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original round shapes have been altered on the part 
closest to the headband’ s edge. Our experiments inval-
idated the hypothesis that the wearer’ s hair would 
be threaded through these perforations. The orifices are 
too small to insert several locks of hair. Furthermore, 
as the edges of the holes through the metal were sharp,  
the hair was cut at each test. This deformation could be  
due to the pressure of a thread used to attach the metal 
to textile or to attach the headband directly to the hair, 
even if no trace of this type of use has been observed 
in huge magnification.

The raw material of the thread is debatable. Some 
gold threads have been discovered near to Cretan per-
forated bands dating to the Prepalatial period.46 Other 
evidence is provided by the Minoan headband from 
Lebena which has a gold thread hanging from its ends.47 
Other materials, like wool or animal hair, can also be  
used but no archaeological remains were discovered. 

It is difficult to identify the raw material employed 
for Minoan and Mycenaean threads. Our experiments 
have shown that whatever material was used, the char-
acteristics of the deformations are very similar, but 
a gold thread deforms a band quicker than a wool or hair  
thread. If a headband had been worn for a long period, 
a gold thread is less efficient as the ornament will be  
quickly deteriorated. A thread made of another mate-
rial seems indeed more suitable. At the same time, 

the preference of the wearer can also be discussed. For 
example, choosing a gold thread forms a coherent whole 
with the rest of the ornament. Furthermore, the wearer’ s  
perception of comfort can vary according to the differ- 
ent materials. However, only a few gold threads were 
found during excavations, but we can assume that 
they were recycled.48 For this purpose, the family of the  
deceased could have removed the threads easily as they 
are independent of the headband. The latter can then 
be melted and serve to produce other objects. Davaras49 
evokes this possibility for the extension of one head-
band from Mochlos. The deceased is not dishonoured 
as the object is still partially included in the grave. 

Few macroscopic or microscopic traces were found  
that would allow the identification of the tool used 
to insert the thread. Nevertheless, on both ends of the  
headband from Mochlos50 many fine whitish traces are  
visible ( Fig. 6a–b ),51 and some of these scratches on  
the surface continue into the perforation. Darker tra- 
ces of corrosion exist on these traces. That is why we  
can state that these whitish scratches are not to be con-
nected with the conservation or a modern manipula-
tion of the artefact. 

We tried to reproduce experimentally this kind 
of trace. Given their fineness, these holes are clearly 
the result of the use of a sharp object, such as a needle or 
a pin. Several materials have been tested: wood, bronze, 

46	 Prevalet 2013, 99.
47	 Hickman 2008, 344. HM 749. It is nowadays exhibited in this 

connection in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum.
48	 For the question of metal recycling, see in particular Hakulin, 2013.

49	 Davaras 1975, 110.
50	 HM 273.
51	 Traces of the same type are visible on another headband from 

Mochlos, HM 491.

Fig. 6a. and b. Whitish traces on a headband from Mochlos (HM 273); c. Experimental traces made with 
the same bronze tool that was used to perforate the ends; d. Experimental traces made with a thinner 
bronze tool; e. Experimental traces made with a silver tool.
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and silver. The wooden tool is very flexible and sharp,52 
and it has not left visible traces. During the first test, 
in order to perforate the headband we used a bronze tool  
( Fig. 6c ). It turned out that this tool leaves much more 
visible traces than those seen on the archaeological 
headbands. We thus used a thinner bronze tool that left 
traces close to the archaeological ones ( Fig. 6d ). Finally, 
a silver tool also produced similar traces ( Fig. 6e ). 
The use of a pointed metal tool is the most likely. This 
could be a needle, given the thinness of the tip, used to  
thread a wire into the hole. In addition, these traces  
suggest that this action was repeated. 

Similar traces have not been observed on other 
headbands. Could this absence reflect misrecognition  
during the examination of the headbands? Or is it ano- 
ther type of tool which has been used? Likewise, the  
experiments show that a thread could be inserted into 
the hole without a needle. This insertion is slower but  
also efficient. In order to answer these questions, it is  
necessary to examine microscopically the entire corpus.

The loop ends

Examination of this type of ends was made only 
on the macroscopic scale.53 Nevertheless, these ends 
were also reproduced experimentally. Firstly, the loop 
end is more complex and requires more time to be 
created than a perforated end. Its manufacture begins  
with the shaping of the headband, as it is essential 
to keep a thin gold thread at each end. The loop end is, 
thus, a part of the hammered band and is not an addition 
welded to the object. With a piece of wood,54 we drew 
a line in the middle of these small bands at the ends. 
This line serves as a base to roll the gold threads 
on themselves in order to make them more resistant. 
This action is also essential to form the loop. During 
the experiments, we observed that it is impossible to  
form a loop by these means without twisting the wire. 
This twist has, however, not been observed macroscop-
ically on the headbands examined. It is clear that 
we have reached here the limits of the study and that 
more microscopic studies of all the headbands with 
loop ends need to be done to identify the manner 
in which they were created.

A perishable support?

Wear traces have only been detected on the Minoan 
perforated headbands. Indeed, their perforations are 
deformed and show some traces of repair. In the case 
of the headband of Mochlos, R. Seager 55 observed two 
groups of pinholes at its ends. These holes show that 
the metal was pierced over and over again in order to  
attach the object solidly on the wearer’ s head. These 
numerous perforations are also visible to the naked eye  
and are also discernible on other Minoan headbands.56  
These marks could be a sign of wear over a longer 
period. In addition, one headband from Tomb XIX of  
Mochlos57 has two holes made on both sides of a small 
crack. It is likely that they were executed to prevent 
the tear getting bigger, and that the band continued 
to be worn after the damage occurred. The same action 
is visible on another band.58 J. Hickman59 explains that  
the perforation to the right of the break is made from 
the back of the object, while the left perforation was 
done from the front. For this author, this indicates that  
a needle was used to pierce the metal and to reattach 
the two pieces with a wire. This repair implies that 
the ornament had been worn at least twice. 

When headbands are worn,60 the principal question 
is how they were attached to the head. F. Allier explains 
that given the extreme fineness of the bands, an inter-
mediate element appears necessary, otherwise the band 
would be deformed too quickly or even torn. I would 
like to argue that a backing of a perishable material, 
such as cloth or leather, could fulfil this role. In addi-
tion, these perishable materials could be tied behind 
the head to ensure better attachment of the headband 
in the hair. 

This is not the first time that such hypothesis has 
been advanced. A good illustration of this is the spon-
dylus found in the female grave 245 of the Neolithic site 
of Durankulak in Bulgaria. It is incorporated as parts  
of a diadem that, according to the authors,61 was sewn 
onto a piece of leather or textile to form an original hair- 
style or headdress. In the same way, headbands related 
to a textile are evidenced from some Bronze Age Near 
Eastern sites. At Arslantepe in Anatolia, three gold 
bands accompanied an adult male and four teenagers 
who were sacrificed.62 The artefacts, found still in situ  

52	 Boxwood tool.
53	 The headbands in the National Museum could not be taken out of 

their support. 
54	 Boxwood tools may also be used for punched-dot decoration by 

repoussé. 
55	 1912, 27; HM 268.
56	 For instance, Seager 1912, 26, 27; HM 270 and 277. 

57	 Seager 1912, 72; HM 275.
58	 HM 269.
59	 2008, 212, pl. 45B.
60	 Hypothesis formulated for the Minoan headbands.
61	 Todorova, Vajsov 2001, 42–43; Avramova 2002, 194; 

Todorova 2002, 41.
62	 3000 BC, cist grave, Frangipane et al. 2011.
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linen on their inner faces. At Ur, L. Woolley63 observed 
that some bands had ‘ gauze-like net’ imprints, which 
might suggest that they had been attached to some 
kind of textile. E. Mackay,64 during the excavations of  
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printed under a piece of silver headband. For S. Müller, 
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rial is suggested by a brownish alteration on the back 
of the headband from Médéon.65 Later, the gold head-
band of the Lady of Aigai dated to 500 BC was also  
sewn onto a textile.66 Regarding some gold strips of  
a length of about 30 cm from the Bronze Age67 found 
in the province of La Corogne and Pontevedra in  
Spain, B. Perez Outeiriño68 argues that if these strips 
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Comparison between the archaeological and icon- 
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during the Bronze Age: rigid or flexible, used alone  
or as a composite with other material, in the shape of  
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on the head of one of the young girls. Even if the icon-
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of a metal band being associated with a leather or cloth 
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Conclusion
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previous researchers on the techniques of manufac-
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the skill of the goldsmith of the Bronze Age had to be  
high to obtain such a headband. It also permits new 
hypotheses to be advanced particularly on the impor-
tance of the ends. On some of them, the detection of  
the traces of a thread leads us to wonder how the head- 
band was worn. We thus propose the existence of a per-
ishable support under the metallic headband to ensure 
a better fixation on the head. During our experiments,  
two headbands were reproduced in collaboration with  
a goldsmith: a life-size reproduction of the Mochlos  
band70 and a smaller-scale reproduction of the Mycenaean  
band.71 In order to go further with the analysis, experi-
ments with a hairdresser are planned to test the impor-
tance of a perishable support. We will also test if the  
different types of extremities reflect a different type 
of attachment. Finally, this paper aims to present a pre-
liminary and synthetic overview of a new functional 
approach to headbands. 
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65	 Late Helladic; Müller 1995, 417, fig. E 47 ( MD 61 ).
66	 Descamps 2011, 276.
67	 Between 1500 BC and 1300 BC.

68	 Perez Outeiriño 1994, 30.
69	 Many textile bands are depicted on frescoes. These headbands 

could have been cheaper substitutes for metal headbands; see 
Doumas 1992, fig. 10; 102, 105, 119, 121, 124, 125, 130.

70	 HM 273.
71	 NM 286.
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BETWEEN CRETE AND ANATOLIA 
METAL FINDS OF THE SO-CALLED LOWER INTERFACE IN THE LBA1

Abstract: This paper aims to provide a typological analysis of bronze objects from the area of  
the lower part of the East Aegean-West Anatolian Interface in the Late Bronze Age and a comparison 
to the contemporary finds from Crete. The concept of the Interface was defined by Penelope Mountjoy 
in 1998 based on ceramics, settlement, and funeral activities. She argued that this territory differs from 
the neighbouring power centres, such as the island of Crete, the Greek mainland, and Central Anatolia. 
In this paper, only the lower part of the Interface will be discussed, including the Dodecanese islands 
and the adjacent Anatolian coast up to Miletus. Some metal finds from the lower part of the Interface 
seem to have been produced locally, but influence from Crete is still apparent. Furthermore, the typol-
ogy of metal finds from Crete, such as swords, daggers, razors, and similar items, will be briefly defined. 
In the second part of this contribution the character of the Lower Interface finds will be represented, 
and in the final part the two datasets will be compared. To sum up, in the case of typology, some 
of the bronze items from the Lower Interface show strong Minoan-Mycenaean influence, which is also 
mixed with influences from other regions (Anatolia, Near East).

Keywords: Late Bronze Age; East Aegean-West Anatolian Interface; Crete; Anatolia; Metal finds.

The goal of this paper is a typological analysis of all 
currently known bronze objects from the area of the  
so-called Lower East Aegean-West Anatolian Interface 
dating to the Late Bronze Age ( LBA ) and to compare 
them to contemporary finds from Crete. In geographical 
terms, the territory of this Interface consists of the east- 
ern Aegean islands, such as Lesbos, Lemnos, Chios, 
Samos, and Dodecanese, along with the coastal regions 
of Anatolia facing these islands. The concept of the Interface 
was defined by Penelope Mountjoy in 1998,2 based largely 
on the Mycenaean decorated pottery but also on the set-
tlement and funeral evidence. Mountjoy argued that 
this territory differs from the current powerful cen-
tres, such as the island of Crete, the Greek mainland, 
or Central Anatolia. She also argued that the region 
of the Interface itself can be divided into a lower part, 
which was culturally at some point a part of the Minoan 
and Mycenaean sphere of influence, and an upper  

part, which seems to have been following Anatolian 
developments to a greater degree. Other scholars have 
also embraced this perspective.3 It truly seems that 
this territory adapted, adopted, and mixed multiple 
influences, creating its own cultural synthesis.4 There 
was considerable mobility of people in the lower part 
of the Interface, and cultural interactions flourished 
there.5 According to Hittite written sources, it seems 
the inland western LBA Anatolia was politically organ-
ised into several kingdoms, alternately competing or cre- 
ating alliances.6 By comparing the local ceramic tradi-
tions and trends, Peter Pavúk also divided the same 
territory into several ceramic zones.7 While the charac-
ter of the material in the area of the East Aegean and 
West Anatolian Interface differs from inland Western  
Anatolia in detail, at the same time the Interface 
accepted cultural influences from the East and followed 
its trends as well. 

1	 This paper was written as part of a student project supported  
by the Grant Agency of Charles University in Prague, grant no. 
643316, affiliated with the Faculty of Arts.

2	 Mountjoy 1998.
3	 Georgiadis 2003; Mac Sweeney 2008; Girella, Pavúk 2015; 

Pavúk 2015.

4	 Greaves 2007; Vaessen 2016.
5	 Mokrišová 2016, 52.
6	 Hawkins 1998.
7	 Pavúk 2015.
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So far, the metal finds from the Interface region 
dating to the 2nd millennium BC have not been suffi-
ciently dealt with. This article, therefore, deals primarily 
with the connections between the Lower Interface and 
Crete, although it should be emphasised that the whole 
Interface zone was affected by multiple influences not 
only from Crete but also from the Greek mainland, 
Central Anatolia, the Levant, the Balkans, and Central  
Europe for centuries. In a previously published text on  
the topic, I introduced a comparison between the East 
Aegean and West Anatolian Interface and the wider spec-
trum of Mediterranean and Aegean influences.8 There,  
I already stated some typological divergences of the  
metal finds of the East Aegean and West Anatolian 
Interface, highlighting the local particularities of this 
area and its multiple influences not only from Crete 
and the Greek mainland. This paper, therefore, aims 
to provide a closer typological overview of some metal 
finds from the Lower Interface, which includes the  
Dodecanese islands and the adjacent Anatolian coast  
up to Miletus, and to find their connection to the island 
of Crete. Furthermore, attention will be paid to the differ-
ent regions of production of the chosen Lower Interface 
metal items. It should be noted that the article focuses 
primarily on weapons and other distinctive objects 
found mostly in graves, and offers observations on and 
comparison of the typological aspects of the bronze 
items, rather than the means and technology of their 
production. All the available data were collected by  
the author in his unpublished Master thesis.9

The Cretan part of the story

Since the beginning of the 2nd millennium BC, Crete 
shows evidence of skilled and well-developed metal-
lurgy, which probably comprised one of the essential 
elements of the palace economy. Most of the finds come 
from settlements and especially Knossos. Only one third  
of the finds was found in the funerary context. Weapons 
represent a rather large group ( about 20 percent ) of all 
the Cretan metal finds.10

It was Nancy Sandars who first systematically clas- 
sified Aegean swords,11 but in her classification of the  
earliest Aegean sword types she has followed the work 
of Georg Karo.12 Therefore, this paper uses her typology. 

