunque, un potente strumento per la ricostruzione della didattica e degli 
interessi scientifici delle università nei decenni a cavallo del XX secolo ed anche dei 
rapporti tra le diverse università e le diverse scuole. Allo stesso tempo, l’analisi dei temi 
scelti e dei modi di riproduzione, anche quando apparentemente obiettivi, come nel caso 
della fotografia o dei calchi, testimoniano i cambiamenti nella percezione dei monumenti 
ed anche nel rapporto tra questi, l’archeologo ed il pubblico. 

Alcuni aspetti dell’insegnamento dell’archeologia, dei riflessi sulla vita accademica 
degli avvenimenti politici e delle politiche culturali, del suo insegnamento e del rapporto 
con il pubblico, tra il 1870 e il 1930, quello possono essere letti per esempio nella storia  
del Winckelmann Institut di Berlino. Qui,  esattamente nel 1851, veniva creato un vero e 
proprio gabinetto didattico che accompagnava l’insegnamento archeologico e che attuava 
per la prima volta una selezione dei pezzi basati sulle loro peculiarità qualitative e 
significative e non quantitative (Stürmer). Tra il 1911 e il 1921 il gabinetto didattico 
diviene museo, con quindici sale, tra cui la sala di archeologia egea, e raggiunge il suo 
apice nel 1932 con la costruzione del Plastico di Olimpia. In questo momento, la storia 
dell’arte classica ha una importanza fondamentale nella cultura europea, e soprattutto 
tedesca, anche per una appropriazione che di essa venne fatta. Dopo la seconda guerra 
mondiale, il panorama cambia totalmente. Non solo crolla il paradigma classicistico 
(Morris), ma nel caso del Winckelmann Institut, ormai parte della DDR, l’arte classica 
diventa espressione della cultura borghese, e come tale accantonata. Nell’archeologia  ma 
nel 1950 viene interamente smontato. Si assiste a un’inversione di tendenza, la cultura 
artistica viene accantonata a favore della cultura materiale. 
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3. La didattica dell’archeologia nell’Ateneo di Catania 
Partendo da queste premesse, la nostra indagine ha affrontato il tema della didattica 

dell’archeologia nell’Ateneo di Catania, nell’ambito di un programma di più ampio respiro 
di studio dell’archeologia europea tra Ottocento e Novecento in Sicilia analizzando alcuni 
aspetti dei riflessi sulla vita accademica degli avvenimenti politici e delle politiche culturali, 
sull’insegnamento della archeologia e sul suo rapporto con il pubblico, dal 1870 ai giorni 
nostri, mediante l’analisi del materiale iconografico utilizzato durante le lezioni, delle fasi 
temporali della sua acquisizione e dell’esame della strumentazione didattica custodita 
presso gli archivi dell’Università di Catania (Archivio centrale e Archivio dell’ex Istituto di 
Archeologia, oggi Dipartimento di Scienze Umanistiche). Si viene così a completare il 
quadro dedicato ad illustrare il modo con cui le Università siciliane, nel corso della loro 
storia, hanno organizzato didattica e ricerca nei due principali settori disciplinari, 
umanistico e scientifico. Si comprende, dunque, in che misura la didattica diventa vera 
scienza di frontiera, legata all’evolversi delle proprie acquisizioni e al mutare delle realtà 
logistiche e ambientali. 

Particolare riguardo è stato dato agli aspetti legati alla didattica dell’archeologia e al 
ruolo del Classicismo e della Preistoria egea nella cultura del tempo. 
Contemporaneamente sono stati analizzati gli aspetti specifici relativi alle tecniche di 
riproduzione degli originali, sia bidimensionali (fotografie, diapositive) sia tridimensionali 
(calchi).  

Di tutti questi protagonisti degli albori dell’Archeologia fino al suo svilupparsi come 
disciplina scientifica, le due istituzioni conservano volumi, manoscritti, disegni, fotografie, 
e li mostra come tappe di questo percorso, come suggerimenti di studio e di indagine, 
come feconda intersezione fra indagini sul campo nelle collezioni e dei reperti, e studio 
degli archivi personali dove sopravvivono testimonianze rimaste inedite, oltre che nelle 
raccolte bibliografiche. 

 
4. Fondo dell’Università di Catania 

I più antichi materiali da esaminare sono costituiti  da verbali e lettere relativi 
all’attività di insegnamento dell’archeologia a partire dal 1883 con S. Bruno, per 
continuare con il grande archeologo Paolo Orsi, docente presso l’Ateneo tra il 1889 ed il 
1899, e, attraverso l’insegnamento di Michele Casagrandi e Pericle Ducati, giungere a 
Guido Libertini, fondatore dell’Istituto di Archeologia nel 1923 e successivamente della 
Scuola di Specializzazione in Archeologia.  

Oggetto di questo studio è stato il copioso archivio fotografico dell’ex Istituto di 
Archeologia della Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia dell’Università di Catania la cui esistenza 
ha subito negli anni numerose traversie sia burocratiche che legate a vari trasferimenti. 
Potremmo dire che tale archivio ha vissuto molte vite: si formò pian piano a partire dalla 
fine del 1800, presso la sede del Palazzo Centrale Di questo processo  abbiamo 
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testimonianza diretta grazie a una lettera4 datata 1898 e manoscritta dall’allora professore 
di Archeologia Paolo Orsi che prega il Rettore dell’Università di Catania di poter ottenere 
il permesso per l’acquisto di fotografie al fine di arricchire il fondo fotografico in quanto 
già due anni prima aveva egli stesso denunciato in una lettera “la assoluta deficienza dei 
mezzi librarii e figurali di questa Università”5; un’altra figura di spicco nella ricostruzione 
accademica, ma meno conosciuta, fu il Prof. V. Casagrandi6, il cui nome comparirà per la 
prima volta nel 1888 come docente di storia moderna, a cui dobbiamo la sistemazione 
dell’intero archivio universitario catanese7. Considerando che la costituzione di un 
“Gabinetto di Archeologia” a Catania risalirebbe al 1842 e che ancora all’inizio del 1800 
l’archeologia era intesa come antichità e non ancora in grado di rappresentare la chiave 
interdisciplinare a supporto dell’indagine di altri campi scientifici, la storia dell’arcvhivio 
fu molto travagliata. 

Successivamente fu grazie a Guido Libertini8, figura principe per la storia 
dell’archeologia catanese dal 1923 al 1940, dapprima professore di Archeologia classica e 
poi Preside e Rettore dell’Ateneo, che il fondo si arricchì notevolmente acquisendo un 
respiro più internazionale.9  

In questi anni, nasce anche il primo gabinetto fotografico, i cui materiali 
costituiscono il nucleo più consistente dell’archivio (circa 4.500 pezzi). Si contano, inoltre, 
fotografie di grande formato (18x24), anch’esse ad uso didattico, acquistate presso il 
celebre studio dei Fratelli Alinari a Firenze, nonché in Germania presso lo studio 
fotografico Wildt o dall’Istituto Archeologico Germanico, dal quale provengono gli 
esemplari raffiguranti i principali monumenti architettonici e figurativi di età classica.  

Ad una prima ricognizione, essi appaiono costituiti da lastre in vetro, alcune destinate 
alla proiezione, rappresentanti monumenti e siti archeologici della Grecia, scavi 
dell’Università in Sicilia, e personalità accademiche, e tutto il materiale fotografico che 
veniva utilizzato per ogni singola lezione nei corsi universitari a partire dagli anni “60; 
alcune lastre furono realizzate dalla Scuola Archeologica Italiana ad Atene, altre acquistate 
dall’Istituto Archeologico Germanico.  

 

4 LA ROSA 1978, Dalla lettera da Siracusa, in data 1898. Al Magnifico Rettore. (Su carta intestata <<R. 
Museo Archeologico di Siracusa>>; scritta da un calligrafo e firmata da Orsi) P. Orsi scrive:<<Se tutto andrà 
bene, dedicherò poi uno o due giorni all’ordinamento del nostro piccolo gabinetto archeologico, per il quale sarebbe però 
necessario un annuo assegno di alcune centinaia di lire, per acquisto di fotografie>>, p. 63.  
5 Ibidem. 
6 LA ROSA, V., Paolo Orsi: una storia accademica, Catania, 1978, p. 10. Vincenzo Casagrandi fu ordinario di 
storia antica e per anni Preside della Facoltà catanese. 
7 LA ROSA 1978. 
8 RIZZA 1999,  65-66.  
9 Guido Libertini acquistò numerose fotografie perlopiù riproduzioni da testi di archeologia, o fotografie sul 
cui retro recano la scritta stampata “Copyright Deutsches Archäologisches Institut-Athen”, foto degli scavi 
di Troina del 1958 la maggior parte sviluppate dall’Ex Ditta Angelo Randazzo, Forniture generali per la 
fotografia che era sita a Catania in via Sant’Euplio, n. 38. 
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Dei docenti dell’Ateneo catanese tra il 1898 e il 1950, infine, sia Paolo Orsi10 sia 
Guido Libertini, e a Guido Libertini si deve l’acquisto di un gruppo di lastre fotografiche 
di fine ‘800 e inizio ‘900 da fotografi di altre nazionalità, e la formazione di una sia pur 
piccola collezione di calchi che potrebbero riflettere un progetto di costituzione di un 
museo dei calchi. Considerando 

Una riflessione a parte, merita la presenza e la scelta sì di personalità insigni 
nell’insegnamento dell’Archeologia a Catania, ma tutte di provenienza non siciliana come 
l’Orsi, il Casagrandi, Arias11 nei suoi anni di insegnamento catanese dal 1954 al 1962, i 
quali ebbero pochi rapporti con l’Accademia e non ebbero la possibilità di tramandare 
una forte influenza sulle persone. E infine la tangibile mancanza di una “scuola” 
accademica archeologica in Sicilia, ricordiamo, infatti, in nessuna delle Università siciliane 
viene professato l’insegnamento di Paletnologia, a Catania e a Palermo l’insegnamento di 
Archeologia delle civiltà pre-classiche era attivato in modo del tutto instabile.  

 
5. Il ruolo dell’arte egea nella didattica catanese 

È significativo che nell’archivio catanese, a forte impronta “classica”, appaiano anche 
alcune raffigurazioni relative alla Preistoria della Sicilia e a quella della Grecia (Tombe a 
fossa, Maschera di Agamennone). Entrambe dovrebbero essere dovute al magistero di 
Paolo Orsi. Fu infatti questo archeologo, nativo di Rovereto, ma attivo in Sicilia a partire 
dal 1879, a riportare alla luce le principali culture della Preistoria siciliana e a 
sistematizzarle. Tuttavia, l’interesse per il mondo egeo, precocemente apparso, rimarrà 
episodico, ed è probabile, ma questo è un ulteriore aspetto del progetto, che dopo la fase 
di entusiasmo che caratterizza del resto tutta l’area europea all’inizio del XX secolo12, esso 
verrà abbandonato per essere ripreso, nell’Ateneo catanese, solo dopo la Seconda Guerra 
Mondiale, con l’avvio degli scavi a Creta. Nel 1969 infatti Giovanni Rizza, docente di 
archeologia classica, avvia la stagione di scavi a Prinias, e  l’Istituto di archeologia catanese 
volge lo sguardo alle campagne sistematiche di scavo sull’isola di Creta. Da allora in poi 
gli “stretti legami scientifici”13 fra le ricerche degli archeologi della Scuola catanese e 
quelle della Scuola archeologica di Atene non si sono mai interrotti. Non è un caso, 
pertanto, che a partire dagli anni ’70 l’archivio si arricchisca di un numero sempre 
crescente di fotografie e diapositive che riguardano il mondo egeo, con particolare 
riguardo a Creta. Esse comprendono sia foto e diapositive di scavo, sia diapositive a 
scopo didattico, per lo più riproduzioni da libri. L’analisi di queste diapositive mostra una 
focalizzazione dell’interesse non più sulla storia dell’arte quanto sulla architettura e sulla 

 

10 LA ROSA, V., Paolo Orsi: una storia accademica, Catania, 1978, p. 10. 
11 BUSCEMI, F., Archeologia e Fotografia. L'archivio presso il Dipartimento di Studi Umanistici 
dell'Università di Catania, Agorà, periodico di cultura siciliana, 2011, p. 37. 
12 HAMILAKIS, MOMIGLIANO 2007, p. 148. 
13 LA ROSA, V. (2011), Il Centro di Archeologia Cretese dell’Università di Catania [in:] GALLO, G., V. LA 
ROSA, F. STANCO, D. TANASI (eds.), Radamante al computer, Archeologia e informatica nel mondo minoico: l’esperienza 
catanese, Atti delle giornate di studio, Catania, 11 e 28 novembre 2008, p. 3. 
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produzione artigianale di alto livello, ceramica decorata, bronzistica e pittura parietale. 
Significativamente, mentre il gruppo più antico (anni ’60-70) si concentra sulla Dark Age 
e sulle più antiche manifestazioni dell’alto arcaismo greco, da connettere probabilmente 
con l’interesse di Rizza per le origini dell’arte greca, il gruppo più recente, dagli anni ’80 in 
poi, appare si sposta verso il periodo protopalaziale e, per quanto riguarda l’architettura, 
quello antico minoico, con numerose riproduzioni di tombe a tholos. È facile ritrovare in 
ciò l’arrivo della figura di Vincenzo La Rosa e dell’apertura degli scavi di Haghia Triada. 
Nonostante il sito trovasse nella fase neopalaziale il momento di maggiore importanza, il 
magistero di Doro Levi, di cui La Rosa fu allievo a partire dal 1965, era focalizzato sul 
periodo dei primi palazzi e sul problema della breve durata dell’Antico Minoico. Mentre le 
riproduzioni appaiono sistematicamente aggiornata per l’area cretese, la documentazione 
relativa al mondo elladico sembra fossilizzarsi nelle consuete immagini che dalle tombe a 
fossa giungono alla planimetria dei palazzi micenei. Le acquisizioni subiscono un 
rallentamento all’inizio degli anni ’90 per cessare completamente alla fine del decennio. 

L’analisi del fondo sopra illustrata non riflette soltanto lo spostamento di interesse 
dall’arte classica alla produzione artigianale, dal mondo greco a quello cretese arcaico a 
quello minoico, ma anche un modo diverso di fare didattica. Il problema delle immagini 
costituisce infatti un problema fondamentale per lo studio dell’archeologia, che è una 
scienza visiva, ma all’inizio del XX secolo esso era difficilmente superabile dato l’alto 
costo delle riproduzioni e dei volumi con fotografie. La soluzione era nello spostare 
l’insegnamento dell’archeologia quanto più possibile verso le fonti o la sistematica, ovvero 
nel trovare il modo di fare avvicinare gli studenti alle immagini. Questo poteva essere 
fatto in due modi, con l’acquisizione di calchi e riproduzioni, cosa che venne soprattutto 
fatta nelle università più ricche, ovvero con l’acquisizione di riproduzioni fotografiche che 
venivano messe a disposizione degli studenti. Mentre all’inizio il numero delle immagini 
era limitato ai soli grandi capolavori dell’arte greca successivamente si sentì la necessità di 
ampliare il repertorio. La soluzione fu quella di ricorrere agli iposcopi ed alle diapositive 
durante le lezioni e di stampare le fotografie in formato piccolo e raggrupparle in cartoni 
che venivano messi a disposizione degli studenti, ovviamente uno per volta. L’avvento del 
digitale rivoluzione il modo non solo di comunicare le immagini ma anche di fruirle. 

  
6. APPENDICE – L’Archivio del Dipartimento di Scienze Umanistiche. Gli interventi. 

A partire dal 2008, infine, a seguito del trasferimento della sede del Dipartimento di 
Scienze Umanistiche (DISUM14) presso i locali del Palazzo Ingrassia sito in via Biblioteca, 
4 il fondo archeologico-fotografico ha finalmente trovato spazio all’interno di una delle 
stanze site al piano terra15. I primi interventi embrionali di conservazione furono effettuati 

 

14 Ex dipartimento di Studi Archeologici e Filologici e Storici (S.A.F.I.S.T.).  
15 Tali lastre erano state spostate per motivi di spazio dalla sede dell’Istituto nei depositi dell’Aula Magna S. 
Mazzarino e da qui, per iniziativa del geom. Leonardi, negli ambienti sotterranei delle cucine, assieme a un 
gruppo di cliché rovinati del volume Studi in Onore di Doro Levi. In seguito è sembrato opportuno riunire 
la documentazione fotografica del Dipartimento in un unico ambiente, le lastre sono state spostate nella 
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nel 2008 dal restauratore Camillo Trovato16 dall’ex dipendente S.A.F.I.S.T., dalle dott.sse 
D. Bramante, M. Figuera e A. Licciardello, le quali hanno visionato tutte le lastre vitree 
per poi catalogarle a livello tematico. 

L’uso, il riuso e l’abbandono della prima stanza destra del piano terra del DISUM ha 
gettato i beni ivi presenti in un totale stato di degrado. La collocazione dei reperti aveva 
tutto l’aspetto di essere temporanea. L’ambiente era destinato anche a magazzino dei 
doppioni della biblioteca, gran parte del materiale era distribuito, alla rinfusa, in tre armadi 
metallici e in un quarto schedario metallico, purtroppo squinternato; solo le diapositive 
erano ordinatamente allocate in tre appositi schedari lignei, mentre un quarto schedario 
ospitava le schede illustrative. Varie attrezzature erano sparse per la stanza o sopra i 
mobili, comprese anche dei provini tipografici. Le lastre fotografiche in origine erano 
custodite all’interno di buste17 recanti le potenziali voci da compilare riguardo al formato 
e il numero d’inventario, ma soltanto sparute lastre riportano i dettagli che sarebbero 
serviti a identificarle, inoltre, a oggi la maggior parte di esse non possiedono alcun tipo di 
protezione dagli agenti atmosferici, sono ricoperte da coltri strati di polvere e presentano 
evidenti tracce di muffa.  

A seguito di una scrupolosa analisi autoptica e dopo aver scelto un metodo di 
catalogazione da applicare al materiale, il lavoro si è articolato nelle seguenti fasi: la prima 
azione è stata quella di osservare attentamente gli schedari contenenti materiale facente 
parte della sezione di “mera didattica”, ovvero semplici riproduzioni da testi da quelli 
della sezione “scavi” con fotografie che cristallizzano le campagne di scavo effettuate 
dall’Università. La classificazione primaria, dunque, è stata quella di suddividere in due 
grandi categorie le diapositive: “Didattica” e “Scavi”. L’archivio rappresentava soltanto un 
deposito/magazzino di materiale messo a tacere, un luogo fisico che conteneva materiale 
dalle forti potenzialità comunicative ed evocative. Un contenitore stabile di conoscenze 
altrimenti labili. Oggetti fisici in grado di restituire immagini, sapere indelebili nella 
memoria umana. L’archivio, nasce per conservare il passato e per non cancellare la 
conoscenza. Perse le immagini, persa la possibilità di poter visionare le immagini 
porterebbe a una cancellazione di dati nella memoria collettiva umana. 

Il lavoro preliminare è stato, dunque, quello di fare il punto della situazione e 
decidendo di donare parte dei libri, eliminando alcune scaffalature che li contenevano, 
ripulire l’ambiente soggetto a degrado. A seguito di una pulizia degli oggetti in questione 
si è proceduto a una embrionale fase di sistemazione permettendo un’iniziale visione 
d’insieme. 
                                                                                                                                                                       

nuova sede dell’archivio di fotografie e diapositive presso il primo piano di Palazzo Ingrassia. Le lastre sono 
state soggette a un primo intervento di pulizia e restauro da parte del restauratore del dipartimento SAFIST, 
sig. Camillo Trovato, nel mese di settembre 2008, successivamente sono state trasferite presso la stanza n.7 
di Palazzo Ingrassia, sede del Dipartimento. 
16 Restauratore dell’ex Dipartimento S.A.F.I.S.T. (BUSCEMI, F., Archeologia e fotografia. L’archivio presso il 
Dipartimento di Studi Umanistici dell’Università di Catania, Agorà, Periodico di cultura siciliana., 2011, p. 39). 
17 Le bustine recavano la dicitura con su impressa la dicitura “Università di Catania-Istituto di Archeologia, 
Archivio Fotografico”, Neg. N., F.to 9x12, Inv. N., Località, Soggetto, Operatore, Data di esecuzione. 
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Successivamente a causa della disorganizzazione tra i vari cassetti è stato necessario 
effettuare una catalogazione, numerando i cassetti dello schedario ligneo. Le scatole sono 
state catalogate assegnando loro un numero progressivo arbitrario. Alcune scatole 
riportavano una propria numerazione (anche ripetuta) che non coincideva con quella di 
catalogazione. I soggetti delle lastre frequentemente non coincidevano con quello indicato 
sulle scatole con descrizione, dal momento che nel corso dei decenni vennero più volte 
osservate e risposte in modo disordinato. Alcuni materiali erano di carattere 
assolutamente irrilevante, perlopiù riproduzione d’immagini da libri. 

Alcune lastre si presentavano chiuse in busta a quattro falde in posizione orizzontale, 
anziché essere poggiate riposte verticalmente sul lato maggiore in scatole di adeguato 
formato. 

Infine si è proceduto alla digitalizzazione dei cartellini cartacei dello schedario ligneo 
e dell’armadio nero contenente gli Studi di Archeologia Cretese, la digitalizzazione dei 
registri di protocollo. In seguito a questa fase sono stati collocati in ordine progressivo e 
tematico tutti i cartellini all’interno degli schedari. 

Infine è stata garantita la sicurezza e l’integrità dei dati, il reperimento delle 
informazioni riguardanti i documenti registrati, l’accesso alle informazioni di sistema da 
parte dei soggetti interessati. 

 
In definitiva è stata effettuata la seguente manutenzione dell’archivio: 
1. Qualità dei dati; 
2. Uniformità dei punti di accesso; 
3. Facilitazione nella ricerca per l’utente; 
4. Costi minori per il riutilizzo dei dati; 
5. Miglioramento dei dati in vista di scambi a livello internazionale; 
6. Record titoli esaminati; 
7. Semplificazione e stabilità della catalogazione sia per la descrizione sia per gli 

accessi alla luce di un riutilizzo dei dati senza modificazioni e costi aggiuntivi con spazio e 
per eventuali integrazioni e interventi minimi. 

 
Risultati 

Durante il lavoro di classificazione si è provveduto alla schedatura e al conteggio 
complessivo del materiale: 

Schedario n. 3 al centro della stanza consta di 10.000 diapositive nere: Didattica 
universitaria 

Schedario n. 4 al centro della stanza consta di 14.000 diapositive rosse: Didattica 
universitaria 

Lastre vitree vari formati: 3570 lastre;  
Schedario grande n. 1: 18.000 circa cartellini cartacei; (Didattica universitaria) 
Schedario n. 2 accanto al n. 1: 4100 circa diapositive nere; (Didattica universitaria) 
Schedario nero in ferro: 10.250 circa cartellini cartacei; (Sezione Scavi Sicilia e Grecia) 



SCIENZE DELL’ARCHEOLOGIA E METODOLOGIE DELLA RICERCA STORICO-ARCHEOLOGICA 
 

37 

 

Negativi: 2100 circa;  
Tomo 1 e Tomo 2 di Scultura Greca-Fotografie Alinari; 
Tomo 1 e Tomo 2 di Denkmaeler Der Malerei Des Altertums di Hermann; 
Tre volumi de “L’Arte nel Mondo Antico”,Terza Edizione di H. Luckenbach e C. 

Adami; 
Tomi 5 di Archivio Fotografico contenenti Riproduzioni da libro; 
Faldoni 19 Contenenti materiale fotografico utilizzato durante i corsi di lezioni 

universitarie dal 1949 al fino agli anni settanta; 
Cartelline 40: riguardanti atti amministrativi universitari in ordine cronologico: dal 

1958 al 2000. 
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MARIANNA FIGUERA 
 

A RELATIONAL DATABASE TO INCREASE THE INFORMATIVE POTENTIAL  
OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA 

 
The relationship between archeology and computer science is already well-

established since many years and today it involves many areas of research, like Digital 
Archaeology, GIS, Remote Sensing, Internet, 3D and Virtual Reality, etc.  

