
Hagios Charalambos
A Minoan Burial Cave in Crete

I. Excavation and Portable Objects





Hagios Charalambos
A Minoan Burial Cave in Crete

I. Excavation and Portable Objects

by

Philip P. Betancourt

with contributions by

Costis Davaras, Heidi M.C. Dierckx, Susan C. Ferrence, 

Panagiotis Karkanas, Louise C. Langford-Verstegen, 

Tanya J. McCullough, James D. Muhly, Natalia Poulou-Papadimitriou, 

Antonia Stamos, Eleni Stravopodi, 

Maria Tsiboukaki, and Gayla M. Weng

edited by

Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, and Eleni Stravopodi

PREHISTORY MONOGRAPHS 47

Published by
INSTAP Academic Press

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
2014



Copyright © 2014
INSTAP Academic Press

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Betancourt, Philip P., 1936-

The Hagios Charalambos cave I : the excavation and the portable artifacts / by Philip P. Betancourt ; with contributions by

Costis Davaras, Heidi M.C. Dierckx, Susan C. Ferrence, Panagiotis Karkanas, Tanya J. McCullough, James D. Muhly, Natalia

Poulou-Papadimitriou, David S. Reese, Antonia Stamos, Eleni Stravopodi, Maria Tsiboukaki, Louise L. Langford-Verstegen, and

Gayla M. Weng ; edited by Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, and Eleni Stravopodi.

pages cm. — (Prehistory monographs ; 47)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-931534-80-2

1. Crete (Greece)—Antiquities. 2. Hagios Charalambos (Greece)—Antiquities. 3. Caves—Greece—Hagios Charalambos. 4.

Ossuaries—Greece—Hagios Charalambos. 5. Human remains (Archaeology)—Greece—Hagios Charalambos. 6. Grave goods—

Greece—Hagios Charalambos. 7. Excavations (Archaeology)—Greece—Hagios Charalambos. 8. Minoans—Greece—Hagios

Charalambos—Antiquities. 9. Bronze age—Greece—Hagios Charalambos. I. Davaras, Costis. II. Dierckx, Heidi. III. Title.

DF221.C8B5635 2014

939’.18—dc23

2014022231

Design and Production
INSTAP Academic Press, Philadelphia, PA



Table of Contents

List of Figures. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .vii

List of Plates. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .ix

Preface. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .xiii

Acknowledgments. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .xv

List of Abbreviations. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .xvii

PART I. EXCAVATION

1.   Introduction, Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, and Eleni Stravopodi. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

2.   Geography and Topography of Lasithi, Philip P. Betancourt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

3.   Geology, Geomorphology, and Micromorphology Studies, Panagiotis Karkanas. . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

4.   Discovery of the Cave, Philip P. Betancourt and Costis Davaras. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17

5. Excavations inside the Cave, Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, Susan C. Ferrence,  
Louise C. Langford-Verstegen, Antonia Stamos, Maria Tsiboukaki, and Gayla M. Weng. . . . . . 21

6.   Excavations outside the Cave, Philip P. Betancourt and Tanya J. McCullough. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .31

7.   Later Occupation of the Area, Philip P. Betancourt and Natalia Poulou-Papadimitriou. . . . . . . . . .37

PART II. PORTABLE MINOAN OBJECTS

8.   Larnakes, Philip P. Betancourt.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45

9.   Figurines, Philip P. Betancourt and Susan C. Ferrence. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49

10. Objects of Copper and Bronze, James D. Muhly. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55



11. Objects of Gold, Silver, and Lead, James D. Muhly. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .57

12. Seal Rings, James D. Muhly. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .61

13. Seals, Philip P. Betancourt and Susan C. Ferrence. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63

14. Sistra, Philip P. Betancourt and James D. Muhly. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .69

15. Stone Vessels, Heidi M.C. Dierckx. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .73

16. Ground Stone Tools, Heidi M.C. Dierckx. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .77

17. Chipped Stone Tools, Heidi M.C. Dierckx. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .79

18. Miscellaneous Objects, Philip P. Betancourt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .85

PART III. COMMENTS AND DISCUSSION

19. Comments and Discussion, Philip P. Betancourt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .95

References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .105

Index. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .117

Figures

Plates

HAGIOS CHARALAMBOS Ivi



Figure 1. Map of the Aegean.