A later different classification was created by Imma 
Killian-Dirlmeier.13 Two scholars dealt with the classifi-
cation of spearheads: first Olaf Höckman,14 followed 
by Robert Avila,15 whose typology is used in this paper. 
There is only one comprehensive publication of Aegean 
knives, that is the one from 1955 by Nancy Sandars,16 but 
it should be updated based on new findings. The work  
of Keith Branigan17 focused on Aegean axes, while 
Hayat Erkanal examined those from Anatolia.18 Arrow- 
heads were classified by Hans-Günter Buchholz19 and 
then, applying a different approach, by Robert Avila.20 
Avila’ s arrowhead typology is preferred in this article. 
And finally, razors have been briefly discussed by sev-
eral authors, but for the present needs the work of Klaus 
Weber, who collected the majority of all known Aegean 
razors, is sufficient.21

Crete is considered to be the birthplace of the first 
Aegean sword type — Karo’ s type A — with finds from 
Malia, the cave of Arkalochori, and Knossos.22 Such 
examples have a long blade with a midrib, no shoul-
ders, and only a short narrow tang. Most of them have 
rivet holes. They were probably used for stabbing. There 
is not sufficient evidence of the typical forms of type B 
swords found on Crete so far ( though a possible close 
example comes from Ayia Triada ).23 Type B swords are 
very common in the Peloponnese. The blade resembles 
those of type A, but the tang is longer and flatter and 
can already be termed almost a sort of a hilt. The guard 
has shoulders, usually flanged. Later sword types dat-
ing to Late Helladic ( LH ) II and onward appear all over 
Crete as well, whereas Sandars’  types C and D ( horned 
and cruciform swords ) are more numerous than the next  
generation of swords ( types E, F, G of mostly LH IIIB 
date ), which are, in turn, more common in Mainland 
Greece.24 Swords of type C inherit the shape of type B, 
but they have a long tang and shoulders. The flanges 
run along the whole hilt, including tang and shoul-
ders. A new feature are horns on the hilt guard. Type D  
swords have a different hilt design. The most signifi-
cant feature is the cross-shaped shoulders on the hilt for 
swordsman’ s hand protection. Also, specimens of this 
type are much shorter than the earlier sword forms. 
Types E and F are usually just of dagger size. Their blade  
is wider and flatter, mostly without a midrib. Their 
flanged hilt with rivets commonly ends with a T-shaped 

8	 Roháček 2018.
9	 Roháček 2015.
10	 Hakulin 2004, 3, 8.
11	 Sandars 1961; 1963.
12	 Karo 1930.
13	 Killian-Dirlmeier 1993.
14	 Höckmann 1980.
15	 Avila 1983.
16	 Sandars 1955.

17	 Branigan 1974.
18	 Erkanal 1977.
19	 Buchholz 1963.
20	 Avila 1983.
21	 Weber 1996.
22	 Sandars 1961.
23	 Sandars 1961, 27, pl. 18, 1; Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993.
24	 Sandars 1963.
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pommel extension, like some of the type D swords. 
Type G is similar to type C. It has horns and blade of the  
same design, but also has a T-shaped pommel at the end 
of the tang. Finally, the sword type Naue II is known 
on Crete through several specimens of its subvariant 
C.25 This subvariant is also very common in Greece, 
Central Europe, and northern Italy.26 Naue II did not 
have an Aegean origin, and it is the only sword type that 
continued in the Iron Age. The hilt with short shoulders 
is fully developed. The blade is suited for both stabbing 
and cutting. From the base to the tip, the blade is usu-
ally narrower in the first third, and closer to the tip there 
is a widening. Type C of the Naue II swords is distin-
guished by a cross-like shape of the tang extension 
at the end of the hilt.

The spearheads represented among the Cretan finds 
do not have good parallels in Mainland Greece. There 
are not many certain examples of Avila’ s first three types 
on Crete. It is only his type IV that is more widely rep-
resented on this island, often in a typologically modified 
form when compared to those from Mainland Greece.  
Type IV has a long, narrow leaf-shaped blade with mid-
rib, sometimes with a sort of a shoulder at its base, and  
a socket. Such examples come from Ayios Ioannis.27 
However, in the case of Crete, a type of long thin 
spearhead with a flat midrib and a short socket ( in the  
original called by Avila “ Mittel- und Spätminoische 
Tüllenlanzenspitzen ” ) is typical, with examples coming 
from Knossos and Isopata. 

Avila also created a classification of Aegean arrow-
heads and divided them into two major classes with fur-
ther subvariants. However, Crete does not possess many 
arrowheads: the known examples ( mostly from around 
Knossos ) belong to a subvariant of both of Avila’ s 
classes ( 1c and 1e; and 2a and 2d ) with a similar design 
to examples from Mainland Greece but with territorial 
differences.28 A detailed description of the subvariants 
of both classes is not needed here. In general, the first 
class has a triangular shape and no tang, and sometimes 
the head has holes in it. The second class also has a tri-
angular shape, but the body of the arrowhead is nar-
rower than the previous class, and the blade is tanged 
and barbed. 

Knives have been found relatively frequently in cen- 
tral and eastern Crete; especially examples belonging to  
Sandars’  Class I. This class is spread widely across the  
whole of the Aegean region and beyond. It is the most 

common shape, with a single-edged blade with holes 
for rivets on its short tang. Other chronologically later 
knife types are represented by one specimen only.29 
Various variants of double-edged ( a dagger-like blade 
usually with a short tang and rivets ) and one-edged 
razors ( a sickle-like curved blade with longer tang and 
rivets /or fully cast rivetless hilt ) are also quite numerous 
on Crete, and are typologically similar to those from 
Mainland Greece.30 

Flat axes of single- and double-edged varieties 
appear on Crete since Early Minoan ( EM ) I. Those axes 
are very common in the whole of the Aegean.31 Cretan 
specimens from the beginning of the 2nd millennium 
BC, for example a double-edged axe, come from the site 
of  Chamaezi.32 

Finally, metal pins are not common finds, though 
there are a few examples from Knossos, Malia, and 
Kamilari. Their appearance differs from pins from the  
North-Eastern Aegean and Anatolia. While most of  
the pins from Crete have a simple half-bent tip not 
connected to the body, the North-Eastern Aegean and 
Anatolian specimens occur in a variety of types with 
heads of various shapes ( most common forms are knob-
headed pins and loop-headed pins ).33

The evidence from the Lower Interface 

Altogether 28 swords have been identified by the au- 
thor in the Lower Interface region,34 especially in the  
Dodecanese. Interestingly, currently there is no evi- 
dence of any swords of Karo’ s Cretan type A in the  
whole area of the Interface, even though their distri-
bution includes Mainland Greece, the Cyclades, and 
even the Ionian islands. By contrast, swords of Sandars’  
type B, which according to her originated in Mainland 
Greece and more precisely in the Argolid, are known 
in the area of the Lower Interface, and their vari-
ants exist alsoin inland Anatolia. The Dodecanese and 
Anatolian specimens are typologically not too dissimi-
lar from the swords in Mainland Greece, but there are 
some divergences that point to a localised tradition 
of their manufacture. While their appearance is similar 
to type B swords, they also have some features of later 
type C swords.35 In this work, however, the focus will 
be on some other swords from the Lower Interface that 
show strong affinities to Crete.

25	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pls. 34–36.
26	 Jung, Mehofer 2008, 114.
27	 Avila 1983, pls. 8–9.
28	 Avila 1983, pl. 60, figs. a–b, pl. 61, fig. b, pl. 62.
29	 Sandars 1955. Also, see here a definition of other knife classes.
30	 Weber 1996.

31	 Branigan 1974, 164.
32	 Evans 1921, 194, fig. 141.
33	 Boehmer 1972; Branigan 1974; Müller-Karpe 1974.
34	 Roháček 2015, 26–41.
35	 Roháček 2018, 20.
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One of the ‘ transitional type B / C ’ swords from the  
so-called Old Tomb 4 from Ialysos on Rhodes dated 
to LH IIIA2 ( Fig. 1 ), which has already been discussed 
by the author from the perspective of its affinities 
to Mainland Greek features, will be now considered 
in terms of its Cretan affinities.36 The sword is unusu-
ally long, its shoulders resemble the horns of horned 
swords, and the general shape of the sword is close to  
type C swords, although the form of the guard is also  
reminiscent of those of type B swords from the Shaft 
Graves in Mycenae. Sandars noted the relationship of  
the Ialysos sword to the type B swords, but in her opin-
ion the typological features of type C prevail. Moreover, 
she observed close relationships with Cretan swords. 
She pointed out, for instance, that although the hilt 
is broken, the rivet holes in it can be clearly observed. 
Such a feature is typical of type C swords from Crete, 
which are well exemplified by high quality finds with 
decorated midribs from Knossos and Zapher Papoura.37

Another typical, but fragmented, long type C sword 
from a chamber tomb ( tomb 74 ) from Ialysos dated 
to LH IIIA1 can be compared with parallels from 
Knossos or with a damaged sword from Chersonisos.38 
The Ialysos example has a typical type C shaped hilt, 
a guard, and its rivetless hilt and horns on the guard 
are of the same design as the swords from Knossos  
and Chersonisos. Only the Cretan examples have a dif-
ferently grooved midrib.

Among the swords from Ialysos is a horned sword 
that should belong to the so-called Siana group.39 This 
group is typologically described as a short mid-ribbed 
sword with horned shoulders, and the hilt has an exten-
sion in the form of a tang at its end. It might be a unique 
sword type from the area of the East Aegean and West 
Anatolian Interface called the Siana type by Sandars 
( classified within her type H ) and dated primarily to the  
end of the 14th and the beginning of the 13th century 
BC ( LH IIIA2–LH IIIB ).40 This particular example 
was found in a chamber tomb ( tomb 53 ) at Ialysos on  
Rhodes ( Fig. 2 ) accompanied by pottery and precious 
objects of LH IIIB date. It has interesting horns and 
a midrib that has close affinities with the Cretan sword 
from Zapher Papoura.41 The Ialysos sword has a non- 
metallic hilt covering the projection into the midrib, 

Fig. 1 Type ‘ B / C ’ sword from Ialysos, Rhodes ( after Kilian- 
Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 14, fig. 72 ).

36	 Roháček 2018, 20.
37	 Sandars 1963, 144, pl. 21, fig. 1; Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, 43–44,  

pl. 10, figs. 52, 53.
38	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pls. 12–13, figs. 63, 65.
39	 This group has already been discussed and defined in Roháček 

2018, where this example was not considered as a Siana sword 
( Sandars’ type H ). Benzi considers this sword an example of 
type G ( Benzi 2005, 18 ). On the other hand, Killian-Dirlmeier 
put this example in the same group with the real Siana swords 

( Killian-Dirlmeier 1993, 49 ). The author of this paper, 
however, has now decided to include this example in the Siana 
group swords because of the projection of the hilt into the midrib 
as in the case of the Bodrum sword discussed in this paper.  
The broken hilt of the Ialysos sword complicates its classification, 
as this sword might belong to type H or even a different type.

40	 Sandars 1963, 40–42 ; Benzi 2005, 18.
41	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 17, fig. 93.
42	 Yalcikli 2006, 30, figs. 1, 2.

Fig. 2 Sword of Siana type from Ialysos, Rhodes ( after Kilian- 
Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 18, fig. 100 ).

1 2

but its hilt, the shape, and the way of casting of the  
horns have a similar design as the Zapher Papoura 
example, so both swords are comparable and also a con-
nection can be suggested.

Another similar Lower Interface Siana sword comes  
from Bodrum.42 Although this sword now lacks the  
non-metallic covering of the hilt, it can still be observed 
that it used to have one, and it was modified in the same 
way as in the case of the swords from Zapher Papoura 
and Ialysos. Other features, such as horns and tang 
extension, are of the same or similar shape as other 
Siana swords.

There are three swords belonging to type D, all of  
which come from Ialysos on Rhodes. The first exam-
ple, with a damaged hilt, comes from an unnumbered 
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43	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 25, fig. 139.
44	 Not to be confused with the so-called ‘ Old Tomb 4 ’.
45	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 27, fig. 146.
46	 Maiuri 1926, 98, figs. 15, 19.
47	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 23, fig. 120, pl. 28, figs. 136–137.
48	 Roháček 2018.
49	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, pl. 22, figs. 114–116.
50	 Jung, mehofer 2008, 114.
51	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993; Jung, Mehofer 2008, 114.
52	 Jung 2008, 72.

53	 Benzi 2009, 157.
54	 Roháček 2015, 42–49.
55	 Avila 1983.
56	 Avila 1983, pls. 9–10.
57	 Roháček 2018, 23.
58	 Avila 1983, 29.
59	 Avila 1983, 133, pls. 33–34.
60	 Avila 1983, pls. 32–33; Melas 1985, 152.
61	 Avila 1983, 133.
62	 Höckmann 1980, 56, 61.

chamber tomb.43 The hilt with two rivets is broken, 
as is one shoulder. The midrib is grooved. The second 
sword was found in rich chamber tomb 444 together 
with other metal objects like a knife, spearheads, razors, 
and jewellery.45 The sword’ s shoulders are not damaged, 
and the hilt has a T-shaped pommel cast together with 
the rest of the sword. The first and second swords have 
similarly ribbed midribs and modified hilts. The dam-
aged sword from the unnumbered tomb has, unfortu-
nately, a broken end of the hilt, so the pommel design 
cannot be observed, and we do not know whether it also 
had T-shaped pommel or not. The third sword from 
Ialysos,46 which was found together with the already 
mentioned long sword of ‘ type B / C ’ from the Old 
Tomb 4, represents yet another example of a type D 
sword that shares similar features with the previously  
discussed Ialysos type D examples, including the design 
of the midrib and the hilt, which is ended by a T-shaped 
pommel. All three finds can be compared to Cretan 
swords, for example from Knossos, Ayios Syllas, or  
Chania, which share a similar typological design of the  
shoulders, hilt, and midribbed blade.47 This design  
suggests a strong connection to Cretan workshops.