Over the years an usage so wide of IT (Information Technology) in archeology led to 
different approaches. From an initial gap between the two disciplines, one humanistic and 
the other scientific, managed by specialists in the field, switch to an attitude of substantial 
and total trust in IT procedures, in a perspective according to archeology itself was now 
understood as a science. At the same time criticisms of some of these conceptions 
appeared, rejecting the deterministic view. 

Setting aside the purely practical aspects, in recent years a theoretical and 
methodological reflection has been in use, which led to the creation of a view that the 
computer science can now be evaluated as part of the methodological archaeology 
heritage1. 

 
Methodological influences 

Clearly the relationship between the two sectors is not free from various problems 
caused by the absence of a basic common language between this disciplines. To avoid the 
risk that the problems and methods of one of them can extremely influence the other, it’s 
essential for both to able to "adapt" to the needs dictated by each other.  

The last purpose is to achieve positive results, capable of providing new and original 
solutions to the problems, originating from the influence of their respective research 
methodologies. 

From a computer scientist point of view the management of the archaeological data 
is often problematic2. The main issues are e.g. the difficulty to obtain information without 
interpretations, the possibility that in the time an interpretation will change, in a word the 
substantial uncertainty of archaeological information. 

After all it's impossible not to recognize the positive contribution made by one of the 
basic features of the IT tool: the requirement to avoid data repetitions.  

This necessity leads to a gradual improvement of acquisition and processing of 
archaeological data3, which emphasizes the need for archaeologist to implement more 
control over quality, reliability and organization of data. This kind of methodological 
influence also has a positive effects on the interpretation. 

 

1 FRONZA 2003, p. 629. 
2 Cf. THALLER 1993. 
3 GNESI BARTOLANI 2012, p. 6. 
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However the archaeologist has put his own needs in the spotlight, choosing a 
pragmatic approach to the IT.  

It’s necessary, for example, that it preserves the often indefinite degree of probability 
expressed in the archeological requirements, creating an IT tool that is able to break free 
from the traditional reading of information, in which a value is a "Boolean" or logical, 
which provides only two values: “true” and “false” 4.  

A possible solution, drew from the field of statistics, is to use the "fuzzy logic"5 to 
handle the concept of partial truth. Through the use of this method it is therefore 
possible to avoid generalizations and maintain the concept of "vagueness" within the 
same data architecture. The absolute values "0 = false" or "1 = true" do not exist in the 
fuzzy-set, but the degrees of truth and probabilities are included in a range of values 
between 0 and 1. 

 
Operational requirements 

The needs of archaeological data require from the IT tools primarily the capacity to 
manage a large number of information, to allow to perform tasks such as updating and 
historicizing the existing information, to perform total and cross data analyses. 

The development of a tool like this can only be achieved by relying on a thorough 
knowledge of the domain (set of archaeological knowledge), without it any computer tool 
would be unproductive of results.  

 A relational database could be an IT tool able to increase the informative 
potential of archaeological data. 

First of all a design data must be based on the primary requirements of catalogers, 
which refers to the Five Ws, i.e. the five questions whose answers are considered basic in 
information- gathering: Who, Where, What, When, Why (fig.1). 

 In general in a relational database there are many advantages for archeology, 
especially to consider in the implementation phase of the design data and in the 
subsequent creation of the conceptual model.  

 
 
Some basic aspects are: 
− creation of an upgradable basic tool, which allows the users to insert new data 

required for future research (thanks to a flexible architecture6); 
− fast query of the database, using an appropriate indexing; 
− opportunity to connect the results of new investigations with those of previous 

interventions, providing a sources archive, on which it will be possible to point previous 

 

4 These values are used especially to control the flow of execution; also can be manipulated with the 
"Boolean operators": AND, OR, NOT, and so on. 
5 D'ANDREA 2006, p. 61 ff.; HERMON, NICCOLUCCI 2003. 
6 FRONZA 2003, p. 630; CAMIN, MARINI, NEGRI 2006, p. 168. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Probability
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documents (like traditional documents provided in Italy by the ICCD7), obtained or 
drawn using different methods (Word, Excel, Images Jpg, etc.)8; 

− using values lists managed in a proper dictionary with different weight, which 
allows to break free from the traditional reading of Boolean data type; 

− possibility of renegotiating the reading of information through the creation of 
simple query or pivot tables; 

− execution of operations of identification, comparison, organization, relationship 
management, statistical analysis, etc. for the management of user's data, to value the 
quantity, quality and distribution of the archaeological deposit; 

− creation of special archives for contextual analysis, in which each find will be 
related to the others and to the discovery area; 

− presentation of data using natural language, linking them to images or other 
multimedia documents relative to the object, also providing the possibility of links 
between recorded elements, based on similarities, relationships and other categories 
normally used in a generic reasonable procedure; 

− defining the archives of cross-referencing to allow communication with a 
geodatabase or with other similar management tools. 

 
Analysis levels 

The realization of a similar tool has to start by different analyses levels, starting from 
the conceptual model, involving therefore the logical model, up to the physical model. 

The conceptual model is an abstraction and generalization of reality, independent 
from implementation, and it’s based on the conceptual and semantic definition of the 
data. Its description must be unambiguous and non-contradictory, as complete as 
possible. Thanks to the possibility of parameterization and flexibility of the conceptual 
model, it’s then possible to create a relational model applicable to different archaeological 
contexts. 

The next step will be to create the logical model as a representation of reality already 
oriented towards the implementation; it will make use of charts and lists and, in the 
relational models of DB, of sets of tables and relationships between them. The 
normalization of the language is basic to the treatment of archaeological data, without 
which it would be impossible to give a clear and complete readability of data, using 
descriptive standard.9 

Finally the physical model describes the physical form of the data and the way to 
store the logical model on the hardware and software platform, representing the files, 
archives and tables in detail. In this analysis level one of the aspects to be considered is 

 

7 ICCD: "Istituto Centrale per il Catalogo e la Documentazione". 
8 ANICHINI et Alii 2012, p. 4. 
9 Cf. CRISTOFANI, FRANCOVICH 1990; GOTTARELLI 1997; MANACORDA 2004; D'ANDREA 2006. 



MARIANNA FIGUERA 
 

42 

 

the creation of an IT tool able to interact not only with the individual user, but to become 
an online interface easy to use, available after logging in (fig. 2). 

 
Database management 

Because the computer science applied to archeology is understood as a set of tools, 
methods and techniques used for the production of knowledge10 and considering the 
universally accepted standards, it’s possible to create a model of relational DB which has 
to evaluate the sensitive data involving all the most important aspects in the 
archaeological research. 

Nevertheless, according to the principle that the "purpose" of the catalog and the 
collected "information" are two closely related concepts11, the choice of "useful 
information" (data which needs to be included into the database) and those that may be 
considered irrelevant will be dictated by the purpose for which it was established to 
implement the cataloging activities. 

All information conceptually coherent with each other must be grouped and for each 
group must be included detailed information, taking into account the importance of 
representing data with a scheme that separates the individual properties of an object and 
eliminates the most possible redundancies. 

The instrument will have to manage various "basic archives"12 or "management 
archives"13, bound by respect for the referential integrity and related to each other to 
achieve a unified management of information, which leads itself to providing an easily 
accessible outline of the whole. 

Starting from a critical analysis of all the available sources and proceeding, in every 
aspect, to the establishment of a single coherent framework, the DB will have to evaluate 
a very wide range of data considering the site (like stratigraphy, structures, reconstruction 
of ancient landscape, etc.) and the finds (area of discovery, stratigraphic position, 
typology, date of discovery, collocation in a museum or in other place, inventory number, 
description, condition, size, chronology, references, etc.), focusing on the fundamental 
aspects of archeology such as contextual, technological and morphological aspect. 

Some examples of DB archives may be "Subject_types”, “Places”, “Sites”, 
“Activity_types”, “Find_types” as basic archives; “Subjects”, “Subject_addresses”, 
“Discovey_areas”, “Activity”, “Finds”, “Find_functions” as management archives (Fig. 3, 
4, 5, 6). 

 

10 Cf. VALENTI 2009. 
11 GNESI BARTOLANI 2012, p. 18. 
12 The basic archives, or data dictionaries, are all those archives whose values allow grouping or 
categorization of the information contained in the management archives, ensuring the reliable identification 
and data unambiguously. 
13 The management archives contain the information for daily operations and describe extensively the 
information itself. 
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Each archive will be characterized by a field "ID_{archive_name}" which will 
contain a progressive number used as primary key (PK) of the same archive and as 
foreign key (FK) of other archives with relation "one to many". The choice of a generic 
progressive, rather than a key indicating the contents is recommended to ensure the 
uniqueness and simplify the administration of archives. 

 
Interoperability 

 The realization of an archaeological DB must also exceed the limitations of 
traditional "do-it-yourself" work14, tied to the constraints of the worksheet or self-
referential and standalone database.  

 Therefore, in the implementation phase a number of issues of basic importance 
should be taken into account because the DB can be a really useful tool and can increase 
the informative potential inherent in archaeological information, thus useful in the 
interpretation of data. 

 The keyword that underlies all these aspects is the "interoperability", which can be 
achieved in different areas, all equally important. 

 First of all, the language, used both for the structure of the DB and for data entry, 
must be considered. It must be standardized basing on Thesauri (like ICCD Thesaurus15 
in Italy). The next step is to create a tool of transliteration according to the international 
interoperability standards (like CIDOC-CRM16), thanks to which a constant integration of 
data and a wide compatibility with other systems will be possible. 

 Finally the interoperability can be achieved, as well as the realization of an IT tool 
able to interact not only with a single user (Personal Database), but with a large number 
of users (Enterprise Database) and available on web through an online interface, which 
will allow not only consultation, but also multi-user editing. 

 
 
 
 

  

 

14 Cf. VALENTI 2009. 
15 GNESI BARTOLANI 2012, p. 166, ff. 
16 Cf. CRIPPS et Alii 2004; CROFTS et Alii 2005; D'ANDREA 2006, p. 197. 
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Fig. 1 The five Ws 

Fig. 2  The used instrument must allow each researcher to able to increase  the 
information at any time 
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Fig. 3  Basic archives: "Subject_types” and management archives: “Subjects” and 
“Subject_addresses” 

Fig. 4 Basic archives: “Places” and “Sites” and management archives: 
“Discovey_areas”. 
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Fig. 5 - Basic archives: “Activity_types” and "Sites" and management archives: 
“Activity” 
 

Fig. 6  Basic archives: “Find_types” and management archives: “Finds” and 
“Find_functions”. 
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MARIANNA FIGUERA 
 

DATI PRELIMINARI SULLE EVIDENZE PRE GRECHE  
RICADENTI NELL’AREA DELLA NEAPOLIS DI SIRACUSA∗  

 
Gli interventi di scavo e ricognizione che si sono succeduti a Siracusa, dalla fine 

dell’800 e nel corso dei decenni seguenti, misero in evidenza numerose tracce pre greche, 
testimonianza di una presenza che, a partire dal Bronzo Antico, aveva interessato diverse 
zone della città: Ortigia1, Acradina2, Tyche ed Epipole.3  

Rispetto agli altri quartieri quello della Neapolis4 fu sempre fortemente caratterizzato 
dalle emergenze archeologiche di carattere monumentale quali il Teatro Greco, 
l’Anfiteatro Romano, l’Ara di Ierone II e le Latomie. La presenza quasi “incombente” di 
questi monumenti ha fatto sì che l’interesse scientifico rimanesse a lungo concentrato su 
di essi, assorbendo in tal modo la maggior parte degli studi condotti su quest’area della 
città. Già a partire dalla prima metà del XX secolo però alcune scoperte sporadiche fecero 
intuire la potenzialità del deposito archeologico5: le prime tracce, riferibili soprattutto a 
sepolcri preistorici, furono interpretate come risalenti alla popolazione indigena, insediata 
nell’area che dall’Epipole giunge fino al Porto Grande, che venne poi sottomessa e 
gradualmente soppiantata dai coloni greci nell’VIII sec. a.C.6  

 

∗La ricerca è stata condotta nell'anno 2013. Si ringrazia l'allora direttore del Parco Archeologico di Siracusa 
e delle aree archeologiche dei comuni limitrofi, dott.ssa Maria Amalia Mastelloni, per il permesso di studio 
delle evidenze preistoriche della Neapolis, sotto la supervisione della dott.ssa Alessandra Castorina. 
1 Cfr. ORSI 1889: frammenti ceramici del II periodo siculo in piazza Duomo; ORSI 1905: tomba dell’inizio 
del II periodo siculo all’angolo tra via Maniace e passeggio Adorno; ORSI 1915, 1919: scavi in via Minerva; 
ORSI 1925: scavi in piazza Duomo; ORSI 1910, 1919: saggi nel cortile dell’Arcivescovado; VOZA 1984: 
ricerche in via del Consiglio Reginale; VOZA 1993: scavi all’esterno dell’Arcivescovado ed all’interno del 
convento di Montevergini a sud di piazza Duomo; VOZA 1999, 1999b: indagini in piazza Duomo.  
2 Cfr. BERNABO BREA 1947: rinvenimenti di frammenti di ceramica d’impasto del III periodo siculo sul lato 
meridionale di piazza Marconi. 
3 Cfr. CAVALLARI - HOLM 1883: individuazione lungo il versante settentrionale del pianoro dell’Epipole 
(contrada Targia e Targetta e presso casa Agnetta) di numerosi nuclei di necropoli con tombe a grotticella e 
ceramica simile a quella di Thapsos e Pantalica; ORSI 1900: indagine all’esterno delle mura dionigiane 
(versante settentrionale) di alcune grotte naturali con evidenti tracce di frequentazione umana a partire dal 
periodo preistorico e ceramica del I periodo siculo. 
4 Con i primi studi di topografia urbana, effettuati alla fine del XIX sec., i limiti del quartiere Neapolis furono 
individuati a nord in corrispondenza delle Latomie e dei tagli in roccia a monte del Teatro Greco, e a sud 
nel tracciato costiero della via Elorina, zona in cui gli scavi condotti nel 1865 presso il cosiddetto “Ginnasio 
Romano” avevano messo in luce un breve tratto di muro difensivo che comprendeva l’Ara di Ierone II e 
l’Anfiteatro Romano. Cfr. CAVALLARI – HOLM 1883. 
5 Cfr. ORSI 1915. 
6 ORSI 1893, p.6; ORSI 1920, p. 303; PACE 1935, pp. 179, 364. 
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Si è pertanto ritenuto di particolare interesse l’avvio di una ricerca7 volta allo studio e 
alla valorizzazione delle evidenze pre o protostoriche ricadenti all’interno dell’area in 
questione. 

Dopo un’approfondita indagine bibliografica condotta sulle pubblicazioni riguardanti 
studi di carattere topografico, attività di scavo e semplici sopralluoghi, sono state 
effettuate una serie di ricognizioni per poter verificare sul campo la presenza, la visibilità 
e/o l’accessibilità attuale delle evidenze pre greche individuate dagli archeologi in passato.  

Si presentano qui i risultati preliminari dai quali si evince che le zone interessate sono 
in particolare l’area del Teatro Greco, l’Ara di Ierone II ed alcune zone ricadenti, al di 
sotto o nelle immediate vicinanze, degli attuali Viale Paolo Orsi e Viale F.S. Cavallari.  

 
Teatro Greco 

L’area del Teatro è certamente fra le più ricche di testimonianze pre greche (Fig. 1). I 
dati ricavati dalla ricerca bibliografica si riferiscono in particolare all’area a nord del 
Teatro, caratterizzata da tracce di tombe a forno ubicate fra il primo tratto delle Via delle 
Figure e la Via Sacra ed in corrispondenza del Podio B8, ed alla parte sommitale del Colle 
Temenite, dove Voza9 ha individuato alcune tombe a grotticella artificiale e fori per pali, 
che indicherebbero la presenza di una necropoli connessa ad un abitato posto sulla 
sommità del Colle. 

Nella terrazza inferiore va segnalata una tomba a grotticella artificiale10(Fig. 2), situata 
sulla falda rocciosa subito a sud del Pilone Ovest, con dromos di accesso, anticella e 
camera principale divisa in tre nicchie, individuabile facilmente alcuni metri sotto la strada 
che conduce al Pilone. 

Sempre nella stessa zona, ai piedi della parete nord del Pilone, nel piano roccioso è 
visibile una cavità circolare, interpretata11 come fondo di una grotticella a forno per la 
presenza di un leggero gradino lungo il suo arco ovest, in tal caso l’intera tomba ed il suo 
dromos di accesso sarebbero stati eliminati dal taglio della scenoteca. 

Facilmente visibile, raggiungendo la Summa Cavea venendo da est, è una tomba a 
forno (Fig. 3), situata sotto la cosiddetta “Casa dei Mugnai”.12 La tomba, ricavata entro il 
corpo della cavea stessa, presenta una sorta di dromos di accesso, un’anticella ed una 
camera principale con nicchia laterale. La parete della grotticella funeraria è sfondata, 
creando un’apertura laterale verso est, attribuibile ad un crollo o ad un secondo accesso, 
aperto successivamente. 

 

7 La ricerca è stata avviata nell’ambito del tirocinio formativo, previsto dalla Scuola di Specializzazione in 
Beni Archeologici di Catania, svolto presso il Parco Archeologico di Siracusa. 
8 POLACCO - ANTI 1990, p. 24, figg. 15-16. 
9 VOZA 1993, pp. 1288-1289. 
10 POLACCO - ANTI 1981, p. 153, fig.252; POLACCO - ANTI 1990, p. 24. 
11 POLACCO - ANTI 1981, pp. 59-60, 153; POLACCO - ANTI 1990, p. 24. 
12 POLACCO - ANTI 1981, pp. 144, 153, fig.238; POLACCO - ANTI 1990, p. 24. 
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Ad ovest della rampa di ingresso al Teatro è stata individuata inoltre una tomba 
inedita (Fig. 4), attualmente in parte nascosta, scavata nella roccia, che presenta due grandi 
nicchie all’interno, una delle quali parzialmente crollata. 

 
Ara di Ierone II 

In continuità topografica con l’area del Teatro è la zona dell’Ara di Ierone, 
caratterizzata anch’essa da tracce pre greche.  

L’Orsi13 individuò al di sotto dell’Ara una “grotta artificiale”, probabilmente antica e 
con segni di rimaneggiamenti in età più tarde, indagata però dallo studioso solo 
parzialmente per problemi di sicurezza e stabilità del monumento soprastante. La grotta 
in questione è stata individuata lungo il lato est dell’Ara (Fig. 5), ma l’osservazione più 
dettagliata dell’interno è attualmente impedita per la presenza di una struttura metallica di 
sostegno, che non permette un’indagine autoptica delle tracce di lavorazione e dei 
rimaneggiamenti da essa subiti nel corso del tempo, atti a stabilire la sua origine naturale o 
antropica. 

Ad Ovest dell’Ara, una tomba contraddistinta da un piccolo dromos di accesso, la 
volta della camera principale crollata ed una nicchia ad arcosolio scavata nella parete di 
fondo della cella (Fig. 6), è stata riconosciuta come quella che venne esplorata da Voza14e 
che restituì un alabastron miceneo, ceramica della facies di Thapsos e ceramica di origine 
cipriota.15  

Infine, sempre ad Ovest del monumento, durante la ricognizione è stato individuato 
un ingresso di dimensioni piuttosto ampie, che ad una prima osservazione sembrerebbe 
presentare tracce di lavorazione e che immette ad una cavità della roccia, attualmente del 
tutto ostruita dalla presenza di terra di riporto. 

 
Viale Paolo Orsi e Viale F.S. Cavallari 

L’area degli attuali Viale Paolo Orsi e Viale F.S. Cavallari fu oggetto di una serie di 
scavi, condotti agli inizi degli anni ’5016, che misero in luce una necropoli greca arcaica ed 
alcuni edifici abitativi di epoca ellenistica e romana. 

Gentili17, a Sud del Viale Paolo Orsi, individuò l’ingresso di una tomba a grotticella 
artificiale, con corridoio di accesso18, copertura a tholos, pianta grosso modo circolare e 
due nicchie scavate ai lati dell’ingresso (Fig. 7). La mancanza di riferimenti topografici 
certi, ha reso necessaria un’indagine catastale, grazie alla quale è stato possibile individuare 

 

13 ORSI 1904, p. 276. 
14 VOZA 1993, p. 1289. 
15 I materiali sono esposti al Museo Paolo Orsi. 
16 In occasione dell’apertura delle due nuove arterie stradali allora denominate rispettivamente Via 
Circonvallazione e Via Archeologica. 
17 GENTILI 1954, pp. 309-310. 
18 Lungo il quale venne alla luce un arnese di pietra verde levigata. 
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l’area di scavo, descritta genericamente come “predio Salerno Aletta”, in una particella19 
situata a Sud dell’incrocio fra il Viale F.S. Cavallari e il Viale Paolo Orsi. Attualmente 
buona parte dell’area è occupata da un complesso residenziale, ad eccezione di una striscia 
di terreno di pertinenza del Parco Archeologico nella quale in fase di ricognizione sono 
state individuate alcune delle evidenze segnalate da Gentili, ma non la tomba in questione. 

A causa della descrizione sommaria nelle pubblicazioni di riferimento non è stato 
possibile identificare un’altra sepoltura che Gentili20 situa ad ovest del Viale Paolo Orsi. Si 
tratterebbe di una piccola tomba sicula a forno, preceduta da un dromos, il cui piano 
pavimentale presentava tre incassi, con pianta di forma ovale e soffitto a tholos (fig. 8). Al 
suo interno sarebbero stati recuperati, forse facenti parte del corredo originario, un 
frammento di ceramica ad impasto bruno ed un “frustulo di bronzo”.  

Allo stesso modo si sono riscontrate delle difficoltà nell’inquadramento topografico 
di un’ulteriore sepoltura individuata, in anni più recenti, nel tratto iniziale di Viale Paolo 
Orsi dalla Pelagatti e da Voza.21 La tomba a grotticella artificiale presentava, al di sotto di 
un notevole strato di materiale di riempimento22 accumulatosi nel tempo, un corredo 
tombale, relativo almeno a cinque deposizioni, caratterizzato da ceramica con 
decorazione dipinta piumata e geometrica e fibule in bronzo23, che permette di inquadrare 
la sepoltura nella facies di Cassibile. 

 
I risultati preliminari qui esposti fotografano una realtà di particolare interesse 

scientifico. 
La Neapolis sembra vantare una presenza molto ricca di testimonianze pre greche, 

evidenziando in quest’area, come in molte altre a Siracusa, una sovrapposizione di livelli 
di uso molto articolata, sia dal punto di vista temporale che funzionale. I dati 
suggeriscono quindi di proseguire in modo sistematico ed approfondito lo studio delle 
evidenze note sul terreno e nella letteratura scientifica. 

Inoltre all’interesse prettamente archeologico dovrebbe affiancarsi anche quello 
legato alla valorizzazione di queste evidenze che, inserite in un contesto archeologico 
monumentale di fama mondiale, hanno un potenziale decisamente da non sottovalutare. 

 
 

 

19 Foglio 44, particella 349 del Comune di Siracusa. Attualmente di proprietà del sig. Sebastiano Pupillo, la 
particella fu da quest’ultimo acquistata nel 1960 da Maria e Giovanna Salerno, alle quali era pervenuta per 
successione da parte del fratello prof. Nunzio Salerno Aletta. 
20 GENTILI 1951, pp. 296-297. 
21 Messa occasionalmente in luce nel 1971 nel corso della costruzione di un tratto della rete fognaria urbana. 
PELAGATTI-VOZA 1973, pp. 81-87. BTCG 2005, p. 175. ALBANESE 2003, p.63. 
22 Ceramica di epoca ellenistico-romana. 
23 Vasi con decorazione dipinta piumata (Inv. N. 287, 288, 289, 290); un vasetto biconico con decorazione 
geometrica di colore bruno (Inv. N. 286); fibule di bronzo ad arco serpeggiante ed occhio (Inv. N. 291, 292, 
293, 294); anellino di bronzo (Inv. N. 295). PELAGATTI-VOZA 1973, tav. XVIII. 
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Fig. 1 Teatro Greco: evidenze pre greche. 
 
