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Preface

The site of Knossos on the Kephala hill in Crete 
is of great archaeological and historical importance 
for Greece and Europe. Dating back to 7000 b.c., it 
is the home of one of the earliest farming societies 
in southeastern Europe. In later Bronze Age periods, 
it developed into a remarkable center of econom-
ic and social organization within the island, enjoy-
ing extensive relations with the Aegean, the Greek 
mainland, the Near East, and Egypt. Arthur Evans 
excavated the site at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, and through his extensive and spectacular res-
toration and reconstruction efforts, he transformed 
Knossos into one of the most popular archaeological 
sites in the Old World (Evans 1901, 1921–1935, 1927, 
1928). Knossos is now best known among both 
specialists and the wider public for its unique cen-
tral building, conventionally called a palace, which 
is one of the earliest archaeological monuments to 
have been restored on such a scale. 

What was not apparent during the early ar-
chaeological research at the site was the impres-
sive extent and depth of the earlier habitation 
that lies under the imposing palace, even though 

the laborious work of Arthur Evans and Duncan 
Mackenzie in the early 20th century had re-
vealed considerable amounts of Neolithic mate-
rial (Mackenzie 1903). In 1953 Audrey Furness 
studied and published the Neolithic pottery from 
Evans’s test soundings with the aim of testing the 
three “Stone Age” periods discussed by Mackenzie 
(Furness 1953). The successful work of Furness 
led the British School at Athens to launch a se-
ries of systematic investigations at Knossos, di-
rected by Sinclair Hood and John D. Evans, from 
1956 to 1971 (Evans 1964, 1971, 1994; Warren et 
al. 1968). The well-known Trenches A to C, which 
were opened in the area of the Central Court of the 
palace, together with the peripheral soundings X 
and ZE, confirmed a chronological sequence of 10 
strata representing at least 4,000 years of Neolithic 
occupation, including the still-disputed Aceramic 
phase. Looking back at the announcement by J.D. 
Evans (1971) of the first and very early radiocar-
bon dates for the founding of Knossos (7000 b.c.), 
I cannot forget the welcome surprise with which 
these dates were received, and I am very happy to 
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see that our recent radiocarbon dates, published 
in this volume, confirm Evans’s early chronology 
that was attained without the benefit of our mod-
ern technology.

Other contributions to our knowledge of the 
Neolithic of Crete include the work of Richard 
M. Dawkins at Magasa in eastern Crete in 1905 
(Dawkins 1905), the investigations of Angelo 
Mosso and Doro Levi at Phaistos (Mosso 1908), 
the publication of the Phaistos material by Lucia 
Vagnetti (Vagnetti 1972–1973), and the pioneering 
research at Katsambas by Stylianos Alexiou (1953, 
1954). The forthcoming publication of Katsambas 
by Nena Galanidou and her associates (Galanidou, 
ed., forthcoming) and the study of the materi-
al from older fieldwork at Gerani and Pelekita in 
the Zakros area, carried out by Yiannis Tzedakis 
and Costis Davaras, respectively (Tzedakis 1970; 
Davaras 1979), are expected to offer more data re-
garding the early occupational horizon of Crete. 
The recent publication by Valasia Isaakidou and 
Peter Tomkins of The Cretan Neolithic in Context 
(Isaakidou and Tomkins, eds., 2008), the latest 
rescue excavations carried out by the Ephorate 
of Central Crete in the vicinity of Katsambas, 
and, most importantly, the announced presence 
of Mesolithic material on the islands of Crete and 
Gavdos, show that early prehistoric research in 
Crete and its immediate environs is a dynamic 
field of investigation. 

A series of archaeological test soundings was 
opened in February 1997 in conjunction with the 
planning of the course of the main and secondary 
visitors’ routes through the palace, a process that 
involved widening the existing paths, establishing 
new ones, and examining the state of the build-
ing’s foundations. The south and east slopes of the 
Kephala hill were the main focus of investigation 
(Karetsou 2004; Ioannidou-Karetsou 2006). This 
research was prompted by the architect Clairy 
Palyvou’s suggestion to double the width of the 
modern narrow stone stair leading from this part 
of the Central Court to the first level of the Grand 
Staircase, where A. Evans made his last attempt 
to restore the Medallion Pithoi. The investigation, 
which lasted five weeks, was carried out under dif-
ficult weather conditions and according to a very 
strict timetable.

