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Introduction

’For lack of a name’ James H.  Breasted (1919.55) la-
belled the area covering the Levant, Upper Mesopo-
tamia, and the Western flanks of the Zagros Moun-
tains as ‘The Fertile Crescent’. This telling name now
refers to the core area in which the ‘Neolithic Revo-
lution’ – a term coined by Gordon V. Childe – began.
In his seminal book ‘Man Makes Himself’, Childe
(1951) dedicated a whole chapter to those transfor-
mations that cover all aspects of life, leading to the
most radical restructuring in human (pre)history. At
its far end is our modern society, still comprised of
sedentary communities relying on plant and animal
husbandry exclusively.

According to the two basic alternative views of the
spread of the Neolithic way of life, Early Neolithic

communities in areas adjacent to the Fertile Cre-
scent were either deeply influenced by the transfor-
mations happening there, or were a direct offspring
of people living in the Near East who, for whatever
reasons, moved West and colonised not only the
Aegean, but also Southeast Europe. Eminent archaeo-
logists dealing with these questions advanced vari-
ous narratives, three of which were recently publi-
shed in the same catalogue (Lichter 2007).

From a Central European viewpoint, the direction of
the movement as presented by Jens Lüning (2007.
179) seems rather clear and very linear (Fig. 1). Re-
presented by thick arrow-lines, the dissemination
started from the Eastern Mediterranean, reaching
Europe via the islands of Cyprus, Crete and both
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mainland Greece or Sicily and
Magna Graecia. Lüning’s other
route is supposed to have led
via the Sea of Marmara. Cer-
tainly, these routes seem logi-
cal and navigable. Yet, the ar-
chaeological evidence for this
linear movement takes us no
farther than the first steps: the
colonisation of Cyprus from
the Levant.

Mehmet Özdogan’s (2007a.
151) narrative dispenses with
arrows, but suggests a very
powerful expansion starting
throughout Anatolia, sweep-
ing over whole regions, cov-
ering enormous areas, and
leaving no gaps behind (Fig.
2). Neither were any unoccu-
pied territories admitted (for
example, the Southern Pelo-
ponnese), nor were enclaves
of Mesolithic groups taken in-
to consideration (e.g. the Da-
nube Gorges).

The third narrative, by Jean
Guilaine (2007.171), operates
with more limited and defined
areas, and does not use sym-
bols to indicate unidirectional
movements, but calibrated dates to show the boun-
daries between even neighbouring areas (Fig. 3).
The gaps might result from insufficient evidence
and/or insufficient investigation.

Whereas the first two narratives operate within the
colonisation paradigm, option [A], the third dispen-
ses with indicators for direct movement, leaving
open the possibility of the transmission of ideas, op-
tion [B]. It is the third narrative that also transmits
our sparse knowledge about certain regions like the
one under discussion in this contribution. By ‘Ae-
gean’ I mean both littorals of the Aegean Sea: the
Eastern, Anatolian coastal area with its hinterland,
and the Western, including Eastern Greece. The
Southern boundaries are formed by the island of
Crete, the Northern ones are formed by Aegean Ma-
cedonia as well as Greek and Turkish Thrace. North-
west Anatolia, with its complex geographical setting
close to the Marmara Region deserves a separate
and comprehensive study.

The spread of the Neolithic is directly linked to the
geographical setting of Anatolia: regional groups are
delimited by geographical borders, like the Middle
Taurus mountain range that separates Upper Meso-
potamia from Central Anatolia, and farther West,
the Hasan Dagları of the Western Taurus mountain
range, with heights around 3000m, between the Ana-
tolian Plateau and the Lake District. These ranges
are certainly not impenetrable, but nevertheless
form natural barriers separating not only the regions
in an East-West direction, but also in a North-South-
direction: the coastal plains around the gulfs of Mer-
sin and Antalya also have specific regional characte-
ristics.

The ‘Neolithic Package’

Before discussing the character of the spread of the
Neolithic – whether of people and/or ideas and/or
commodities – a closer look should be taken at the
arguments for a Near Eastern colonisation of the

Fig. 1. Neolithisation model according to Lüning (2007.179).