 

Fig. 2 - Teatro Greco: tomba a sud del Pilone Ovest 
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Fig. 3 Teatro Greco: tomba in summa 
cavea 

Fig. 4 - Teatro Greco: tomba ad Ovest della 
rampa d’ingresso  

Fig. 5 Ara di Ierone II: grotta lungo il lato est  
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Fig. 6 Tomba ad ovest dell’Ara di Ierone II 

Fig. 7  Tomba a Sud del viale P. Orsi (Gentili 1954) Fig. 8 Tomba ad Ovest del viale  
P. Orsi 
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WOJCIECH JENERAŁEK, JAKUB NIEBIESZCZAŃSKI 
 

GEOINFORMATION METHODS APPLICATION IN AEGEAN ARCHAEOLOGY. 
VERIFICATION OF WRITTEN SOURCES 

 
While thinking about communication in the Bronze Age people usually imagine that 

at longer distances carrying information needed the assistance of messengers who 
wandered on foot or horseback from the sender to the recipient. After detailed analysis of 
later texts describing Bronze Age reality, it can be suspected that such an idea is however 
incomplete. It is possible that the Mycenaeans used the first ever described optical 
telegraph in the intercity and even intercontinental  communication. A system in which 
the information is transferred by a fire signal. 

In Oresteia Aeschylus described the manner in which Agamemnon sent the fire signal, 
which was agreed before, from Troy to Mycenae informing about his victory. In his 
relatively short tragedy he devoted a lot of space to the description of this system. The 
following fragment became a starting point for the discussion about communication in 
the area of the Aegean Bronze Age: 

 
Hephaestos, god of fire, sent his bright blaze 
speeding here from Ida, his messenger, 
flames racing from one beacon to the next— 
from Ida to Hermes’ rock in Lemnos. 
From that island the great flames sped 
to the third fire, on the crest of Athos, 
sacred to Zeus, and then, arcing high, 
the beacon light sprang across the sea, 
exulting in its golden fiery power, 
rushing on, like another sun, passing 
the message to the look-out towers 
at Macistus. The man there was not sleeping, 
like some fool. Without a moment’s pause, 
he relayed the message, so the blazing news 
sped on, leaping across Euripus’ stream, 
to pass the signal to the next watchmen, 
at Messapion. Those men, in their turn, 
torched a pile of dried-out heather, firing 
the message onward. The flaming light 
was not diminished—its strength kept growing. 
Like a glowing moon, it jumped across 
the plain of Asopus, up to the ridges 
on mount Cithaeron, where it set alight 
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the next stage of the relay race of fire. 
Those watching there did not neglect their work— 
that light which came to them from far away 
they passed on with an even greater blaze, 
which dashed across the shores of Gorgopus, 
to reach mount Aegiplanctus, with orders 
for those there to keep the beacon moving. 
They lit a fire, a huge flaming pillar, 
with unchecked force, speeding the message on— 
its light visible even at the headland 
by the Saronic Gulf. It swooped down, 
once it reached the crest of Arachnaeus, 
that look-out near our city—and from there 
jumped down onto the roof of Atreus’ sons, 
flames directly linked to blazing Troy. 
I organized these messengers of fire, 
setting them up in sequence, one by one. 
In that race the first and last both triumph, 
the ones who sent the message and received it. 
That’s the evidence I set before you, 
a message from my husband, dispatchea 
all the way from burning Troy to me. 
 
(AESCHYLUS: 335 – 379) 
 

Aeschylus described an optical telegraph. The signal was transmitted farther and 
farther by the fire signal. It moved hundreds of kilometres in a short time. Willingness 
appears to check whether the functioning of a system described by Aeschylus is possible 
or was it pure fiction. 

Oresteia, a tragedy that evolves the Trojan myth was created in the fifth century BC, 
probably in Athens, and was universally known at that time. Successive authors creating 
the Trojan myth extended its various aspects in time and space, but did not deny each 
other. If one work mentioned the optical telegraph, it automatically become part of a 
coherent whole. If Aeschylus described optical telegraph with such precision, there are 
only three possibilities to explain it: 

1. The whole system was imaginary, invented by him for the purposes of the text. 
Archaeological research can verify this assumption. 

2. He had knowledge about the use of light communication systems in the past and 
described its effects. This assumption is rather difficult to examine. 

3. It was a phenomenon  contemporary to Aeschylus. 
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It should pay attention the specificities of source of which is the Greek tragedy. What the 
spectators were watching on scene must have been known to them. Greek theatre was 
not in order to surprise. It was supposed to show a well known reality. Thus, the 
transmission of information through optical signals must have been well understood by 
the people of Athens in the fifth century BC. This may stand in favour of the third 
theory, but it may also suggest that there was a collective consciousness of the past 
among the Greeks. 

Aeschylus describes precisely the route and lists the stations through which the 
information came from Troy to Mycenae. Hi used many geographical names which, after 
an analysis, will allow to reconstruct this route on contemporary maps. 

 
The first fire burned on top of Mount Ida: 
 

Hephaestos, god of fire, sent his bright blaze 
speeding here from Ida 
 

In the Mediterranean there are two mountains with that name. The first one is 
located on Crete and the second one in Asia Minor, about 60 kilometres (in a straight 
line) from the point where Troy is believed to have been localized. This is also the 
distance that an able messenger could cover in a few hours. Thus it’s Mount Ida in the 
territory of present day Turkey that was described here. 

 
his messenger, 
flames racing from one beacon to the next— 
from Ida to Hermes’ rock in Lemnos. 
 

The next relay station was located on Lemnos. The name of the island has not 
changed since the times of Aeschylus. There are no high mountains, only hills which do 
not exceed 470 meters above sea level. The highest among them is Mount Skopia, 
considered the most convenient observation point. Its peak will be adopted as a 
hypothetical location of the relay station. In addition, the name of the mountain Skopia is 
close to ancient Greek skopai (σκοπαί), which literally means watchtower or observation point. 

 
From that island the great flames sped 
to the third fire, on the crest of Athos, 
sacred to Zeus 
 

The signal from Lemnos was received by the station on Mount Athos. However, 
because of the size of the mountain,  it is difficult to indicate where the relay station 
could have been placed exactly. In the research, the hypothetical location of the relay 
station will be its peak. 
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and then, arcing high, 
the beacon light sprang across the sea, 
exulting in its golden fiery power, 
rushing on, like another sun, passing 
the message to the look-out towers 
at Macistus.  
 

The location of the watchtower at Macistus is not as obvious as in the previous 
places. In the original text Makistou skopai (Μακίστου σκοπαί) literally means the highest 
watchtower/observation point. The research is complicated by the fact that Macistus is a 
confirmed name only for a city in Elis. Considering that Elis is located in the north-
western part of the Peloponnese, it seems unlikely that the fourth optical telegraph station 
was placed there. This inaccuracy caused a major debate among philologists involved in 
the analysis of Agamemnon. Some scientists argue that the signal was not sent directly from 
Athos to Macistus. Quincey draws attention to the line “the beacon light sprang across the 
sea”1. This work does not accept the existence of gaps in text. Contemporary researchers 
lean toward the location of Macistus on Khandili2. What is more, Khandili and 
Messapion are the two sides of the Euripus strait (leaping across Euripus’ stream). Quincey's 
location of Macistus on Mount Othrys makes sense only if we assume the existence of a 
lacuna in the text, otherwise the signal from Atos would be hard to notice from Macistus.  

 
Without a moment’s pause, 
he relayed the message, so the blazing news 
sped on, leaping across Euripus’ stream, 
to pass the signal to the next watchmen, 
at Messapion.  
 

Fortunately the location of Messapion is not a subject to doubt. Nowadays Messapio 
is located in Boeotia, near the city of Anthedon. It has great visibility of Khandili3. 

 
Like a glowing moon, it jumped across 
the plain of Asopus, up to the ridges 
on mount Cithaeron, where it set alight 
the next stage of the relay race of fire. 
 

 

1 QUINCEY 1963, 119. 
2 REABURN, THOMAS 2011, 100-102. 
3 AESCHYLUS, 351. 
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In the next fragment there are two geographical names. The first one is Asopon, a 
river in southern Boeotia. The second one is Kitairon, the place of the next relay station. 
Researchers agree that it refers to the contemporary Mount Cithaeron. 

 
Those watching there did not neglect their work— 
that light which came to them from far away 
they passed on with an even greater blaze, 
which dashed across the shores of Gorgopus, 
to reach mount Aegiplanctus, with orders 
for those there to keep the beacon moving. 
 

Lake Gorgopus and Aegiplanctus are geographical names, which unfortunately are 
not one hundred percent recognizable. Gorgopus literally means the eyes of the Gorgon. They 
were probably close to Corinth4. Perhaps this is a reference to Agamemnon's shield with 
embossed scary looking Gorgon5. Aegiplanctus is usually identified with Geraneia6. 

 
They lit a fire, a huge flaming pillar, 
with unchecked force, speeding the message on— 
its light visible even at the headland 
by the Saronic Gulf. It swooped down, 
once it reached the crest of Arachnaeus, 
that look-out near our city 
 

Saronic Gulf is located between Argolis and Attica, while Arachnaion is a mountain 
chain in the Argolis. The fire was visible from there at the palace of Agamemnon. 

Fixing precise points is important for the next stage of research - the use of 
geoinformation methods, specifically to analyze the visibility of these points, enabling the 
verification of signal route proposed by Aeschylus. 

 
GIS is an important tool in the study of the possible existence of an optical telegraph 

in the version given by Aeschylus. When the results of the work executed in GIS will be 
analyzing, one has to take into consideration that the program is encumbered with several 
drawbacks. 

 
Human activity is a factor difficult to observe for GIS. It is difficult to grasp even for 

archaeologists. The creators and users of optical telegraph had to cope with difficulties 
that nature threw at them. Cutting down trees that could block the signal or the 

 

4 REABURN, THOMAS 2011, 100-103. 
5 Ibidem. 
6 Ibidem. 
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construction of the towers in order to raise observation points and the emitted signal is 
the most obvious way to modify the environment that comes to mind. Remains of the 
towers, as long as they were built of stone, could have survived in the archaeological 
material. 

 
Another major inconvenience is the inability to take account of weather. When  

analyzing the visibility this is especially important. Weather conditions are constantly 
changing and even if could be digitized, it is difficult to tell what weather should be taken 
into account. Dry, often cloudless summers and rainy winters dominated in Greece. It 
can be assumed that the impact of summer weather is negligible, while winter almost 
prevents visibility.  

Visibility maps made for the purposes of this study include the entire coast of the 
Aegean Sea. It is a large area. The accuracy of  ASTER DEM GRID cells ranges from 30 
to 15 meters. This means that the side of a single "pixel" is 30 meters and in some places 
15 meters. This raises another question. The resulting cell contains the averaged height of 
the area it covers. If in an area of 30×30 meters a 100 meters high skyscraper and 100 
meters deep ditch are located they will remain elusive for the program, although in reality 
they are very important for the terrain. This may have a negative effect, especially in the 
study of mountainous area. To increase the accuracy, it was decided to use the 
photogrammetric photos – photographs created on the basis of multiple images. The 
final image is more accurate than satellite images. 

 
To enable the digitization of data, it was necessary to set precise points – those are 

the highest points of the mountains the watchtowers (Tab. 1). These points are located at 
a distance from each other (Tab. 2). 

Working in ArcGIS program when determining the linear visibility should also take 
into account the height of the observed and the observation point above ground level. In 
this case, this is the fire and the observer. Three meters seem to be a reasonable height of 
the observed fire. It has to be taken into account that the fire had to be kindled directly 
on the ground or in some kind of watchtower. In addition to height of the flame, the 
observer could watch the glow (and during the day also the smoke). The assumed height 
of the observer, who could also stand on the tower, is one meter and seventy five 
centimetres. 

 
The created visibility map, which takes into account the curvature of Earth's surface, 

shows that the selected points are visible to each other. Even at such large distances as 
179 kilometres from Athosu on Khandili, there is no object that would prevent mutual 
observation of relay stations mentioned by Aeschylus. It should also be noted that after 
the fourth relay station the density of points is definitely growing. Perhaps Aeschylus 
knew the geography of Hellas better than that of the  Aegean coastline or this area was 
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really covered with a dense "network" of watchtowers, due to higher density of 
Mycenaean cities. 

 
This is not the final proof for the existence of the optical telegraph. Only fieldwork 

can verify it. What needs to be remembered first are the limitations of the program and 
secondly the fact that the resulting images only show that transmission of information 
between selected points was possible.  

 
Both the supporters of the lacuna theory and its opponents can use the visibility map 

for their needs. Northern Sporades and the Skopelos island lay between the peaks of 
Athos and Khandili. The highest point of the island, Delphi Mountain, is 681 meters 
high. It is a visible point for both Athos and Khandili. If we assume that there was 
another station between those two relay stations, Skopelos would state a great location 
for it. On the other hand, there was no need to invest in an additional relay station 
between Athos and Khandili – those points were visible each other. The only function of 
an additional watchtower could be to strengthen the signal. 

 
Nevertheless, it remains extraordinary that Aeschylus, living in the fifth century BC 

in Athens and probably not having accurate data about the elevation of the Aegean Sea 
area, presented a complex system of communication in his work, which in its form passed 
the exam for intercontinental and rapid transmission of information. It seems highly 
unlikely that such a configuration, with perfectly fitted watchtowers, was merely the result 
of meditation while wandering around the Agora. 
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Tab. 1 The coordinates of relay stations ("X" and "Y" are the coordinates, "Z" is the 
height above the sea (in meters.) 
 
 
 

Ida Skopia 152 km 
Skopia Athos 67 km 
Athos Khandili 179 km 
Khandili Messapio 26 km 
Messapio Kitajron 36 km 
Kitajron Geraneia 21 km 
Geraneia Arachnaion 43 km 

 
Tab. 2 Distance between points (in km). 
 

  

X Y Z Id 
39.70458 26.82868 1774 Mount Ida 
39.98291 25.08333 430 Mount Skopia 
40.15851 24.32733 2030 Mount Athos 
38.69918 23.43538 1209 Mount Khandili 
38.46466 23.48541 1021 Mount Messapio 
38.18326 23.26026 1409 Mount Kitajron 
38.02058 23.13333 1351 Mount Geraneia 
37.63525 23.03101 1189 Mount Arachnaion 
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Fig. 1 Visibility map (from Ida to Athos) Fig. 2 Visibility map (from Athos to Messapio) 

Fig. 3 Visibility map (from Messapio to 
Arachnaio) 
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MONIKA KOŹLAKOWSKA 
 

THE HUMAN FIGURE IN AEGEAN PAINTING. 
CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES, ICONOGRAPHIC TYPES, CANON 

 
"To say that art of Greece before the year 1000 B. C. realise the ideal of beauty would be an 

obvious exaggeration. Even in the works as remarkable as the goblets of Vaphio, probably manufactured 
in Knossos, the human figures with their waist of a wasp and their long, stick legs are still far from the 
masterpieces of classical art. But if Assyrian art answers to the idea of power, we can confirm that 
Minoan art expresses miraculously that of life (...) There is nothing (here )that would resemble the cool 
elegance of the New Empire which flourished at the same time. The objects of Egyptian fabrication had 
been discovered in the Minoan and Mycenaean cities; the Mycenaean vases have been excavated in Egypt. 
The Egyptians, Minoans and Mycenaeans knew one another, maintained the commercial relationships, 
but the art of the Mycenaean world was not dependant on Egypt, even if acquired from it some technical 
proceedings and certain elements of decoration”. 
(S. REINACH, L' Histoire Générale des Arts Plastiques Professée à l' École du Louvre, Paris 1913) 

Salomon Reinach so characterised the principal features of the Aegean figure. He 
spoke of a type of representation that was easily recognisable as distinct and immediately 
obvious for the viewer  and which could be easily recognised as Aegean without detailed 
examination. Despite this immediacy of identification, no research or an in-depth study 
of stylistic properties of Aegean figure has ever been done. Although one may encounter 
numerous publications concerning various representations of humans, they refer to 
specific subjects and usually focus on the iconographic interpretation of  ritual practices, 
role models or social behaviour. These studies can be very useful while building a more 
complex picture of Aegean culture and reconstructing mythology, but say nothing of the 
nature of abstract notions immanent in this art. Neither they touch the problem of self 
recognition.  

At the same time, every attempt of formal analysis of the subject tends to be 
fragmentary or unachieved. An attitude aimed at transplantation of methodology 
successfully applied in Egypt or the Near East has not yet been successful in this case. 
Perhaps it is inscribed in the very nature of Aegean art, that it is eclectic. The eclecticism 
might have resulted either from the peculiar naturalism or to be a reflection of the 
structure of society which was neither centralised nor uniform. As a result, Aegeans lack 
the prescribed codes that could be easily reproduced by the artists in every corner of their 
world. Nonetheless, the recurring themes and common elements are present and 
therefore it is possible to reflect on the Aegean ways of representation as a whole, treating 
them each time as individual manifestations of the specific visual language and where 
possible trying to punctuate its stylistic coherence. 

In this paper I will focus on the subject of the human figure as depicted in Aegean 
painting. However, I will confine myself to its linear aspect, leaving aside colour and 
texture. Faced with the lack of data resulting from the fragility of archaeological material, 
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I will integrate glyptic and seal impressions into the body of visual evidence. Since the 
latter can be treated as a form of drawing, this attitude seems correct. The glyptic and 
seals are a valid source in what refers to the human form, but obviously cannot be 
compared with painting when it comes to the style. Their small dimensions allow 
immediacy which is impossible to achieve in large scale murals. At the same time it is 
worth noticing that these seals prove the appreciation of spontaneity. Sculpture in turn 
requires different methodological approach, therefore I will analyse two-dimensional art 
only.  

I have divided the field of reflection into two major spheres: the first, where the 
figure is treated as a character and as such is subject to interpretation that aims at 
identification of the depicted individual in terms of his or her function in a given 
community.1 It is also possible to establish certain links and affinities between characters 
in question, based on iconographic similarities or kinship. The subject when identified 
can become a source of further interesting observations, but although intellectually 
stimulating, such hypotheses have still to be confronted with texts or alternative material 
sources. In isolation they often fail to provide valid conclusions. They tend to suggest 
problematic solutions, but are unable to establish facts. In spite of being fallible, this 
comparative method is often successfully applied in archaeology. 

The other way of treating the human figure is its formal analysis as an aesthetic object 
and its depictions as works of art. In this respect we initially focus on abstract qualities 
such as proportions, relations, composition, colour, mass, movement, and only later we 
can extract the meaning of the whole conglomerate of features to find significance of 
concrete representations. In this case we refer our observations to the abstract form of 
the body as such, and the conventions particular for the given period. The totality of 
prescribed means of representing the ideal form in art of a specific time and space  we 
can call the canon. This type of analysis is often linked to the notion of style. 

 
I.1 Rituals and Ritual Gestures 

The representations of ritual gestures refer to the first style of reflection. While being 
rarely  discussed as such, these are frequently addressed in partial studies of Aegean 
religion or accounts of specific groups of artefacts. Seals and glyptic are often studied in 
this respect. In this case, the figure is represented for a single purpose of performing the 
act that defines it. The whole meaning of the picture is determined by a single gesture that 
refers the viewer to the specific activity and its symbolic content. The difficulty in 
interpretation originates from the fact that the meaning of rituals is conventional, relative 

 

1 The division roughly corresponds to the distinction between the interpretative aspect of the picture in the 
sense of Panofsky and the followers’ interpretation, where we proceed from what is presented to the level 
of its symbolic significance. From this point, it is possible to  develop this style of thinking in the direction 
of hermeneutics. The other scope is inherited from Wölfflin and the formal analysis of a work of art, even 
if Wölfflin himself started his study of painting using conceptual tools that are of no use for the current 
study. The two traditions have been long established in the theory of art and art history. 
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to a specific culture. What is interesting from the point the view of the current study is 
the relation between the visual representation of the body and its symbolic reference. In 
this case, the body becomes a sign, the meaning of which is to be found above all in the 
kingdom of symbols and only indirectly in the physical reality of ritual practice. Only after 
having been recognised in the abstract world of signs, a given gesture eventually refers to 
the concrete cultural activity which in turn identifies the character as a performer of the 
meaningful act creating the symbol. The question of artistic quality is secondary or 
irrelevant, for the success of the message is communication, visual elegance might be 
added to stress the wealth or the status of the commissioner but does not contribute to 
the semantics.  

These abstract divisions should be better explained on examples. The first will be  
the gesture of upraised hands in the popular representation of the Aegean and archaic 
Greek goddess (Figs. I.A-C). This is a gesture that is able to identify any female 
representation with the goddess: Potnia and her more specific manifestation as  mistress 
of animals: Potnia Theron2. It is originally depicting the goddess holding the animals with 
her hands symmetrically on both sides, as if she was grasping them. In other versions we 
see her only upholding her arms in a particular way with or without animals on sides. The 
identification seems obvious but at the same time stays always disputable. One may argue 
that this gesture shows an affinity of the goddess with Kadesh (of which the Egyptian 
goddess is a Near Eastern borrowing) who also presents upraised hands, later exemples in 
turn resemble Arthemis, but it is possible to demonstrate that all these images have in fact 
similar meaning: a mistress mastering the powers of nature, or instincts. For the sake of 
clarity I will state without further elaboration that I consider all these representations as 
being of the same kind, linked by the figure of Potnia Theron, as long as we correctly  
identify the position of hands. The only problem emerges when we mistakenly identify 
some other depiction of upraised hands, that seems similar but is not identical with the 
gesture in question3. Another example, perhaps less obvious, is the gesture of a stretched 
arm equipped with a stick (Figs. I.D-F). The most prominent case comes from the 
"Chieftain Cup" from Crete. The gesture, identified by Lyvia Morgan4 with the 
expression of power, occurs in various contexts. The stick can be held by a man, a 
woman or a goddess. It also happens to be performed by a priest in a "meeting on the 
hill"  ritual. The pastoral stick again brings to mind the figure of the master of animals, a 
fact that should not surprise in the pastoral culture. 

It would be tempting to venture to create a complete list of all ritual gestures but 
after reconsideration one will see that it would be impossible to identify all the 
performances that could be linked with the cult, not being able to consult the written 
tradition. There is always a doubt, since we never know if a certain position that we may 
 

2 WEDDE 1995, 495. 
3 It is interesting to notice that in the Mycenaean culture, as well as in the Near East, we meet also a figure 
of the master of animals. 
4 MORGAN 1998. 
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consider a depiction of a movement of the body in a natural scene. is not in fact a 
representation of some unknown ritual. Inversely, the postures classified as cult may 
easily turn out to be  indifferent everyday life scenes that only seem alike as a result of  
random copycat activity of artists, that had been probably perfectly acceptable practice at 
that time. Thus there will always be place left for the new additions. 

The depictions of life scenes bring to the Aegean art, at least the two-dimensional 
one, a new element: space. As we remember, the ritual gesture identified a character with 
a person that could be fictional, but particular. This was a biunivocal relation. The ritual 
activity needed  to be carefully performed to avoid any accidental traits or ambiguity. Its 
depictions should be accordingly (ideally) identical to fulfil their main purpose: 
communication. The same gestures could be set in glyptic or painting, in three 
dimensions they would be performed by clay figurines. While it is sometimes difficult to 
establish identity between two- and three-dimensional representations,  attempts of 
making this identity recognisable are clearly perceptible. The reference of a character is a 
"fictional" person,  who is in fact the substantialization of a certain symbolic activity. To 
fulfil this purpose ritual gestures are usually highly formalised, repetitive and linked to the 
religious realm. However, they happen to occur in a wider scope, in frames of scenes that 
are more than symbolic representations. They contain elements of everyday life with its 
random content.  Clearly, not all the movements made  by the human figures within 
scenes are of  "ritual character", they can also express spatial relationships. Hence the 
need for a wider and more exhaustive classification of diverse scenes, yet another scheme 
suited for the wider scope of various characters, a typology.  An identification of a 
character with type, no more requires a biunivocal relation but only univocal: an 
identification with a class of representations or type, subsumption. 

In reference to artistic qualities, the more complex and less obvious types of visual 
representations of human shapes occur in painting, where we deal with a wider range of 
artistic means. Painted scenes are no more restricted to visual communication but they 
are to show real life. Moreover, an artist has more space to create a composition. Firstly, 
in this case the gestures cannot be the only determinants of the meaning, because they 
vary, being often similar within a type but rarely identical. Secondly, we now deal with 
more than symbolic identification, we see spatial relationships between characters, with 
the meaning being though still relative to the message of the gestures.  