Figure 2. Map of the Lasithi Plain.

Figure 3. Elevations of mountain peaks around the Lasithi Plain.

Figure 4. Walking distances (in hours of walking) between the Lasithi Plain and other locations.

Figure 5. Districts in the Nomos of Lasithi in eastern Crete.

Figure 6. Topographic map of the western end of the Lasithi Plain including Hagios Charalambos and
Plati.

Figure 7. Topographic map of the area of the Hagios Charalambos Cave showing the two permanent
concrete benchmarks near the cave (nos. a1 and a2) and a point at the original ground
surface at the entrance to the cave (no. hch2).

Figure 8. Plan of the surviving rooms of the Hagios Charalambos Cave.

Figure 9. Plan and cross section of Room 3.

Figure 10. Plan and cross section of Room 4.

Figure 11. Plan of the Room 4/5 Entrance.

Figure 12. Plan of the Room 4/5 Entrance and Room 5.

Figure 13. Plan of Room 5 before excavation.

Figure 14. Room 5 showing the division into Areas 1–5.

Figure 15. Plan and east–west cross section of Areas 5 and 1.

List of Figures



HAGIOS CHARALAMBOS Iviii

Figure 16. Plan and north–south cross section of the 4/5 Entrance and Areas 5 and 3. 

Figure 17. Selection of pottery from the cave. Scale 1:3.

Figure 18. Late artifacts from the cave: an open vessel (HCH 04-392) from LM IA(?) and a silver disk
(77) from MM II–LM IA. Scale 1:3. 

Figure 19. Plan of the terrace showing the location of the lens of original soil at the cavern’s mouth and
the excavation outside the cave.

Figure 20. Plan of the trenches outside the entrance to the cave.

Figure 21. Objects from the periods after the use of the cave (1–18). Scale 1:3.

Figure 22. Larnax 19 (HNM 14,279). Scale 1:12.

Figure 23. Larnax 20 (HNM 14,278). Scale 1:12.

Figure 24. Larnax 21 (HNM 14,281). Scale 1:12.

Figure 25. Larnax 22 (HNM 14,280). Scale 1:12.

Figure 26. Larnax lid 23 (HNM 6826 + 13,887). Scale 1:12.

Figure 27. Figurines from the cave (24–30). Scale 1:2.

Figure 28. Figurines from the cave (31–34). Scale 1:1.

Figure 29. Copper and bronze artifacts (35–50). Scale 1:2.

Figure 30. Gold, silver, and lead artifacts (51–56, 58, 60–63, 65–71, 73–75). Seal rings (76–79). 
Scale 1:1.

Figure 31. Seals (80–89). Scale 1:1.

Figure 32. Seals (90–95). Scale 2:1 unless otherwise noted.

Figure 33. Sistra (96–101). Scale 1:3.

Figure 34. Stone vessels (110–127). Scale 1:2.

Figure 35. Stone vessels (128–130); ground stone implements (131–137). Scale 1:3, unless otherwise 
indicated.

Figure 36. Obsidian prismatic blades (138–150). Scale 1:1.

Figure 37. Obsidian prismatic blades (151–155) and retouched blades (156–159). Scale 1:1.

Figure 38. Retouched obsidian blades (160–162) and (163, 164) flakes and debitage (165–172). Scale
1:1.

Figure 39. Obsidian lunates (173–189) and trapezes (190–194); chert (195–200) and quartzite (201, 202)
blades and flakes. Scale 1:1.

Figure 40. Pendants and beads from the cave (203–221). Scale 1:1.

Figure 41. Beads from the cave (222–245). Scale 1:1.

Figure 42. Beads from the cave (246–269). Scale 1:1.

Figure 43. Beads (270–284) and miscellaneous objects (285–291) from the cave. Scale 1:1.



Plate 1A. The Lasithi Plain as seen from the acropolis of Plati, looking north. Arrow points to the 
cave of Hagios Charalambos, with the modern village to the left.

Plate 1B. Conservators Alekos Nikakis and Nearchos Nikakis close the cave with a locked iron gate
covered by stones and a concrete wall.