Fig. 2. Neolithisation model according to Özdogan (2007a.151).
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Aegean region based on material culture. According
to Childe, both the agricultural economy relying on
domesticated plants and animals, as well as seden-
tism, were among the key features of the Neolithic
way of life. In his view, ground stone implements
(hoes and axes), pottery (mainly for storage), spin-
dle whorls, and other weaving implements for pro-
ducing textiles formed the basic elements of the
Neolithic. Other features of Childe’s primary compo-
nents are exponential population growth, the stor-
age of surplus products, trade networks focusing on
non-essential items, decentralised social mechanisms
for the coordination of collective activities, and ma-
gic-religious traditions that focus on the promotion
of fertility (Childe 1951.75-80; Zeder 2009.13).

It is well known that the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ was
a long-lasting process, since even the appearance of
the three main elements of material culture that
Childe mentions (pottery, ground stone, spindle
whorls) encompassed a very long period, more than
15 millennia (from roughly 24 000 to 8400 calBP)
(Zeder 2009.18). In Melinda Zeder’s (2009.39) view,
“Childe clearly did not conceive of the constituent
components of the Neolithic bursting forth fully
formed as a complete package. Instead, Childe saw
these different components as mutually reinforc-
ing parts of an unfolding process.” Zeder (2009.3)
borrowed the concept of the ’Bauplan’ from macro-
evolutionary theory in biology. It is based on the
idea that single traits should not be analysed alone;
instead, integrated wholes or constellations of traits
that follow basic structural plans should be studied.

Following this approach, we
should not just be content
with the definition of the
‘Neolithic Package’ and the
description of its individual
components when studying
the Neolithisation process,
but rather embed them in
their social context.

In an attempt to place these
components within living en-
vironments, I shall make use
of another concept that seems
most suitable for approaching
prehistoric societies: social net-
work theory (Watkins 2008.
139–171; 2003.36–37).

In 6700 calBC at the latest,
the so-called ‘Neolithic Pac-

kage’ was fully developed in Eastern and Central
Anatolia, including not only economic and technical
items, but also social and symbolic cultural objects
like figurines, stamps, and ornamentation on pot-
tery. Thus, at the moment when the Neolithic way of
life spread into the Aegean, all of the features were
available. Therefore, they were seen in research as
an integrated component of a single ‘Neolithic Pac-
kage’. Yet, the more sites were excavated in the
Aegean, the more it became clear that the concept of
such a single package arriving with colonists from
farther East could not properly explain the compli-
cated process of Neolithisation, as I will argue in the
rest of this paper.

The concept of the ‘Neolithic Package’ has long been
the main argument in research for explaining the
Neolithisation of the Aegean and the Balkans by co-
lonists (Perlès 2005.286). Its seemingly sudden
spread into the Aegean paired with the again seem-
ingly sudden appearance of new sites in the initial
stage of the Early Neolithic (EN I) were the main rea-
sons for taking a colonisation process – triggered
by a collapse at the end of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic
B (PPNB) (Perlès 2001; Özdogan 2007b) – for gran-
ted. But in the last decade, the positivistic approach
to dealing with the arrival of the ‘Package’ in Eu-
rope has been moderated to some degree. According
to Çilingiroglu (2005.Tab. 2), the ‘Neolithic Package’
should be divided into several packages that arrived
in the Aegean at different times. This proposal, taken
a step further, raises the question as to whether it is
meaningful to conceive of ‘packages’ at all. Is a pa-

Fig. 3. Neolithisation model according to Guilaine (2007.171).
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ckage not a combination
of several things belon-
ging together or relating
to one another? Yet, if the
single parts of the ‘Neoli-
thic Package’ occurred in
several periods and in dif-
ferent combinations from
region to region, even
from site to site, are we
then still dealing with a
package or packages? And
who might have been pa-
cking the parcels? Was it
indeed ‘colonists’ expan-
ding from Anatolia to the
West who packed them
(according to view [A] in
the introduction), or were
any local populations in-
volved in the process, who adopted only parts of it,
leaving certain features and contents aside (accord-
ing to view [B] in the introduction)? Or instead, is
the ‘Package’ rather the result of a combination of
two processes: mobile groups of people relying in-
creasingly on domesticates (with all the consequen-
ces involved), and influencing other mobile groups
of hunter-gatherer-fishermen through regular con-
tacts and exchanges in such a way that the latter
groups also adopted and became adapted to innova-
tions, and to social and cultural change?