The same seems to hold true also in the case of the  
other four type D swords. These have simpler general 
design than the previously discussed type D swords,  
and their blades have a single flat midrib. They come 
from Eleona on Kos, Ialysos on Rhodes, and Izmir. 
It was suggested that they might originally have come 
from the Lower Interface region,48 especially when com- 
paring these examples to Cretan swords. It should be  
noted, however, that their design still shows close affil-
iation with the Cretan examples, such as the swords 
from Knossos and Pigi.49

Examples of the last Late Bronze Age sword form, 
the so-called Naue II type ( the predecessor of later iron 
swords ), are known from Langada on Kos and Bodrum. 
Their form is known in Greece as type A, and there are 
a lot of parallels in Central Europe ( type Reutlinger ) 
and Italy ( type Cetona ),50 which is defined by a ‘ fish-
tail ’ at the end of the hilt. This feature is something that 
both Naue II swords from the Lower Interface region 
have in common. As already noted, on Crete only Naue 

II type C swords have so far been discovered.51 An inter-
esting fact about the sword from Langada is that it is now 
considered to be one of the earliest examples of Naue II 
swords in the Eastern Mediterranean. 52 This example 
comes from Tomb 21 and is dated to LH IIIB. 53

Bronze spearheads in the Lower Interface also gen-
erally follow the same typology as those from Crete 
and the Greek mainland, although they appear to show 
strong local peculiarities.54 In terms of typology, this 
paper follows the classification by Avila.55 He recognised 
and differentiated various types and series. All types up 
to number IV appear primarily on the Greek mainland, 
and type IV appears in similar versions also on Crete.  
In the Dodecanese, there are several finds of Avila’ s 
type IV, which are very similar in design to mostly  
mainland parallels, as well as some Cretan ones.56 

 The shape of the blade is long, leaf-shaped, and it has 
a socket. The same can be observed in the case of spear-
heads of Avila’ s type V and VI ( type V has a much big-
ger and wider blade and only a short socket; type VI is  
a smaller and more robust version of type IV ) from the  
Dodecanese. The typological connection with Mainland 
Greece is possibly stronger than with that of Crete.57 
Overall, it can be stated that after further observa-
tions on the general appearance of spearheads from 
the Lower Interface, the Dodecanese spearheads may 
be seen as a locally-made group, which stands apart 
from the Aegean examples. However, there is still a typo- 
logical connection to the Cretan spearheads.58

One of the most frequent types of spearheads that 
appear on Crete is the previously-mentioned type iden-
tified by Avila, which is a long, thin spearhead with a flat 
midrib and a short socket.59 This form of a spearhead 
is also known on Rhodes ( Fig. 3 ), Kos, and Karpathos. 
So far, five examples have been found.60 The earliest find 
of this kind of a spearhead is known from the warrior 
graves in Knossos of LH II or LH IIIA1, and later speci-
mens were dated to LH IIIA–B.61 It should be noted that 
although the connection with Crete is obvious, in terms 
of their decoration and elaboration, the Lower Interface 
examples seem to appear more like a humble and simple 
version of the Cretan spearheads. Its distribution is con-
centrated mostly around Knossos,62 and it seems that
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Fig. 4 Siana knife, from Siana, Rhodes ( after Sandars 1963, 
140, pl. 27, fig. 54 ).

Fig. 5 Razor from Ialysos, Rhodes ( after Weber 1996, pl. 39,  
fig. 336 ).

Fig. 3 Long, thin spearhead with a flat midrib and a short socket 
from Ialysos, Rhodes ( after Avila 1983, pl. 32, fig. 864 ).

3 4

63	 Jung 2009, 75.
64	 Akyurt 1998, fig. 35.
65	 Sandars 1955.
66	 For a list of scholars who commented on this knife, see Roháček 

2018, 21.

67	 Benzi 2009, 160.
68	 Roháček 2018, 21.
69	 Bouzek 1985, 147.
70	 Benzi 2009, 162.
71	 Roháček 2018.

this type spread to the islands as part of Cretan influ- 
ence. Höckmann saw this weapon as a deadly bayonet 
type spearhead, the appearance of which suggested to  
him that specifically this form was a penetrating weapon.

At the end of the Bronze Age, the variability of  
spearhead types increased. In general, their design still 
followed the Aegean patterns, with additional stylistic 
affiliations with the Near East, but influences from the 
Balkans and Central Europe now appeared.63 To sum-
marise, the whole Late Bronze Age development, the 
spearheads from the Lower Interface, particularly those 
from the islands of Kos, Rhodes, and Karpathos ( though 
spearheads from tombs in Müsgebi can also be men-
tioned here ),64  show a close connection to the Aegean, 

while at the same time products in the local tradi-
tion were being created. If we compare spearheads 
of the Lower Interface with the rest of the Aegean, 
the number of the Lower Interface spearhead types 
is limited. The frequency is also smaller when com- 
pared to Mainland Greece. On Crete, however, there  
are not so many forms either, and certain types that 
appear in the Lower Interface and the Greek main- 
land do not appear on Crete.

With regard to knives, the situation is not very  
clear. There is still a lack of comprehensive research 
on Aegean knives. Essentially, there is only one pro- 
per paper on the topic.65 Knives occurred virtu- 
ally in the entire Interface, although Rhodes stands out 
as the region with most finds. In general, the knives 
from the Lower Interface show only a few deviations 
from those found in the other parts of the Aegean. 
Most of them have a simple single-edged blade with 
rivet holes on a short tang. One of the more interest-
ing finds is a flat, one-edged, decorated blade with 
a pommel in the shape of a ring with rivet holes from 
Ialysos.66 The knife, now broken, was found in a tomb, 
which included several burials ranging from LH IIIA 
to IIIC. According to parallels with a similar knife from 
Enkomi on Cyprus, the Rhodian example could date 
to the LH IIIA period.67 Its possible function as ritual 
tool was already discussed by the author in his earlier 
article.68 This knife has a Minoan-like depiction on its 
blade. A knife with a similar decoration was discov-
ered by Mario Benzi in Phaistos on Crete, which was 
described by Jan Bouzek as a mixture of Aegean and 
European influences.69 However, the hilt of Phaistos 
knife is broken. In the case of the knife from Ialysos, 
Benzi believes that the depiction was incised as a sec-
ondary act.70

A really unique phenomenon in Dodecanese and  
the adjacent Anatolian coast is the occurrence of  ‘ a knife 
version ’ of the Interface’ s Siana sword type, which is not 
known on Crete. The first known example comes from 
the site of Siana on Rhodes ( Fig. 4 ), where the first 
sword of this type was found too. This knife ( and other 
examples of Siana knives ) have the same long tang 
at the end of the hilt for the fixation of the pommel  
like the swords,71 but the knife’ s blade is single-edged, 
thin, and slightly curved. The dating of this type ranges  
from the 14th through the 12th centuries BC ( LH IIIA  
to LH IIIC ), and, as in the case of the swords of the same  
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name, this item shows a mix of Aegean and Eastern 
influences.72

In the Interface, the bronze razors appear only in  
the lower part, although there is one published excep-
tion from Panaztepe.73 Double- and single-edged razors 
( mostly found in graves on Rhodes, Kos, and Müsgebi ) 
are very numerous ( more than thirty examples ) and 
comprise of various shapes that find parallels on Crete.74 
From a typological point of view, there are two remark-
able examples of single-edged razors with fully cast 
handle from the islands of Kos ( Fig. 5 ) and Rhodes 
that stand out from the other Aegean material because 
of their interesting slight modification of the haft. 
The design of their handle cannot be paralleled any-
where else, potentially suggesting it to be a local inven-
tion. Most of the more than two dozen known exam-
ples from the Dodecanese date to the 14th century.75  
There is one interesting single-edged razor with a han- 
dle from Langada on Kos found in tomb 37, dated 
to LH IIIC. This razor is decorated with a geometric  
incised decoration on the handle. The decoration is  
considered to have come from Central Europe.76 From 
a typological point of view, the Lower Interface gen-
erally appears to have a similar typology of razors to  
that of Crete. Yet, the number of razor variants found 
on Crete is much larger than in the Lower Interface. 
It should be mentioned that Crete also produces mate-
rial that is typologically similar to Mainland Greece. 
But there are also forms of razors on Crete that do not 
occur in the area of the Lower Interface. These are,  
for example, a double-edged razor type with a handle 
and Weber’ s type IV with additional subvariants, which 
occur mostly on Crete, rarely on the Greek mainland, 
but which are not known from the Dodecanese and 
the surroundings.77 It should be noted that in the case 
of razors, the Lower Interface shares the same influ-
ences as Crete. From a utilitarian point of view, a razor 
is a tool connected with personal appearance, hygiene, 
and shaving,78 and its presence can be connected with 
tweezers and mirrors, which also occur in the Lower 
Interface. For example, Langada’ s tomb 11 on Kos  
contains a razor and a tweezer together.79 Also, finds 
of bronze mirrors are known from Rhodes.80

Arrowheads are among frequent finds not only from 
graves but also from settlements. This paper utilises 
Avila’ s classification, which divides arrowheads into two  

classes: without a tang ( the earlier type ) and with a tang 
( the later type ). In general, the Lower Interface finds 
are close to the Cretan finds, especially the examples of  
Avila’ s Class 2f ( regularly leaf-shaped blade narrowed 
at both ends with a thin tang ), which is known from 
a few finds from Ayios Ioannis.81 In contrast to Crete, 
Avila’ s first class of non-tanged arrowheads is com-
pletely missing in the whole region of the Interface. 
Altogether, a mix of arrowheads that come from this 
area can also be found on Crete, the Greek mainland, 
and Anatolia. 

Some remaining classes of metal artefacts will 
be noted only briefly. In the case of axes, there are two 
Anatolian types ( according to the classification made by  
Erkanal,82 in general description, the axes have a blade  
with protrusions in the middle ) and the Aegean one- and  
double-edged axe types ( simple one-edged blade or 
with edges on both ends ). In terms of small metal finds, 
it is interesting that there are not many known finds 
of metal pins in the Lower part of the Interface. There are 
finds from the Upper part of the Interface, and, in gen-
eral, metal pins were very common in Anatolia and 
in the North-Eastern Aegean during the Early Bronze 
Age ( EBA ) and the 2nd millennium BC.83 In the South 
and West Aegean, pins were not a regular item like 
in Anatolia. We know of precious pins from the Shaft 
Graves period on the Mainland.84 Branigan reports pins 
from Crete but not in substantial numbers, with many 
from the EBA.85 This might suggest that the manner of  
clothing in the Dodecanese and the surrounding areas 
was probably not the same as in Anatolia.

Discussion

The bronze artefacts from the Lower part of the East 
Aegean-West Anatolian Interface show features that set  
them apart from the surrounding regions, even though 
the Aegean influences are very strong there. While the  
‘ most Minoan ’ sword type ( Sandars’  type A ) is absent 
in the Lower Interface region, all the later types are rep- 
resented and are similar to the Cretan swords in most 
cases. They accept Cretan features but do not avoid the  
impact of Mainland Greece either. Type B swords, typ- 
ical for the Greek mainland, have not been found on  
Crete, but uncanonical versions are present in the Lower 
Interface. Interestingly, they sometimes do show Cretan 

72	 Ersoy 1988, 67–68.
73	 Ersoy 1988, 58, figs. 3, 4. 
74	 Weber 1996; Akyurt 1998, fig. 36.
75	 Weber 1996, 148–150, pl. 39.
76	 Ersoy 1988, 68–69.
77	 Weber 1996, pl. 60, A.
78	 Weber 1996, 20.
79	 Morricone 1967, 112, fig. 93.

80	 Benzi 1992, pl. 180, figs. g, h.
81	 Avila 1983, pl. 28.
82	 Erkanal 1977. 
83	 Lamb 1936; Branigan 1974; Müller-Karpe 1974; Bernabò 

Brea 1976.
84	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1984, pls. 3–4, figs. 86–102, 104–110.
85	 Branigan 1974.
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impact, as the example of a very long type C sword 
from Ialysos, which mixes an Argive type B design with 
a Cretan type C hilt, suggests. There are examples of  
type C and type D swords, which have definite connec-
tion with Crete, but some of them can still be consid-
ered local products. 

Really unique to this area are only the Siana type 
swords, as well as the knives of this group. Neither Cretan  
nor Mainland Greek craftsmen knew or embraced this 
type. The connections and inspiration for the creation 
of Siana swords could rather be linked to the so-called  
Ugarit type sword,86 which is known from the Levant  
and has the same pommel extension on its hilt as the  
Siana swords. The Ugarit swords are unknown on Crete 
and Mainland Greece, but four specimens come from 
the West Anatolian coast and the island of Samos.87  
Two Naue II swords from the Lower Interface are also 
of a different form than those from Crete. The ring- 
pommel knife from Ialysos might be, based on its dec-
oration and the associated pottery, considered a Cretan 
import, but it might have also been a local product that 
incorporated multiple influences, not only those from 
Crete. 

The spearheads seem to follow Cretan examples or 
simply reflect Cretan influences. The long thin Cretan 
spearhead with a flat midrib and a short socket is quite 
common in the Dodecanese. By looking at their design, 
just two specimens of razors from the Lower Interface 
can be distinguished from those of Crete. In terms 
of quantity, the number of variants of razors found 
on Crete is much larger than in the Lower Interface. 
Moreover, there are some Cretan types that have not 
been found in the Dodecanese, such as the razor type 
with a handle. The arrowheads in the Lower Interface 
seem to be more or less the same as on Crete. Anatolian 
axe types are not common on Crete. By contrast, finds 

of Anatolian and typical Aegean axe types are known 
from the Lower Interface. And finally, there are not 
many finds of pins so far in the Lower Interface. 

There are typological differences between the Lower  
and Upper Interface which were not discussed here. 
In general, however, it can be briefly stated that the  
Upper part seems to be following Anatolian precedents 
more. The Upper Interface has fewer bronze finds  
than the Lower one. In many cases, it seems that the  
Dodecanese might have been the main source of bronze 
finds as interesting patterns emerged here, changing 
through time and space. When comparing the Lower 
Interface and Crete in terms of metal finds, we can select 
some examples from the Dodecanese and the adjacent 
Anatolian coast that stand out in their design and sup-
port the theory that the Lower Interface can be con-
sidered as a separate sphere with its own dynamics.  
This observation is not based on pottery only but also 
settlements and funeral activities, as well as the analy- 
sis of metal finds. We can point out the differences 
between this area and the rest of the Aegean world, 
although the Interface stills remains an integral part 
of the larger Aegean sphere.

To sum up, after LH II, the whole Aegean seems 
to have followed the Mycenaean influence. The Lower 
Interface had contacts mainly with the Greek mainland,  
but the influence of Crete remains present as well, not 
to forget the impact from the East either. Nevertheless, 
just observing and typologically evaluating metal 
products is not enough to understand completely 
the problem of metal production. In the future, this 
study will focus on the context of finds to better under-
stand the wider dynamics of the entire area. Moreover, 
research on technological procedures should also 
be included in order to identify the possible origin 
of the bronze items.

86	 Jung, Mehofer 2008, 118. 87	 Roháček 2018, 21.
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CRISIS AT THE CULT CENTRE 
EVIDENCE FROM THE MEGARON BASEMENTS1

Abstract: This paper uses Driessen’ s concept of ‘crisis architecture’ to explore a particular case study 
that demonstrates the response of the community at Mycenae to a probable earthquake that took place 
during the Late Bronze Age Palatial period. The Megaron was one of five complexes on the south- 
western slope of the acropolis collectively known as the ‘ Cult Centre ’. Recent restudy of this building 
has revealed the repairs and adaptations carried out within the Megaron complex’ s basement level in 
the immediate aftermath of the destruction event. Despite these actions, and the lack of evidence for 
substantial damage to the structure of the building, the Megaron complex apparently fell out of regular 
usage before its eventual destruction at the end of the Palatial period. This paper questions whether 
it is reasonable to interpret the actions undertaken in this building as an example of ‘ crisis architec-
ture ’, and suggests that the treatment of the Megaron complex shows there was a significant realignment 
of socio-cultural priorities after this mid LH IIIB earthquake, which appears to have affected the role  
of the entire Cult Centre in the community at Mycenae.

Keywords: Architecture; Crisis; Cult; Earthquake; Mycenae; Late Bronze Age.

The term ‘ crisis architecture ’ was introduced into the 
field of Aegean studies by Driessen. In this seminal 
paper, Driessen attempted to systematise the study of 
possible architectural indicators of crisis by focusing on 
specific and sudden short-term architectural modifica-
tions made in response to changes to socio-cultural con-
ditions. 2 Despite recent general interest in the concepts 
of crisis and collapse in Aegean and East Mediterranean 
studies, 3 this interesting and potentially powerful con-
cept has, however, not received the full attention that  
it deserves. This paper explores whether the framework 
of ‘ crisis architecture ’ can help explain the evidence  
of destruction and reconstruction at the Megaron com-
plex in the Cult Centre at Mycenae.