 
I.2 Question of Types 

In Aegean art as in any other art, similar representations can be organised in types. 
Types are general and abstract terms that form sets of images subdued to them. While a 
complete typology of Aegean scenes is the task yet to be accomplished, partial attempts 
have already been made. Stefan Hiller presented such classification for the war scenes, 
discerning types and subtypes among the Mycenaean military scenes. He mentions war 
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landscapes, fighting groups of warriors, single combats: with and without shields, warriors 
fighting with chariots, athletic fights, spear/javelin throwers and archers.5 It is easy to 
discern a recurring confusion with this definition, since in certain cases one may have 
impression that the scenes are classified according to types of warriors and in others 
inversely the combatants are defined by themes of scenes they belong to. A difference 
between qualities of a person and activity seems blurred. It means that: because we see a 
warrior we classify a scene as a war scene and on the other hand, people participating in 
such a scene tend to be identified with warriors.  It will become clear in later Greek art, 
even if not all the scenes involving warriors are war scenes, each such scene displays at 
least one warrior. This difficulty seems objective and the logic behind the process stays 
vague. Yet, in general it is “what the presented figures do” that teaches us about “who 
they are”. It is obvious when we try to imagine a naked hero on the beach and ask 
ourselves how do we know that he could be a warrior6. Of course it is his body shape 
bearing traits of former fights and possibly his costume that inform us about his 
background, because it is always present and past activities that form the body, 
personality and character.  

 
I.3 Interdependency Between Scenes and Characters 

In my view, for the purpose of building a classification of types of figures in their 
aspect of being "characters" one has no other choice than to follow a more or less 
complete classification of scenes, a typology having  obviously only epistemological value. 
I propose a provisional one based initially on the division of sexes, since the 
representations of males and females clearly differ in Aegean art. This conventional 
difference is by all means typical for all ancient cultures. Certain types of scenes have their 
male and female versions and there obviously exist representations, the sex of which is 
difficult to determine7, since each rule allows exemptions. The classification of scenes may 
be then followed by a typology of characters inherent in them. Thus we have war scenes 
and warriors; offering scenes and offering bearers (male and female); adorations and the 
goddess/ and (ad)orants; sport scenes and sportsmen of various subtypes. This should so 
far have exhausted the problematic of a provisional classification of human figures within 
two-dimensional space in respect to the interpretation of the social roles of the 
individuals presented.  

  
I.4 The Question of Identity  

Notwithstanding, the problem recurs when we are confronted with depictions of 
ordinary people, the regular crowd. It is difficult to divide them according to their 
function because at the moment they do not serve one. They represent nothing but 

 

5 HILLER 1999. 
6 One can argue that the key identifying factor is costume, but this explanation does not seem sufficient. 
7 I mean figures of undetermined sex and anthropomorphic hybrids. 
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themselves: the members of such and such political entity or inhabitants of some place on 
Earth. They do nothing important at the time when captured. Sometimes, one can derive 
their status from the way they are depicted, the place they occupy in the picture, 
sometimes they display an individual trait surprising for us today. The example might be 
the ladies from the public from the fresco from Knossos (Fig. II.A), the passengers from 
the boats from the West House in Akrotiri (Fig. II.D) or the figures of sailors (Fig. II.C) 
from the same fresco and also the girls from pastoral scenes (Fig. II.B). Here, we are 
confronted with an identity problem, we ask  who they are apart from the fact that they 
are pastoral girls, spectators or that they happen to seat on boats. The question 
transcends their present occupation. In case of the Ship Procession it concerns directly 
their “nationality”. Would it be too farfetched to ask also about their personal life 
circumstances? 

 
I.5 Individuality 

The same question, though seen from an opposite angle, returns in case of the 
paintings of Akrotiri, from Xeste 3 that  we find in room 3b on the ground floor and the 
first floor. While   picturing probably ritual scenes they are also full of naturalism and 
exemplify a style that refers to the moment, emotions, individuality. Obviously, I am not 
speaking of naturalism as defined later in the history of art, neither it is naturalism in the 
sense of verism that can be sometimes observed in Egyptian sculpture. The latter is 
focused on individual apparition of the living men and involves later age,  the excess of 
weight or irregularity of face features. Aegean frescoes seem to be individual expressions 
of  the universal meaning and as such are close to the works of modern art. On the 
ground floor we encounter male themes: a boy and a man in a context probably 
expressing a process of teaching, a transfer of knowledge that guarantees survival to the 
younger male and for this reason is considered sacred (Fig. III.A). Apart from this fact, 
that we know of, we observe also a scene that we can recognise from everyday life: a 
young man and a child, where man turns back towards the boy with his body fluently 
twisted in a natural movement. On the first floor in turn, we admire a version of 
processional fresco where mature women pay an homage to the goddess (Fig. III.B). We 
can observe a roundness of their arms, the individualised details of the costume, also the 
features of their faces that differ. In both cases an artist seems to have focused on the 
transmission of a momentary impression, singular in its nature. The grasp of a moment 
was clearly important to him, so was the individuality of the females that could have been 
otherwise easily "cloned" with the use of  patterns. 

 
I.6 Duality of Meaning 

In this case, we face a duality of reference that can be compared with the pieces of 
renaissance, where e.g. the saints and condemned of Michelangelo were at the same time 
perfectly depicted, yet idealised males and females of artists' own times. The perfection of 
execution did not exhaust itself in transmission of the message of who were these people 
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and what they possessed, in fact this information was redundant. The important part 
concerned the question of what they looked like, and that their individual appearances 
were perfectly well reproduced in a piece of art. Of course those people were not 
resembling directly biblical heroes, but friends, family and paid models chosen by the 
artist. Generic form could never give that impression of life. What follows, we can 
observe certain duality in these visual representations. First layer of meaning concerns 
activities performed by the characters and their interpretations, here: their religious 
function and significance. The second refers to  individual expression of men and their 
character. Personalities and particular life circumstances are entangled into a cultural role-
play with their social context. We observe transmission of personalities in time and space 
and it is their bodily appearance that transcends the social context.  

 Similarly, the Theran "people" also have their ethnicity, belong to a given social 
stratum, possess cultural bodies but also physicality. Their depictions are though 
enhanced, perfectioned, divine. Does it mean we observe the actual members of a 
privileged class, aristocracy or a priests' cast? The question is difficult to answer without 
any written evidence to confront. Certainly, they seem role models, an equivalent of 
modern celebrities. These figures are probably carefully selected to embody an ideal of 
beauty, the ideal proportions of the body that is close to a certain perfection: a canon of 
proportions. 

 
I.7 The Beauty and the Canon 

The canon of beauty is linked both to naturalism of visual representation and to the 
individual treatment of the subjects. The canon of proportions in turn relates it to writing 
and architecture. The meaning and the measure are the key words to understand the ideas 
behind the two notions. Egyptian pictures are to be read rather than admired, even if they 
obviously seek the means to impress the viewer. It is difficult to imagine that the so called 
Egyptian canon would have been created  simply to embody the idea of individual beauty, 
even if naturalism is present in that art as well. This canon evokes the state and a set of 
strict political rules. It is necessary to remark that in Egypt naturalism is usually found 
where the power of the canon and the authority of the Pharaoh are weaker. In the 
Aegean circle the opposite seems to be true.  

The question of so called Minoan canon has been addressed by Judith Weingarten 
who had ventured  to draw an analogy between Egyptian and Minoan proportional 
schemes8. She had employed the Egyptian canon as expressed by the  square grid and 
applied it to the standard Minoan figure. For a start,  Prof. Weingarten had chosen to 
examine the Palaikasto Kouros (Fig. IV.B). The result of an application of the 18 square 
grid used in Egypt to the Minoan sculpture was establishing of an elongated 21 square 
Minoan figure. Judith Weingarten had situated a “canonic” elongation between the knees 
and the nipples of the body. The other example that seemed to match the pattern turned 
 

8 WEINGARTEN 1995. 
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out to be The Fisherman from the fresco in Xeste 3 in Akrotiri (Fig. IV.A). Minoan 
canon thus revealed itself as applicable also to Cycladic painting. Surprisingly, on 
proceeding, Judith Weingarten was able to apply also 18 square  grid, resembling exactly 
that used by the Egyptians, to the representation from the famous Chieftain cup from 
Crete and the "offering bearers" from the Larnax of Hagia Triada (Figs. IV.C-D).  

The study from the beginning arouse numerous doubts, for instance: why had the 
author decided to examine the canon using an example of a Palaikastro Kouros that is a 
non-complete (a part of the torso is missing) tri- dimensional piece of sculpture? 
Secondly, why should we trust a study that has been made on selected examples of artistic 
production the choice of which seems arbitrary. Regardless of our opinion on the 
accuracy of the observation itself, we are confronted with two types of problems: the first 
group gathers theoretical doubts concerning the abstract proportions of the body 
represented in the piece of art, and the second seeks a response to the practical question 
whether or not the grid had actually been employed by the Aegeans. If not the square grid 
– then what other measures could be applied to maintain stylistic unity and the coherence 
of artistic expression, and finally what tools could in fact have been used to facilitate the 
work of artists. Obviously the Aegeans knew the use of grids and they copied ornamental 
patterns. Nevertheless, when compared with  e.g. Babilonian art, Aegean imagery seems 
immediately different. In the first case one can nearly see the square grid drawn as an 
outline of the composition. In Aegean painting such a network of guidelines seems 
invisible, if ever applied. From the other hand the figures randomly differ in proportions. 
Judith Weingarten realised the problem and finally elaborated two types of canon: 18 
square and 21 square grids. It resulted in another difficulty, because if we have two 
measures successfully applied to the subject matter then why not to think that there could 
be three or more?  Would the module change in this case and how?  Finally, what exactly 
would be the module in terms of numbers? In fact,  the research in this field had been 
barely initiated. 

In my opinion it is not immediately obvious that all figurative representations of the 
human body in the Aegean must have held the prescribed scheme of proportions. Certain 
representations would not have been simply important enough to be elaborated in terms 
of proportions. Nevertheless, they all seem to share the chief characteristics of the 
Aegean figure, or at least most of them. We still do not know the factors which had 
decided that certain representations exactly followed the formal prescriptions and others 
did not. The offering bearers on the walls of the larnax from Hagia Triada seem not 
elongated, but rather horizontally stretched, but according to Professor Weingarten they 
perfectly meet the requirements of the canon in exactly the same way as the figures from 
the Chieftain cup, although these representations seem different when compared. 
Something must have been omitted in this analysis, or at least it does not answer my 
question.  

One explanation of such a great variety of artistic approaches might be that only the 
representations that depicted divine characters and living representatives of the godlike 
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elite had to follow specific rules of proportions. It is a very interesting question and very 
difficult to determine. 

Another hypotheses might be ethnic or regional relativisation of artistic conventions. 
There are not enough examples of painting and glyptic preserved to formulate exhaustive 
definitions of individual "ethnic" styles: Minoan (Crete), Mycenaean and Cycladic (also 
considered Minoan). At the same time, we are unable to determine the geographic 
distribution of these styles. Although full explication of the stylistic differences between 
the three "styles" of Aegean figurative art is impossible due to the small number of 
evidence  that survived and the lack of  contemporary written sources in aesthetics, but 
we have a right to reflect on our impressions and observations. In archaeology, we meet 
three kinds of analogies applied (sometimes unconsciously) by the researchers while 
drawing conclusions: contemporary analogy, ethnological analogy and an experimental 
analogy9. In this case the first and the third analogies apply. 

 
I.8 Regional Variants and the Timeline 

In distant past certain scholars seemed to consider all Aegean murals cases of 
Minoan art and its developments in local variants. Minoan would be the golden age of 
painting. The problem is that  it is certainly difficult to judge artistic qualities of an art of 
which only the reconstructions survive. Particularly the Minoan painting is at least in part 
a by-product of the XIXth Century fascination with antiquity. The well known 
reconstructions by Emile Gilliéron are decorative and the contemporary taste of the 
beginning of the XXth Century certainly influenced the shape of reconstructed pieces and 
their perception. Therefore while studying Aegean art one must constantly question 
instant judgements. For example, in the famous "Processional Fresco" from the Palace of 
Knossos, the figures seem repetitive and static, but such a conclusion is based on an 
analysis of the details completed in the process of reconstruction. For the large part we 
cannot be sure if the figures had been individualised and to what extent. Also the sense of 
weight and gravity is problematic because the preserved paintings often miss the 
substantial part. It is a widely accepted fact, that the artistic achievements of the rich 
Minoan culture had been later transmitted to continental Greece. Nevertheless, the figural 
painting was not popular until the late Minoan period and its peak achievements are 
nearly contemporary with the appearance of the first Mycenaean influences. On the other 
hand, finds of seals from Crete prove that the particular way of representing the figure 
had been already known there  a few centuries earlier. We know examples of pieces where  
typical features such as proportions, skeletal and muscular structures, including the work 
of the joints in hands and legs, were present. It means that the figure had already been in 
the centre of interest of Minoan art, but curiously NOT in painting. That, initially 
preferred wild nature, its interest in the body developed later. When it happened, vivid 
colours were particularly important, hairstyles and costumes played an important part.  
 

9 DJINDJAN 2011, 65. 
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To summarise, the Cretan way of representing the body is considered original and 
constituting  an archetype for the "later" developments in mainland Greek and Cycladic 
art but I am not entirely persuaded by such an account of the origins of the style. It seems 
equally convincing that the figurative painting may have developed earlier, somewhere on 
the Cycladic islands. We have to remember that the stereotype of Cretan  supremacy had 
been formed before the splendid frescoes from Santorini were discovered in 1967. 
Theran murals are equally advanced and we may imagine a situation when archaeology 
suddenly discovers a proof that this peculiar type of representation had been invented 
earlier on the islands. Nevertheless, what we call "Minoan figure" is generally treated as 
archetypical for all the other representations of the body in the Aegean.  

Although Mycenaean art imitates Minoan, certain differences are clearly discernible 
in painting, while Minoan and Mycenaean glyptics can easily be confused. It means that 
when it comes to the line art  we are confronted in fact with uniform tradition. In turn, 
themes, colours and shapes in painting differ. In continental murals we discover a 
number of representations of combats and hunting that are absent in Minoan art. As a 
result we observe the new type of composition of the group scenes. The rows of figures, 
so well suited to representations of processions do not render impression of the 
battlefield. From the point of view of aesthetics, the relative poverty of the Mycenaean 
painting and the economy of artistic means of expression result in even more attention 
attached to the line, form and drawing. In Mycenaean painting qualities such as mass and 
volume are more perceptible. The frescoes indicate consciousness of weight and gravity, 
also the typical Mycenaean facial traits differ slightly from the Minoan.  

The Cycladic painting, that had been long considered simply Minoan, presents a 
whole range of distinctive features. The figures are depicted in an exceptionally 
naturalistic way. They often present a characteristic twist of the torso suggesting the 
preconception of the third dimension on the plane surface. The twists are expressed by 
curves that are so frequent in Theran art that Kiki Birtacha and  Manolis Zacharioudakis10 
decided to build a theory based on a curve  treated as a sort of  module. The sense and 
the mastery of movement can be only compared with the spontaneity of small scale 
works on Minoan seals. The Cycladic paintings show the love of individualism: each 
woman in the procession in Xeste 3 wears a different dress, hairstyle, displays an 
individual profile. Proportions of male, nearly bare bodies, the costumes of the ladies, the 
gestures are coherent enough to form a distinct style. Despite all these differences 
between traditions, the subject matter and the way of representing figures do preserve 
features that point to the affinity with the Minoan culture which makes them all cases of 
the same Aegean way of seeing... 

 
II An Attempt of Classification 

 

10 See bibliography. 
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Despite numerous publications dedicated to the question of Aegean iconography 
there seem to be few attempts of creating complex and exhaustive classifications that 
could introduce order into the research on the subject. Yet fewer focus directly on 
representations of the human figure. Various fragmentary typologies have been  
formulated ad hoc on the occasion of solving this or that interpretative puzzle. They are 
mostly intuitive, but usually successful, such as classification that have been formulated 
by Professor Stefan Hiller. On the other hand, attempts of systematisation, trying to 
grasp all the iconography and close her up in one coherent system, seem to be situated 
slightly aside the current debate in world archaeology. My aim is to propose a  tool that 
will help with my own studies on the evolution of representation of the human figure. 
This classification concerns exclusively human representations seen from aforementioned 
three angles in order to create the complementary system of canonic features, types and 
characters that has no ambition to be complete.  I believe it will help to draw many 
interesting conclusions concerning interpretations of particular images, though it is not its 
principal goal. Neither is it a reconstruction of an actual technical process of painting 
pictures in the Aegean world. In the same way as when discussing the question of the 
Minoan grid-canon, in this point we arrive at the crossroads when one needs to choose. It 
is again possible to pursue the research as abstract studies of proportional 
interdependencies inherent in the imagery or make an attempt of discovering the ways in 
which the individual pieces had been painted. In the second case the central question 
shifts from iconography to the technology. The ways of execution of painting: whether or 
not grids had been used, or if the artists employed archetypical patterns in the form of 
fragments or shapes (e.g. curves of the nose) or complete silhouettes etc. Although many 
interesting hypotheses may be formulated when proceeding on this path, I will leave it 
open and ask again my original question: what are the features that permit a person with 
an average knowledge of ancient art to identify a representation of  human figure as 
Aegean? The canon understood roughly as a square grid is not able to provide an answer 
to  this question but further studies on the subject would certainly contribute to the task, 
while the discovery of the Minoan module would be truly revolutionary. The canon 
without a grid cannot be fully understood by comparison with the Egyptian measure 
because it follows a different line of thinking. Aegean artists valued individuality of 
expression and naturalism and they obviously did not simply copy their representations. 
Even in case of the basic scenes on  larnaxes which served simply communicational and 
decorative functions, the figures were freehand drawings. Nevertheless, certain traits of 
these figures are recurrent, so they were an obvious manifestation of continuous visual 
tradition. Within the limits of this artistic culture it must be possible to establish certain 
canonic features concerning human representations. 

 
II.1  Canonic Features 

The term “canonic features“ would mean a set of constant proportional 
interdependencies,  recurrent individual shapes and features that manifest themselves in 
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two- dimensional visual representations of the human figure. These recurrent traits follow 
what we can call the Aegean canon of the body proportions. This “canon” (not to be 
confused with the complete list of Mycenaean texts) aims at establishing a set of features 
that a silhouette should display to be classified as Aegean (canonic) figure. Among them 
we can point at proportional relations of body parts (to the whole and to each other) and 
particular ways of depicting details such as feet, arms and faces. Most of the best 
representations will match up to 100 % of the traits on the list, other will match up less 
and finally there will exist a set of images in which these features would be barely 
discernible. This fact does not pose a serious obstacle for further research since each rule 
allows exemptions. The actual problem of this approach lies in a possibility of falling into 
the vicious circle already mentioned while referring the account of Stefan Hiller, unless 
we accept a phenomenological approach and take certain representations which are 
intuitively considered typically Aegean as a starting point. Afterwards, we will be able to 
analyse them in order to obtain canonic features applicable to other pieces. The vicious 
circle could arise from the fact that we identify canonic figures using canonic features, 
which in turn are derived from the analysis of the canonic representations. In case of 
phenomenological approach the difficulty can be neutralised. 

 
II.2 Canonic Types 

Canonic types – the types of representations of the human figure derived from the 
kinds of scenes in which they occur. In this case the themes of scenes determine 
identification of the characters occurring in them. An example of such classification of 
scenes had been already presented above. The canonic types in this case could be 
presented either as ideal types or sets or clusters of characters linked by the relation of 
likeness. Likeness is not identity therefore there can be many similar representations 
belonging to one and the same canonic type. Furthermore, types could be further divided 
into subtypes. The most obvious example of the canonic type is warrior (Fig. I.G-K). We 
can build an exemplary sequence: War scene- type: warrior- subtype: warrior with a shield-  and 
so on. In this case we are not concerned with a style of a scene, its composition and only 
indirectly with its interpretation. The type is all that is important and a working order 
seems relatively easy to establish. 

The example of a warrior is simple and may create an impression that classification 
along types is self-evident and non questionable. This is not the case. Canonic types can 
be easily confused with particular personalities themselves due to the ambiguity of certain 
gestures and the relativization of the role to the context that is not always known. As a 
result we may mistakenly interpret unknown particular personification as a typical 
representation within some class: for example a certain unrecognised female deity can be 
taken for an anonymous priestess from the processional crowd. In the end, in the picture, 
we always wish to recognise individuals and not general terms.  

It is also possible to mix different approaches and to describe singular cases as sub-
types, or  individuals belonging to canonic types. In this case, however, they must be 



THE HUMAN FIGURE IN AEGEAN PAINTING 
 

79 

 

treated consistently  as elements of such and such class  rather than particulars in 
themselves. The sequence might appear as follows: Scene of an homage- goddess- Potnia- Potnia 
Theron. Another difficulty might arise from the fact that  frequently various types of 
characters occur in one scene. For example in many pictures we see deities, or 
priests(esses) and the groups of adorants confronted with them. I prefer not to enter the 
discussion concerning hierarchy in Aegean iconography. From my reduced point of view, 
and for the purpose of the current research, distinguishing the status of adorants from 
deities in Aegean frescoes does not pose a serious problem. 

 
II.3 Canonic  Characters 

Canonic characters – the third, the last and at the same time the most difficult to 
define class has been derived from the classification of ritual gestures. At this point it is 
possible to reach the level of individual identification. It has been said before, that such a 
gesture designates the one and only fictional character or a priest in a sacred function 
playing his role11. The question that remains open is which one? In fact, various 
characters may perform one and the same gesture. For example stretched out arm with a 
stick can be performed by a male or a female (a chief or a goddess respectively). The 
meaning is derived from the activity performed, and not from the appearance of an 
individual performing it. In this case, stretching out of an arm with a stick signifies power 
in both cases, though many different characters can make the same ritual gesture of 
power. On the other hand, it might happen that one and the same deity or a ruler can be 
depicted while making series of different gestures. The third  difficulty originates from 
the fact that we may mistakenly interpret certain act  as fairly neutral while in fact it is a 
ceremonial gesture that has not yet been fully recognised, what is worse the inverse case is 
also possible. In face of all these difficulties should we not abandon the project and stop 
all classification at types?  

The ultimate goal of the iconographic analysis is to achieve identification, this is to 
say recognition of an individual as a particular person, then we can move to the next level 
of interpretation making references to texts or seeking analogies. The task  is often 
hopeless in case of  a unique, single representation without any inscription. It is possible 
to easily identify a legendary character with help of literary sources. In case of Aegean 
culture the only reference we possess are linear B tablets and the poetry of Homer. 
However, it is not entirely clear how it could be used for the purpose of classification. 
The notion of the canonic character definitely touches the realm of interpretation and as 
such seems always linked to a certain narration. Perhaps we should rather generally regard 
all Aegean images as a form of theatre where deities or  mythical characters would turn 
out to be, seen from a different angle, actors-the public functionaries playing parts of the 

 

11 I was convinced that this is the case at the time of the conference in 2014. Now in 2015, I think that the 
ceremonial gestures may designate an official on duty which means it points at certain function rather than 
at an individual character. 
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divinities in the play of mysteries. The double identification would be in this case 
something self- evident  and  impossible to avoid. 

The representations of deities or chiefs would be in such case at the same time 
portraits of the living people of their time. In this case, the representations are likely to be  
idealised to expose the desired physical traits. The images would be perfectioned in the 
same way as the photographs of the celebrities are nowadays "photoshoped". From this 
point of view it is not necessary to seek the exact similarities between the canonic figures 
and the living people in hypotheses of body modification to explain exaggerated details. 
The trait that arises doubts is obviously unnatural thinness of the waist, the waist of a 
wasp, that is discernible in both male and female bodies. We know that body 
modifications and certain exaggeration of features were and still are practised by many 
cultures. It is often linked to the fact that the aristocratic societies tend to  create  
foundation myths ascribing their nobles foreign or divine origin, therefore they should 
have visibly differed from the rest of the population. In case the difference is barely 
perceptible or nonexistent the community is obliged to adjust either the body or its image 
so that it conformed to the tradition. The idea of some better, royal "race" is as old as 
humanity. Perhaps exaggerated features were to stress or prove the divine lineage of the 
elites? Perhaps the canonic traits would be linked to the ethnicity of the "Minoan race" 
considered as aesthetically and  physically superior. 