When archaeologists structure the ‘Neolithic Pac-
kage’, there seems to be no broad consensus on what
should go into the parcel(s). Depending on the know-
ledge and priorities peculiar to the archaeologists
dealing with this concept, the supposed package
tends to be quite varied. Upon close examination,
the limits of this concept become more than clear.
The impossibility of fitting the package into tables is
obvious, when comparing the suggestions made by
Perlès (2005.Tab. 1) and Özdogan (2010.Tab. 1– 2):
in their view, the ‘Neolithic Package’ reaching Greece
should contain – in addition to mud bricks – com-
plex hearths, plastered and lime floors, clay benches
and buttressed walls. These elements did not appear
before the Early Neolithic II (EN II) or even the Mid-
dle Neolithic (MN) in Thessaly and the Argolid, if at
all. When small finds are also included in the discus-
sion, it is even more difficult to reach a consenus:
the stamp seals, bone spoons, antler hafts, pebble fi-
gurines or M-shaped figurines, supposedly brought
by the early colonists, have not been found at any
EN I sites in Greece.

I believe that, when trying to explain the Neolithisa-
tion of the Aegean by the arrival of colonists brin-
ging their package(s) with them, one should focus
first on the initial stage of the Neolithic, EN I. After
‘freeing’ this period of all the assumptions conne-
cted with it and then rigorously examining the finds
from this stage, very little is left for discussion. As
shown in an earlier contribution (Reingruber 2005),
investigations in the Western Aegean are limited to
small trenches when reaching the basal layers of tell
settlements. Every study dedicated to the Neolithisa-
tion process of the Aegean, the present one included,
is hampered by at least two major shortcomings:
(1) the lack of large-scale excavations carried out ac-
cording to modern standards, and (2) few compre-
hensive publications with a convincing discussion
of the stratigraphy and a precise placement of the
finds in a specific layer and a certain context. Instead,
there is an abundance of papers with a rather gene-
ral appraisal of the cultural material.

Despite these shortcomings, one should not waste
the chance to at least attempt, even within limited
terms, to analyse the EN I material – not merely to
contradict the concept of the ‘Neolithic Package’, but
taking a more comprehensive view as suggested by
Zeder’s (2009) concept of a ’Bauplan’. The idea of
enumerating single items of the ‘Neolithic Package’,
that seem to occur both in Anatolia and the Aege-
an, and explaining the introduction of such items
to Europe by the unidirectional movement of peo-
ple, by colonists, actually oversimplifies the compli-
cated and complex procedure that the Neolithisation
process must indeed have been. Therefore, one must

Fig. 4. Mesolithic sites in the Aegean (after Reingruber 2008.Map 1).
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acknowledge the limits of the ‘Package’ as a tool for
analysis. The ‘Neolithic Package’ seems to be a con-
struct that helps archaeologists structure their in-
formation and knowledge rather than reflecting a
historical process. Instead of focusing on presuppo-
sed colonists bringing their parcels of items and
knowledge into the Aegean, one should take a step
back into the Mesolithic period and include archae-
ological remains from caves in Southwest Anatolia
and Eastern Greece in the discussion. 

The Mesolithic and the EN I in the Aegean

After the two decades of intensive study of the Greek
Neolithic by Miloj≠i≤ and Theocharis during the 1950s

to the end of the 1970s, systematic investigations of
the Early Neolithic in Eastern Greece have been few
and only on a limited scale. Yet even the sparse evi-
dence produced, when studied in detail and not only
in a broad perspective, offers clues for a differentia-
ted discussion of the ensuing Neolithic in the region.