Plate 2A. The Lasithi Plain as seen from Plati. Hagios Charalambos is at the left.

Plate 2B. The northwest side of the Lasithi Plain with the swallow-hole called the Chonos in the distance
(below arrow). Geologist Panayiotis Karkanas (left) and conservator Alekos Nikakis (right) 
discuss the geology of the Chonos.

Plate 3A. Vertical cliffs adjacent to the Chonos with Panayiotis Karkanas (left) and Alekos Nikakis (right).

Plate 3B. The cave (the Chonos) drains the Lasithi Plain, and the walls channel the stream, named 
Megalos Potamos, toward the natural drain. 

Plate 4A. Contact of light colored limestone (left) and gray dolomite (right), with arrow at the trace of
a fault plane.

Plate 4B. Steeply inclined and polished rock surface delineating part of the original sinkhole entrance.

Plate 4C. Cave formations (speleothems) inside the cave.

Plate 5A. Travertine substrate (T) covered by a thin silty crust (S) and overlain by clayey deposit (D).
Yellowish spots of phosphate (A) alter calcitic crystals of travertine. Plane polarized light.
Width of photo 3 mm.

List of Plates



Plate 5B. Fragments of silty crust (S) and travertine (T) inside the clayey sediment. Plane polarized 
light. Width of photo 3 mm.

Plate 5C. Clayey sediment with striated fabric of clay and clay intercalations. Crossed polarized light.
Width of photo 1.5 mm.

Plate 5D. Rounded bone fragments (white areas except voids labeled with V) inside clayey sediment.
Plane polarized light. Width of photo 3 mm.

Plate 5E. Dusty clay coatings (C) around polyconcave voids (V). Note the sand-sized rock fragments 
inside the clayey matrix. Crossed polarized light. Width of photo 3 mm.

Plate 5F. Clay and silt intercalations. Crossed polarized light. Width of photo 3 mm.

Plate 6A. Fragment of dusty clay coating incorporated in the clayey silt matrix. Crossed polarized light.
Width of photo 1.5 mm.

Plate 6B. Massive structure with a few chamber voids (white areas). Width of photo 10 mm.

Plate 6C. Diffuse silt and clay intercalations and dusty clay coatings (C). Crossed polarized light. Width of
photo 3 mm.

Plate 6D. Burned root (black) inside silty clay sediment. Plane polarized light. Width of photo 3 mm.

Plate 6E. Mixture of dark and light colored soil aggregates forming large, mammilated, densely packed
earthworm excrements. Width of photo 10 mm.

Plate 7A. The site of the Hagios Charalambos Cave from the road in front of the site, facing southwest.

Plate 7B. The ledge above the modern road. The cave is at the right, beyond the tents, facing northwest.

Plate 8A. The remains of the spur that concealed the cave until 1976, facing west. Upper part of Room
2 at lower right.

Plate 8B. The modern entrance to the cave at lower left, facing north. For scale, see the meter stick at
upper right.

Plate 9A. Grid of long bones placed to form a lattice, creating a platform to support the deposit of 
human bones and artifacts.

Plate 9B. Sistrum 98 as found in situ in the Room 4/5 Entrance, level 4.

Plate 9C. Accumulation of skulls against the northern cave wall of Room 5.

Plate 10A. Surface of the east side of Room 5 before excavation, showing long bones on the surface and
stones that had fallen down from the ceiling.

Plate 10B. The north–south wall across the center of Room 5, looking northeast and showing the rela-
tion of the wall to a large stalagmite that was used to partly brace the stones at the base of 
the wall.

Plate 10C. The wall shown in Plate 10B as seen looking east, showing the lower courses that were con-
structed first, with bones (marked B) across them below the higher courses of stones.

Plate 11A. Room 5, Area 1, Level 1, showing disarticulated bones near Wall 1.

Plate 11B. Group of five articulated vertebrae found in Room 5, Area 1, Level 3, area 1.

Plate 11C. Excavation of Room 5, Area 5, Level 2 showing the disarticulated mass of bones and bone frag-
ments and a small jug (HCH 02-54).

HAGIOS CHARALAMBOS Ix



Plate 12A. The area south of the cave before excavation, facing north. The edge of the deep pit contain-
ing the modern entrance to the cave as at the top of the photograph, at the center.