 
II.4 Realism and Convention 

It is not surprising that all the canonic features are not always present in every 
instance of Aegean painting or glyptic. Similarly the whole cluster of Egyptian art pieces 
ignored the canon: the everyday life scenes, the caricatures on the ostraca tablets all 
showed people in movement from every possible angle. Wooden sculptures depicted 
them mercilessly with all personal imperfections where the only concern was the fidelity 
to the models' appearance and naturalistic likeness (verism), here their social role was 
secondary. Aegean art, again, seems different in this respect. Canonic features manifest 
themselves when individuality, in a sense of uniqueness, is carefully depicted. In cases 
where it is secondary, with only communication of meaning being important, they tend to 
be ignored. In such case, to interpret an image it is sufficient  to recognise the character 
of a scene and the purpose it serves. Let the larnaxes serve as an example: the rituals 
represented are closely linked to the burial rites, hence on their clay walls we see 
mourning women and other scenes related to funerary practice. They are expected to 
signal the fact that the larnax had been used as a coffin, and once the message is 
delivered, further elaboration of decoration is redundant (Fig. II.E).  

  On the other hand even in Egypt the quality of artworks differed accordingly to 
the status of the commissioner. The poor could only afford the repetitive copies of 
fashionable patterns from a local artisan, while the rich could pay a fortune for an original 
piece of art. In an economy version of the larnax either there was no figural decoration or 
the depiction of funerary rites was executed in a careless manner. It seems to meet 
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standards of what could be called folk art. The quality of an artwork is in this case 
definitely a marker of social status of the owner. Primitive larnaxes would only have basic 
decoration and those more expansive would aspire to the status of an art piece the 
splendour of which could help to preserve identity of the deceased. Obviously unique 
pieces with well proportioned figures carefully painted on them would be among the 
most luxurious goods. 

Perhaps social status, ability and skills of an artist could be the sufficient answer to 
the pertinent question of the occurrence of canonic features. Although, one may 
formulate other hypotheses. In my view, there exist three possible explanations of why 
the rules of canonic proportions are sometimes followed and sometimes  ignored. The 
first is practical. It depends on the quality of execution of a piece, since low-qualified 
artists did not realise the need for using proportional schemes and ignored the principles 
of style that would be normally applied by someone else in a given situation. Second 
hypotheses is more abstract and based on the relation of signification between the visual 
representation and its reference (whatever might be its nature). We may say that 
whenever the figure is treated as a sign, and the purpose of representation is 
communication of a message, the proportions of the body are irrelevant. The essential 
signifying content consists in whatever activity the characters undertake in the picture,  in 
most cases they perform a ritual, they are hunting, sailing etc. The opposite situation 
occurs where the piece ascends to the next level of meaning. Apart from the social role 
and the execution of activities prescribed by a custom, there appears a new layer of 
interpretation. The new value is an additional information about individual appearance of 
the people. Now, I consciously use the word “people” instead of “silhouettes” or 
“figures”. With individuality in question, the pictures gain new aesthetic qualities, for now 
they refer to "likeness" and an ideal of beauty. In fact, only in luxurious paintings, when 
representations ascend the second level of meaning (double interpretation), the quality is 
high enough to judge a style. In contrast to what have just been said, perhaps canonic 
proportions were sometimes applied, even in representations of lower quality, but where 
a certain message was necessary to transmit. This message would be some exceptional 
quality of a person in the picture, the property of the model rather than the matter of 
style. Even a background figure showing an aristocrat in a ritual function might have been 
subject to the requirements of canon. The last hypotheses would make canonic 
proportions a marker of status, a statement which is far-fetched and controversial but 
needs examining. In the end the hypotheses can be somehow combined since a simple 
artisan, who worked in a local community because of his natural gift, depicted people like 
himself of humble origins. Canonic features, if they accidentally appeared in this craft, 
would be an imitation of other pieces, the sense and form of which their author could not 
understand. Inversely, the skilled “educated” craftsman could idealise the herdsmen or 
sailors presenting them as an allegory of  people who lived in an ideal state of nature. 
Hence the application of the canonic rules would be connected with the social status or a 
position of an artist rather than that of a commissioner. 
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Conclusion 
Establishing working relationships between canonic features, types and characters 

remain a task yet to be done. Firstly, it is necessary to fill the preliminary classification 
with the content coming from archaeological evidence. After this preliminary task will 
have been accomplished it will be possible to formulate statements concerning the nature 
of relations between canonic and non- canonic representations of the human figure in 
Aegean art. It seems that the further reflection on the subject will involve a combination 
of the Panofsky's method of iconographic interpretation and the tradition of formal 
analysis of the piece of art that originates from Wölfflin. Perhaps in the end of the 
examination we  could  arrive at the new iconology of the human form in Aegean art. 
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JAKUB NIEBIESZCZAŃSKI 
 

PALAEOGEOGRAPHY AND SEDIMENTARY ENVIRONMENTS IN THE ANTHEMOUNTAS VALLEY 

GENERAL REVIEW OF THE ANTHEMOUNTAS RIVER PALAEOGEOGRAPHICAL PROJECT 

 
Anthemountas Valley lies at the western part of Chalkidikie Peninsula at the sight of 

Thessaloniki city in Central Macedonia. It overlays a vast land of over 300 square 
kilometers. The mileage of the valley is latitudinal as the Anthemountas river flows 
seasonally from the center of peninsula and finds it estuary in the Thermaic Bay. The flat 
bottom of this form, serves now as the garden and storage for Thessaloniki with its vast 
agricultural fields and logistic areas.  

From the archaeological point of view the valley was occupied since the Middle 
Neolithic times. Relics of human activities are visible in many places of which the Bronze 
Age toumbas and Early Iron Age trapezas are the most distinctive landscape forms. 
However, the present majority of land is absent of natural vegetation and the main river 
flows occasionally in the reinforced channel - the remains of natural landscape formation 
represent different situations in the past. 

The aim of the article is to give an overview of the first results of the Anthemountas 
Valley Palaeogeographical Project fieldworks1, concerning the landscape formation 
dynamics in the discussed area.  
 
1. Geographical setting 

Anthemountas Valley is in fact the Neogene-aged fault between two different 
geological formations. The northern slopes, that reach at the peaks of 1500m asl, are in 
fact a palaeozoic massive with variety of rocks, mostly consisting of gabbroides, schists 
and granites. Abundance of deep crust material is also visible in the eastern part, where 
the peridotites and dunites occurs, also metamorphed into the serpentinites. Southern 
slopes, lower than previous ones and also less steep are Neogene sedimentary formations. 
Vast majority are the conglomerates, unconsolidated sandstones and marls2. "Hanging 
wall" creates the valley bottom with Quaternary alluvial deposits created by 
Anthemountas river.  
 From a geomorphological point of view the valley can be divided into four zones 
(Fig. 2). First one consists of slopes with bedrock overlayed by shallow soil cover from 
weathering. The colluvial fans that emerged by slope processes at the valley bottom parts 
forms the second zone. Another section is the valley bed, that is characterized by low 
altitudes and nearly flat surface of alluvial origin. Just above it, eastwards at higher 

 

1 Project financed by Poland National Science Center. Project nr NCN2013/N/HS3/B01092. 
2 MOLLAT 1978; KOCKEL et Alii 1978. 
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elevation is the prolongation of the valley bottom with more irregular surface and mixed 
material deposition, both from colluvium and alluvium.  

Main drainage course is the Anthemountas river that presently exists only during the 
downfalls in summer, and constantly in the winter period. Much of its waters are drained 
for the agriculture practices, therefore most of the year the channel is empty. There are 
several streams that enforce the Anthemountas flowing from the valley slopes. Many of 
these have a mountainous character with destructive flows during the downfalls. 

Vegetation is dominated by agriculture in the bottom parts. Nevertheless, in the 
upper parts some refugias of natural plants occur. Scarce arboreal taxa are only visible in 
mountainous parts. In majority they consist of grazing fields and meadows due to 
pastures. 
  
2. Archaeological setting 

Several archaeological reconnaissance were conducted in the Anthemountas Valley 
during the 20th century. The first remarks (as a part of Macedonian prehistory 
elaboration) were the catalogues of Rey and Heurtley (British School of Athens) in the 
early 20th century3. They were concerned with the position and chronological 
information of the known sites. This situation is clearly visible when one examines the 
unpublished catalogue of D.H. French in the 60es4. Authors did not reach all of the sites 
due to the state of research. Since the 70es the investment boom brought an excellent 
amount of rescue excavations. From the year 2011 an archaeological survey is conducted 
by an international team from the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, the Aristotle 
University in Thessaloniki and the XVI EFOREA. The Anthemountas Valley 
Archaeological Project aims to recognize the exact location, extension and chronology of 
sites known from the literature and rescue excavations in the discussed region, spatial 
relations of sites and to provide a prehistoric settlement model in the area.  
As mentioned above, the first evidence of occupation is correlated with Middle Neolithic 
flat sites. During the Early Bronze Age the settlements are becoming tell-like (toumbas), 
with more than 10 recognized mounds. They are mostly related to the valley bottom, but 
some still occur in the higher altitudes. With the Early Iron Age the occupation moves to 
natural hills, known as trapezas or tables, due to population increase. 
 
3. Palaegeography 
3.1. Marine transgression 

Northern Greece from the Last Glacial Maximum to the treshold of eras 
experienced major coast line changes5. Since the 21ka BP due to glacio-isostasy process 
caused a significant water level rise in oceans, that is visible also in the Northern Aegean 

 

3 REY 1926; HEURTLEY 1939. 
4 FRENCH 1967. 
5 LAMBECK 1996. 
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Sea6. The estimated sea level for that time is approximately minus 160 m in relation to its 
present state7. At the end of Last Glacial, present Thermaic Gulf was a vast plain majorly 
overgrown by open landscape taxas such as Artemisia or Chonopodiaceae8. Due to this 
transgression it is assumed that most of the Late Paleolithic sites are now located at the 
seafloor. As the temperature had grown towards the Holocene Maximum, the sea level 
reached it present state around 6ka BP9.  

However, the above described tendency is a holistic model for the general view of 
linear evolution, the case studies of Thessaloniki Plain formation present regional 
fluctuations10. Strong alluviation processes due to Axios (Vardar), Aliakmon and 
Loudiamos rivers have consequently silted the enlarged bay that existed there at 6ka BP. 
Evidence of these changes are visible in different geographical contexts of known sites. 
I.e. Neolithic site of Nea Nikomedeia was in its times located at the shoreline. Now it lays 
on a plain, several kilometers from the Bay11. Bronze Age Toumba Kastanas is assumed 
to have been on an island during its prosperity12. The same processes had place in the 
northern parts of the plain, where the former capital of Macedonia - Pella was placed at 
extensive lake with connection to the Aegean Sea13. Presently the bay lies in 40 km 
proximity of the site. These examples mark the regional varieties of the marine 
transgression in the Northern Aegean. Anthemountas Valley is located at the opposite 
side to the Thermaic Bay, but still there are no exact evidences of such processes, that 
could have been caused by the Anthemountas river. Nevertheless it is highly probable 
that some areas located close to present coastline, could be a part of shallow bay before 
the final stages of Holocene alluviation. Documented trenches, profiles and drillings in 
the bottom parts of the valley show more than 4 meters of alluvial deposits. Worth 
stressing is the fact that none of these sequences reached the bedrock, so the fluvial 
deposition can be much thicker. Also the geological 1:50 000 scale map suggests that the 
near-sea areas contain marine sediments. However, without deep coring with laboratory 
investigation of sediments origins, it is hard to draw precise ranges of shoreline 
fluctuation.  
 
3.2. Vegetation cover 

Anthemountas Valley pollen record is unavailable for now, as there are no natural 
reservoirs for coring purposes. Great number of documented profiles for Northern 
Greece are  located in non-distant proximity to the valley14. Therefore a general view of 

 

6 VAN ANDEL et Alii 1982. 
7 Ibidem, 446. 
8 KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 
9 GHILARDI et Alii 2010. 
10 GHILARDI et Alii 2008. 
11 BINTLIFF 1976. 
12 KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 
13 GHILARDI 2010. 
14 BOTTEMA 1974; WILLIS 1992, GERASIMIDIS et Alii 2009, KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 



JAKUB NIEBIESZCZAŃSKI 
 

92 

 

vegetation history can be extrapolated from areas of similar geographical conditions. As it 
was mentioned in the previous subsection, the Late Glacial was determined by non-
arboreal taxa due to cold and dry conditions (Artemisia, Chenopodiaceae), with remark that 
some refugias of arboreal plants survived in higher elevations15. Around 10,5ka BP oak 
expands and during the 9th and half of 8th millennium BP a vast areas of lowlands were 
covered in a mixed deciduous forest, that is inclinated by heliofilius species existence in 
the record (i.e. Pistacia, Sanguisorba)16. Quite remarkable is that with the emergence of first 
farmers in Northern Greece during the 7th millennium BP, the evidence of deforestation 
do not appear in the general pollen record17. Since the 9ka BP Pinus and Abies dominated 
the higher elevations with ongoing expansion of Fagus from around 5ka BP. Oak 
dominated forests began to decline towards mixed Quercus, Tilia, Ulmus and Carpinus from 
8500 BP onwards. 

First significant anthropogenic influence on the forest cover is dated for the half of 
the 5th millennium BP with the appearance of Cerealia, Plantago, Xanthium in the pollen 
record, that is visible in most of the Greek palynological sites18. It is assumed that from 
that time the forests did not ever return to its state, preceding first human forest 
clearances.  

Considering the general tendencies for vegetation changes in the Aegean it is 
assumable for the Anthemountas Valley to describe it using wider contextual data.  
 
3.3. Quaternary formation processes 

Several sites have been documented for distinguishing the sedimentation 
environments. Generally they consisted of river profiles that provided high cuts, 
presenting sometimes more than 12 000 years of sedimentation. Moreover, some 
trenches were documented during the construction of water pipelines in the valley 
bottom. A long transect trench was open (app. 8km). Maximum depth was reached at 4 
meters below the ground. Location of profiles are presented in Fig. 3. Most overlay the 
valley bottom, however some of them are located in the uplands. 

Lower areas elevated up to maximum 100 m asl presents strict alluvial conditions. 
For now there is no direct chronological estimation of the different alluvial sequences. 
Material that was recorded in the cuts varies due to the postdepositional processes. 
However, the dynamics of hydrological conditions are visible. In many sites an intrusion 
in the clayish - alluvial material occurs with thick material, consisting of sands, gravels and 
bigger rocks (Fig. 4). They are interpreted as the paleochannels of Anthemountas or its 
tributaries. The thickness of these intrusions vary from several tens of centimeter to even 
2 meters. Evidence of its fluvial origins are the horizontal orientation of bigger fractions, 
such as gravels and stones. Moreover the grain size distribution changes gradually up to 
 

15 GERASIMIDIS et al. 2009. 
16 KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 
17 Ibidem. 
18 BOTTEMA 1974. 
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the top of the layers from coarse material to sands and silts. It suggests a river activity 
that is consequently silted at its final stages of existence. The valley bottom in the past 
had to present dynamic fluctuation of hydrological net dispersion that was interrupted by 
floods, which created the alluvial deposits recorded in each profiles of this area. Also the 
thick alluvial sections suggest strong erosion processes in the upper parts of the valley. 
Pollen record for Northern Greece suggests, as it was mentioned in the previous 
subsection, that the main forest clearance is noticeable from 4500 BP onwards19. It 
ignited the erosion processes in the highlands and increased the silting of the tributary 
streams and Anthemountas river. Drillings provided for close vicinity of the 
Anthemountas river also showed some fluvial activity at different levels that are buried 
under the flood sediments. Worth stressing is that while the transect of water pipes goes 
west, towards the sea, the alluvial deposits lack fluvial interruptions. There is no direct 
evidence of the anastomozing river model for the Anthemountas valley. Orientation of 
the profiles and spatial distribution of buried channels shows that they were minor 
streams, that flowed in perpendicular direction to the plain. The chronological relation of 
the streams remains unknown. 

From the archaeological point of view it is highly assumable that some older sites 
could be buried under few meters of sediments like in other alluvial plains of Northern 
Greece20. In some of the profiles an archaeological material was detected, that contained 
various chronological information. The oldest were the Late Bronze Age shards, which 
informed about the post-quem date of the flood, however as for now, the alluvial sediments 
are indistinguishable in time. Also no paleosols were detected, so the stratigraphy lacks 
the chronology of floods sequence.  

Profiles from the eastern part of the plain that is elevated between 200-400m asl 
presents slightly different sedimentation environments (Fig. 3, profile 1). The Galatista 
profile measures 12 meters and contains various levels of deposition (Fig. 5). The bottom 
part is characterized by partly consolidated red clays with calcareous intrusions. The fossil 
record and general characteristics of the Mediterranean landscape evolution suggests 
Pleistocene origins of this section21. Sediments were deposited in cold and dry conditions 
of the Last Glacial. Noticeable is the boundary line between the Pleistocene and 
Holocene record. The latter one is characterized by mixed material that contains mostly 
sands and silts with several intrusions of bigger rocks or gravels. As the valley bottom 
goes narrow in this part, the erosion processes are widely represented by colluvial 
deposits. Some traces of river activity is recorded in the profile in presence of horizontally 
oriented gravels with bigger rocks (Fig. 6, Fig. 7). Lack of lamination and horizontally 
oriented layers inside these intrusions indicates abrupt character of streams and extreme 
short-lived torrential flows. It is not estimated how high was the magnitude of the erosion 

 

19 KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 
20 Ibidem. 
21 GHILARDI 2008. 
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caused by these events in the past, however, the existence of 12 meter profile caused by 
present stream suggests, that the erosion was much more efficient in proportion with 
river sedimentation. 

Holocene deposits of the most top part of the profiles are created by laminated silts 
and clays, therefore representing stable weathering and sedimentation conditions.  

The context of archaeological site of Amalara is situated in a mountainous area of 
more than 500m asl elevation with high denivelations over small area (Fig. 3 profile 2). 
The average soil cover on hilltops and slopes does not exceed more than 1m thickness, 
and is partially absent. Several streams cut the morphology with steep minor valleys 
slopes and walls, often with more than 10 meters of Holocene stratigraphy (Fig. 8). None 
of these profiles contained red clays indicating Pleistocene sediments. Material is mixed, 
often with coarse angular material and stone blocks exceeding even few meters in 
diameters. The process was originated by a river erosion of bedrock in result of which 
valleys were created. Afterwards they were gradually buried under the colluvial deposits, 
caused by gravitational mass movements or slope erosion during precipitation periods.  

During the AVPP project realization some observations about the present 
hydrological activity and its effects were made that can shed light on the situation in the 
past due to geological actualism assumptions. After one seasonal heavy downpour that 
lasted for only few days a significant changes in landscape occurred (Fig. 9). Extreme 
inflow of water into the stream had cut through the enforced pavement roads and created 
several deep cuts. Sandish surface sediments with visible ripplemarks were deposited even 
2 meters above the stabilized stream channel after the rains. Torn apart bushes or smaller 
trees, displaced blocks of stones with marked GPS position for geodetical fixpoints, show 
the erosion potential and the force of flow. 

These events must repeated themselves in the past, changing the pace of landscape 
formation from linear evolution into the episodic occurrence.  
     
4. Conclusions  

The size of the Anthemountas Valley expresses the differentiated sedimentary 
environments and zonal structure of geographical conditions. Moreover region shows 
different paces of changes and their magnitude. Alluviation processes were ongoing in the 
Holocene as the seasonal floods occurred in the lower parts. The rapid flows carved the 
upland morphology and in the mountains mass movements prevailed, filling with 
sediments the river intrusions into the bedrock. As it is showed by geomorphological 
researches in other regions that situation is not by any means incidental22. However, the 
magnitude and proportion are differentiated. In relation to the Thessaloniki Plain it is 
probable to correlate the marine transgression due to alluviation into the same time scale. 
The near future corings in the valley bottom can shed new light on this issue, proving 

 

22 DEMITRACK 1986; GHILARDI et al 2008; GHILARDI et al 2010, KRATHOPOLOU 2010. 
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eventual similarity between these proximal areas. The alluviation processes occur in a 
numerous amount in the plains of Northern Greece.   

Providing absolute dating to the alluvial sequences can bring an important 
information about the land levels in the past and their relation to the archaeological sites. 
Estimated events and age of each section could tell the amount of probable buried sites, 
that are not visible on a modern surface by archaeological surveying. Moreover, it is 
necessary to date the fluvial intrusions, in order to estimate the hydrological conditions 
and to reconstruct the model of flow within the valley. Ongoing Anthemountas Valley 
Paleogeographical Project since 2013 aims to explain precisely the dynamics of the 
landscape formation in that region by using aforementioned methods. In comparison 
with the archaeological data provided by AVAP it will contribute to the interdisciplinary 
approach to Anthemountas valley past, that remains a gap in the Northern Aegean 
archaeological record.  
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Fig. 1 Anthemountas valley geographical setting 

Fig. 2. Archaeological sites and morphological zones of Anthemountas valley 
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Fig. 4 Profiles of alluvial and fluvial deposits 

      

Fig. 3. Documented profiles and transect trench mileage 
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Fig. 5 Galatista profile 
 

  
   

 

Fig. 6. Fluvial sediments in Galatista 
profile. 
 
 

    
  

Fig. 7 Orientation of stones in the gravel 
section of Galatista profile 
 
 

     
 

Fig. 8 Amalara profile. 
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Fig. 9. Road cut by the torrential stream flow. 
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STEFANOS SKARMINTZOS∗ 

 
ANCIENT WARRIOR REENACTMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF EXPERIMENTAL 

ARCHAEOLOGY 
 

TESTING THEORIES AND ATTEMPTING TO PROVIDE ANSWERS ON THE MYSTERIES OF 

ANCIENT WARFARE WHILE POPULARIZING ARCHEOLOGICAL SCIENCE AND HISTORY1 
 

The objective of this article is to underline the issues of uncertainty on established 
and new archeological and other academic theories on ancient warfare and to suggest 
were and how academics can collaborate with skilled enthusiasts and attempt to clarify 
how they can work together in order to eliminate obstacles and set guidelines to ensure 
the maximum –scientifically valid-result that can be achieved through their combined 
efforts. 

For better or worse, warfare is an elementary part of human existence. The ancient 
Greek philosopher Heraclitus is credited with the following verse: “War is the Father of 
all things, it brought up the gods. And the humans some made free and others made 
slaves”2. The study of ancient warfare presents its own challenges when we delve in the 
exploration of Antiquity. Bridging the distance of time and trying to understand how our 
ancestors thought and felt and how they dealt with problems with the means we believe 
they had available was never an easy task. I use the term “we believe” because many times 
we can do nothing more than just interpret ambiguous texts or making educated guesses 
upon unearthed items that we do not know their precise usage or reasons for their 
existence. Based on surviving art and literature theories have been formed. Have they 
ever been tested and how? What do we know for sure and what do we speculate? Ancient 
sources give us description of fighting, of wars and warriors, of campaigns and battles. 
There are three main categories of ancient texts: poetry, philosophy and history, each 
with set of challenges for attempts to gather information on ancient warfare. 