As stagnant as the investigation of the Early Neo-
lithic is, just as slowly are new pieces added to the
puzzle that is the Mesolithic. Furthermore, investiga-
tions of the Mesolithic are linked to a few researchers
active in the different regions. In the European part
of the Aegean, new sites have been revealed in the
last two decades by Adamantios Sampson, Stefan
Kozłowski, Nina Kyparissi-Apostolika, Curtis Runnels

Fig. 5. Stone tools from Öküzini (Yalçınkaya et al. 1995) and Franchthi (Perlès 1990).
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and Thomas Strasser (Sampson 1998; Sampson et
al. 2002, Kyparissi-Apostolika 2000; Strasser et al.
2010). Thus, the many blank areas on maps in ear-
lier monographs dealing with or including the Ae-
gean Mesolithic (Perlès 1990) can be filled with
more find spots (Fig. 4). The island of Crete alone,
which often served as the prime example of Neoli-
thic colonisation, now must be reckoned to have had
a significant hunter-gatherer-fisher presence on the
southern coast (Strasser et al. 2010). Mesolithic finds
have been recorded even on the small island of Gav-
dos, south of Crete (Kopaka, Matzanas 2009.Fig.
5). It is only a matter of time before camps of hun-
ter-gatherer-fishermen are also detected in the East-
ern Aegean.

Not including Western Greece, with many newly
discovered sites in the Preveza region, the focus of
this contribution will be on the Argolid and Thes-
saly. At the moment, intra-Aegean comparisons can
be made between Eastern Greece and Southwest
Anatolia, where in the Antalya region, stone inven-
tories of the Early Holocene were brought to light in
the middle and late 20th century.

Groups of hunter-gatherer-fishermen seem to have
preferred secure bay-like situations close to hilly
areas (Fig. 4). This is not only the case with the re-
gion around Antalya (Beldibi, Belbası, Öküzini and
Karain), but also in the Argolid (with sites like Fran-
chthi, Klissoura, Koukou, Ulbrich or Zaimis). When
comparing the inventories of stone artefacts found
in these two regions, the similarities
are much more convincing than any
comparisons with coeval sites in Cen-
tral Anatolia. In Çatal Höyük during
the 8th and early 7th millennium, bi-
facially retouched tools are the most
evident feature suggesting a very so-
phisticated chaîne opératoire. At the
same time in Öküzini, Beldibi and
Belbası, backed bladelets, end-scra-
pers and geometric microliths predo-
minate. When comparing the stone
tool-inventories from the two sites of
Öküzini (Yalçınkaya et al. 1995) and
Franchthi (Perlès 1990), starting with
the Early Holocene, the similarity in
concepts of tool-production is strik-
ing (Fig. 5). The rhythm in which the
changes occur in the West and East
is the same: backed bladelets are ty-
pical of the transition from the Late
Upper Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic

around 10 000 BC; splintered tools and transforma-
tion tools appear often in the Early Mesolithic, whe-
reas geometric microliths are identified as Mesoli-
thic.

If one accepts the view that colonists from Central
Anatolia arrived in the Aegean around 7000 BC
(Perlès 2003.103), one has to find convincing ans-
wers as to why they did not bring with them (that
is, in their packages) their most advanced technolo-
gies for flint-knapping and tool production, but in-
stead reverted to a less sophisticated chaîne opera-
toire.