We were all happily surprised that in an area 
often disturbed for conservation work in the 1950s 

and 1960s, including the opening of rainwater 
channels, deep pre-Minoan deposits remained in-
tact just a few centimeters under the visitors’ feet. 
I took this to be a sign of good fortune, since, after 
three decades of personal, systematic involvement 
with Minoan archaeology, the dream of my youth 
to look down to the “Neolithic Cretan time” was 
becoming a reality. 

A collaboration with colleagues familiar with the 
excavation of Neolithic sites and modern data col-
lection and analysis methods was my next immedi-
ate concern. The chance to reexamine the succession 
of Neolithic occupation strata on the Kephala hill-
top, some 50 years after the first such investigation 
at Knossos, presented me with great expectations 
and challenges. Professor Nikos Efstratiou of the 
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki contributed 
greatly to the success of the project, and I would 
like to take this opportunity to thank him. He was 
responsible both for the selection of the research-
ers who gathered at Knossos with very short notice 
that February and for the coordination of the proj-
ect. In addition, Professor Giorgos Hourmouziadis, 
also of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, was 
very helpful. 

Many thanks are due as well to my colleague Dr. 
Eleni Banou, who participated in the excavation 
on behalf of the Ephorate, to Nikos Daskalakis, the 
skilled foreman of the Knossos project, and to the 
late Andreas Klinis, also a Knossos foreman and a 
man of rare excavation experience.

The general aims of the investigation in the 
Central Court of Knossos in 1997 were (1) to read-
dress questions related to the old material and con-
clusions reached many years ago, and (2) to obtain 
new data, which, considering the nature of the ar-
chaeological site, with the palace standing on top 
of the Neolithic tell, would have been otherwise 
impossible. More specific objectives included the 
careful study of the stratigraphy for the confirma-
tion or revision of the already established Neolithic 
sequence, the determination of whether the alleged 
Aceramic phase was represented, the collection of 
new evidence for the Neolithic ceramic sequence, 
and the recovery of new archaeozoological and ar-
chaeobotanical data and the analysis of their strati-
graphic distribution (Efstratiou et al. 2004). Most 
importantly, the archaeological information was to 
be gathered and studied using methodologies that 
were not available in the past—sedimentological  
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analyses, which might clarify the occupational 
gaps in the impressive Neolithic palimpsest, phy-
tolith analyses, ceramic technological analyses, 
paleoenvironmental observations, and, most signif-
icantly, new radiocarbon analyses for the establish-
ment of a reliable sequence of dates.

The many archaeological questions relating to 
the long Neolithic habitation of the Knossos tell 
had always intrigued me, especially during my 
12 years of service (1992–2004) as head of the 
Knossos Conservation Project. I was impressed 
by the extent of the Neolithic settlement and the 
density of the scattered material, especially that of 

the Late and Final Neolithic periods (Fig. i). I was 
enormously pleased by the opportunity we had to 
investigate this early Cretan farming communi-
ty, buried deep under the glorious Minoan palace, 
and to contribute to its understanding. There is 
no doubt that the Knossos Neolithic settlement—
whether or not it was the first and only one in 
Crete—constitutes one of the earliest agricultur-
al communities in Greece, and it is also surely the 
earliest in the Aegean islands. 

Alexandra Karetsou
Honorary Ephor of Antiquities
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Figure i. The Minoan palace and its Neolithic past; areas where Neolithic deposits and ceramics are found are indicated with 
black dots (1997–2004).
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Introduction

Nikos Efstratiou

The construction of a staircase extension in 
the northeastern part of the Central Court of the 
Palace of Minos at Knossos prompted the open-
ing of a new excavation trench in 1997. After the 
systematic excavation of the deep Neolithic occu-
pation levels by J.D. Evans in the late 1950s (1964, 
132) and later, more limited investigations of the 
Prepalatial deposits undertaken primarily dur-
ing restoration work, no thorough exploration of 
the earliest occupation of the mound had been at-
tempted. Although our operation was to be swift 
and limited in extent, we knew that the opening of 
a trench destined to reach the basal layers of the 
settlement offered us the opportunity to address 
many old and new research questions concerning 
the chronological, socioeconomic, and spatial as-
pects of Cretan Neolithic society (Evans 1994, 1). 