The aim of ancient poetry is mainly to say hymns to the gods or to praise the mighty 
lords of the time. Poetry can be a labyrinth of verbal acrobatics that many times force us 

 

∗ Stefanos Skarmintzos is a historical researcher, currently in M.A. course in Military History at the 
University of Wolverhampton, a member of the Living History Association Hetairoi (Germany), he also 
practices ancient weapons with Hoplomachia Academy (Greece). 
1 Images and their depictions are at the end of the text. Artifacts come from the author’s collection 
collection (unless otherwise specified), reconstructions are courtesy of the Associations of Historical 
Studies Hetairoi and Sydney Ancients, which deals with Experimental Archaeology, historical reconstructions 
and reenacting. Core of the Association’s studies is the Study of Ancient Greek Warfare through 
Experimental Archaeology techniques. Ancient Warriors and Ancient Military Reenactment is the outward 
image of the Association’s activities. 
2 Hippolytus, Refutation, 9.9.4. 
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to try and understand what the poem composer really wanted to say. Other times in his 
effort to praise an individual or his ancestors, the author might give descriptions of 
fighting that bear little resemblance to the ways of war of the poet’s time. A good 
example is the lyric poet Callinus who, in order to raise the spirits of his countrymen in a 
time of crisis, praises individual valor and gives epic description of  a lone hoplite in a 
period where phalanx fighting was the norm and individual heroics, that could endanger 
the formation, were frowned upon3.Although artistic expression of poetry differs from 
historical narrative and though sometimes doubt can be cast upon poetic descriptions, the 
Homeric verses that describe how weapons destroy human tissue and bone, no matter 
how chilling, can give us an idea of weapon usage. But it is precisely that: an idea, not the 
whole of a given situation. 

 The aim of ancient philosophy was (and still is, one can say) to teach individuals 
how to improve their morals and to promote harmony among humans and, in the end, to 
provide answers in the fundamental issues of human existence. When war or warriors are 
mentioned they are depicted so as to show an example to be followed or avoided, not of 
the details of the actions that they performed.  In Plato’s “Laws”, a Cretan and an 
Athenian talk about how to setup a future colony. In book one the Cretan Cleinias says 
that horses are not highly esteemed in Crete because the island is not flat like Thessaly. In 
book eight the Athenian who has experience of the Scythian mercenaries employed by his 
city, urges Cleinias to arrange training programs and equestrian sports in order to create 
cavalry and horse-archer units in the new colony. It is clear that the Cretans have no 
mounted archers of their own and the Athenian (Plato?) suggests their formation. No 
details how the horse-archers operated are given though.   

Ancient historians give mostly tactical information of group movement, but they 
seldom go into detail.  Even the biographer Plutarch, when he writes about the training 
that many characters received or gave their troops, he does not give details. For example, 
in his “Life of Cimon” he writes about Cimon giving superb training to the Athenian 
fleet4. As no ancient trierarch’s manual survived, we can only speculate on the type and 
methods of training. Another example is Herodotus who  writes that the Athenians 
advanced swiftly upon the Persians in Marathon, but does not give details5. Another 
problem with historical texts is that surviving ancient military manuals instruct about 
group movement and preserve ancient commands but they do not give details on the 
ancient weapon usage, nor detailed instructions as to how the actions were to be 
executed. Most ancient authors seem not to have preoccupied themselves with aspects 
that they consider well known to their audiences.  

In ancient art depictions of warriors and conflict are plentiful and to be found in 
various museums around the globe. But the various artifacts exhibited in the museums 

 

3 MULROY, D. ed (1999), Early Greek Lyric Poetry, 41-42. 
4 PLUTRACH, Life of Cimon, 11. 
5 HERODOTUS, Histories, 6.112. 
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are just giving a general idea of what was happening (Fig. 1). Defensive weapons like 
armor and shields aided the wearer to avoid harm, while offensive close combat weapons, 
like swords and spears, allowed the fighters to engage the enemy hand to hand, while 
ranged weapons allowed the fighters to hit their adversaries from a distance. 
Unfortunately, the merciless passage of time has left few ancient artifacts to come 
complete in our hands.  Most of the organic components have withered away through 
centuries further, hindering our understanding of the items’ construction and usage. The 
details of the artifacts usage, under various places and weather conditions, and all 
parameters affecting their performance, are still elusive to us. We may attempt to 
reconstruct these items and attempt to draw conclusions, But when the outcome of these 
efforts takes material form more questions will be raised (Fig. 2). Why the individual had 
to carry these items? How did they function? What benefits did they offer to him? Are 
our reconstructions practical and functional?  

From the above we conclude that most information on what ancient warfare 
conditions really were is anecdotal and fragmented thus hindering scholars in forming a 
clear picture. Is there any room for improvement? Can reenacting ancient life and people 
who occupy themselves with living history help the academics in solving the mysteries of 
ancient warfare? Living history and reenacting ancient times can help if it becomes part of 
Experimental Archaeology. Successful examples exist but they concern more recent 
historical periods. Understanding Medieval, and 17th to 19th century warfare has 
progressed a lot because of the cooperation of re-enactors and academics. It can very well 
show the path that academics and living history enthusiasts have to take in the study of 
ancient warfare. 

According to Plutarch, re-enacting previous history events may have well started in 
the Archaic Era6. In modern times the believes  are that they did. Academics and re-
enactors can work together by combining knowledge and skills to reach a common 
objective. Re-enactors must focus on historical accuracy and not spectacle, and closely 
work with scholars. Visual only accuracy of reconstruction can merely give a starting 
point. Historical accuracy can increase understanding. When properly guided by the 
scholars, in order to ensure academic integrity and validity of data and processes, the re-
enactors can offer their help in scientific research. The knowledge of individual re-
enactors in using reconstructed historical items can aid scholars to simulate, and in some 
cases to recreate, the conditions that existed in the ancient military affairs and thus a new 
insight can be gained and new knowledge can come from furthering our understanding 
on ancient warfare  

Successful examples, like Trireme Olympias and reconstructed ancient machines, can 
be used as an example and starting point for further research.  Those projects of 
Experimental Archeology, such as a technical analysis of a reconstructed ancient weapon 
usage, a hoplite Phalanx drill or the execution of a martial drill with reconstructed Bronze 
 

6 PLUTRACH, Life of Solon, 9. 
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Age armor and equipment, can help us gaining an understanding on the details of ancient 
warfare – a great deal of which are long lost to us (Fig 3). In certain cases, in a controlled 
environment, even animals can participate in furthering our understanding of e.g. cavalry 
operations or answer our questions of the individual horseman’s methods and actions in 
fight. Possibilities for development can be described as limitless, but we must always 
remember that the correct method is to follow as strictly as possible original sources and 
make use of all the information that the hard work of scholars made available to us and 
reconstruct items used in ancient warfare as historically accurate as possible (Figs. 3, 4). 

To produce the most positive result, the Experimental Archaeology projects should 
be done first with the collaboration of re-enactors and scholars in the academic 
environment and then the product of this work can be presented to the general public 
through Living History events in the open air museums, presenting the past in a realistic 
way, which can be achieved from the natural fusion of protagonists and spectators.  The 
next step is the usage of all this new knowledge to create mass media productions that 
will entertain and educate an even greater audience. 
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Fig. 1 Museum exhibits give us examples of fighting and military equipment but not of 
the details of its precise usage (Left: Copenhagen Museum, Courtesy of Yves Lamonier; 
Right: Benaki Museum, Stefanos Skatmintzos Archive). 
 

Fig. 2 We may attempt  reconstructions from these items and attempt to draw 
conclusions (Chigi vase, en.wikipedia.org , and a hoplite reconstruction based on it, 
courtesy of Living History Association Hetairoi, Germany). 



ANCIENT WARRIOR REENACTMENT  
 

107 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3 A hoplite Phalanx drill or the execution of a martial drill with 
reconstructed equipment and commands base on ancient sources 
(Courtesy of Living History Association Hetairoi, Germany). 

Fig. 4 The correct method is to follow as strictly as possible original sources and make 
use of all the information that the hard work of scholars made available to us and 
reconstruct items used in ancient warfare as historically accurate as possible (photo of 
boar-tusk helmet from Athens War Museum, Stefanos Skarmintzos archive; 
Reconstructed Mycenaean Warrior, courtesy of  the Living History Assossiation Sydney 
Ancients, Australia). 
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AGATA ULANOWSKA 

 

REPRESENTATIONS OF TEXTILE TOOLS IN AEGEAN GLYPTIC.  

CUBOID SEAL FROM THE THOLOS TOMB A IN AGHIA TRIADA 

 

Introduction 

Studies on the textile production in the Bronze Age Greece have recently adopted a 

more complex and multidisciplinary approach resulting in their vibrant progress. The 

high economic and social value of textiles has been acknowledged1, tools and workshops 

have been recognized in a more coherent manner2, more fabric remains have been 

gathered and published3, and finally, a better understanding has been gained of the chaîne 

opératoire of textile manufacture and the functionality of textile tools thanks to the 

development of the textile experimental archaeology4. Linguistic analyses of Linear B 

tablets have provided further information about the organization and economy of the 

textile production in the Mycenaean palaces5.  

The iconographic approach is of great importance in these compound studies, 

although it seems to focus more on depictions of cloths, textile patterns and issues 

relating to Minoan and Mycenaean fashion6. However, more complex iconographical 

references to textile production may be traced in the Aegean glyptic. Seals and sealings 

have proved to be a valuable source, although not yet sufficiently investigated, for 

studying textiles and cloths, as well as certain aspects of the administration of cloth 

production, textile tools and even sources of fibres7. 

 

 This article presents some preliminary observations on the complex relations between the textile 

production and the iconography of the Aegean glyptic. I would like to thank Prof. Pietro Maria Militello 

very much for his suggestion that I should present my observations on the Aghia Triada seal in the form of 

a paper, as well as for many discussions on the Aegean textile production. I express my thanks to Maria 

Jagodzińska for her excellent drawings of Minoan seals and sealings, and to Andrzej Flis for improving my 

English. 
1 BARBER 1991; 1994; 1997; BURKE 2010; CROWLEY 2012; MILITELLO 2007; ROUGEMONT 2007; TZACHILI 

1997; 2007. 
2 APOSTOLAKOU et al. 2012; BETANCOURT et al. 2012; BROGAN et al. 2012; CUTLER 2012; PAVUK 2012; 

POURSAT 2012; RAHMSTORF 2008; 2011; SIENNICKA 2012; SOLES 1997. 
3 MÖLLER-WIERING 2006; MOULHERAT, SPANTIDAKI 2009a; 2009b; SPANTIDAKI, MOULHERAT 2012. 
4 ANDERSSON, NOSCH 2003; ANDERSSON STRAND 2012; BARBER 1991; CARINGTON SMITH 1975; CHEVAL 

2008; MÅRTENSSON et al. 2006a; 2006b; 2006c; 2007a; 2007b; MÅRTENSSON et al. 2009; ULANOWSKA 2012; 

ULANOWSKA 2014. 
5 BURKE 2010, 66-102; DEL FREO et al. 2010; KILLEN 2007; NOSCH 2000; 2012a; 2012b; LUJÁN 2010; 

PALAIMA 1997; PETRAKIS 2012; ROUGEMONT 2004; 2007; TZACHILI 2001.  
6 BARBER 1991, 318-319; BOLOTI 2009; CARINGTON SMITH 1975, 305-326; CHAPIN 2008; CROWLEY 2012; 

JONES 2000; 2001; 2003; 2005; 2009; 2012; LILLETHUN 2003; 2012; MARCAR 2004; 2005; NOSCH 2008; 

REHAK 1996; 1998; TRNKA 2007; SAPOUNA SAKELLARAKI 1971; TZACHILI 1997, 224-248. 
7 The use and consumption of seals: cf. KRZYSZKOWSKA 2005; 2012; RELAKI 2009; PALAIMA 1990; 

SBONIAS 1999; 2010; 2012; seals and the textile production: cf. BURKE 1997, 418-419; 2010, 43-47; 
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The cuboid seal found in the Tholos A at Aghia Triada8, an exclusive object of 

hippopotamus ivory decorated on each of its fifth preserved faces, may be a good 

illustration of those multifaceted relations between textile production and the glyptic art. 

 

Iconographical references to textile tools and fibres in the Aegean glyptic 

The iconographical references to the textile tools on Minoan seals have recently been 

acknowledged by Brendan Burke. He noticed two kinds of relations between seals and 

the implements: first, some of the tools, such as spindle whorls and loom weights, were 

actually sealed or inscribed already in the Prepalatial period. That practice continued into 

the Protopalatial and Palatial periods9. Impressions on the textile tools, if recognizable, 

show a repertoire of various themes from purely ornamental compositions of wavy lines 

to animals and plants10. 

Secondly, Burke distinguished a group of ca. 35 three-faced prismatic seals, dating 

from MM IB–MM IIB contexts, depicting, on one of their faces, three to five loom-

weight-like objects attached to a bar of a warp-weighted loom (Fig. 1). In his opinion, the 

other sides of the prisms may also bear references to textiles, depicting spiders (a 

symbolic reference), woolly animals and even the actual weavers with sword beaters11. 

Moreover, in his view, the depictions of loom weights literally represent the way in which 

the implements were suspended to warp threads12. He also believes that the Linear A 

ideogram of a loom derives from depictions of the loom weights on seals13, although in 

fact the resemblance between the hieroglyphic signs and Linear A syllabograms 

commonly associated with cloths and weaving14 and the representations of loom weights 

on seals is rather minute. 

From the two main kinds of raw materials used in the Aegean textile production, 

namely animal and vegetal fibres, the reference to animal fibres on the three-sided 

prismatic seals is indirect. It may be traced thanks to depictions of horned animals, 

possibly goats and sheep, which suggest some relation to wool production. 

Some of the seals and sealings dated to the same MM IB–MM IIB and later contexts 

show plants resembling flax, although some of the examples I have found have no other 

                                                                                                                                                                               

MILITELLO 2007, 39, 41; PANAGIOTAKOPULU et al. 1997, 423-425; WEINGERTEN 2000; seals and clothes 

or fabrics: cf. BOLOTI 2009; CROWLEY 2012; 2013. 
8 CMS II,1 64; Iraklion Archaeological Museum, inv. no. 492. 
9 BURKE 1997, 418; 2006; 2010, 42-43; cf. RELAKI 2009, 357, 362-365; SBONIAS 2010, 311; TSIPOPOULOU 

1990, 99-103; WEINGERTEN 2000. 
10 BURKE 2010, fig. 29; MILITELLO 2007, fig. 6.7. 
11 BURKE 1997, 418-419; 2010, 43-47; for other interpretations cf. ANASTASIADOU 2009; cf. MILITELLO 

2011; MILITELLO forthcoming. 
12 BURKE 1997, 419; 2010, 45-46. 
13 BURKE 2010, 49. 
14 cf. DEL FREO et al. 2010, 351-353, Fig. 17.11; MILITELLO 2007, 41; NOSCH 2012b, 304-305, Fig.1.; 

PETRAKIS 2012, 78-79, Pl. CXXVI 1. 
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references to the textiles on their other faces (CMS II.6 137, CMS VII 30a, Fig. 2). A flax-

like plant motif seems to be fairly common in the Aegean glyptic. Moreover, a likely 

depiction of stalks of flax was found on all of the 39 impressions on a spindle whorl from 

Chamalevri Stavromenos, creating a unique relation between the tool, its function and the 

fibre15. 

A group of glyptic representations of insects, namely moths and chrysalises, has also 

been interpreted as a possible reference to the source of a precious animal fibre – the wild 

silk16. Thanks to the unique find of a Pachypasa otus cocoon at Akrotiri, the question of the 

use of wild silk in the Bronze Age Mediterranean was raised again17, and the composite 

scenes of tree shaking, well recognized in the LBA Aegean glyptic, were linked to the 

gathering of cocoons in the wild in order to get the silk. 

Therefore, in the iconographic repertoire of the Aegean seals there are depictions of 

the textile tools and probable sources of fibre. Three-faced Protopalatial prismatic seals 

may represent these two combined motifs. Moreover, similar references to textiles can 

also be found on sealings impressed on the actual textile tools from the Prepalatial period 

onwards. 

Among the depicted textile tools, the loom weights hanging in a row are best 

recognizable. Without going into details of Burke’s hypothesis on the manner in which 

the loom weights were attached to the warps, there is, in fact, a strong resemblance 

between the loom weights hanging down in front of the shed bar of the warp-weighted 

loom and the loom-weight-like objects shown on prisms (Fig. 3). The other possible 

textile tools mentioned by Burke, such as beating swords, are, unfortunately, impossible 

to distinguish from fighting swords. However, if more motifs on seal faces could be 

connected with textile production, this hypothesis would receive additional support.  

Representations of other textile tools or more complete depictions of a warp-

weighted loom have remained unrecognized to date. 

 

The cuboid seal from Aghia Triada 

The cuboid seal of hippopotamus ivory was found amongst other seals in the large 

Tholos tomb A at Aghia Triada. The Tholos A itself was used as a burial place for a long 

time, from EM II until MM IB/MM II periods. At first, the seal was connected 

stylistically to the later, Protopalatial phase of the Tholos A. However, nowadays it is 

attributed to the somewhat earlier phase of the Archanes Script Group, dated to EM III–

MM IA contexts18. Seals attributed to this group are characterised by new pictographic 

 

15 ANDREADAKI-VLASAKI 1997, 42; RELAKI 2009, Tab. 1 
16 PANAGIOTAKOPULU et al. 1997, 423-426; 428. 
17 PANAGIOTAKOPULU et al. 1997; cf. BARBER 1991, 30; BENDER JØRGENSEN 2013, 585; CARINGTON 

SMITH 1975, 34; HOOD 1971, 94; VAN DAMME 2012. 
18 CMS II.1 64, 12; cf. CMS II.1. 64 at Arachne, http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/drupal/?q=de/node/196, 

accessed: 6.12.2014. 
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motifs and a new carving tradition, they were known mostly from north and central 

Crete, and they were linked to the “Malia Workshop Complex”. However, occasionally 

they also appear in southern Crete19. In the recent discussions on the Prepalatial seals, 

objects made of hippopotamus ivory are dated yet to the earlier phase of EM III, because 

in the final Prepalatial period (MM IA–IB) the hippopotamus ivory disappeared and was 

replaced with local materials such as bone and white paste20.  

Five of the original six faces of the A. Triada seal have been preserved and are 

described as faces: a, b, c, d, and e respectively21. In my opinion, the face a depicts a 

textile on the warp-weighted loom, being in fact a simplified illustration of the whole 

weaving implement. However, let me first remind you of the CMS interpretation of the 

represented motifs (Fig. 3).  

1. Motifs on the face a were interpreted as a checker with three conical 

pawns22 shown on the background formed by the decorative endless band motif, 

or as a grid motif with three points and three angles. 

2. Motifs on the face b were identified as a wild goat among fir branches, 

framed by the head band (cording?) decoration. 

3. Motifs on the face c, partially destroyed, are interpreted as a possibly 

hoofed quadruped (a wild goat?) between wavy lines, all framed by a double 

lining. 

4. Motifs on the face d were interpreted as a pig/boar leaning towards a 

trough, framed by a garland/pine branch motif. 

5. Motifs on the face e, heavily destroyed, were interpreted as an animal 

between wavy lines with a serrated framing. 

The distinguished motifs are usually described as abstract ornaments, with the 

obvious exception of animals. This approach seems to be very helpful in the stylistic 

attribution of seals and establishing their typology and chronology23. However, it seems to 

pay less attention to the potential relation of the motifs/ornaments represented on seals 

to functional objects from the real life. That relation is by no way realistic, but in my 

opinion it might be defined as the transformation of chosen objects or subjects in the 

form of iconic signs which, therefore, had their substantial “prototypes”.  

I believe that the motif on the face a remained unrecognized because this side was 

published upside down. When rotating the depiction by 180 degrees, its meaning 

becomes clearer (Fig. 3). We can see a rectangular piece of a textile weighted by three 

loom weights, slightly narrowing in its lower part. Stylistically the loom weights closely 

 

19 SBONIAS 1999, 43; 2010, 313. 
20 However, in K. Sbonias’s opinion, seals belonging to the Archanes Script Group are made of local 

materials exclusively and, therefore, they should be placed rather in MM IA phase, SBONIAS 2010, 314-315, 

Table 1; 2012, 281. 
21 CMS II.1 64, 74-75, Arachne, http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/drupal/?q=de/node/196, accessed: .12.2014. 
22 Cf. EVANS 1921, 125, Fig. 93 c. 
23 Cf. YULE 1981. 
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resemble the weights already recognized by Brendan Burke. The narrowing of the textile 

may also have some realistic grounds, since it is difficult to keep straight borders of the 

textile woven on the warp-weighted loom, even for skilled weavers. The wavy line in the 

background seems to underline the textile associations farther, looking very much like an 

ornamental composition of yarn strands. The depiction of the textile on the warp-

weighted loom is simplified and schematic, with the only technical features to be 

recognized being the three loom weights. However, even this simple form resembles very 

much the actual warp-weighted loom with a textile in the process of weaving. 

From among the other faces of the A. Triada seal, the faces b and c may represent 

goats, which are the woolly animals. The face b is framed by a head band resembling a 

cord, and similar framing is visible on the face e. Unfortunately, the animal shown on this 

face is unrecognizable, although two wavy lines are visible. More wavy lines, somehow 

resembling the strands of yarn, are also visible on the face c. Therefore, it may be 

suggested that the three other faces of the A. Triada seal bear some further references to 

broadly understood textile production. 

 

The depiction of a loom on the A. Triada seal and the evidence for the warp-weighted loom 

in the Bronze Age Greece 

The knowledge of the warp-weighted loom in the Bronze Age Greece is well 

confirmed thanks to abundant finds of loom weights. The loom weights are specialized 

tools providing the proper tension for warp threads set up on the warp-weighted loom. 

They might have been of different shapes and weights, according to the expected 

parameters of the woven textile. However, generally numerous, the loom weights were 

much more common on the Minoan and Cycladic sites, whereas in the Mainland Greece 

they were well confirmed only in the Early Bronze Age, being clearly less frequent in the 

later periods24.  

The most typical Minoan loom weights were of a discoid shape25, although other 

types, such as cuboid, spherical, conical and pyramidal weights26, as well as pebbles27 were 

also in use on Crete. The simplified depiction of loom weights on the A. Triada seal does 

not allow the specific type of the implement to be identified. It is rather an iconic sign of 

any loom weight. Nor does the number of loom weights seem to have any reference to 

the warping practice on Crete. However, if the circular form of the motif could be related 

to the actual weights, then the spherical and discoid loom weights, as well as pebbles 

would seem to be the best prototypes. The discoid loom weights were confirmed on 

 

24 Cf. BARBER 1991; BURKE 2010; CARINGTON SMITH 1997; TZACHILI 1997. 
25 BURKE 1997, 415; 1999, 77, 2010, 56, CARINGTON-SMITH 1992. 
26 BURKE 2006, 284-285; 2010, 24-25; 51-53, 58-59; CARINGTON SMITH 1975, 286-290; TZACHILI 1997, 

181-193; cf. WEINGERTEN 2000. 
27 Cf. CARINGTON SMITH 1975, 298-299; POURSAT 2012. 



AGATA ULANOWSKA 

 

114 

 

Crete already in the EM II Myrtos28, whereas the spherical weights were linked rather to 

the later palatial textile workshops29, being, therefore, unknown yet in the Prepalatial 

period.  

Although the parameters of loom weights may indicate the quality of the textile, they 

do not tell us much about the construction of the warp-weighted loom, unless found in 

situ. In that case, their position on the floor – along a wall of a room or in its interior – 

may be an indication for a Scandinavian type of a loom, i.e. the one leaning against the 

wall or a free-standing implement respectively. Unfortunately, the Aegean loom weights 

are rarely found in situ and even if they are, the evidence for the predomination of one of 

the two main types of the warp weighted loom is rather ambiguous30; more often weights 

are discovered in storage places.  

There is no evidence either for the general dimensions of the Aegean looms or for 

the use of the heddle bar supports. This last feature has a great practical influence on 

weaving – if the heddle bar supports had been known31, then even one person could have 

operated a loom, and if not – at least two weavers were necessary.  

However, the heddle bars themselves may actually be shown on the aforementioned 

three-faced prismatic seals, such as CMS II.2 224 a, CMS VS3 16 a, 21 b, CMS XI 7 a32 

(Fig. 1). The striding human figure motif combined with a vertically depicted bar with a 

set of loom weights may be seen as an iconic sign of the weaver and the heddle bar. 

There is also a variation of this image, in which a human figure is shown with a similar 

device, although without the loom-weight-like objects (CMS II.2 102a; CMS VS.1A 325 a, 

(Fig. 4). According to Brendan Burke33, these images may show fringes, warp threads or 

weaving combs, although I would like to suggest that these devices may reflect the heddle 

bars, as well. 