After the middle of the 7th millennium, regularly cut
blades, probably pressure-made, appeared on both
coasts, such as Çukurici Höyük, Dedecik-Heybelitepe,
Ege Gübre and Yesilova in the East (Begner et al.
2009; Herling et al. 2008; Saglamtimur 2007; De-
rin 2007), and at Sesklo (Moundrea-Agrafioti 1981)
and Argissa (Fig. 6) in the West. However, geomet-
ric items with Mesolithic forms did not disappear.
The stone tool-kit found in Argissa-Magoula is among
the most complete inventories from Thessaly. Tools
made from blades dominate the assemblage, but
types known from the Mesolithic, such as trapezes,
segments, denticulates and notched pieces, still oc-
cur (Fig. 7). Triangular arrowheads appear in the
Aegean only in the late Middle Neolithic and become
more abundant during the Late Neolithic and Chal-
colithic, when trapezes were still in use (Reingruber
2008.531; Alpaslan-Roodenberg 2011.60-61). New

Fig. 6. Stone tools from Argissa-Magoula.
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techniques, like the application of pressure for the
production of long and thin blades, need not neces-
sarily be explained by a replacement of people, but
rather by a replacement of activities and tasks (plant
harvesting instead of hunting).

An interesting point here is that, according to our
current knowledge, those areas that formed the ter-
ritory of hunter-gatherer-fishermen were used later
by early groups of farmers: the first Neolithic settle-
ments appeared between the outer margins of Theo-
petra and Youra in Thessaly and later around Argive
Bay (Fig. 8). At first sight, there seems to be a stark
contrast between the very few sites from the Meso-
lithic period and the numerous settlements of the
Early Neolithic, which would support the explana-
tion that colonists intruded into Greece and found-
ed many new settlements. This view, however, must
be challenged: on the one hand, many more Mesoli-
thic sites discovered since
1990 must be taken into
consideration than was
possible before; and, on
the other, many of the si-
tes that have been label-
led as EN I date, in fact, to
later periods – whether to
later phases of the EN or
even the beginning of the
MN. The Early Neolithic of
Crete (Knossos IX–V) or
the Early Neolithic sites of
Euboea, for instance, are
– from a supra-regional
Aegean view – of late Mid-
dle or even Late Neolithic
date. Moreover, the sites
dated to the EN I in the Ar-
golid are not coeval with

the EN I-sites in Thessaly, but some hundred years
younger (Reingruber and Thissen 2009).

All maps denoting EN-sites in Thessaly and created
on the basis of Gallis’ Atlas (Gallis 1992) should be
seriously questioned. The basic information on Gal-
lis’ map is the occurrence of sites with an inventory
of monochrome pottery, sites with painted sherds,
or those with impresso decoration. Yet ‘monochrome
pottery’ is a vaguely defined term which in no case
can be used in a chronological sense (Reingruber in
print). Keeping in mind that painted sherds are al-
ways very rare and the painting mostly restricted to
rims, it is evident that surface collections without
painted fragments may be of pure coincidence. As-
signing a site by surface material alone to a certain
stage of the Neolithic on the basis of only a single,
ill-defined criterion is misleading. Rather, the pot-
tery inventories can date to more than one period.

A supra-regional, methodologically correct analysis
should be made on the basis of coeval sites. Alone
from the Western and Northern Aegean, can we rely
on a body of 241 radiocarbon dates (Reingruber,
Thissen 2005.295–327). With the help of modelled
14C dates for each site, the approximate time at
which Neolithic life started in a specific region can
be inferred (Reingruber, Thissen 2009; Thissen
2010). The oldest sites are in the Southern Aegean,
with Crete and the Lake District, and date to the first
half of the 7th millennium. They are followed by the
Central Aegean sites in Thessaly and Western Ana-
tolia, while the youngest sites were founded at the
end of the 7th millennium in the Northern Aegean

Tools Flint Obsidian Total

tools made on blades 46 33 79

sickles on blades 18 – 18

pointed blades 3 6 9

tools made on flakes 8 2 10

notched pieces 4 3 7

trapezes 5 2| 7

segments 1 – 1

microtools 1 1 2

borer – 2 2

denticulates – 1 1

Total 86 50 136

Fig. 7. Stone tools from Argissa-Magoula.

Fig. 8. Neolithic sites in the Aegean (after Reingruber 2008.Map 2).
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(Fig. 9). Astonishingly, in the Ar-
golid, where there was a strong
Mesolithic presence, long-lasting
settlements appear comparatively
late, around 6000 BC. The islands,
as well as Crete, were (re)inhabi-
ted continuously only after 5500
BC.