Crisis architecture

The underlying rationale for developing the concept of  
‘ crisis architecture ’ was to use architectural remains to 
identify short-term economic, social, or political stresses  
in a past society. 4 To be classed as ‘ crisis architecture ’,  
the archaeological record must ideally meet three criteria:  
1 ) a decrease in energy input for production and main-
tenance; 2 ) a change away from the original function;  
3 ) a change in the original plan. 5

Driessen envisaged that the majority of ‘ crisis archi-
tecture ’ would be visible in minor adaptations to exist-
ing buildings rather than new constructions, with the 
exception of so-called ‘ warchitecture ’ ( structures such 

1	 I would like to thank the organisers for kindly inviting me to pre- 
sent at their conference and contribute to this volume. The research 
underlying this paper stemmed from the analysis carried out 
in order to produce the final publication of the excavation of the 
Megaron complex and its ancillary rooms as part of the Well Built 
Mycenae series. I would like to thank Dr Elizabeth French for 
her unstinting support during this period and for her comments 
on an earlier draft of this paper. Thanks are also due to Dr Yannis 
Galanakis for his insightful comments and suggestions. All remain- 
ing errors and omissions should be attributed to the author. 

The funding for this research came from the Mycenae Publication 
Fund, a special donation made to the British School at Athens in 
memory of Prof. A. J. B. Wace by Linda Witherill. The research was 
partially carried out at the University of Cincinnati, under their 
Margo Tytus Summer Residency Program.

2	 Driessen 1995, 65.
3	 Bachhuber, Gareth Roberts 2009; Middleton 2010;  

van der Wilt, Martínez Jiménez 2013; Cline 2014.
4	 Driessen 1995, 65.
5	 Driessen 1995, 67.



112 STEPHANIE AULSEBROOK

as fortifications and refugee camps ), and the occasions 
where settlement remains from more than a single 
period have been preserved for comparison. 6 Driessen 
also sought to distinguish between an immediate 
response and gradual change 7 as, for example, occurs 
in disaster relief efforts, which are understood to have 
an emergency phase, involving the immediate effects 
and recovery, and a rehabilitation phase, when the 
intention is to restore a community back to its previous  
level of existence. 8

The Cult Centre

The area of Mycenae known as the Cult Centre lies  
in the south-west part of the citadel. It consisted of five 
complexes: the Temple, the Room with the Fresco  
Complex, Tsountas House, Tsountas House Shrine, and 
the Megaron ( Fig. 1 ). The Megaron is perhaps the least 
well known of these five. All of these structures show 
some links to ritual practice, although the exact char-
acteristics of this ritual expression differ between each 
complex. 9 The profusion of shrines and altars concen-
trated into this part of the acropolis led Mylonas to 
describe it as a “ cult centre ”, 10 although this does not 
necessarily mean that every part of this area was dedi-
cated to a religious function.

The Cult Centre was hit by two destruction epi-
sodes. The first of these occurred in mid LH IIIB and 
was probably caused by an earthquake. 11 The acrop-
olis of Mycenae lies directly above a network of fault 
lines, and there are faults present close to the Lion Gate  
and underneath the north-east section of the Cyclopean 
fortification wall; the surrounding geomorphology  
indicates that the latter was last active during the 
Mycenaean period. 12 The earthquake caused damage  
that was widespread but variable in its effects. Two  
skeletons were found covered by fallen stones, one in 
Panagia House I and the other in the Plakes House,  
from the same earthquake horizon. 13 The group of build- 
ings known as the ‘ Ivory Houses ’ was destroyed by fire 
at a similar point in time and never rebuilt. 14 Damage 
was caused to the South House Annex, and, within the  
Cult Centre itself, a programme of alterations took place 
in response to this event. 15 The latter are discussed  
in more detail below.

The second and final disaster was much more 
destructive. Its cause remains unknown, although it is  
clear this event involved a significant conflagration. 16 
The entire Cult Centre was effectively levelled, and 
many of its structures were buried beneath a thick layer 
of debris.17 A few walls were well enough preserved to 
remain visible above this destruction stratum and were 
later reused during the partial reoccupation of this area 
in LH IIIC as walls again or as wall foundations. 18 

As mentioned above, the study of the architec-
tural remains of the Cult Centre has demonstrated that 
repairs and adaptations were carried out during the peri- 
od between the two destruction episodes. This period  
of time, the second half of LH IIIB, forms the focus of 
this paper.

The Megaron complex

The following description of the architecture of the 
Megaron complex and its associated finds is taken from 
the forthcoming publication of the Megaron and its ancil-
lary rooms, and further details which support the inter-
pretations presented in this paper can be found in that  
volume. 19 The Megaron complex was excavated from

6	 Driessen 1995, 67.
7	 Driessen 1995, 68.
8	 Driessen 2002, 255.
9	 French 1981.
10	 Mylonas 1973, 222; Wardle 2015, 577.
11	 French 1996, 51; Wardle 2015, 590–591.
12	 Maroukian et al. 1996, 191–192; Nur 1998, 145.

13	 French 1996, 51.
14	 Tournavitou 1995, 298.
15	 Wardle 2015, 589–591.
16	 French 2002, 135.
17	 French 2002, 135.
18	 French 2011, 1; Aulsebrook forthcoming.
19	 Aulsebrook forthcoming.

Fig. 1 Simplified plan showing the five main areas of the Cult 
Centre at Mycenae. Drawing by the author, based upon the 1981 
plan of the Citadel House Excavations.
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Fig. 2 Simplified composite section through the Cult Centre from east to west. It clearly illustrates  
the significant difference in height between the terraces upon which the Cult Centre was constructed. 
Drawing by the author, based upon Taylour 1981, 115, Section 1.

Fig. 3 Internal layout of the Megaron building at the Cult Centre. Drawing by the author.



114 STEPHANIE AULSEBROOK

1959–1962 and again in 1968. 20 The recent restudy of 
this building has revealed previously unknown details 
of its lifecycle, particularly for its basement level.

The Megaron complex was positioned on the top 
terrace of the Cult Centre area and was constructed  
during LH IIIB1 ( Fig. 2 ). 21 When excavated, it was 
found to have been very poorly preserved; a signifi-
cant quantity of the deposits covering its architectural 
remains consisted of rubble and debris washed down 
from higher up the slope of the citadel rather than the 
remains of the Megaron complex itself. The upper sto-
reys of the Megaron had instead toppled westwards  
during the final destruction of the Cult Centre and bur-
ied the adjacent Temple on the terrace below. The gen-
eral lack of in situ finds has made it difficult to ascribe 
specific functions to each room. This problem, from the 
point of view of archaeological interpretation, is in fact 
quite typical of this destruction level at Mycenae.

Elements of the principal ground floor room of the  
Megaron, Room 2, had survived. This room, approached 
from a vestibule to the south, had a white plaster floor 
with a central rectangular plastered hearth. This hearth 
was covered by a thin layer of carbon and ash upon 
which several burnt stone slabs had been laid horizon-
tally. A small collection of bones and shells to its east 
may have been associated with its use. Part of the ves-
tibule of Room 2 was also intact, but any other rooms 
on this level did not survive. High-status architectural 
elements, such as the poros blocks re-used in Hellenistic 
buildings in the vicinity of the Megaron and the fresco 
fragments and poros blocks found in rubble above the 
Temple, may have originally belonged to the Megaron 
complex 22 and, if so, emphasise the effort invested in its 
construction. This is in strong contrast to the adjacent 
Temple, which had no fine masonry. 23

The basements of the Megaron complex had a rela- 
tively better level of preservation. There was no base-
ment directly below Room 2 itself, as it was built upon 
a heavy stone fill. Four basement rooms and a corridor 
were preserved to the south; these had partially lain be- 
neath the plaster floor of the vestibule to Room 2 ( Fig. 3 ).

Limited modifications took place prior to the mid 
LH IIIB earthquake. This included the laying of a second 
plaster floor in Room 2 and its vestibule, 24 and the reor-
ganisation of Basement Room IV to install a corridor  
between the Megaron complex and the forecourt of 
Tsountas House to its south. 25

The Megaron complex’ s basements  
and the mid LH IIIB destruction

As is apparent from Fig. 3, the four basement rooms 
were organised into two discrete sections. To the north 
were Basement Rooms I and II; the former acted as the 
gateway to the latter and may have communicated with 
the roof level of the Temple immediately to the west 
and / or with the vestibule to Room 2 via a ladder. To the 
south were Basement Rooms III and IV, which were 
joined together by a corridor. This corridor probably 
linked these two basement rooms to the Middle Ramp 
of the entry system into the Cult Centre via a stair of five 
poros steps directly to its east and also provided access 
westwards, further into the Cult Centre, to the terrace 
upon which the Temple was built again at the level of the 
roof. No evidence regarding the impact of the mid IIIB 
event and the response to it was preserved in Basement 
Room IV. 26 The excavation strategy employed during 
the clearance of debris from Basement Room I has also 
prevented the recovery of evidence that would have ena-
bled the reconstruction of the impact of the mid LH IIIB 
earthquake and the response to it within this room. 27 
However, it seems likely that Basement Room I contin-
ued to act as the point of entry into Basement Room II 
even after the mid LH IIIB earthquake took place.

We start, therefore, in the basement corridor directly  
north of Basement Room IV. It was 3.85 m long and 
1.35 m wide, with a good-quality white plaster floor that 
was shared with both of its adjoining basement rooms 
( Fig. 4 ). However, neither its southern nor northern 
walls were plastered. A pithos stood in the corridor along  
its northern edge just to the west of, and opposite to, 
the entrance to Basement Room IV. The only damage 

20	 Taylour 1981, 24, 27, 29, 32–33, 46.
21	 It is possible that its construction may have begun at the end of 

LH IIIA2.
22	 French 1981, 44; Moore 1989, 37.
23	 Moore, Taylour 1999, 82.
24	 Contra Taylour 1981, 13; the re-laying of the floor was previously 

believed to have taken place after the mid LH IIIB earthquake.
25	 Shelton forthcoming.
26	 Part of Basement Room IV was briefly excavated by Tsountas in 

1886 to find wall lines as part of the excavation of Tsountas House. 
This area was then subsequently used as a dump for material 

generated from his continued excavation in the vicinity. Although 
he left some of the destruction deposit intact, the presence of this 
dump damaged the surrounding archaeology. Unfortunately, 
as this area lay beyond the confines of Tsountas House, very few  
details were published. Therefore, it is no longer possible to recon- 
struct the original sequence of deposition related to the destruction 
events in Basement Room IV.

27	 Although five clearly differentiated strata were identified in the deb- 
ris, the material was removed collectively. This has made it impos- 
sible to date the individual layers and, therefore, separate out evi- 
dence regarding the mid LH IIIB destruction event. 
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sustained within the area of the corridor during the  
earthquake was the partial collapse of the western end  
of the stone wall dividing the corridor from Basement 
Room II; this may have been instigated by or worsened 
by the toppling of the corridor’ s pithos northwards  
and through the breach in the wall. 

Before the earthquake, the irregularly-shaped 
Basement Room II, which was roughly 3.05 m by 2.82 m  
in size, contained a large cooking pot located in its south- 
west corner, and there were signs of fire damage caused 
by repeated heat events on the floor in the centre of the 
room, indicating a hearth-like feature. A drain ran along 
the bedrock that formed the eastern boundary of the 
room. This meagre evidence points towards some form 
of cooking activity, which may have been related to food 
preparation or industrial practices. As discussed above, 
the toppling of the pithos in the corridor caused or exac-
erbated the partial collapse of the wall that divided 
Basement Room II from the corridor. It also dam-
aged the upper courses of the mudbrick western wall 
of Basement Room II, the wall which divided it from 
Basement Room III. There was no evidence for any 
other damage caused by the mid LH IIIB earthquake in 
Basement Room II.

Basement Room III was approximately 1.93 m by 
1.24 m and had a white plaster floor that ran directly into 
the adjoining corridor. Along its northern and eastern  
walls was a low platform. It may have served as a recep-
tion room on a route between the approach ramps to the 
Cult Centre and the Temple. It appears that Basement 
Room III was the worst affected of the Megaron com-
plex’ s basement rooms. As well as the damage sustained 
to its eastern wall, which divided it from Basement 
Room II, the ceiling of Basement Room III collapsed 
allowing a limited quantity of debris to enter from above 
and spill into the adjoining corridor. Basement Room 
III also suffered intensive fire damage as indicated by 
the extensive remains of carbonised beams and other 
wood lying directly upon its floor. It is probable that the 
ceiling collapse was caused by a combination of damage 
to one of its supporting walls and the effect of the fire.

The response to the mid LH IIIB earthquake 
in the Megaron complex’ s basements

The mid LH IIIB earthquake had damaged the structure 
of the Megaron complex’ s basements and left a signif-
icant quantity of debris. Action was carried out in the 
immediate aftermath to remedy these two problems.

The two damaged walls were repaired. The stone 
wall that divided Basement Room II from the base-
ment corridor was most badly damaged at its west-
ernmost extent and this section had to be completely 
rebuilt from the base upwards. The debris in the vicin-
ity was not cleared before this took place, meaning that 
this reconstructed section stood upon a layer of burnt 
material. Two thin strips of wood were inserted into the 
wall, and the stones used to rebuild it included a small 
column drum. Repairs to the mudbrick wall dividing 
Basement Rooms II and III were carried out using the 
pisé technique; mud and / or clay was pressed or poured 
like concrete into a wooden frame, which was later 
removed when the material had dried. 28 This technique 
enabled repairs to be carried out to partially standing 
walls. 29 It was a much quicker method than rebuild-
ing using mudbrick. 30 Therefore, the effort expended 
on effecting the repairs for both of these walls did not 
match that expended during the original construction 
of the Megaron complex.

A significant quantity of debris was left inside 
Basement Room III. To prevent further debris entering  
the corridor, a blocking wall was constructed across 
the open entrance between the corridor and Basement 

28	 Mylonas-Shear 1968, 433; French 1996, 54.
29	 French 1996, 54.

30	 French 2009, 108.

Fig. 4 Photograph from the 1962 excavation season showing  
the basement corridor with Basement Room IV in near 
foreground and Basement Rooms II ( right ) and III ( left ) 
beyond the corridor. Reproduction courtesy of the Mycenae 
Excavations Archive.
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Room III. This wall was very poorly constructed. It con-
sisted of a drystone wall that was left unplastered, and 
it did not follow the alignment of the existing walls. 
No effort was made to clear away the debris that lay 
beneath the intended position of this wall, or even to 
level it, prior to its construction. Therefore, the lowest 
course of this blocking wall was uneven. The wall pro-
truded out into the corridor, which would have impeded 
passage through this access route between the entrance 
to the Cult Centre and the Temple. This blocking wall 
remained in place until the second destruction event 
overtook the Cult Centre at the end of LH IIIB2. There 
was no evidence to suggest that the ceiling of Basement 
Room III, which formed the floor of the vestibule into 
Room 2, was ever repaired.

Within the corridor itself, the base of the pithos and 
a small quantity of debris surrounding it, which proba-
bly originated from the collapse of the wall immediately 
to its north, was also left in place. This, again, would 
have impeded passage through the corridor, potentially 
closing off or downgrading an important route into the 
Cult Centre.