In my opinion, both these combinations may refer to the changing of sheds, which is 

the essence of the mechanics of weaving. Should the foregoing hypothesis be valid, then 

these representations may be perceived as an interesting example of the symbolic 

transformation of the weaving activity into other, two-dimensional and abstract media. 

The loom depicted on the A. Triada seal has no details explaining its construction. 

The image only gives an idea of the general proportions of the implement. Similar 

proportions can be seen in connected with cloths hieroglyphic signs inscribed on seals, 

such as the syllabogram H *041 shown on the three-sided prismatic seal belonging to 

 

28 WARREN 1972. 
29 BURKE 2010, 52. 
30 BARBER 1991, 93, 102-103, CARINGTON SMITH 1975, 302-303; MAUEL 2012; SIENNICKA 2012, 67; 

TTTR Khania, 23. 
31 Cf. BARBER 1991, 110. 
32 Arachne, http://arachne.uni-koeln.de/drupal/?q=de/node/196, accessed: 6.12.2014. All the other seals 

mentioned in the paper are also quoted after the Arachne database. 
33 BURKE 2010, 47. 
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Malia Steatite Group (CMS II.2. 244), or on a half-cylindrical seal (CMS II.2 227)34 (Fig. 

5). This similarity may also indicate a common iconographic tradition, although both seals 

were dating stylistically to the somewhat later MM II contexts. 

 

Who was the owner of the A. Triada seal – some final remarks 

The majority of Prepalatial seals come from tombs. However, the relations between 

seals and buried individuals may not be traced due to the nature of tholos burials. It is 

commonly assumed that seals were fewer than burials, therefore not all of the buried 

people were the seal owners. The possibility of attributing several seals to one owner, 

based on their iconography, is rather doubtful since a lot of motifs were similar in their 

geometrical and abstract patterning35.  

The iconographic repertoire of the A. Triada seal makes it a rather unique object in 

the inventory of seals from the Tholos A. The majority of the other seals (including the 

objects made of hippopotamus ivory) show only geometric and linear patterns, only four 

of them depicted horned animals (CMS II.1 70, 77, 85 c, 98), one of which was 

accompanied by a wavy line (CMS II.1. 98). Several seals, however, show simple 

ornaments resembling weaves and weaving patterns composed of grids and squares (e.g. 

CMS II.1. 20), diagonal lines (e.g. CMS II.1. 97), angle filled cross (e.g. CMS II.1. 96), 

meander-like ornaments and zigzag lines (e.g. CMS II.1 62), as well as ornamental 

compositions of endless lines resembling strands of yarn (e.g. CMS II.1 84). If the 

ornamental motifs had been the iconic signs for weaves and weaving patterns, then more 

seals may have been thematically related to the textiles. 

The special social position of the A. Triada seal owner may be suggested firstly by 

the burial in a tholos tomb and secondly by the use of the hippopotamus ivory. Fine ivory 

seals were highly valued goods for limited consumption; they were manufactured by 

specialists and, undoubtedly, indicated a privileged access to resources36. 

It is not quite clear, however, what the scope of the administration in the Prepalatial 

period was and how the seals were actually consumed. It seems that the use of seals went 

beyond the simple household management, although the scale of the administrative areas 

was rather regionally limited37. In the early consumption of seals, the act of sealing was 

probably of the highest importance, creating, therefore, a symbolic link between the seal 

owners and sealed objects38, emphasizing at the same time the access to the management 

of recourses and goods. The small number of preserved Prepalatial sealings does not 

allow us to reconstruct what and why was actually sealed, although it has been proved 

 

34 CHIC #207; #200.  
35 Cf. RELAKI 2009, 356-357. 
36 SBONIAS 2010, 319; 2012, 276. 
37 Cf. RELAKI 2009, 354; SBONIAS 2010, 321; 2012, 278. 
38 RELAKI 2009, 356-368; SBONIAS 2010, 312, 318. 
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that the textile tools, namely spindle-whorls and loom weights, belonged to the limited 

group of preserved sealed objects.  

The dispersed communities of the Prepalatial period hosted diverse and advanced 

craft production, such as the manufacture of high quality ceramic vases, stone vases, 

beads and finally seals39. The manufacture of high quality textiles should surely be added 

to this list. Whoever the A. Triada seal owner was, s/he was a person belonging to the 

local elite, and whatever his/her direct engagement in the textile production or its 

administration was, s/he was interested in using the exclusive ivory seal depicting a 

simplified warp-weighted loom and in impressing it on any objects. 
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Fig. 1. Three-faced prisms depicting loom weight-like objects: CMS II.2 224; CMS IV 

125; CMS VS.3 21; CMS VI 68 (drawing by Maria Jagodzińska) 
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Fig. 2. Flax-like plant motif: CMS II.6 137, CMS VII 30 (drawing by Maria Jagodzińska) 

 

Fig. 3. Cuboid seal from A.Triada: CMS II.1 64 and a modern warp-weighted loom of 

Scandinavian type (drawing by Maria Jagodzińska). 
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Fig. 4. Striding human figures with a heddle bar-like objects CMS II.2 102, CMS VS.1A 

325 (drawing by Maria Jagodzińska) 

 

 

Fig. 5. Hieroglyphic signs connected with textiles or cloths inscribed on seals: CMS II.2 

244; CMS II.2 227 (drawing by Maria Jagodzińska) 
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MONIKA WESOŁOWSKA 
 

EPIPHANIES IN ANTIQUITY: NEOPALATIAL RITUAL AND THE CULT OF GREAT GODS∗ 
 

 
Introduction 

Epiphanies are confirmed as a structural component of many religious beliefs. The 
term epiphany was taken from the Greek word ἐπιφάνεια which means appearance, coming 
into light or view or, in connection to religion, manifestation of divine power and manifestation in 
which deity appears to a worshipper. The performance of epiphany could happen in 
different way.  In this paper, I will discuss the way epiphanies took place in two different 
cultures: the Minoan one, and the Greek one, with the case study of Samothrace. The 
reason is twofold, on the one hand, the Greek case study, based on written sources, can 
help us in a better understanding of the Minoan one, reconstructed through 
iconographical sources only. On the other  hand, the problem of a possible relationship 
between the prehistoric and the historic epiphanies in the same, Aegean, area will be 
addressed. We must remember that religion, also Minoan, was a ritual action1.   
 
The Minoan world 

For the Minoan world, from iconographic evidence of the Neopalatial period, we 
know of the existence of a specific rite of evocation of the female goddess which was 
related to high social classes, since it is represented in wall paintings, seals, but also in 
gold rings. This was performed in two different ways – 1. in ecstatic epiphanies, the 
appearance of the goddess was probably more a matter of psychological illusion caused 
by dance and, perhaps, drugs; 2. in enacted epiphanies, on the other hand, it was a kind of 
theatrical mysteries where a priest or a priestess, dressed as a goddess, appeared to the 
faithful followers according to a specific ritual2.  

From iconographic evidence, we can see common elements among which are 
crouching or kneeling women, double-oval objects perhaps „squills”, baetyls, pithoi, 
goddesses, flowers, plants, trees; we can also observe animals, especially birds3. Another 

 

∗  I would like to express my gratefulness to prof. Pietro Militello for making me interested in that area of 
knowledge  and for making the book Gli affreschi: Haghia Triada I available to me.    
1 For the scheme of Minoan religion as ritual action, see: O. DICKINSON, The Aegaean Bronze Age, 
Cambridge 2008, p. 258. 
2 R. HÄGG, Die göttliche Epiphanie im minoischen Ritual. Mitteilungen des deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, 
Athenische Abteilung 101, 1986, p. 41-62. About the hypothesis that the goddess was represented by 
priestess, see: N. MARINATOS, Minoan Religion, Ritual, Image and Symbol, South Carolina 1993, p. 162, also 
about the prestess as the surrogate of the goddess, see: S. P. MURRAY, Reconsidering the Room of the Ladies at 
Akrotiri. Hesperia Supplements, vol. 33, ΧΑΡΙΣ: Essays in Honor of Sara A. Immerwahr, 2004, p. 122.  
3 P. WARREN, Of Squills [in:] Aux Origines de l'Hellénisme. Crète et la Grèce, ed. H. van Effenterre, Paris 1984, 
pp. 17-24.   
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question is the position of body and gestures. There are numerous articles on these topics 
and this allows me to briefly describe the matter. The legs of people on the iconographic 
representations are bent; one leg is bent, the other is held straight; a person kneels4. The 
hands of people are as follows: one is held out (often the right one) and the other is bent 
at the elbow; one hand (often the right one) is raised, with the elbow bent, and the other 
hand is held down; both arms are straight out; two elbows are bent5.  

The goddess is presented as standing or sitting. If she is presented as a sitting figure, 
she is seated on a platform or a bench made of wood. This wooden structure is a very 
important element of the ritual of epiphany (Fig. 1). We know numerous examples of 
these structures: on the Hagia Triada painting, we see a wooden platform which has an 
elevated centre, and in the same site an ivory pyxis represents women adorning a wooden 
structure 6. On the Theran fresco, which is better preserved, we have a similar platform. 
It is possible to recognize the details of the design which clearly show that the beams are 
made of wood. This wooden construction rests on four incurved altars7, which we can 
see, for example, at Archanes where the same numbers of altars supported a platform 
made of wood. Most probably, the real construction of four incurved altars and a wooden 
platform or bench was a prototype for the throne on which the goddess is seated on the 
Theran fresco. We must note that the constructions are tripartite and we have several 
such representations from Crete8.  The wooden platform is presented with realistic 
details, like on the fresco from Thera, or it is only a scheme, marked by a simple line as 
can be observed on a seal from Knossos9 (Fig. 2).   

From all these examples we see that the Minoans tried to show the platforms made 
of wood in a realistic way. Perhaps wood was important for Minoan people, because it 
was a material derived from trees. Trees, and their cult, were one of the main elements in 
Minoan religious beliefs10. Castleden proposed the hypothesis that perhaps a connection 
between epiphanies and the sacred cult of trees existed. In his opinion, trees can be a 
place in which mortal people might meet gods11.  
  

 

4 P. MILITELLO, Gli affreschi..., p. 252. 
5 C. D. CAIN,  Dancing in the Dark: Deconstructing a Narrative of Epiphany on the Isopata Ring. American Journal 
of Archaeology, vol. 105, 2001, p. 39. 
6 All the examples are from the book of N. MARINATOS,  Minoan Religion..., pp. 161-162. 
7 Sometimes the interpretation of the altars can be problematic, because the precise rules of the perspective 
in iconography are absent. For the interpretations of the altars as the places for sacrifices or as temenos, 
see: P. MILITELLO, Gli affreschi..., pp. 271-273.  
8 For more details of these constructions, see: P. MILITELLO, Gli affreschi..., pp. 271-273. 
9 N. MARINATOS,  Minoan Religion..., p. 161. 
10 R. CASTLEDEN, Minoans Life in Bronze Age Crete, London and New York 1993, p. 131.  
11 Ibidem. Human can saw deities as themselves or by their messengers birds.  
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The Greek world 
Now we have to look at epiphanies in the Greek world. Epiphany, in Greek religious 

beliefs, envisage the possibility of direct confrontation between deities and man in human 
form12. Scholars tried to understand whether a contact with gods took place on spiritual 
level, whether worshippers imagined they faced their gods directly. From iconographic 
evidence and ancient texts we know that direct epiphanies of the gods in human form 
were a common occurence. However, we can not say how real the meeting with god was.  

Ancient authors give us information that the gods or the goddess in their human 
form are always better and more beautiful than mortals. With a specific aura surroundings 
their bodies, with a pleasant fragrance. They could be invisible or hidden in a mist13, in a 
false human form14 or as themselves, but not recognized by people15. We are not sure if 
the Greeks expected to see a god face to face, but we observe that the efiphany of god 
could be a reason of fear by superstitious people. Examples include two stories, that may 
help to depict it. The first one is taken from The Homeric Hymns – the Hymn To 
Demeter showed us the reaction of people when the goddess appeared as herself. 
Demeter decided to change her form after Metanira showed the goddess put 
Demoophon to fire. A scream of a woman annoyed Demeter who wanted to make the 
son of the queen immortal. The goddess presented people with her real nature and 
ordered them to build a sanctuary and an altar at Eleusis16. The second example is taken 
from Herodotus and its character is political. Supporters of Megakles and Lycurgus 
expelled Peisistratus, the tyrant of Athens, from the city. The Greeks found a beautiful 
woman called Fye and taught her a gesture and dressed her up in armour. Afterwards 
they made her stand in a chariot. They took her into Athens and sent heralds to tell 
people in the city that the goddess Athena in the flesh wants Peisistratus back to Athens. 
Athenians believed this and, because they felt fear, they wanted their tyrant back. In 
addition they started to pray to the false goddess17. 

These examples show us a manifestation of divine power, divine appearance and 
adoration but can we say that in Greek religion, there was a place for ecstatic epiphanies? 
The existence of epiphanies in religious events seems doubtful18. Although we have an 
example of epiphany in Greek festivals. One of the main points during the Anthesteria 
was ἱερὸς γάμος – the sacred marriage in which an archon basileus or a priest dressed as 
the god Dionysus conducted wedding with a queen called basilissa or basilinna. This kind 
of epiphany is enacted – man plays the role of a god. A problem occurs in terms of 
ecstatic epiphany. We observe this type of epiphanies in the Eleusinian mysteries, 
 

12 B. C. DIETRICH, Tradition in Greek Religion, Berlin 1986, p. 94.  
13 Hes. Op. 255. 
14 Like for e.g. in h.Cer.  
15 E. Ba. 434.  
16 h.Cer. 253-280.  
17 Hdt. 1, 60. 
18 B. C. DIETRICH, Tradition..., p. 101.  
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however, we must remember that the mysteries were not an „official” religion. The 
worshippers, who wanted to be initiated into the mysteries in honor of Mother and 
Daughter, went to Eleusis. First they carried out sacred actions among which were a fast 
and consumption of a kykeon (a mix of hulled barley, fresh mint and water19). In the 
opinion of some modern scholars, the kykeon contained a hallucinogenic substance. The 
most likely version is that a hulled barley put in water changed itself into a barley malt 
which, after fermentation, became alcohol20. Fasting and drinking the sacred drink might 
have been sufficient for people, who had covered a long way from Athens to Eleusis, to 
see the epiphany of goddess. At Eleusis, enacted epiphany also took place – priests or 
priestesses dressed as gods played the myth of  the abduction of Persephone by Hades.  
 
Samothrace 

Another interesting example of an epiphany in the Greek world comes from the 
island of Samothrace, namely from the sanctuary of Great Gods21. The sanctuary was 
located in the northern part of the island. Getting to this place, as well as onto the island, 
was not easy for two reasons: Samothrace had no natural harbours; a strong wind 
blowing from the north forced pilgrims to struggle with nature’s elements in order to be 
able to enter the sanctuary22 (Fig. 3). In the Classical period, the sanctuary became a 
universal place to which worshippers came.  

In the sanctuary at Samothrace, epiphanies were performed in two different ways as 
they were probably also at Eleusis and in the Minoan world. At Samothrace, the initiated 
one looked for the goddess Harmonia and, after finding her, watched her wedding with 
Cadmus. We can imagine that someone dressed as the goddess appeared to the faithful 
according to a specific ritual.  

For us, the most interesting thing is a wooden platform showing the parallels with 
Minoan epiphanies. This structure, made of wood, had a round shape and a diameter of 
3,25 m23 (Fig. 4). It was found in a building called the Anaktoron which was located at the 
end of the Sacred Way. In the opinion of Nock, the ritual of purification took place 
within this building – on this wooden platform, a throne, also made of the same material, 
was set24. We know that Nock made a mistake because, according to the inscription 
which was found close to the Anaktoron, only the initiated ones were allowed to enter 

 

19 From ancient texts we have variety informations about the ingredients of kykeon.  
20  K. KERÉNYI, Eleusis. Archetypal Image of Mother and Daughter, transl. R. Manheim, New Jersey 1991 pp. 
177-178.  
21 All the information about the sanctuary and the cult of Great Gods are taken from my unpublished MA 
thesis The Cabiri and the Cult of Great Gods at Samothrace, Warsaw 2014 (in Polish). 
22 D. VAN DER LINDE, The Samothracian cult and the maritime world (4th century BC – 2nd century AD) [in:] A  
kaleidoscope of maritime perspectives. Essays on the archaeology, art history and landscape history of the maritime world view, 
ed. Raemaekers D. C. M., Groningen 2013 p. 84. 
23 A. D. NOCK, A Cabiric rite, American Journal of Archaeology, vol. 45, no. 4, p. 577. 
24 Ibidem, pp. 577, 579.  
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the building, i.e. people who had already passed the thronosis. I suggest that the wooden 
platform, which in Nock's opinion was used for the enthronement, could actually have 
been a podium on which the throne of hierophanta was set. As we know, a hierophanta was 
the high priest who knew all the sacred rituals and could be a surrogate of the deity.  

The ritual of purification without doubt took place in the Theatral Circle (Fig. 5). 
The name, suggesting a connection with theatrical construction, can be somewhat 
misleading because the diameter of the orchestra in the building was smaller than in other 
theatres and was only 9,15 m. The next difference is that the orchestra was paved while in 
other theatres from the same period, it was a ground one. Perhaps it was a place for 
dancing, χορός, known from the Minoan period25.  In the ritual of thronosis in which a 
candidate for mystes was enthroned, people danced around him, in order to prepare him 
for the next stages of the mysteries. This ritual of puryfication had an apotropaic 
character. On the one hand, the ecstatic dance of people around a person seated on a 
throne might be sufficient to see the epiphany of the goddess Harmonia, on the other 
hand dancing people were a kind of protectors against bad things. According to the one 
of the Greek myths, armed Corybantes danced around baby Dionysus and drowned out 
his cry with the noise26. The other version of this myth tells us that the infant was, in fact, 
Zeus27. We must remember that the Corybantes were closely connected to Crete.  

Perhaps to strengthen the experience of mystes, two platforms in the shape of arcs to 
the Theatral Circle were added around 317 BC. On these platforms, there were life-size 
statues but their function remains unknown28.  
 
Conclusions 

Those examples of epiphanies in Minoan and Greek worlds show us that from a 
structural point of the view „epiphanies” were organized in a similar way in the Minoan 
and Greek world: god must be evoked, in different ways (prayers, music, dances, drugs), 
the god appears in manifold guises (as a human, as a light, as an animal, as a non-human 
being); the god is adored (evocation, apparition, adoration). However, from a historical 
point of view, it seems that the epiphany was more important for Minoans than for 
Greeks. It is important to note that epiphanies in Neopalatial period were peculiar of high 
social classes and, as a consequence, our archaeological evidence can be biased from the 
importance (and quality) of the surviving evidences: seals and frescoes. In fact, a specific 
rite of evocation of the deity was not a widespread rite for all the Minoans and probably 
also not for all periods. It was probable that a palatial innovation linked with the 
 

25 B. D. WESCOAT, Coming and Going in the Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Samothrace [in:] Wescoat B. D., 
Ousterhout R., eds., Architecture of the Sacred; Space, Ritual, and Experience from Classical Greece to Byzantium, New 
York 2012, pp. 80-81; P. WARREN, Circular Platforms at Minoan Knossos, The Annual of the British School at 
Athens, vol. 79, 1984, pp. 307-323. 
26 Nonn. D. 13, 135 ff. 
27 Nonn. D. 28, 311-313.  
28 B. D. WESCOAT, Coming and Going..., pp. 78-80. 
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formation of an aristocratic identity. From this point of view, epiphanies in the Greek 
world were also a way of shaping restricted identities (only initiated could look at 
epiphanies), but differently from the Minoans, these identities were not dictated by family 
or clan, but by affiliation.  

Moreover, in the Greek world, due to the larger span of time under discussion (from 
the archaic to the Roman period), it is possible to see different ways and uses of 
epiphanies. Sometimes we can observe that they were used in the epiphany for specific 
political purposes e.g. Peisistratus in the story told by Herodotus; in the case of 
Anthesteria, e.g., the feast was a public festival but Dionysus appeared only to an elite; in 
the Eleusinian mysteries and in Samothrace, the experience of the epiphany was one of 
the main elements in the initiation. Only an initiated person could see an epiphany. We 
see again that people who wanted to participate in this specific rite formed the specified 
group. An epiphany in the Greek world was not universal.  

Finally, from the discussion above, it is clear that the best parallel to the specific rite 
in the Neopalatial period can be found in the Samothracian mysteries, where the 
mysteries of Great Gods (visible in enacted epiphany and ecstatic epiphany) are very 
similar to the ritual reconstructed for the Minoan world. Obviously, it is difficult to 
confirm that these similarities are due to a real, historical connection between Minoan and 
Samothracian religions or that there is a similar structure of the basic concept of epiphany 
in these two islands. However it is interesting to note that relations between Crete and 
Samothrace existed only in the period of the Minoan palaces, which was demonstrated by 
the linear A inscription, found in Samothrace some years ago, which led the excavator 
Dimitris Matsas to suggest a Minoan origin for the sanctuary of Samothrace, perhaps 
through a Phoenician mediation29. 
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Fig. 1 Fresco with a goddess and 
tripartite construction. Reconstr. P. 
Militello (by courtesy of the author: 
Gli affreschi: Haghia Triada I, tav. 4). 
 
 

Fig. 2 Seal from Knossos with a 
goddess on a tripartite platform (N. 
Marinatos, Minoan Religion, Ritual, 
Image and Symbol, p. 162, Fig. 147). 
 
 

Fig. 3 Plan of the sanctuary of Great Gods. 23 the Anaktoron, 17 the Hall of 
Choral Dancers (B. D. Wescoat, Coming and Going in the Sanctuary of the Great Gods, 
Samothrace, p. 68). 
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Fig. 4 Central part of the Anaktoron. There was a platform 
made of wood (K. Lehmann-Hartleben,  Preliminary Report on 
the Second Campaign of Excavation in Samothrace, p. 335, Fig. 12). 
 
 
 

Fig. 5 The Theatral Circle (B. D. Wescoat,  Coming and Going in the Sanctuary 
of the Great Gods, Samothrace, p. 67). 
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KATARZYNA ŻEBROWSKA 

 

SICILIAN THOLOI AND THE LANDSCAPE: 

ANALYZING VISUAL, SPATIAL AND SOCIAL INTERRELATIONS 

 

Introduction 

 Hitherto, more than 250 Middle and Late Bronze Age (ca. 1450-1250 BC and 

1250-900 BC) rock-cut tholos type chamber tombs have been identified in the area of 

southern Sicily, placed singly or in groups on chamber tombs necropolises or scattered in 

the landscape. Their technological and chronological aspects have been examined 

thoroughly and typological studies have been conducted.1 Aegean origin of the chamber’s 

shape, discredited by some scholars in the past, is unambiguously ruling nowadays.2 

However, despite the gathered amount of information concerning this particular type of 

funerary structure, no further analyses have been performed on the material.  

This article is to present the state of research and existing explanatory models 

concerning Sicilian tholoi spatial features (position in landscape), as well as to propose 

some unused before methods and analyses focused on visual aspects of singular tombs 

and/or whole funerary landscapes, which could be applied in the modern study of tholoi. 

Most of them require the use of digital tools, but the development of such approach will 

allow to prepare the material for further phenomenological studies providing an insight 

into Middle and Late Bronze Age experiential and social spheres related to perceiving 

funerary environment. Proposed models offer an objective evaluation of the actual 

impact that the tholos form could have had on southern Sicilian landscapes in terms of 

visual and experiential qualities. 