After a detailed examination of
both the material culture and 14C
dates, the model of a wave of co-
lonisation sweeping over the Ae-
gean as a whole must be rejected:
that is, sites appear there at diffe-
rent stages in different landsca-
pes. The 14C dates suggest that the
EN I period can be dated to be-
tween c. 6500/6400 (somewhat
earlier in the Southern Aegean with Crete and the
Lake District) and 6300/6200 calBC. All sites with
dates later than these, although purported to be of
EN I date, will not be taken into account here. Hence,
for the whole of Greece, there remain Knossos, Ar-
gissa and Sesklo, and in Anatolia, only Ulucak and
Bademagacı. Interestingly, the sites in the Lake Di-
strict are older the closer they lay to the sea. Gene-
rally, the oldest known sites are situated in coastal
areas. The basal layers at Knossos, Ulucak and Bade-
magacı are still only poorly understood – their dat-
ing around 6700 calBC is to be considered tentative
(Thissen 2010.Fig. 13). Therefore, the modelled 14C
dates do not support the idea of direct colonisation
from Central Anatolia, but testify to a marine-orien-
ted population living in this area in the transition to
the EN I. 

The Neolithic ‘Bauplan’ in the Aegean

When compiling all the data available for the first
phase of the EN, we should first note the following:

Architecture
Sufficient data for reconstructing the earliest dwel-
lings is available only from three sites: in Argissa, a
more or less rectangular discolouration appeared in
level 28a (level 31 being the lowest), which proba-
bly represents the contours of a hut (Miloj≠i≤ 1962)
(Fig. 10). In Sesklo A, some remains of what appear
to be the corners of lightly-built structures were un-
covered, but the outline remains unclear (Theocha-
ris 1973) (Fig. 11). In Sesklo C, signs of a wall foun-
dation were traced over a distance of c. 5m, but no-
thing could be connected to it (Wijnen 1981) (Fig.

12). In Knossos X, a threshing area was superimpo-
sed by mud brick walls from Knossos IX. Further,
the basal part of pits with burials of children were
also found there; the pits for the burials might have
been dug from higher above (Fig. 13). At none of
these sites were mud bricks or complex hearths or
clay benches discovered. Mud bricks appear only la-
ter in EN II in Otzaki (Miloj≠i≤-v.Zumbusch and Mi-
loj≠i≤ 1971); in Argissa, mud bricks were found as
a cover for the body of a child buried in EN II–III.

These remains of lightly-built, surface structures form
the basal layers of incipient tell-settlements. Several
areas were inhabited in Sesklo before the concentra-
tion at one main site – the later Acropolis – occurred.
This settlement concept continued during the MN,
with houses built not only on the tell, but also
around it (Kotsakis 1983). The remains of Knossos
X were nothing but a thin layer of settlement debris;
only some 1000 years later did the inhabitants of
Knossos IX build their houses atop it. The EN I–II-
layers in Argissa are approximately 2m high; the MN
and LN, conversely, are known only in the form of
a few pits. Either there was a shift in the habitation
area, or these layers were thoroughly destroyed du-
ring the Early Bronze Age.

The concept of building on the same plot like the pre-
vious generation becomes more pronounced during
the EN II, since most of the tells have depositions
from this period at their base (Otzaki, Achilleion etc.).

Burials
Compared to the number of known habitation sites,
burials are even more scant: a skeleton in a crouched

Fig. 9. First appearance of Neolithic sites in the Aegean.
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position dated to the EN I was identified in Sesklo C.
The skeleton of a child from a pit in Argissa can be
dated to the EN II–III. The 15 cremations and 3 in-
humations found by Gallis (1982.221, Fig. 7) in
Soufli can be assigned to the EN II. Chourmouziades
(1971.164–175; 1973.210) interpreted the remains
of 11 individuals found in a pit under a house floor
in Prodromos I as a collective grave consisting of
three consecutive depositions of secondary burials
(Treuil 1983.427–428, Fig. 217). Perlès (2001.279–
280) draws parallels between
this pit and the well-organi-
sed ossuary of the skull-buil-
ding in Çayönu, which is lo-
cated some 2000 kilometres
and 2000 years apart. Yet, a
reasonable interpretation of
this feature is not possible,
since no further information
is available.