Since the time of Evans’s research, excava-
tion techniques and field methods have devel-
oped rapidly, and a new, more complex picture of 
late Pleistocene and early Holocene developments 
in the Aegean and the eastern Mediterranean has 
emerged. The chance to reexamine the important 

but inconspicuous Neolithic deposits of the Knossos 
tell afforded both an appealing and a demanding 
challenge.

While the Bronze Age palace dominates the his-
toriography of the site and its archaeological image, 
the Neolithic settlement at Knossos does not hold 
the position it deserves in discussions of the early 
prehistory of the eastern Mediterranean, in part be-
cause of the limited research directed toward the 
early prehistory of Crete and the other Aegean is-
lands. Moreover, the publication of the Neolithic 
settlement has been confined to a few preliminary 
though excellent field reports and short studies pro-
duced by Professor J.D. Evans and his collabora-
tors (1964, 132; 1971, 95; Warren et al. 1968, 239). 
When attempted, previous syntheses of this ma-
terial have been either very cautious analyses of 
the limited data (Evans 1994, 1) or provocative in-
terpretations containing attractive but ill-founded 
speculations (Broodbank 1992, 39; Whitelaw 1992, 
225). Additional Neolithic material recovered from 
later small field investigations focusing on Bronze 
Age deposits has been welcome, but because such 
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information is scarce, it cannot provide the an-
swers to many open questions (Manteli and Evely 
1995, 1). 

It is fortunate that certain categories of the ar-
chaeological material from Evans’s investigations 
have recently undergone detailed reexamination 
with respect to issues of spatial organization, ce-
ramic typology and technology, lithics, and fau-
nal remains (Isaakidou and Tomkins, eds., 2008). 

Despite these new and interesting studies, howev-
er, the need for a better understanding of the founda-
tion and development of Neolithic Knossos continues. 
This impressive and long-lived settlement—one of 
the very few tells in Greece—is of paramount im-
portance to the history of the eastern Mediterranean 
and the Near East (Berger and Guilaine 2009). 
Recent developments in the archaeology of Cyprus 
and the Aegean islands make the reevaluation of 
long-held concepts about this region and time peri-
od all the more urgent, as discussed in Chapter 11. 

Although a number of rigorous surface recon-
naissance projects have been undertaken in Crete 
in the past decades, Knossos remains the only early 
settlement known on the island (Manning 1999, 
469). The methodology employed in these all- 
period surveys was not specifically designed to lo-
cate early sites, however. In the last few years field 
researchers have become increasingly critical of 
older methods used to identify traces of early habi-
tation sites, especially in view of the geomorpholog-
ical complexity of coastal and island areas (Runnels 
2003, 121; Ammerman et al. 2006, 1). Until spe-
cially designed surface reconnaissance projects are 
carried out in various coastal areas, the presence 
of other early occupation sites in Crete remains 
an open possibility. Thus, the recently reported re-
sults of the Plakias Mesolithic Survey in Crete, in 
which a number of pre-Neolithic sites rich in lith-
ic scatters were identified along the southern coast 
of the island, do not come as a surprise (Strasser et 
al. 2010). Indeed, current research in Cyprus indi-
cates that we may encounter more new and unex-
pected late Pleistocene and early Holocene finds 
in the eastern Mediterranean (Ammerman 2011). 
Many older views of early habitation patterns in the 
Aegean islands should now be treated with skepti-
cism (Cherry 1990, 145). 