Although the damaged walls of Basement Room II  
were repaired, the room ceased to be used for its origi-
nal function after the mid LH IIIB earthquake. Instead, 
it was repurposed as a debris dump. This dump only 
included a limited quantity of rubble and mainly 
consisted of artefacts, some of which appeared to be 
rejected material from workshops. This included pieces 
of unworked, partially worked, and finished pieces of  
ivory, fragments from lead vessels, a group of kylix 
bases, several boar tusks, fragments of painted plaster, 
and a significant quantity of broken pottery. A tempo-
rary plesia clay floor was laid, into which many of the 
scattered objects became embedded ( Fig. 5 ). It is pos-
sible that this floor may have been necessary to allow 
access to the damaged wall if those repairs were not 
undertaken immediately. Another possibility is that  
the floor represented a preparatory step for the even-
tual refurbishment of Basement Room II. However, 
there is no indication that Basement Room II was used  
for any other purpose after the installation of the tem-
porary plesia floor, nor were any further modifica- 
tions to this room carried out before it was destroyed  
at the end of LH IIIB2.

An example of crisis architecture?

The purpose of defining ‘ crisis architecture ’ as a special 
case was to highlight the architectural changes that take 

place under some form of emergency. Basic structural 
stabilisation and the abandonment of rooms are not 
enough, in Driessen’ s opinion, to warrant the label of 
‘ crisis architecture ’ as both are responses that could  
also be carried out as part of the normal processes  
of life. For the term ‘ crisis architecture ’ to be justified, 
they must be understood as short-term responses whilst 
the society was under some form of internal or external 
pressure. Therefore, at first glance, the changes to the 
Megaron complex discussed above could be understood 
as part of the usual reaction to an earthquake in the 
Mycenaean period. However, when examined within 
its wider context, I consider that using the framework 
of ‘ crisis architecture ’ in this situation may be justi-
fied. First, however, it is necessary to check how closely 
the evidence from the Megaron complex’ s basements 
matches the three criteria established by Driessen. 31

1 ) A decrease in energy expenditure.
It is clear that the repairs carried out to the two par-
tially collapsed walls required less energy expenditure 
than the original construction. The mudbrick wall was 
repaired using the quicker pisé technique, rather than 
rebuilding it with mudbrick. The stone wall was recon-
structed without removing the layer of debris that had 
accumulated, thin strips of wood were inserted into its 
fabric, and there was at least one certain example of the 

31	 Driessen 1995, 67.

Fig. 5 Photograph from the 1962 excavation season showing 
objects embedded in the plesia floor laid in Basement Room II 
after the mid LH IIIB earthquake. Reproduction courtesy of the 
Mycenae Excavations Archive.
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use of spolia. Although Driessen is correct to argue that 
the use of spolia is not enough to indicate the presence 
of ‘ crisis architecture ’, 32 its incorporation into a wall 
that was rebuilt to a lower standard of quality than that 
of its original construction does support the hypothe-
sis that, in this case, the use of spolia was intended to 
lower the energy expenditure for the repair of this wall. 
The construction quality of the blocking wall across the 
entrance of Basement Room III also supports the same 
conclusion. This decrease in energy expenditure may 
have been a direct consequence of the need to secure 
the stability of the building quickly after the earthquake 
took place. Therefore, either these initial repairs and 
the debris in the basement corridor were then left in 
place for several decades over the course of LH IIIB2, 
or the process of repairing the Megaron complex’ s  
basements was interrupted by the second destruction 
event. The latter scenario would mean that this pro-
cess of repair was painfully slow, suggesting limited 
resources were provided for the work, or that this area 
of the building remained in a state of severe disrepair 
until close to the end of LH IIIB2.

2 ) Change of original function.
This is most evident in Basement Room II, where previ-
ous activities related to the cooking pot and hearth area 
were stopped and the room was repurposed as a dump 
to house debris from elsewhere. It is also possible, 
given the apparent lack of interest paid to keeping the 
basement corridor clear of obstacles, that the corridor 
changed its original function as well. If access through 
the corridor was maintained, it seems that its status 
may have been downgraded, and this may have affected 
when the corridor was used and by whom.

3 ) Change of original plan.
There was one major alteration to the plan of the Megaron 
complex’ s basements during this response phase, which 
was enacted by raising the blocking wall across the 
entrance into Basement Room III. The fact that this wall  
and untouched debris would have impeded passage 
through the basement corridor may also indicate a con-
ceptual change from the original plan of the building 
that was not physically materialised in the architecture.

Therefore, the evidence from the Megaron com-
plex’ s basements does incorporate all three elements that  
would be expected of ‘ crisis architecture ’. However, it is 
their effect on the functioning of the Megaron complex 
as a whole that I believe is fundamental to distinguish-
ing these changes from a typical earthquake response.

To study this, we must turn to Room 2, the principal 
ground floor room of the Megaron. Although Room 2 
had been buried beneath a thick layer of destruction 
debris, there was no evidence that any of this mate-
rial was the result of the mid LH IIIB event; instead,  
it originated with the second and final destruction  
at the end of LH IIIB2. Furthermore, study of Room 2 
did not reveal any damage that could be associated with 
the mid LH IIIB earthquake. Given that this room was 
constructed upon a strong stone foundation fill, had 
well-built walls, and that the damage in the basement 
area was probably caused or exacerbated by the very 
specific circumstance of the toppling of a pithos, it seems 
plausible that Room 2 survived unscathed or with only 
minor damage.

Despite this, there was no in situ deposit that could 
be related to the use of Room 2 after the mid LH IIIB 
earthquake took place. The room was almost completely 
devoid of objects, with two very small clusters found 
beneath the destruction debris. The remains associated 
with the hearth most likely pre-dated the mid LH IIIB 
earthquake. A small group of objects found in the north- 
east corner of Room 2, which included a fragment of an 
alabaster vessel, a piece of a fish askos, and fragments 
of obsidian, metal, and painted plaster, probably fell 
from an upper storey. The curation of broken objects 
with ritual significance echoes the finds from the adja-
cent Temple in the sealed-off Room 19 and Room 18 
alcove. 33 This may imply that the upper storeys of the 
Megaron were accessed at least once after the mid  
LH IIIB earthquake, although the objects cannot be con-
sidered as evidence to support the case that the upper  
storeys were in regular use during this period. The gen-
eral absence of artefacts that can be associated with 
these upper storeys may be due to the fact that the major- 
ity of the material fell westwards over the Temple.

Another piece of evidence that supports the hy- 
pothesis that Room 2 went out of regular use after the 
mid LH IIIB earthquake is the treatment of Basement 
Room III. During the earthquake its ceiling collapsed. 
The ceiling of this room formed the floor of the vesti-
bule into Room 2. Large fragments of the plaster from 
this floor are clearly distinguishable in the rubble gen-
erated by the mid LH IIIB earthquake. However, there  
are no such plaster pieces in the debris from the second 
destruction at the end of LH IIIB2. This would indi-
cate that the floor of the vestibule was never repaired,  
at least not with matching white plaster, although 
some form of perishable material may have been used 
to cover the hole.

32	 Driessen 1995, 70. 33	 Moore, Taylour 1999, 22; Wardle 2015, 590.



118 STEPHANIE AULSEBROOK

This evidence would seem to indicate that this sec-
tion of the Megaron was no longer in regular use during 
LH IIIB2. However, there are no clear signs of mothball-
ing as found elsewhere in the Cult Centre. As mentioned 
above, areas of the Temple were sealed off after cultic 
objects had been deposited in them. 34 In addition, the 
main part of the Room with the Fresco Complex was 
mothballed, probably around the same time; the famous 
fresco was whitewashed and fine soil then large stone 
slabs laid over the cult items and dedications. 35

Furthermore, there is no evidence to demonstrate 
that this part of the Megaron was repurposed for a more 
practical function. Such actions have been interpreted 
as a sign of crisis. This type of change is seen in certain 
central court buildings during LM IB, where particular 
high-status rooms were reused as areas for food prepa-
ration or storage. 36 Instead, Room 2 seems to have been 
devoid of any archaeologically visible activity during 
LH IIIB2.

Yet, although the Megaron may have no longer 
been in regular use during LH IIIB2, it was not pulled 
down in preparation for the reuse of the site. Driessen 
argued that razing and rebuilding indicates a wealthier 
community because it is a more costly solution than 
carrying out repairs. 37 Instead, the structure was sta-
bilised. This would imply that there was an intention 
to continue using the Megaron, perhaps after more 
effective repairs had taken place. The blocking wall 
at the entrance to Basement Room III may have been 
a temporary measure to prevent the further spillage of 
debris into the corridor so that repairs could have been 
carried out more efficiently. This means that it cannot 
be assumed that the wall repairs or the erection of the 
blocking wall were intended to be permanent changes 
to the fabric of the Megaron complex.

Thus, we should instead regard the Megaron com-
plex as being destroyed during a period of transition. 
The most basic and immediate structural needs had been  
dealt with, and the basement was temporarily changed 
into a storage zone for debris whilst repairs and alterations 
took place around the rest of the Cult Centre. The inhab- 
itants of Mycenae did intend to bring the Megaron back  
into use, but this project was of a lower priority in com- 
parison to other construction and refurbishment pro-
grams that were taking place around the citadel.

One of these projects was the extension of the 
Cyclopean wall to complete the encirclement of the 
citadel, which would have absorbed much time and 
labour. Particularly if the extension of the wall was 
intended to counteract a perceived threat, then perhaps 
this major building project was not only ranked as the 
highest priority, but it was also considered foolhardy to 
invest resources in the complete refurbishment of the 
Cult Centre until the full defensive wall was in place. 38 
At roughly the same time, systems to ensure the safety  
of the water supply were put in place at Athens, Tiryns, 
and Mycenae which, as French notes, 39 may have been 
due to fashion or necessity. It is also possible that the 
investment in the fortification of the acropolis and asso- 
ciated strategic measures reflected the continuously 
shifting nature of elite identity during the process of 
establishing the core tenets of Mycenaean rulership. 40

Another important project was the monumentali- 
sation of the Processional Way, the route by which the  
Cult Centre could be directly accessed from the Palace. 41  
This was despite the abandonment of much of the Cult 
Centre and may indicate that the area of the Tsountas 
House Shrine formed the main focal point during 
LH IIIB2. 42 Modifications were made to the Palace as well,  
including the construction of the Grand Staircase in its 
final form to provide a second entrance to the Palace 
orientated towards the south-west; 43 this would have 
improved accessibility between the Palace and the Cult 
Centre. Yet, notwithstanding the grandeur of these con-
struction projects, there are other signs of a decline in 
the quality of and energy expenditure invested in archi-
tectural work undertaken during LH IIIB2. The floor 
of the Palace court was re-laid with plaster rather than 
the waterproof materials that were previously used. 44 
The walls of the South House Annex were repaired using  
the pisé technique. 45

Therefore, the changes to the Megaron complex’ s 
basements, although initially following the path of a typ- 
ical response to an earthquake, can be understood as 
effectively becoming ‘ crisis architecture ’ through iner-
tia. A once highly significant building, standing at the 
foot of the newly-monumentalised Processional Way, 
apparently fell into disuse despite action, perhaps taken 
in the immediate aftermath, to stabilise its structure. 
Previous activities were suspended, and the debris was 

34	 Moore, Taylour 1999, 22; Wardle 2015, 590.
35	 French 2002, 92; Wardle 2015, 589.
36	 Driessen 2002, 258.
37	 Driessen 1995, 69.
38	 See Wardle 2015, 588–589, 591–592 for a summary of much 

of the evidence regarding the date of the western extension of 
the Cyclopean Wall, which he believes strongly indicates that this 
section post-dates the mid LH IIIB earthquake.

39	 French 2002, 101.
40	 Maran 2009, 248.
41	 Mylonas 1983, 128–130; Wardle 2015, 592.
42	 Wardle 2015, 592; Shelton forthcoming.
43	 Wace 1964, 90; Iakovidis, French 2003, 15.
44	 French 2009, 108.
45	 Wardle 2015, 589.



119CRISIS AT THE CULT CENTRE. EVIDENCE FROM THE MEGARON BASEMENTS

left to block rooms and access routes. Yet the space was 
not reused, in spite of the history of constant changes 
within the Cult Centre and its vicinity, 46 and the prin-
cipal ground floor room, and also probably its upper 
storeys, remained accessible. Taken together, the evi-
dence signals a significant change in priorities. This is 
especially evident within the Megaron complex because 
it underwent several alterations prior to the mid LH IIIB  
earthquake that sought to maintain its high-status 
appearance.

Of course, such a shift in priorities in this area 
may not necessarily indicate an economic or political 
change; it could imply a religious change of some sort. 
Modifications to ritual practice, such as the increased 
importance of urban community shrines and domes-
tic cults, decreased grandeur of major rural shrines, 
and loss of lustral basins, occurred in the wake of the 
volcanic eruption at Santorini that destroyed the set-
tlement of Akrotiri. 47 Late Bronze Age Mycenae was of 
course no stranger to earthquakes; another apparently 
struck at the end of LH IIIA2, causing damage such as 
the destruction of Petsas House. 48 Yet the extensive 
damage caused to an area of religious importance may 
have fundamentally shaken the beliefs underpinning 
the significance of the Cult Centre and possibly have 
changed attitudes as to its role within the settlement. 
There are a number of indications in support of this 
hypothesis, some of which, such as the abandonment 
of the Room with the Fresco Complex and the special  
deposition of cult artefacts in the Temple, have been 
mentioned above. In addition, the bench behind the 
altar of the Tsountas House Shrine was apparently delib-
erately smashed. 49 The access into Shrine Γ was blocked 
up, and changes were made to an adjacent room, with 
a poros stone feature set up just outside the shrine that 
may have become the new focus of ritual activity. 50 
Moreover, the debris from the earthquake and subse-
quent reconstruction efforts was allowed to accumulate 
in the courtyard outside the Temple to such a degree 
that the altar in this area was eventually smothered. 51 

In general, many of the responses within the Cult 
Centre could be considered to suggest fear or awe. 52 
In addition, these changes may have been instigated 
or encouraged by elements within the upper echelons 
of the social hierarchy at Mycenae, who saw an oppor-
tunity to bring the activities of the Cult Centre more 

firmly into the remit of the palatial sphere. 53 However, 
it is not necessary to view all the changes to the Cult 
Centre in this light. The decision to mothball a spe-
cific part of the Room with the Fresco Complex may  
instead have been influenced by the decreased acces-
sibility of this area after the westwards extension of 
the Cyclopean wall. 54 It is important to note, though, 
that the accessibility of the Megaron was less affected  
by the extension of this circuit wall. Its position within 
the Cult Centre meant that the Megaron was not imme-
diately approachable from the west once the Temple and 
Room with the Fresco Complex had been constructed. 
In fact, it could be argued that the construction of new 
access routes within the citadel and the monumental- 
isation of the Processional Way increased the accessi- 
bility of the Megaron from the east during LH IIIB2, 
which makes the treatment of the Megaron during this 
period seem even more peculiar.