A comparable combination of
different burial rites has not
been observed thus far in
Anatolia. However, human
remains dating to the Meso-
lithic and found throughout
Eastern Greece show a simi-
larly wide spectrum: in the
Argolid inhumations, single
human bones and cremations
appeared side by side in the
cave of Franchthi. Seven buri-
als, one in a crouched posi-
tion, the others only partially
preserved, were covered with
stones. From the Mesolithic
units, single human bones

from at least 19 individuals
were recovered. Two crema-
tions appeared at the same
depth with the inhumations
(Cullen 1995.274–281). In
addition, completely and par-
tially preserved inhumations
in slightly crouched positions
and covered by stones were
discovered in Maroulas on
Kythnos. The bones were ad-
ditionally covered with ochre
(Honea 1976.259; Sampson
et al. 2002.45–67). A female
skeleton in a crouched, su-
pine position found in the

Theopetra-cave is dated to 7000 calBC (Kyparissi-
Apostolika 1999.235). In Youra, the skull of a wo-
man found at a depth of 3.30m depth has been re-
ported (Sampson 1996.57).

No skulls were remodelled or bear traces of special
additional treatment. The insufficient data from
Youra and Prodromos cannot serve as evidence of
a ’skull cult’, as in the Near East or in Central Ana-
tolia (Stordeur, Khawam 2007).

Fig. 10. Traces of architecture from EN I site Argissa-Magoula (Miloj≠i≤
1962).

Fig. 11. Traces of architecture from EN I site Sesklo A (Theocharis 1973).
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Stone tools: obsidian
Already at the very end of
the Late Palaeolithic, the first
pieces of obsidian from Melos
appeared in Franchthi in the
Argolid; they must have been
brought there by boat, since
no land bridge connected the
islands with the mainland.
Obsidian was in use at seve-
ral sites in the Argolid during the Mesolithic (Klis-
soura, Koukou, Ullbrich) and on Kythnos (Maroulas)
(Fig. 14). Only after c. 7600 calBC did this raw ma-
terial appear in the Northern Sporades (Youra). By
contrast, other Mesolithic sites like those on Crete,
in Western Greece and even Western Thessaly (Theo-
petra) have not yielded any Melian obsidian. After
6500 calBC, obsidian was used in great quantities in
Argissa (amounting to 46% of the stone material)
and at other Thessalian sites (also in Central Greece).
It reached the Northern Aegean (Nea Nikomedeia,
Giannitsa, Servia) only after 5500 calBC (Fig. 15).

Obsidian from Melos was also transported to the
Eastern Aegean coast: neutron-activation-analyses
on samples from Çukuriçi, Dedecik-Heybelitepe and
Araptepe have shown that the raw material was pro-
cured from Melos. Melian obsidian has been further
documented in Altınkum Plajı/Didim, Moralı, Aphro-
disias, Loryma and Latmos (Herling et al. 2008).
Only when analysed macroscopically, as in the case
of samples from Ulucak (Çilingiroglu 2005.9), Yesi-
lova (Derin 2007) or Ege Gübre (Saglamtimur 2007),
are Anatolian sources claimed. Here, however, the
strong suspicion of a circular argument arises, accor-
ding to which colonists came from Central Anatolia
bringing with them their own raw materials; hence,
since they used Anatolian obsidian, they came from
Central Anatolia. Certainly, supra-regional networks
for raw material procurement also worked in this di-
rection, as one such piece of Central Anatolian ori-
gin from Dedecik-Heybelitepe proves (Herling et al.
2008.51).

Unfortunately, no finds have been unearthed in
Western Anatolia yet that can be assigned to the Me-
solithic; but when such sites are discovered, it will
be interesting to determine the provenance of the
raw materials found there.