The newly found Mesolithic habitation remains 
along the south coast of the island may ultimately 
support claims of a missing Early Neolithic (EN) 

horizon in Crete. In the meantime, the apparent 
uniqueness of Knossos within the island is hard 
to accept in cultural terms, and as we shall see in 
later chapters, such a perception is undermined, 
albeit indirectly, by the material remains (pottery, 
subsistence) from Knossos, along with other ev-
idence. The key importance of Knossos, howev-
er, for documenting the beginning of farming in 
the Aegean and mainland Greece, whether as a 
distinctive stage within a westward mobility pat-
tern of human groups or as a well-planned coloni-
zation episode involving specific Aegean islands, 
remains undiminished. At present the notion of a 
local transition to farming in Crete undertaken by a 
dynamic Mesolithic population seems improbable, 
as is the case in continental Greece, where the ar-
chaeological evidence for the arrival of new farm-
ing groups seems overwhelming (Perlès 2001).

Neolithic Knossos is also important, as sug-
gested above, in the wider geographic context 
of the early island prehistory of the eastern 
Mediterranean. Recent discoveries on the island 
of Cyprus have revealed the presence of a num-
ber of pre-Neolithic inland and coastal sites, trig-
gering an interesting debate about a possibly 
early date for the occupation of the largest east-
ern Mediterranean islands and the interpreta-
tion of this phenomenon as a historical process 
with its own distinctive cultural, technological, 
and ideological characteristics (Broodbank 2006; 
Ammerman 2010). Mounting archaeological evi-
dence from the Aegean either supports or at least 
allows us to entertain a new picture of early is-
land settlement (Sampson 2006). In this context, 
the founding of the early seventh millennium b.c. 
farming village of Knossos on the Kephala hill 
may still be viewed either as the result of a long 
pre-Neolithic process of development on the island 
or as the start of an intrusive occupation by farm-
ers from the east. Archaeological evidence from 
the long stratigraphic sequence of the Knossos 
tell may be called upon to interpret this ambigu-
ous cultural process. Indeed, in relation to main-
land Greece, specific material evidence from 
Knossos, such as the EN sequence of pottery (fab-
ric types, surface treatment), attests to idiosyn-
cratic elements of a local island development (see 
Dimitriadis, this vol., Ch. 3). It is still too early to 
argue whether these characteristics should be in-
terpreted as the outcome of island isolationism 
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and endogenous developments in Crete or as the 
manifestation of a more generalized and long-
standing Aegean island cultural tradition. The for-
mer would undoubtedly have resulted in a number 
of other distinctive material features and perhaps 
oddities that we may search for in the archaeolog-
ical record. 

Both in terms of a pre-“historical” reconstruc-
tion and as far as the archaeology of the site it-
self is concerned, our endeavor entails a constant 
shift between different scales (“macro,” “micro”) 
and genres of field inquiry (e.g., use of space, ra-
diocarbon dating, abandonment phases, faunal 
changes, pottery changes). The small size of our 
1997 dig admittedly limits the overall representa-
tional validity of our findings at the site, but this 
does not deter us from addressing some of the 
broader issues mentioned above. We are particu-
larly hopeful that the new studies presented here—
sedimentology, phytoliths, anthracology, ceramic 
technology—together with the critical reevaluation 
of the other categories of material remains, such as 
the fauna and archaeobotany, will provide new and 
meaningful insights into the cultural sequence of 

the Knossos settlement. The documentation of the 
tell’s stratigraphic sequence, which has a depth of 
more than 8 m, along with its comparison to the 
old and well-established succession of Evans’s stra-
ta (Efstratiou, this vol., Ch. 2), also contributes to 
these insights, as does the the newly obtained se-
ries of radiocarbon dates from accelerator mass 
spectrometry (AMS), which seems to corroborate 
the existing chronological framework (Facorellis 
and Maniatis, this vol., Ch. 10). 

All of the categories of material remains with 
the exception of the pottery are analyzed and pre-
sented in the following chapters of the mono-
graph. The detailed study of the ceramics is still 
in progress and will appear in a separate volume. 
The contributors wish to underline the contingent 
nature of their results and syntheses, which are 
constrained by the limited area of the field inves-
tigation. Nevertheless, we hope that the rigor em-
ployed in the data collection, the meticulous study 
of the finds, the constant cross-checking with J.D. 
Evans’s record, and our final synthesis will bal-
ance this unavoidable difficulty.
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