  

 

 This article states part of the doctoral research conducted by me on the Sicilian Middle and Late Bronze 
Age tholoi in the Department of Aegean Archaeology, Institute of Archaeology, University of Warsaw, 
Poland, under the supervision of Prof. K. Lewartowski. 
1 See: TOMASELLO 1995-6 (for a full catalogue of tholoi from Platani river region, a short catalogue of 
chosen tholoi from other parts of southern Sicily, an analysis of tombs’ architectonical features and some 
remarks on the form’s typology) and RIZZONE, SAMMITO, TERRANOVA 2004 (for a short catalogue of 
Hyblaean tholoi exclusively). See also: MILITELLO 2004, 279 passim  (considering the techniques of cutting 
tholos shaped chambers in rock and more detailed, though narrower, typologies of tombs from chosen 
regions). 
2 Against e.g.: MCCONNELL 1993. In favor e.g.: TUSA 1994, 156-159; TOMASELLO 2004, 191. For the 
history of academic debate on the subject consult: MILITELLO 2004, 277, n. 5. For a resume of the history 
and character of Italian-Aegean contacts dating from the end of 17th century BC see e.g.: ROSS HOLLOWAY 

1981; HARDING 1975; VAGNETTI 1993; BETTELLI 2002; SMITH 1987; D’AGATA 2000; EDER, JUNG 2005. 
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Sicilian Tholoi: Area, Chronology, Typology 

 Two zones (A and B) can be distinguished in the area of southern Sicily regarding 

the location of tholoi (fig. 1). Such division is based on the structures’ dating,3 which 

indicates that the Aegean model was introduced on the island in two major phases 

separated in time and space (tab. 1). Tholos structures flourished in the area of south-

eastern Sicily (zone A) at the end of 15th century BC and were being spread in the zone 

until the beginnings of 13th century BC; then they reappeared in the zone again at the 

beginnings of 12th century BC and were cut in local rock until 11th century BC. The 

second phase, which coincides with the vast spread of the form in south-central and 

western parts of the island (zone B), started at the end of 13th century BC.4 In some 

locations, the custom of cutting tholos shaped chambers survived even into historical 

times (e.g. at Sant’Angelo Muxaro). 

Sicilian tholos type rock-cut chamber tombs traditionally owe their name to the overall 

architectonic resemblance to the Aegean tholoi. Both models were equipped with a dromos 

(not in all cases in Sicily), a stomion and a “bee-hive” shaped funerary chamber. It’s the 

chamber’s shape that determines the Sicilian tomb’s type independently from the 

presence or absence of other additional features (e.g. courtyard, external decoration of 

entrance/facade, multiple vestibules/chambers, stone benches, niches, etc.; consult tabs. 

2 and 3). However, being cut in rock and not built up from stones, Sicilian tholoi have 

more in common with the late Mycenaean rock-cut tholoi,5 than with the original 

Mycenaean or Minoan stone structures (fig. 2).6 

The less a Sicilian tholos reflects the Aegean model, the younger the date when the 

tomb was cut is estimated. The tendency to drop or to manipulate some of the elements 

constituting the tholos type was noticed to have developed in the course of time and can 

be observed among the late rock-cut tholoi from Platani river region.7 The oldest Middle 

Bronze Age structures are usually characterized by the presence of dromos (although it’s 

 

3 Direct dating of tholos shaped structures is possible only because of the presence of Mycenaean material 
(imported pottery) in some of the tombs, which can be easily proved by cross-dating with Eastern 
Mediterranean chronological systems. In other cases, indirect dating based on tomb’s architectural features 
has to be applied. Most of tholos tombs, however, are lacking any type of material (due to natural 
circumstances such as activity of subterrain waters or wild animals and ancient or modern times grave 
goods robberies. Tholos tombs from south-central region (zone B) are uneasy to date: they are usually 
lacking well datable material and are located in an area where the passage from MBA to LBA culture was 
significantly delayed in time (about the cultural delay: CASTELLANA 2000, 160-164). 
4 MILITELLO 2004, 283. 
5 Late Helladic rock-cut tholos chamber tombs that imitate built tholoi were identified in Greece in: 
Kontogenada, Metaxata and Parisata in Cephallenia (7 LH IIIA-B tombs), Voudeni (1 LHIIIC), 
Palaiokastro (2 Ayia Sotira and Palaiopyrgos LH IIIC tombs), Mycenae (5 LHII and LH IIIA-B tombs), 
Pellanes (7 tombs, all LH IIIA-B) and Volimidhia (13 tombs dated to LH IIA-IIIB) in the Greek mainland 
and at Vasilika Anoyia (singular tomb from LM IIIA2) in Crete. For details see: HOPE SIMPSON, 
DICKINSON 1979, 429 (listed as Chamber tombs imitating tholoi); KONTORLI-PAPADOPOULOU 1987, 145-147 
(listed among local peculiarities of the Mycenaean chamber tombs). 
6 Compare e.g. CAVANAGH, LAXTON 1981 and 1982. 
7 MILITELLO 2004, 284. 



SICILIAN THOLOI AND THE LANDSCAPE 

 

139 

 

not decisive) and a vestibule, a circular chamber plan and an ogival vault with a cylindrical 

false keystone.8 Later, a decline in chamber’s plan regularity (from sub-circular to 

irregular), followed by chamber’s height diminution, considerable increase in chamber 

size and a change in keystone shape (from flat to conical) was observed.9 

  

Sicilian Rock-Cut Chamber Tombs: Continuity and Change 

In Sicily the tradition of cutting tombs directly in bedrock reaches the times of 

Middle Neolithic (ca. 5000 – 4000 BC). The oldest chamber tombs were excavated in 

rock in flat ground or on gentle slopes and entered by simple vertical shafts. Throughout 

Copper Age (from ca. 3500 BC) they stated one of many possible burial practices which 

also included inhumations in cist graves, pit tombs and caves. During Early Bronze Age 

tombs cut in rock were used along cist graves, dolmen type structures, depositions in 

caves and rock cavities. The rock-cut chamber tomb characterized by monumental 

external decoration (facades adorned with semi-columns, false pillars or pillared 

vestibules) spread over the vast territory of southern Sicily. Located on upper edges of 

promontories, thus in close vicinity to settlements, those tombs are interpreted to have 

been ancestral monuments, symbols of blood ties legitimizing territorial control and 

residential rights.10 In course of Middle and Late Bronze Ages multiple inhumations 

inside rock-cut chambers stated the main funerary rite in southern part of the island. The 

only exception detected appeared in its eastern extremity, where several dozen jar burials 

were documented. Aside from eastern tombs characterized by elaborate forecourts (e.g. at 

Thapsos), most graves had modest triple frames cut in rock around the entrance or no 

decoration at all. Middle Bronze Age cemeteries located beside residential quarters, placed 

mainly on low promontories or on their foothills, consisted of family or multigenerational 

tombs. Late Bronze Age chamber tomb necropolises occupied the walls of steep slopes 

beneath hill-top settlements (e.g. at Pantalica). During the passage from Late Bronze Age 

to Iron Age jar inhumations, use of trench graves and cremations gained as much 

popularity as chamber tomb burials. Nevertheless, the latter practice survived in central 

Sicily into historical times. The reuse of rock-cut chambers, even if in a way remote from 

their original purpose, was a common practice in Late Antiquity.11 

This traditional repertoire of funerary forms (consult fig. 3) has been interrupted only 

twice before Middle Bronze Age: by south-western Belice corridor tombs (hybrid 

monuments combining foreign megalithic tradition with local rock-cut chambers) at the 

 

8 False keystone (Italian scodellino) is an architectural element present in Sicilian tholos tombs. It represents 
what would normally state the central stone piece in the apex of an arch, with the difference that it is 
modeled in reverse, i.e. cut in rock, creating a flat circular or oval hole on top of a vault. Less numerous are 
the examples of convex keystones. 
9 MILITELLO 2004, 284, n. 34. 
10 LEIGHTON 1999, 122-123. 
11 E.g. a number of rock-cut chamber tombs on the Pantalica hill in south-eastern Sicily was adapted for 
dwellings in Byzantine era (LEIGHTON 2011, 460-461). Secondary users, however, shared no cultural links 
with prehistoric people (BLAKE 2003, 214 passim). 
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end of Copper Age and later by the Early Bronze Age Petraro dolmens. Both examples 

are proved results of overseas contacts with, respectively, Sardinia and Malta, whose 

prehistoric residents brought proper funerary models with them and exploited them until 

they were impeded by death or assimilation with local populations.12 

The introduction of alien tholos shaped funerary form in Middle Bronze Age seems to 

have been an especially easy task, as its architectural form fitted southern Sicilian taste for 

rock-cut cemeteries. Its quick and vast spread, together with its immediate popularity and 

adaptation to local needs, demonstrates that an implementation of a slightly diverse bee-

hive shaped burial structure into a rather homogenous set of rock-cut chamber 

cemeteries was possible even if not preceded, nor followed, by an influx of foreign users. 

 

Tholoi Diffusion 

Southern Sicily’s calcareous promontories reach no more than 500 meters above sea 

level. South-eastern Hyblean hills (zone A) are additionally cut by numerous steep gorges, 

each a dozen kilometers long, while the south-central region (in zone B) is naturally 

divided by Salso and Palatani rivers. Militello proposed two probable ways of diffusion of 

the Aegean model into Sicilian inland.13 In the Hyblean area the form’s spread proceeded 

following natural paths of communication (gorges and river valleys) and along the coast, 

starting at Thapsos and going westwards, powered by the needs of local elites.14 What is 

more, the presence of typically Aegean features (dromos, stomion, tholos chamber) would 

point to copying from an original model and thus imply an earlier date of construction. 

Later constructions, copies of those copies, will gradually loose accuracy. In south-central 

and western Sicily the ways through which the tholos form could spread remain the same, 

i.e. upstream, from the coast into inland.15  

In Eastern Sicily the appearance of tholos is traditionally linked with “groups of 

itinerant artisans” who would arrive on the island with Mycenaean tradesmen.16 The 

transition of knowledge and architectural guidelines would thus have direct contact. For 

the Platani river region, a direct contact of somewhat diverse character was hypothesized 

by Tomasello, who refers to the legendary residence of Aegean people on the island and 

adoption of the model from those foreigners.17 

 

 

12 TUSA 1990, 33-40; LEIGHTON 1999, 125. 
13 MILITELLO 2004, 289. 
14 Architectural resemblance between pseudo tholoi at Thapsos and the unique pseudo tholos at Bruca is 
striking. Coastal and inland tomb’ dating is almost contemporary (though based only on typological 
studies). 
15 TOMASELLO 2004, 193. 
16 Idem 2001, 325; 2004, 194. 
17 He mentions the Daidalos-Kokalos encounter and all the events that followed (TOMASELLO 2004, 195). 
Ancient historiograph Diodorus of Sicily makes reference to the myth evolving the Aegeans “visiting” and 
then settling on the island (The Library of History, IV.79). Pugliese-Carratelli, who has found an analogy of 
the name Kokalos among the Linear B scripts, believes that the story reflects Mycenaean, and not Minoan, 
contacts with Sicily (PUGLIESE-CARRATELLI 1956, 97-98). 
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Tholoi Position in Landscape 

In terms of visibility, both Sicilian Early Bronze Age necropolises of rock-cut 

chamber tombs and single funerary units must have been much more noticeable than the 

Middle and Late Bronze Age ones. Due to rich architectonical decoration and contrasting 

color of exposed calcareous rock of their facades, they outstand from local natural 

landscape. If not provided with a dromos, Middle and Late Bronze Age Sicilian rock-cut 

tholos type chamber tombs are lacking any exceptional external features and thus are 

indistinguishable from the outside from other types of chamber tombs. An entrance void 

of monumental adornment produces less visual impact, even to a point when it is difficult 

to notice it at a first glance. Yet, it cannot be excluded that other ways of marking tomb’s 

location were practiced in prehistoric Sicily, including the use of perishable materials 

placed around the entrance or the presence of painted decoration/symbols,18 wood 

constructions, floral compositions, etc., which did not leave traces in archaeological 

material. Although Militello states that the two tholoi placed in the middle part of Irminio 

river’s valley are placed in remarkable location, i.e. strategic point overlooking important 

part of this natural route,19 due to the above mentioned invisibility, it is rather difficult to 

believe that they could bear some extra meaning or function connected strictly with their 

location. Such a relation between position of tomb and its function is suspected to have 

existed among their Aegean counterparts.20 If those tholoi had a special role, it would have 

probably been deciphered only by a limited number of people, important to the members 

of local community responsible for their creation and thus aware of their location. 

 

Digital Tools and Methods in (Interdisciplinary) Landscape Studies 

In aim to evaluate landscape’s character21 and the actual range of human interference 

with it, modern Landscape Architecture uses specialized digital tools which base on 

panoramic photographs to calculate the interference’s visual impact extent. Most of these 

tools automatically distinguish elements of cultural substance (buildings, roads, dams, 

etc.) from natural environment (vegetation, terrain features, sky, etc.) using main 

assumptions of simplified spectral analysis and proceed to calculations. Unfortunately, 

 

18 CACCIAGUERRA 2000, 130-131. 
19 MILITELLO 2004, 278. The mentioned tholoi are a rather special case: first of all, usually the tombs are 
placed within chamber tombs cemeteries (rarely spread singularly outside funerary contexts), secondly, the 
two structures are located not far from each other (ca. 350 meters), which may state a pattern observed in 
this part of the island (similar cases come e.g. from Castelluccio and Loddieri, although the distances 
between tombs are smaller, less than 100 meters – see: map in fig. 6 or 7).  
20 The tholoi of Mycenae, located along main roads and the acropolis, are seen as symbols of political power, 
status (SIENNICKA 2010, 42) and monuments of past history, encapsulating common memory. Minoan 
tholoi, well visible from settlements, created a link between the living and dead, they are even interpreted as 
the key elements in building ethnic identity in Early Prepalatial Crete, symbols of “the myth of shared 
descendant” (MCENROE 2010, 26, 30). 
21 Every landscape’s character can be identified by a multisensory observation of its main features (BERNAT, 
KAŁAMUCKA 2008, 22). 
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such method (one of many in scenic analyses22) reveals its limits when applied to prehistoric 

necropolises of rock-cut tombs – it cannot detect elements of negative architecture 

hidden under the surface.23 Instead, it could be used to tot up tombs’ entrances thanks to 

their well visible and characteristic regular shape.24 Identification of this morphological 

feature could allow to asset the terrain’s visual filling with cultural elements. This leads to 

a conclusion that Sicilian Bronze Age rock-cut cemeteries can be analyzed basing on a 

simple visual analysis (“with naked eye”) of archeological remains present in the landform 

and check their relations with surrounding landscapes (through spatial analyses) and its 

influence on human activity (with the help of phenomenological approach). 

 

“New” Methods and Analyses Applicable to the Study 

While scenic analyses can be conducted with use of high-definition panoramic 

photographs, spatial analyses require precise geographical data about tholoi position in 

space and height above sea level. Geographical location of tholos tombs, even though 

recorded on maps of the Italian Istituto Geografico Militare (IGM), is not precise nor suitable 

for any digital tool25 and requires manual point fixing for each structure.26 The 

replacement of IMG coordinates with GPS data would precise tombs’ locations and 

increase accuracy of their distribution maps. Information about singular tholoi in relation 

to surrounding landform can be easily acquired (with use of a GPS device) and result in 

enriching present state of knowledge. Sets of data, encompassing whole necropolis or 

neighboring necropolises, would allow to examine relations between tholoi and between 

singular tholos units and other tombs. In case of graves cut in vertical slopes, knowing 

object’s position above sea level would enable observations of spatial relations, especially 

important for tombs placed one above the other.27 Evaluations of this kind have never 

been done before. Furthermore, three dimensional terrain models could be created (e.g. 

in ESRI’s licensed programs) in aim to gain broader visual perspective, evaluate tombs’ 

 

22 OZIMEK, OZIMEK, ŁABEDZ 2012. 
23 OZIMEK, OZIMEK 2009, 1-11. 
24 However, the result of this query would not fully resemble Bronze Age conditions (questions regarding 
the closure of tombs, thus also the visibility of entrances, existence of external perishable decoration, state 
of vegetation around necropolises, etc., remain open). 
25 Topographical data provided by archaeological publications on the subject is always lacking GPS 
coordinates. Even though the location of tombs could be georeferenced manually in the program, one has 
to remember that the tomb-points on IGM maps are not tombs’ precise locations but rather indications 
facilitating location of tomb in terrain and do not provide information about the tomb’s height above sea 
level. 
26 E.g. I.G.M. F. 276 IV SE 33SVA721770 stands for the location of a Castelluccio rock-cut tholos type 
chamber tomb and refers to: sheet number (F. 276; F=foglio, map sheet), the square in which the sheets are 
divided (IV), internal division of squares (SE is for south-east, 33SVA for subsequent division), while only 
the last six numbers (721770) refer to latitude and longitude. The imprecision of such record consists in a 
margin of error which can fluctuate between 0 and 100 meters in terrain, for both latitude and longitude. As 
a result, positioning tombs in any program relies mostly on topographical descriptions available (or not) in 
the publication and leaves the choice of the most suitable place in square (e.g. on a slope, in the middle of 
its height, on plain terrain, above/below other units, etc.) to intuition and/or personal experience. 
27 As in case of “superimposed” Loddieri tholos tombs. 
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actual visibility and visual range, as well as in aim to prepare the material for 

phenomenological analyses. 

QGIS (former Quantum GIS) is a freely available digital tool designed to gather, 

analyze and present geographical data in respect of local topography, natural routes 

(valleys, gorges, passes, isthmuses), watercourses, etc. This program uses the main 

guidelines of archaeological survey methodology, thus it can define a singular Sicilian 

tholos as the primary unit of observation, quantitative and distributional analyses. After 

choosing the location of tombs on a map and creating lists of attributes (selected 

characteristics) describing every unit, in aim to visualize results of a query, complex 

connections between single units and the landscape or simply large sets of data in plain 

and three dimensional perspective, QGIS (similarly to ESRI’s licensed ArcGIS) creates 

multiple layers of spatial information grouped according to desired criteria (e.g. dating, 

selected architectural features, position within a necropolis, etc.).  

A simple analysis concerning chosen chronological properties confirms e.g. that the 

spread of tholos form in the area of Scicli proceeded from the coast to the center of the 

island (fig. 4).28 The youngest tomb is placed in the upper course of Fiumara, while older 

tombs (Middle Bronze Age, even if some are placed on pre-existing Early Bronze Age 

necropolis) are located close to the sea (at Bruca) and along the gorge leading inland. The 

construction of a rock-cut tholos in this area wasn’t restricted only to gorge slopes, which 

could also mean that the choice of a chamber type wasn’t conditioned by the landform. 

Independently from their chronological properties, tholoi in this area are either 

singular constructions placed along the gorge (4 units) or unique constructions of this 

type (also 4 units) located within a necropolis (fig. 5). Only once, conversely to the 

situation in south-central Sicily where numerous tholoi appeared within a unique 

necropolis (e.g. at Sant’Angelo Muxaro), greater concentration of tholoi within one 

necropolis is attested in the area of the city of Scicli (at Ronna Fridda). Unique and/or 

singular units prevail in the area, while clustering tholoi is a rare practice. 

 

Phenomenological Approach 

Collecting GPS data and converting available information for further analyses opens 

the way for phenomenological approach. Although phenomenological studies of 

archaeological landscapes that involve the use of digital and GIS tools are still a rather 

rare practice in Sicily, this approach has been successfully applied elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean, e.g. in Crete to analyze the Bronze Age tholoi build east of Lassithi Plain in 

relation to surrounding landscape(s). Basing on the concept of natural and cultural 

 

28 Rock-cut tholos type chamber tombs used in the query are spread along the gorge and roughly follow the 
course of Fiumara di Modica in the region of Scicli. The units in this analysis are ten in total, listed from 
north to south: two additional examples near Castelluccio (top left on the map, belonging to neighboring 
Cava Manca gorge), one at Scardacucco, two at Ronna Fridda, one at Biddiemi, one at Colle della Croce, 
two at Loddieri and one pseudo tholos at Bruca. 
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landscapes interaction29 and individualizing three aspects of landscape (visual, task-

oriented and meaning embodying30), Vavouranakis has analyzed interacting relationships 

between the monumental Minoan tombs and neighboring communities.31 Creation and 

completion of a similar “landscape questionnaire” for Sicilian tholoi could result in 

elucidating problems concerning their resemblance to preexisting funerary architecture 

forms (tab. 4) or distributional patterns (tab. 5), thus draw conclusions about their 

presumed special (political/sociological) functions and binding spatial behaviors. Later 

on, those results should be cross-checked with the results of earlier (spatial) queries. 

Wallace conducted a similar study based on visual properties and experiential 

features of an Early Iron Age archaeological landscape in eastern Crete, basing on 

settlements’ locations and reconstructing inter-settlement visibility patterns against a 

background of the most convincing explanatory models, defining visual categories of the 

sites and relationships emerging between them.32 As mentioned previously, application of 

digital tools basing on GIS technology to archaeological and landscape studies in Sicily is 

generally low. An attempt to combine GIS technology with the phenomenological 

approach in aim to examine prehistoric people’s perception of space through a reference 

point’s  (i.e. rock-cut tomb’s) visibility and notion in the landscape have been made in the 

restricted area of Troina village in northern Sicily’s Nebrodi Mountains.33 Similar 

conclusions about the prevalence of the meaning of the view from a prominent location 

over the view of the location (i.e. location’s visibility) have been expressed in a study of a 

group of Bronze Age Belgian tombs.34 Sicilian chamber tomb cemeteries have never been 

put under such examination, even though a deepened examination of the 

visual/spatial/psychological behavior of the Sicilian Bronze Age could bring interesting 

results.  

 

Conclusions 

The cognitive potential of the gathered material remains unexploited. Additional data 

collection is still required (photographical survey of landscape views; precise coordinates 

and height above sea level collection survey), as well as the elaboration of acquired 

information in aim to conduct further analyses. However, results obtained from the 

queries will present a higher level of accuracy and objectivity thanks to the use of digital 

tools and computer programs which unify the demanded criteria and allow to detect 

slight divergences in elaborated data. Expected patterns (e.g. distributional, chronological, 

 

29 About Plumwood’s Interactive or Collaborative Landscapes see PLUMWOOD 2006. 
30 The visual aspect is the human perception of a landscape, the notion of surface features and scenery; the 
task-oriented aspect denotes the character and/or the meaning of a landscape (taskscape) which depends on 
performed activities (tasks); the meaning embodying aspect, called pastscape, encompasses a collection of 
memories and meanings closed in surfaces of subsequent layers of taskscapes. 
31 VAVOURANAKIS 2007. 
32 WALLACE 2007. 
33 FITZJOHN 2007. 
34 FONTIJN 2007. 
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social) could be traced, existing explanatory models could be revisited and hopefully new 

ones could be created. This newly emerged field of “archaeological landscape 

phenomenology” demands combining divers methods and approaches in aim to trace the 

Sicilian Bronze Age societies’ visual, spatial and psychological behaviors related to 

changes in surrounding funerary landscapes. 
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Fig. 1 Schematic map of Sicily with zones A and B indicated. 

Fig. 2  Bronze Age Mycenaean and Sicilian rock-cut tholoi: A. Kontogenada 

(Kephallinia, Greece) and Sant’Angelo Muxaro, (Sicily) tholoi sections; B. 

Volimidia (Greece) and Sant’Angelo Muxaro tholoi chamber plans (not in 

scale). 
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Fig. 3 Sicilian funerary architecture (not in scale). A. Sicilian rock-cut 

chamber tomb model (1-5; from Middle Neolithic to Middle Bronze Age 

forms); B. Foreign forms: Copper Age Belice corridor tomb (left) and 

Early Bronze Age Petraro dolmen (right). 
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Fig. 4 Rock-cut tholos type chamber tombs in the area of Scicli, south-eastern 

Sicily: MBA (blue), MBA within an EBA necropolis (violet), LBA (red). 

Elaboration of 1:100 000 map: courtesy of M. Pisz. 

 

Fig. 5 Rock-cut tholos type chamber tombs in the area of Scicli: singular (pink), 

singular within an existing necropolis (green), two or more tholoi within a 

necropolis (orange). Elaboration of 1:100 000 map: courtesy of M. Pisz. 
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Tab. 1 Simplified Bronze Age chronology for Sicily and the Aegean. 

Tab. 2 South-central Sicilian rock-cut chamber tomb typology based on 

Tomasello’s typology for Platani river region (TOMASELLO 1995-6, 33, 

Fig. 4). 
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Tab. 3 Leighton’s typology for MBA Thapsos tombs, south-eastern Sicily (LEIGHTON 

1999, 164). 
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Tab. 4 Research agenda for the analysis of MBA and LBA Sicilian rock-cut 

tholoi architecture (based on VAVOURANAKIS 2007, 69, 9). 

 

Tab. 5 Research agenda for the analysis of MBA and LBA Sicilian rock-cut 

tholoi location (based on VAVOURANAKIS 2007, 69, 8). 
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