Conclusions

Through using the framework of ‘ crisis architecture ’, 
we can see that the changes wrought to the basements 
of the Megaron complex due to the effects of the earth-
quake were a short-term response to a critical event, 
intended to stabilise the structure and prepare the way 
for renovation or even a programme of full reconstruc-
tion. However, these temporary repairs and adaptations 
became accidentally immortalised in the archaeolog-
ical record as the second destruction event overtook 
Mycenae before any future plans for the Megaron could 
be implemented. It has been suggested that a similar 
chain of events can be observed in the adjacent Temple, 
where a corresponding flurry of activity directly after 
the earthquake that may have been intended to ready 
the building for restoration was apparently followed  
by its use for casual domestic purposes. 55

It is difficult to be certain as to why there was a sig- 
nificant delay in proceeding beyond or putting into 
action this initial response; unfortunately, the available 
evidence does not allow us to pinpoint exactly at which 
point during LH IIIB2 the architectural changes to the 
Megaron complex were carried out. It is reasonable to 
assume that the renovation of various parts of the Cult 
Centre may have been placed on hold if the western 
extension to the Cyclopean wall was being constructed 

46	 French 1981, 43.
47	 Driessen 2002, 258.
48	 Shelton 2015, 27.
49	 French 1981, 47.
50	 Wardle 2015, 591–592; Shelton forthcoming.
51	 Wardle 2015, 593.
52	 French 1996, 54.

53	 See Wardle 2015, 592 n. 126; Wardle suggests several possibilities 
as to why the palatial elites at Mycenae may have been interested  
in bringing this area within the circuit of the Cyclopean wall, not 
all of which are predicated on their desire to more closely control 
the activities of the Cult Centre itself.

54	 French 2002, 92.
55	 Wardle 2015, 593.
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at this time. The Megaron may also have been consid-
ered a lower priority in comparison to other construc-
tion projects underway during LH IIIB2, although this 
would seem to contradict the high status accorded 
to this building when first planned and constructed. 
The delay seems to indicate a shift in the importance 
of the Megaron, which may not have occurred in the 
immediate aftermath of the earthquake but a little later, 
once the temporary repairs and adaptations had been 
made. This could perhaps be linked to a wider change 
in attitude towards the Cult Centre and its place within 
the community. Whether the term ‘ crisis ’ can be con-
sidered an accurate description of this shift is diffi-
cult to say. The treatment of the Megaron in LH IIIB2 

should certainly not be used as an indication that a cri-
sis enveloped the whole of Mycenae during this period. 
However, some form of crisis seems to have taken place 
in terms of the identity of the Megaron with regard to 
the direction of its renovation, which may have encom-
passed its future appearance, future purpose, and even 
perhaps its necessity. It is possible that the same obser-
vation can be applied to the Cult Centre more broadly 
and underlines the important point made by Wardle 
that the Cult Centre at Mycenae must not be inter-
preted as a fully-functioning religious centre during 
LH IIIB2. 56 This ‘ identity crisis ’ was not resolved before 
the second destructive event took place at Mycenae, 
which ultimately rendered the debate redundant. 
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POTTERY AS AN INDICATOR  
OF INTERREGIONAL CONTACTS 

PLACE OF VARDAR AND STRUMA RIVER VALLEYS IN THE CULTURAL 
NETWORK OF CENTRAL MACEDONIA IN THE LATE BRONZE AGE — 

STATE OF RESEARCH AND FURTHER PERSPECTIVES1

Abstract: The Late Bronze Age in Europe was a time of increased population mobility and the incep-
tion of social stratification that laid the foundations of the European civilisation. During this period, 
Central Macedonia, located within northern modern Greece, functioned between two dynamically 
developing and significantly different centres: the Aegean and the Balkans. The primary goal of this 
article is to present the current state and future perspectives of research on the character and inten-
sity of contact between prehistoric communities living in the Axios / Vardar and Struma River Valleys, 
located within modern Greece, Bulgaria, and Macedonia ( FYROM ). Archaeologists have highlighted 
the crucial importance of these watercourses — they probably functioned as the main thoroughfares 
linking past human populations. The goal of this research is achieved through the analysis of archaeo-
logical pottery remains. First, the current ambiguous opinion of specialists about the origins of ceramic 
production in the region is discussed. They note separate traditions apparent in the pottery assemblages, 
specifically the northern character of specific wares and the importance of southern influences in others.  
Moreover, archaeologists point to the unique character of the Central Macedonian pottery craft, as well 
as its syncretic character that incorporates stylistic features from the neighbouring areas. 

Keywords: Late Bronze Age; Aegean; Vardar River Valley; Struma River Valley; Central Macedonia; 
Balkans; Pottery; Interregional contacts.

Introduction

Macedonia is the largest geographical region in modern  
Greece. It is divided into three morphological units: 
Western, Central, and Eastern. The first embraces the  
Hellenides Mountains in the west and numerous pla-
teaus in the east. The second unit comprises an exten-
sive plain forming the mouth of the Axios / Vardar, 
Loudiamos, and Aliakmon rivers. This area is known 
as the largest cultivated land in Greece.2 The last zone,  
Eastern Macedonia, borders Greek Thrace, and it is  
composed of fertile basins ( with one of the largest rivers 
in the northern part of the country — the Struma )sep-
arated by hills. Macedonia itself is somewhat isolated 
due to the geography of the neighbouring mountain 

ranges: the Rhodope and Pangaion Mountains to the  
east and north, the Voras Mountains to the north-west, 
and the Pindos and Olympus Ranges to the south. 
Despite these obstacles, several paths of communica-
tion can be distinguished, and moving along the north- 
south axis was presumably easier due to accessible river  
valleys.3 Such possible prehistoric routes are most pro- 
minently evident in Central Macedonia, where a dis-
tinct connection between the Thessaloniki Plain and  
the adjacent mountain ranges through large river val-
leys such as those of the Axios / Vardar and Struma 
is discernible. Thus, these geographical circumstances 
delimit the study area of this research.

1	 This article is a result of a project funded by the National Science 
Centre of Poland ( 2016 / 21 / N / HS3 / 00900 ). The author received  
a scholarship from the Adam Mickiewicz University Foundation 
for academic year 2018/2019.

2	 Ghilardi et al. 2008, 112.
3	 Stefani 2015a, 121.
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During the Bronze Age ( 3100–1050 BC ),4 Central  
Macedonia functioned between two dynamically devel-
oping and significantly different centres, namely the  
Aegean and the Balkans. In the scope of theory of  
the ‘ Bronze Age world ’, it has been defined as a periph- 
eral ( the Early and Middle Bronze Ages ) or marginal 
zone ( the Late Bronze Age ).5 In the Late Bronze Age 
( 1650–1050 BC ),6 it did not belong to the so-called 
‘ Mycenaean koine ’ — the area heavily influenced by  
the Mycenaean civilisation.7 Presently, due to an increas-
ing number of studies, such concepts require revision. 
Recent archaeological data that certify the existence 
of inter-regional networks of cultural influences must 
be incorporated into cognitive models. Especially excep- 
tional sites, such as Kamenska Čuka, evidence of  
Aegean pottery wares ( Fig. 1 ), characteristic metal 
artefacts, and architectural features ( Fig. 2 ) identified 
in the south-eastern Balkans should also be taken into 
consideration.8 

The highest number of sites in Central Macedonia 
were occupied during the Late Bronze Age.9 New sites 
were placed in less hospitable areas that offered pro- 
tection and control over the surrounding terrain.10 
Nevertheless, old settlements continued to be occu- 
pied in the lowlands, such as in the Langadas Basin 
region.11 Habitation forms included mainly tell settle- 
ments ( toumba ), which were sometimes surrounded 
by stone, mud-brick walls, or clay banks.12 

Archaeological research has revealed reliable infor-
mation about the planning and spatial organisation 
within the tells. In the cases of Assiros and Thessaloniki, 
the settlement plans were replicated over time in more 
or less immutable form. Researchers identified a regular 
network of parallel streets within the tells, which cre-
ated boundaries between large, rectangular blocks con-
sisting of room-spaces.13 

On the tells, researchers have uncovered evidence 
for the ability to possess and store agricultural products 
in amounts greatly exceeding the needs of the com-
munity.14 Similar observations were based on the data 
from Thessaloniki and Assiros, where large concentra-
tions of pithoi and other containers were discovered.15 

Nevertheless, there is no unequivocal evidence for 
the presence of institutionalised political centres that 
managed communal storage rooms and agricultural 
products in Central Macedonia, as is found in contem-
porary southern and central Greek palatial administra-
tive units.16

In the study region, research indicates the existence 
of influences from both the Balkan and Mycenaean 
cultural circles. This raises the question as to whether 
Central Macedonia was a ‘ buffer zone ’ allowing indi- 
vidual Aegean and Balkan elements to penetrate the  
northern area and beyond the Danube.17 An alternative 
hypothesis assumes the more active role of Macedonian 
communities in interregional contacts as ‘ mediators ’, 
through whom ideas, achievements, and artefacts were 
freely exchanged.18 

The primary goal of the study is to present the cur- 
rent state of research and future perspectives for the  
recognition of the character, frequency, and methods 
of contacts between communities living in the valleys 
of two watercourses — the Axios / Vardar and Struma 
Rivers — based on the pottery evidence. Presently, 
these two rivers flow within the national borders 
of modern Greece, Bulgaria, and the southern Republic 
of Macedonia ( FYROM ) and are indirectly connected 
with the Danube — an important feature for prehis-
toric communities in Central Europe. Archaeologists 
have highlighted the crucial importance of these rivers, 
as they were probably the main thoroughfares linking  
past human populations.19 

Theoretical approach

The theoretical approach employed herein is based 
on the concept that ceramic styles are mediums of cul-
tural information and through their original contexts 
it is possible to identify evidence of interregional con-
tact during the Late Bronze Age. Pottery, as the most 
abundant artefactual material from past societies, 
is a comprehensive bearer of information regarding 
cultural origins, zones of influence, religious practices, 
contextual function, ethnic association, and so forth.20 

4	 After Andreou 2010, 644–649.
5	 Sheratt 1993, 44.
6	 After Andreou 2010, 649.
7	 Cambitoglou, Papadopoulos 1993, 289.
8	 For important artefacts and influences of the Aegean culture circle 

in the region, see among others: Stefanovich, Bankoff 1998; 
Mitrevski 2003, 44, 48–51; Todorova 2003, 301; Videski 
2005, 102; 2007; Alexandrov et al. 2007; Stefanovich, Kulov 
2007; Pernicheva-Perets et al. 2011.

9	 Andreou 2010, 649.
10	 Andreou et al. 1996.
11	 Andreou et al. 1996, 578.

12	 In the case of Thessaloniki Toumba site, see Andreou, Psaraki 
2007, 402; Assiros Wardle 1980, 236–239; Angelochori Stefani, 
Meroussis 1997, 354.

13	 Andreou 2010, 649–650.
14	 In the case of Assiros site, see Jones et al. 1986; Thessaloniki 

Toumba Andreou et al. 1996, 579.
15	 Andreou 2001, 167.
16	 Andreou 2001, 171; 2010, 653.
17	 Horejs 2007.
18	 Horejs 2007, 295.
19	 Mitrevski 2003, 13; Pernicheva-Perets et al. 2011, 3–7.
20	 Horejs 2010, 16.
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Fig. 1 Aegean wares of pottery from sites within Axios / Vardar and Struma valleys: a. Matt-painted 
juglet ( Kilindir / Kalindria ); b. Matt-painted basin-shaped vessel ( Kilindir / Kalindria ); c. Mycenaean 
imported kantharos ( Ulanci ); d, f, g, h. Matt-painted bowls and kantharoi ( Ulanci ); e. Mycenaean vessel 
( Ulanci ); i, j. Matt-painted sherds ( Kamenska Čuka ); k, l. Fragments of Mycenaean vessels ( Limnotopos );  
m. Mycenaean sherd ( Ulanci ). After Stefanovich, Bankoff 1998, 270; Mitrevski 2013, 207–208, 
pls. 62, 63; Aslaksen 2015, 162; Stefani 2015b, 41–42, 136–38.

Fig. 2 a–c. Outstanding stone architecture features: Kamenska Čuka ( a, b), Krsto Pokrovnik ( c ); d. Bronze  
labrys ( Sandanski ); e. Belt made of bronze labryses ( Dimov Grob — Ulanci ); After Stefanovich, 
Bankoff 1998, 265, 274; Alexandrov et al. 2007, 375; Stefanovich, Kulov 2007, 392; Videski 
2007, pl. LV.
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After almost a century of research, the opinion of  
specialists regarding the character of ceramic pro-
duction in Central Macedonia remains inconsistent. 
Researchers continue to argue for the partially north-
ern ( ‘ otherness of Macedonia ’ ) character of pottery 
vessels in the region21 or the importance of southern 
influences, which are visible in the ceramic reper-
toire.22 Moreover, archaeologists point to the unique 
and syncretic character of Central Macedonian pottery 
that combines the stylistic features of the neighbour-
ing areas.23 Therefore, these hypotheses require veri-
fication through the analysis of pottery from Central 
Macedonia and the neighbouring areas to better under-
stand the regional network of cultural connections. 
Here, special attention will be focused on ceramics from 
the so-called ‘ incised ’ and ‘ encrusted ’ wares, for which 
archaeologists suggest a Balkan origin.24 An additional 
aim of this paper is to recognize Aegean features within 
ceramic repertoires discovered in the middle and 
upper courses of the Struma and Axios / Vardar Rivers. 
Although widely debated,25 this issue has never been 
the subject of detailed and systematic research. 

History of research

1 ) Central Macedonia.
The current state of knowledge about Central Macedonian  
pottery production in the Late Bronze Age and its inter-
regional relations is the result of more than a century 
of archaeological activities in this area. A pioneering 
survey was conducted by Berlin researchers Paul Träger 
and Hubert Schmidt, who conducted their Reiseberi-
chten in Central Macedonia.26 This was the first descrip-
tion of characteristic multi-layered Late Bronze Age 
settlement sites, or toumbas, in northern Greece, as  
well as the first systematic collection of prehistoric  
pottery samples. 

This work was continued by surveys conducted 
by British archaeologists Alan J. B. Wace and M. S. 
Thompson,27 followed by The Archaeological Service 
of the French Army under the leadership of Leon Rey,  

who carried out the first scientific excavations in the  
region at the Sedes and Gona toumbas.28 In the 1920s, 
a series of excavations were conducted at multiple  
sites, including Tsaoutsitsa / Chauchitsa ( 1921–1922 ),29 
Vardino,30 Kilindir / Kalindria ( 1925 ),31 Vardaroftsa 
( Vardarophtsa ) / Axiochori ( 1925, 1926 ),32 Olynthus  
( 1928 ),33 and Saratse / Perivolaki ( 1928 ).34 In 1939, 
the state of archaeological knowledge was summarised  
in a publication by Walter Heurtley, which remains an  
essential compendium on the prehistory of the Central 
Macedonia region.35 In this book, the author attempted 
to explain the prehistoric interregional networks of the  
area based on the pottery remains. 

In the 1960s, David French conducted an archaeo-
logical landscape survey that upgraded the archaeologi-
cal data in the discussed area.36 In his PhD dissertation, 
French verified the location of archaeological sites and 
collected surface pottery, creating an index of prehis-
toric sites in Central Macedonia. 

Twenty years later, a period of intensive excava-
tions on the major Late Bronze Age sites in Central 
Macedonia began at the Thessaloniki,37 Kastanas,38 and 
Assiros39 toumbas. In the late 1990s, an updated index 
of prehistoric sites in this region was published.40 

In terms of Late Bronze Age research, Central 
Macedonia is the best studied area when compared 
to the two other regions discussed in this chapter. This 
is due to the activities of foreign and Greek archaeolo- 
gists over a long period of time.