Plate 12B. Trench 13 after excavation, showing the bedrocknear the modern surface.

Plate 12C. Trench 12 showing the disturbed soil in front of the cave.

Plate 13. Zoomorphic and anthropomorphic figurines (24–28).

Plate 14. Anthropomorphic figurines (29–34) and metal objects (35–38, 41).

Plate 15. Metal objects (54, 55, 65, 66, 76).

Plate 16. Silver seal disk (77) and ivory stamp seal (81).

Plate 17. Ivory stamp seals (82, 83).

Plate 18. Stamp seals (84, 85).

Plate 19. Stamp seals (86, 87).

Plate 20. Stamp seals (88, 89).

Plate 21. Prism seal (90).

Plate 22. Prism seal (91).

Plate 23. Prism seal (92).

Plate 24. Prism seal (93).

Plate 25A. Cusion seal (94).

Plate 25B. Sistrum (98).

Plate 25C. Linear A tablet from Zakros (no. 18a) with a sistrum used as a sign (after Betancourt and 
Muhly 2006).

Plate 25D. Detail of the Harvesters Vase from Hagia Triada, showing the sistrum player at the right (after
Betancourt and Muhly 2006).

Plate 26. Miscellaneous objects (204, 205, 208–212, 217, 221, 282, 285, 286, 288, 289). Scale 1:1.

LIST OF PLATES xi





Costis Davaras first excavated the Hagios Charalambos Cave as a rescue excavation
when the site was discovered in 1976 in the Lasithi Plain in the eastern part of Central
Crete. The underground rooms were revealed as a result of blasting with dynamite to
improve the road that encircles the upland plain. The dynamite created an opening in the
ceiling of what would later be called Room 1, so the cave could be entered even though
the original mouth was not visible at the time. The situation was extremely dangerous
because of the cracked and shattered bedrock, and little work was possible before the
front of the cave was removed by power machinery in 1982. Short excavation seasons
were conducted in 1982 and 1983, and Davaras then made an important and far-sighted
decision that would preserve the cave’s information and allow it to make a unique and
lasting contribution to the history of Bronze Age Crete. Realizing that he had too few
financial and technical resources available to make a proper excavation, he left one room
untouched and sealed the front of the cave with a locked iron gate covered by a wall of
stone and concrete, to await a future generation with the resources to excavate the site
properly.

In spite of these precautions and the proximity of the site to a well-traveled highway,
looters broke into the cave in the winter of 2000. They were not apprehended, but they
were only able to enter the cave briefly before it was resealed. The danger to the cave was
obvious. I was then approached and asked if I could organize a new project. Convincing
arguments were made by three different people: my friend and colleague, Costis, the
Chief Conservator for the 24th Ephorate, Alekos Nikakis, and the Ephorate’s Director,
the late Nikos Papadakis, all said the cave was too important to allow it to be destroyed
by inaction that would eventually lead to its destruction by clandestine looters.

The science of archaeology had developed enormously between 1983 and the early
21st century, both in the world as a whole and especially in Crete. Computers had 
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revolutionized the recording and management of information. Electronic total 
station survey instruments could provide accurate measurements, including of
underground chambers. Water separation machines capable of retrieving micro-
scopic evidence were now routine parts of American projects in eastern Crete. The
INSTAP Study Center of East Crete in Pacheia Ammos had been built, and it pro-
vided technical support in photography, conservation, library study, technical
drawing, the storage and study of anthropological material, analysis by laser-
induced breakdown spectroscopy (LIBS), ceramic petrography, and other areas.
With all this in mind, a team of international scholars was assembled, and we tried
to retrieve the maximum amount of knowledge we could within the parameters of
the two six-week excavation seasons made possible by the available government
permit (in 2002 and 2003, a law that was later repealed limited foreign excavations
to six-weeks per year).

Philip P. Betancourt
Philadelphia, 2010
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Excavations were conducted at Hagios Chalambos in 1976, 1982, and 1983 under the
direction of Costis Davaras, in 2002 under the direction of Philip P. Betancourt and Costis
Davaras, and in 2003 under the direction of Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, and
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