2 ) South-western Bulgaria. 
Prehistoric sites were not well known in the ‘ Bulgarian ’ 
part of the Struma Valley until 1978, excluding sev-
eral that were accidentally discovered ( Bălgarčevo, 
Drenkovo-Gărleški Nivi, Strumsko, Pokrovnik-Pobit, 
and Kamak Pokrovnik ). Two of them, Bălgarčevo and 
Strumsko, were systematically excavated in the late 
1970s.41 Later surface surveys significantly increased 
the amount of archaeological data concerning the Late 
Bronze Age. For example, the international Bulgarian-
Polish expedition “ Struma ” ( 1978–1982 ) identified 20 
sites dating from the 4th to the 1st millennium BC.42

21	 Schmidt 1905, 110–113; for the discussion, see Andreou et al. 
1996, 561.

22	 Heurtley 1939, xvii.
23	 Wardle 1993, 117; Aslaksen 2013, 10.
24	 Heurtley 1939, 120-123; Hänsel 1982, 14–16; Horejs 2007, 

297–298.
25	 E.g. Andreou 2003; Wardle K., Wardle D. 2007, 459. 
26	 Schmidt 1905.
27	 Wace 1914.
28	 Rey 1917.
29	 Casson 1925.
30	 Heurtley 1925.

31	 Casson 1926.
32	 Heurtley, Davies 1927.
33	 Heurtley 1939, xxi.
34	 Heurtley, Ralegh Radford 1930.
35	 Heurtley 1939.
36	 French 1967.
37	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007; Andreou 2009; Jung et al. 2009.
38	 Hänsel 1989; Jung 2002.
39	 Wardle 1989.
40	 Grammenos et al. 1997.
41	 Grębska-Kulowa, Kulov 2007, 280; Pernicheva-Perets  

et al. 2011, 2.
42	 Godłowski 1983.
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The results of another project, “ Skaptopara ” ( 1994–
2001 ), have revealed an additional 26 archaeological 
sites dating to the same period. Today, archaeologists 
estimate there are 33 identified Late Bronze Age sites 
in the middle course of the Struma River.43 However, 
only a few have been systematically investigated through 
excavations. The most important archaeological sites for 
the current study are Kamenska Čuka, Krsto Pokrovnik, 
Sandanski, and Bălgarčevo.

3 ) Republic of Macedonia ( FYROM ).
In this area, archaeologists conducted research dur-
ing a series of projects carried out in the lower Vardar 
Valley throughout the 20th century.44 In the middle 
of the river course, researchers identified a distinctive 
archaeological group named ‘ Ulanci ’ that is character- 
ised by the important necropolis of Dimov Grob and 
a settlement site of Stolot-Ulanci. Other important  
sites, located on higher parts of the land, include 
Gradiste-Vodovrati, Bezanija-Krivi Dol, Vardarski 
Rid, and Gradiste-Dolno Sonje.45 As in south-western 
Bulgaria, only a few of these settlements have been 
excavated, including Stolot-Ulanci ( 1992–1994 ), part 
of Bezanija-Krivi Dol ( 1995, 2000 ), and Vardarski Rid  
( 1998–1999 ). A distinctive aspect of the Ulanci group 
is noticeable in the similarities of the material culture  
to artefacts from the Aegean world. According to  
local researchers, the closest pottery analogies appear 
in the settlements of the lower Vardar Valley in mod- 
ern Greece, at Vardino, Limnotopos, Vardaroftsa 
( Vardarophtsa ) / Axiochori, Kastanas, but also in the  
valley of the Struma ( ceramics from Kamenska Čuka ).46

The significance of pottery 
in interregional contacts

The study of the remains of pottery vessels collected 
during various research programs for over a century 
has provided data concerning ceramic styles produced 
and consumed by the Late Bronze Age communities.47 
The source material has been classified and divided into 
several groups. The most important in this study are 
examples grouped in the tableware class: incised and 
encrusted, matt-painted, and Mycenaean. This wide  

variety of pottery styles clearly demonstrates the com-
plexity of the material culture in this region. Some of  
these wares are relatively well-studied, and it is possible 
to place them within the context of the Late Bronze Age 
world. In addition to the utilitarian character of the pots, 
their ‘social ’ role within the Central Macedonian com-
munities and our interpretations of their distribution 
are also important.

1 ) Southern wares.
In Central Macedonia, the matt-painted pottery class 
is visible in the ceramic repertoire until the Late Bronze 
Age. However, it has a longer history and is better 
known through scientific work conducted in the more 
southern regions of Mainland Greece. 

Since its initial study, this ware has raised con-
troversy and inconsistencies, especially regarding its 
genesis. Some archaeologists speculate whether matt-
painted Middle Helladic ware was a continuation of  
Early Helladic tradition or had even earlier, Neolithic, 
origins.48 Others suggest this group came from the  
Cyclades or that it indicates the migration of people 
from Asia Minor.49 When potters began to use matt paint 
to decorate their vessels remains unknown, but the ear-
liest examples come from the transitional phase between 
the Early Helladic III and Middle Helladic periods.50 

This ware may be monochrome or bichrome or even 
trichrome. The paints used are probably the same with 
differences in colours being a result of different quality 
of firing.51 The paint colour on ceramic fragments from 
Macedonian sites ranges from purple ( the most com-
mon ), through brown and black, to even red. The base 
colour of the slip was yellow-buff or orange ( but a whit-
ish slip also occurs ), smooth, and with a ‘ soapy ’ feel 
( Heurtley compared them to yellow Minyan ware ).52 
The closest stylistic affinities to Central Macedonian 
examples are the transitional Middle to Late Bronze Age 
painted ceramics of Thessaly and Central Greece.53 

In Central Macedonia, vessel forms included shal- 
low bowls with angular or sagging bodies and ‘ thumb-
grip ’ handles,54 small s-profile bowls with raised verti- 
cal handles,55 closed jars,56 open-mouthed mugs with 
raised handles, and pithoi with vertical, strap-like han-
dles. The repertoire of shapes also included bowls and 

43	 Grębska-Kulowa, Kulov 2007, 291.
44	 Mainly from the sites of Vardino, Vardaroftsa ( Vardarophtsa ) /  

Axiochori, Kastanas, Kilindir / Kalindria: Mitrevski 2005,  
12–13; Videski 2005, 91. 

45	 Mitrevski 2003, 46–47.
46	 Mitrevski 2003, 46–49.
47	 For a summary of archival research, see Andreou et al. 1996, 

560–562; Pappa, Bahyrycz 2016.
48	 Buck 1964, 231.

49	 Dickinson 1994, 108–109.
50	 Zerner 1978, 151.
51	 Rutter 1976, 9.
52	 Heurtley 1939, 94–95.
53	 http: /  / www.aegeobalkanprehistory.net / index.php?p=article&id_

art=8, accessed: 20.04.2018.
54	 Heurtley 1939, 218–219, 220, 224–225.
55	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 408.
56	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 408.
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amphoras with ‘ wish-bone ’ handles,57 jugs with cut-
away necks,58 jars with broken profiles,59 small jugs with  
high loop-handles,60 and bowls with flaring rims and 
tubular handles.61 Vessel decoration comprises mainly 
geometric patterns, triangles ( hatched, latticed, with 
pot-hook spirals attached ), toothed and wavy lines, 
bands, multiple zigzags, running spirals, and chevrons.62 
On morphological grounds, the majority of vessel  
shapes can be associated with the consumption of liq-
uids, while the appearance of the matt-painted class may 
also indicate “ a new drinking etiquette performed at  
some special festive occasions ”. 63 

There are several explanations for the origins and 
meaning of ceramics in relation to social complexity 
in the Late Bronze Age societies of Central Macedonia. 
They have been interpreted as a local imitation of the  
Mycenaean prototypes64 ( based on functional similari-
ties ) on the one hand, and as originating from the Middle  
Helladic ceramic tradition65 on the other. Radiocarbon 
dates from Western Macedonia show that the latter 
explanation is more probable because matt-painted pots 
appeared in the region in the 15th century BC — earlier 
than the first Mycenaean imports.66 The latest hypoth-
esis is that this handmade painted ware may be the  
result of a long, extant, and continued interaction 
between the Macedonian communities and the inhab-
itants of Central and Southern Greece.67 The spa-
tial extent of matt-painted pottery demonstrates that 
rivers played an important role in the distribution 
of this ware and, therefore, in the mobility of and 
interactions between Late Bronze Age communities of  
the south-eastern Balkans. 

This brief history of research in Central Macedonia 
demonstrates the complexity and continuous growth 
of archaeological data concerning Mycenaean pot-
tery. Beginning with the pioneering research of Berlin 
archaeologists,68 each successive investigation or exca-
vation has provided new examples of Mycenaean pot-
tery sherds. At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, 
this ware was recognised at only three sites, but by 1914 
this number had risen to seven,69 and after 1917 two 

more sites with this type of pottery were identified.70 

In 1939, of the 57 Late Bronze Age sites identified in  
Central Macedonia, ten ( 18% ) contained Mycenaean 
ceramics.71 In 1967, due to substantial progress in  
archaeological research, this pottery class was identi-
fied in the collections of 31 of the 101 Late Bronze Age 
sites identified to that time ( 33% ).72 The last complete 
archaeological reconnaissance in Central Macedonia 
increased the number of known Late Bronze Age set-
tlements with identified Mycenaean pottery fragments  
to 58 ( 24% of all sites from this period ),73 many of which 
are located in the valleys of rivers.

Most information regarding the production, reper- 
toire of shapes, decoration, and chronology of the  
Mycenaean vessels in Central Macedonia comes from  
multi-season excavation projects conducted at three 
archaeological sites in the region: Kastanas, Assiros,  
and Toumba Thessaloniki. Initial research found that 
Mycenaean pottery appeared in the area in the Late  
Helladic III period.74 Excavations at Assiros tell con-
firmed this and refined the chronology to Late 
Helladic III A–B75 ( 14th century BC ). However, in 1967, 
David French identified sherds that dated to the Late 
Helladic I and II periods,76 which was partially con-
firmed by later researchers.77 The earliest example 
of a Mycenaean vessel to date — part of a Vapheio cup 
dating to the Late Helladic I period78 — was discovered 
during the Toroni excavation project, conducted at one 
of the southernmost archaeological sites in Central 
Macedonia, on the Chalkidiki Peninsula.

During the Late Bronze Age, the percentage 
of Mycenaean wares in Central Macedonia increased 
but never exceeded more than a few percent.79 
Mycenaean pots were initially introduced in Northern 
Aegean contexts as uncommon imports from the south 
and were then imitated locally.80 

The production technology of Mycenaean pots 
in Central Macedonia reflects that of southern Aegean 
potters. These ceramics were turned on pottery wheels, 
have a lustrous glaze, and were fired in kilns heated 
to high temperatures.81 Detailed studies of the ceramic

57	 Heurtley 1939, 218, 219, 220, 224, 225; Stefani, Merousis 
1997, 356.

58	 Heurtley 1939, 218, 219, 220, 224, 225.
59	 Heurtley 1939, 218, 219, 220, 224, 225.
60	 Heurtley 1939, 218, 219, 220, 224, 225.
61	 Heurtley 1939, 94.
62	 Heurtley 1939, 218, 219, 224; Stefani, Merousis 1997, 356.
63	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 408.
64	 Hänsel 1979.
65	 Vokotopoulou 1986, 255; Wardle 1993, 124.
66	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 357.
67	 http: /  / www.aegeobalkanprehistory.net / index.php?p=article&id_

art=8, accessed: 20.04.2018.
68	 Schmidt 1905.

69	 Wace 1914.
70	 Rey 1917.
71	 Heurtley 1939.
72	 French 1967.
73	 Grammenos et al. 1997.
74	 Heurtley 1939, 96.
75	 Wardle 1988, 40.
76	 French 1967.
77	 For evidence of Late Helladic II B sherds at Thessaloniki Toumba, 

see Andreou 2009, 18.
78	 Cambitoglou, Papadopoulous 1993, 292.
79	 5,5% at Thessaloniki Toumba, see Andreou et al. 1996, 582.
80	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 416.
81	 Wardle 1993, 133.
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repertoire have revealed that this ware was more techno-
logically diverse, as potters used different types of clay, 
finishing techniques, firing conditions, and paints.82 

The most common vessel shapes favoured by the  
inhabitants of Central Macedonia during the Late 
Bronze Age were small pots, including loop-handled 
bowls, cups, kylikes, jugs, stirrup jars, squat jars, jugs 
with cut-away necks, and amphoriskoi.83 Larger vessels 
were not popular, although some fragments have been 
recognised.84 Archaeologists have also identified sev-
eral ‘ special ’ pots, including spouted jugs and bridge-
spouted bowls.85 

Painted decoration consisted of different wide bands, 
spirals, waves, dots, floral motifs, nets, meanders, re- 
versed horns, tassels, and so forth, typical of Mycenaean  
styles.86 During the early and middle Late Helladic III C 
period, motifs such as simple bands or monochrome 

decoration 87 also appeared on the interior surface 
of vessels. 

The appearance of Mycenaean pottery wares in  
Central Macedonia after the 14th century BC was a major 
innovation in the material culture of the Late Bronze 
Age communities, despite the continued use of older 
and local classes of pots. Soon after the introduction 
of the first imports ( presumably brought by the organis-
ers of feasts and other social events ),88 this class of vessels 
started to be imitated locally, although it constituted only 
a small part of the whole tableware pottery assemblage. 
The repertoire of vessel shapes is restricted ( with some 
variability ) to those used in the south for wine con-
sumption ( e.g. kylikes, jugs, etc. ) or as containers for 
aromatics ( e.g. amphoriskoi ). Therefore, it is possible 
that Mycenaean wares were used in ceremonial con-
texts, during feasts, or for fulfilling libation offerings  

82	 Andreou 2009, 20–21.
83	 Heurtley 1939, 96–97; Jung 2002; Andreou 2009, 20–21; 

Jung et al. 2009, 189–191.
84	 Wardle 1993, 133.

85	 Heurtley 1939, 96–97.
86	 Heurtley 1939, 96–97.
87	 Andreou 2009, 20–24.
88	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 216.

Fig. 3 Sites with finds of matt-painted and Mycenaean pottery: a. Anthophytos A and B; b. Vardaroftsa ( Vardarophtsa ) / Axiochori; 
c. Toumba Kouphalia and Kouphalia A; d. Toumba Livadhi; e. Toumba Rakhona; f. Tsaoutsitsa / Chauchitsa; g. Valtokhori;  
h. Dourmousli; i. Kilindir / Kalindria; j. Kastanas; k. Limnotopos; l. Kamenska Čuka; m. Sandanski; n. Dimov Grob; o. Vardarski Rid 
and Kofilak. 
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( as evidenced by vessels with special shapes, such as 
bridge-spouted bowls ). Unfortunately, there is no evi-
dence for ritual activity within the Late Bronze Age 
contexts in Central Macedonia to date. 

Mycenaean pots were probably considered luxuri- 
ous and exotic items because of their foreign prove-
nance and technological superiority over the contempo-
raneous handmade examples. In Western Macedonia, 
Mycenaean vessels were more prestigious, and their 
use was restricted to the highest-level members of the  
society, whereas the rest of the community used matt-
painted equivalents.89 

In contrast, the adoption of the Mycenaean wares 
in Central Macedonia was more socially widespread 
due to the geographical conditions of the region — trade 
along the coast was easily accessed and not regulated 
by an ‘ elite ’. Rivers penetrated deep into the mainland 
in the north, directly connecting inland sites with the  
Thermaikos Gulf and, more broadly, the Aegean Sea. 
The circulation of pottery was unrestricted; therefore,  
lower-strata members of the social hierarchy could 
copy behaviours of the local ‘ elites ’ using wheel-made, 
foreign, exotic, and luxurious sets of pots. This mim-
icry has been identified in the “ subversive quality 
of the Mycenaean pottery ”. 90 

Both matt-painted and Mycenaean pottery have 
Aegean origins91 and indicate contacts with the south-
ern circle of the civilisation. However, the entire spa-
tial extent of these wares in the northern Aegean has 
not yet been the subject of complex study.92 Examples 
of sites where these types of pottery have been identi-
fied are located along the lower Axios / Vardar Valley 
( Figs. 3 and 1 ), including Valtokhori,93 Kilindir /  
Kalindria,94 Anthophytos A and B,95 Aspros Toumba,96 
Axiochori / Vardaroftsa,97 Kastanas,98 Kouphalia A,99  
Dourmousli,100 Toumba Kouphalia,101 Toumba Livadhi,102  
Toumba Rakhona,103 Limnotopos,104 and Tsautsitsa /  
Chauchitsa.105 Beyond the border of the northern 

Aegean, these classes are also visible in the pottery 
assemblage of sites in the Struma and Vardar / Axios 
River Valleys, for example at Kamenska Čuka,106 
Sandanski,107 Vardarski Rid108 and Kofilak,109 and 
Dimov Grob110 ( Figs. 3 and 1 ).

2 ) Northern class.
In terms of northern influences in Central Macedonia 
during the Late Bronze Age, handmade vessels deco-
rated by incisions and encrustations seem to be most 
important. These pots were produced using relatively 
high quality clay, and, prior to firing, the potter incised 
decorative motifs on the surface of the vessels using 
a variety of tools ( e.g. sharp flints, metal sheets, circu-
lar tools, etc. ).111 Incisions primarily included rectilin-
ear motifs, triangles, and parallel, oblique, and irregular 
lines, sometimes with traces of frame-like designs as 
well as spirals and circles,112 and were then filled with 
calcareous white or pink powder.113 Surface colours 
occurred in many variants, ranging from orange / bright 
brown to almost black, due to uneven firing conditions 
and differences in the degree of oxidisation. 

The most common vessel shapes included kantharoi,  
wishbone-handled bowls, four-handled amphoras, cups,  
cut-away neck jugs, and juglets.114 One special func-
tion pot, a tripod stand, was also identified.115 The rep-
ertory of shapes clearly demonstrates that incised and 
encrusted vessels were used during different activities; 
for instance for storing products ( e.g. amphoras and 
kantharoi, the latter for aromatic substances ) 116 but also 
in consumption ( e.g. bowls and jugs ). 

This pottery class is easily recognizable within 
other tableware ceramics in the northern Aegean con-
texts because of its unique decoration, characteristic 
of more northern regions in the Balkans. Archaeologists 
have looked for analogies over a vast area, comparing  
Central Macedonian examples to the products of Bronze 
Age archaeological cultures in Bulgaria and Romania 

89	 Karamitrou-Mentesidi 1999; 2003.
90	 Andreou, Psaraki 2007, 416–417.
91	 Among others: Buck 1964; Dickinson 1977; Zerner 1978; 

Hochstetter 1982, 79–90; Mountjoy 1993.
92	 For the distribution map of Mycenaean ware in Central Macedonia, 

see Horejs 2007, map LXXVII b; for the Mycenaean influences to 
the north, see Wardle 1993.

93	 French 1967, 68.
94	 Aslaksen 2013, 171–172.
95	 French 1967, 57.
96	 French 1967, 57.
97	 Aslaksen 2013, 163.
98	 French 1967, 60; Jung 2002, 65–191.
99	 French 1967, 60.
100	 French 1967, 58.
101	 French 1967, 67.

102	 French 1967, 67; Aslaksen 2013, 179.
103	 French 1967, 67.
104	 Aslaksen 2013, 162, 168.
105	 Aslaksen 2013, 173.
106	 Stefanovich, Bankoff 1998, 274–275, 278.
107	 Alexandrov et al. 2007, 377.
108	 Videski 2005, 98.
109	 Videski 2005, 94–95.
110	 Videski 2007, 212.
111	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 354–355.
112	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 356; Andreou, Psaraki 2007,  

408, 412.
113	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 355; Aslaksen 2013, 136.
114	 Aslaksen 2013, 132.
115	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 355.
116	 Roumbou et al. 2008; after Andreou 2010, 652. 
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( Coslogeni, Cerkovna, Verbicioara, Tei, Wietenberg )117 
and slightly later cultures from the Iron Age ( Cepina, 
Catalka, Psenicevo, Babadag, Rabisa, Ostrov ).118 

Incised and encrusted pottery is repeatedly recov-
ered along rivers in the central Balkans,119 although it  
never reached the regions south of Macedonia, nor was 
it part of the Aegean repertory.120 Interestingly, these  
pots are routinely found in the same contexts with 
matt-painted and Mycenaean examples. This indicates 
that they may have been accessible to the majority 
of community members rather than being restricted 
to the elite.121 

Samples taken for radiocarbon dating from the site 
of Archondiko ( Western Macedonia ) provide the chron-
ological framework for the incised and encrusted pot-
tery in the region. These date to the first half of the  
2nd millennium BC, prior to the emergence of matt- 
painted vessels.122 

The diversification of shapes, and therefore their 
functions, permits the use of incised and encrusted pot-
tery in the investigation of interregional contacts in the  
south-eastern Balkans. The spatial distribution of these 
wares shows that the main rivers in the region may 
have been essential routes, through which technology 
was transferred and finished products were exchanged. 
Another hypothesis asserts that incised and encrusted 
ceramics moved with people, perhaps via marriage.123 
Functional and distributional analysis of the main ves-
sel shapes has revealed another hypothesis, suggesting 
that kantharoi with aromatic substances may have been 
important trade items between the Late Bronze Age 
communities in the south-eastern Balkans.

Εxamples of this ware have been identified from 
sites in the lower Axios / Vardar River Valley, includ-
ing Dourmouslij,124 Toumba Paionias,125 Toumba 
Livadhi,126 Kastanas,127 Kilindir / Kalindria,128 
Axiochori / Vardaroftsa,129 Tsautsitza / Chauchitsa,130 
and Limnotopos131 ( Figs. 4 and 5 ). In the southern 
Balkans, similar pots have been identified from settle- 
ment sites as well as necropolises located along the mid-
dle and upper courses of the Vardar / Axios and Struma 
Rivers, including the sites of Kofilak,132 Kamenska 

Čuka,133 Krsto Pokrovnik,134 Bălgarčevo,135 and  
Sandanski136 ( Figs. 4 and 5 ). However, determining 
the origin of incised and encrusted ware from these  
sites requires research based on museum and university 
collections that have never been sufficiently studied. 

Given the current state of knowledge of the Late 
Bronze Age pottery from the Struma and Axios / Vardar  
River Valleys discussed above, there is a reasonable 
basis to discuss the interregional connections between 
Central Macedonia, the Aegean, and the south-eastern 
Balkans. This statement is also supported by evidence 
of architectural remains in these areas. As an exam-
ple, consider the outstanding fortified outposts along 
the middle course of the Struma River ( Kamenska 
Čuka, Krsto Pokrovnik; Fig. 2a–c ). The upland char- 
acter of these sites, the lack of signs of permanent 
occupation, and their location permitting a wide view 
of the Struma River Valley indicate they were most 
likely fortresses or defensive sites and were part of  
a fortification chain protecting the north-south route 
along the river. They were probably built to protect 
the transport and communication routes connecting 
the coasts of the Aegean Sea with Central Europe.137 

In the middle of the Axios / Vardar River Valley, 
there are other important archaeological data that con- 
nect the described regions. Archaeologists have dis-
covered a rich artefact assemblage in the Dimov Grob 
necropolis that originated from the Aegean circle of  
the civilisation. In addition to matt-painted ceramics, 
Mycenaean pottery wares, including imported vessels,  
were identified at this site. Furthermore, burials con-
tained other evidence of contact, such as jewellery made 
of ivory, amber, and glass paste, as well as tools, includ-
ing ivory-handled knives with flat backs and pointed 
tips decorated with cross-hatched triangles forming 
a labryses and bronze double-axes ( Fig. 2d ). The items 
that indicate the strongest Aegean influences and  
cult functions are belts made of bronze double axes 
( labryses ) associated with female burials ( Fig. 2e ).  
Thus, in addition to the similarities in the material cul-
ture, shared funerary activities and possibly belief sys-
tems between the described regions are also visible.138
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122	 Stefani, Merousis 1997, 355.
123	 Andreou 2001, 170.
124	 French 1967, 58.
125	 French 1967, 67.
126	 French 1967, 67.
127	 Hochstetter 1982; 1984; Aslaksen 2013, 139, 151.
128	 Aslaksen 2013, 135, 137, 138, 142–143, 156.

129	 Aslaksen 2013, 141, 157.
130	 Aslaksen 2013, 153–154.
131	 Aslaksen 2013, 159, 182.
132	 Videski 2005, 95.
133	 Stefanovich, Bankoff 1998, 277, 307.
134	 Stefanovich, Kulov 2007, 393.
135	 Pernicheva-Perets et al. 2011, 2, 206–207, 476.
136	 Alexandrov et al. 2007, 377.
137	 Grębska-Kulowa, Kulov 2007, 291; Stefanovich, Kulov 

2007, 391; Pernicheva-Perets et al. 2011, 19.
138	 Videski 2007, 212–213.



132 CEZARY BAHYRYCZ

Fig. 5 Incised and encrusted ware of pottery from the valleys of Axios / Vardar and Struma: a. Kantharos 
( Vardaroftsa / Vardarophtsa / Axiochori ); b. Kantharos ( Kastanas ); c. Sherd ( Krsto Pokrovnik ); d–g. Sherds 
( Kamenska Čuka ); h. Sherd ( Balgarchevo ). After Stefanovich, Bankoff 1998, 307; Stefanovich, 
Kulov 2007, 392; Pernicheva-Perets et al. 2011, 476 pl. XX; Stefani 2015b, 146–147, 151–152.

Fig. 4 Sites with finds of incised and encrusted pottery: a. Vardaroftsa ( Vardarophtsa ) / Axiochori; b. Toumba Paionias; c. Toumba 
Livadhi; d. Tsaoutsitsa / Chauchitsa; e. Dourmousli; f. Kilindir / Kalindria; g. Kastanas; h. Limnotopos; i. Kamenska Čuka;  
j. Sandanski; k. Krsto Pokrovnik; l. Bălgarčevo; m. Kofilak; n. Dimov Grob.
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The evidence presented herein demonstrates the  
solid basis for further research into the pottery from 
Central Macedonia. The results of the comparative anal-
ysis of these artefacts with those from the neighbouring 
regions can provide many interesting interpretations 
that will have a significant impact on the current state 
of knowledge concerning interregional contact between 
the Central Macedonian communities and surrounding 
cultural circles.

Conclusions

Three classes of foreign pottery identified from Central  
Macedonian archaeological sites were the subject of this 
review article, which summarises the current hypoth- 
eses regarding interregional contacts in the south- 
eastern Balkans during the Late Bronze Age as evi-
denced in ceramic assemblages. The opinions and 
hypotheses present in the literature summarised herein 
do not exhaust the complexity of this matter and require 
further development in specific areas. 

All the pottery groups described in this review are 
classed as tableware. Those with southern origins —  
matt-painted and Mycenaean wares — are usually 
linked with social events, like feasting, resembling activ-
ities identified in the Mycenaean civilisation. Never- 
theless, it is notable that the matt-painted examples 
precede the Mycenaean pots in Central Macedonia. 
The shape repertoire of both classes ( and some incised 
and encrusted examples ) clearly indicates that most 
vessels were probably used for the consumption of liq-
uids. Despite the lack of hard evidence for social events 
performed at the settlements in this region, there exist 
some indications that may shed a light on this issue, 
such as evidence for vinification at the tells of Assiros  
and Thessaloniki, the presence of large cooking vessels 
and extensive cooking facilities, and the occurrence 
of luxurious, exotic, and foreign sets of drinking vessels 
( outstanding in the local repertoire ). This evidence sug-
gests the hosting of feasts, which may have served as 
a factor that strengthened ties within the community.139 

As discussed in the introduction, there is no con-
vincing evidence of the presence of an institutionalised 
hierarchy within the Central Macedonian communi-
ties or regional settlement patterns. Nevertheless, some 
observations have been made based on excavations at  
Assiros and Thessaloniki Toumba. At these sites, stor-
age rooms were identified that had the capacity to hold  
collected agricultural products greatly exceeding the  

needs of the local communities. Perhaps these sites 
were regional centres that took part in the interregional 
exchange of products, ideas, technology, and people. 
The most convincing data comes from the ceramics, 
the origins of which could indicate far-reaching con- 
tacts and influences not only with the contempo-
rary core of the Mycenaean civilisation but also with 
the northern regions. Importantly, it should be recog-
nised that these influences were probably not simply 
one-sided. Data from Central Macedonia indicate that 
vinification,140 the murex shells purple dye industry,141 
and gold processing142 were developed during the Late 
Bronze Age, allowing the production of trade goods 
in this area that accelerated interregional contact. 

Research, conducted by the author of this arti-
cle, into these issues using more advanced analysis 
of the three tableware pottery classes discussed herein, 
including comparative and statistics methods, is cur-
rently underway and will contribute to identifying dif-
ferences in ceramic assemblages from various sites 
within Greece, the Republic of Macedonia ( FYROM ), 
and Bulgaria. These analyses will contribute to the classi-
fication of ceramic material and identification of trends 
in the region during particular stages of prehistory. 
This will allow the verification of the hypotheses raised 
by earlier archaeologists studying the region of Central 
Macedonia. 

Presentation and definition of similarities in the  
pottery repertoire on the sites located in the valleys 
of the Axios / Vardar and Struma Rivers, without concern 
for modern national territories and boundaries, will 
be helpful during the creation of a comprehensive com-
pendium of ceramic vessels from the described region.  
Obviously, the state of research is significantly differ-
ent in Greece, Bulgaria, and the Republic of Macedonia 
( FYROM ), but conclusions drawn from the archaeolog-
ical record permit a general overview of interregional 
communication networks in the prehistory to be estab-
lished. Future research will clarify the contributions 
of the northern and southern cultural components 
to the formation processes of the Central Macedonian 
Late Bronze Age material culture. Finally, genetic, 
chronological, and functional analyses of the afore-
mentioned ceramics will contribute to our knowledge 
of pottery production and consumption in Central 
Macedonia during the Late Bronze Age, providing 
important indications of local and foreign ceram-
ics traditions that will be useful in the interpretation 
of interregional interaction and exchange in this area. 

139	 Andreou 2010, 651.
140	 Andreou 2010, 651–652.

141	 Andreou 2010, 651–652.
142	 Vavelidis, Andreou 2008.
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