Subsistence and symbolic representation
Early Neolithic networks in the Aegean can also be
traced in the use of certain combinations of grains,
since not all regions cultivated the same varieties

of cereal (Fig. 16). Before 6200 calBC, einkorn/em-
mer and both hulled and naked barley were plant-
ed in Southwest Anatolia and in Knossos X, but not
in Thessaly, where only ‘founder crops’ were used.
After 6200 BC, bread wheat (T. aestivum) appeared
not only in Hacılar VI, but also in the Northern Ae-
gean, although not in Thessaly or the Argolid (Rein-
gruber 2008.501–512). Farmers in Thessaly conti-
nued to use plants that were already known to them.

Fig. 12. Traces of architecture from EN I site Sesklo C (Wijnen 1981).

Fig. 13. Traces of architecture from EN I site Knos-
sos IX and X (Evans 1964).
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When contrasting this picture
with the use of stamps, again
a solid network becomes visi-
ble, connecting Southwest
Anatolia and the Northern Ae-
gean before 6000 calBC; and
now, Thessaly is included in
this sharing of symbolic ex-
pressions (Fig. 17).

No single stamp has been
found in an EN I-context. The
example from Argissa was as-
signed by its excavator to the
EN; however, a reassessment
of its exact position has re-
vealed that the stamp was
found in a disturbed context.
Therefore, the earliest stamps
are from Nea Nikomedeia, da-
ting to post-6230 calBC (Rein-
gruber, Thissen 2009.756). Those found in a secure
context in Thessaly appeared only in the transition
to the MN (Achilleion, Sesklo, Soufli). Again, the Ar-
golid in the South of Greece is not part of this ex-
change network.

Such a regionalisation is also visible in pottery pro-
duction (Thissen 2010.279). Figurines – mostly fe-
male, but some recognisably male – are especially
interesting in an East-West-comparison (Hansen
2007). Also worth noting is that none of the clay fi-
gurines can be securely dated to the EN I, but they
do appear in secure contexts in the EN II (Reingru-
ber 2008.589) and, therefore, are of an earlier stage
than the stamps.

Discussion

During the Early Neolithic I:
● settlements appear in regions with a Mesolithic

presence (Thessaly, Crete);
● huts are lightly built with thin posts and pisé walls;
● burial customs are similar to those of the Mesoli-

thic period (cremations and inhumations);
● microlithic stone tools were still in use, but produ-

ced by new techniques;
● Melian obsidian becomes more widely distributed.

During the Early Neolithic II–III and at the beginning
of the Middle Neolithic not all raw materials, pro-
ducts, and social practices are adopted in all regions:
● no obsidian in the North until the Late Neolithic

(after 5500 BC); 

● no new types of cereal in Thessaly after 6200 BC;
● no stamps and only a few figurines in Southern

Greece.

This regionalisation and the slow pace at which the
Neolithic way of life spread into the Western Aegean
(from 6500–6000 calBC) does not accord with a
massive colonisation beginning in Anatolia. Instead,
interrelated regional networks become visible upon
which were founded the dissemination of the Neoli-
thic way of life into the Aegean. The main actors were
not colonists, but highly mobile, seafaring groups
whose roots were in the Mesolithic. 

Networks from the Mesolithic and the EN in
the Aegean
In his study on Palaeolithic societies, Clive Gamble
(1998) differentiates between intimate networks,
with five persons, effective networks with approxi-
mately 20 persons, extended networks with 100–
400 people, and global networks with 2500 persons.
In his view, interaction is based on face-to-face con-
tact. Rather than the group, his emphasis is on the
individual.

This view explains aptly the network that can be
visualised with the aid of Melian obsidian found in
the different regions of the Aegean. Both in the Me-
solithic and the Neolithic, raw materials were pro-
cured from the same source. From a small local net-
work in the Mesolithic, in the region around Melos,
the network expanded into an effective and exten-
ded one during the EN I and MN, encompassing long

Fig. 14. Distribution of obsidian from the island of Melos in the Mesolithic.



Agathe Reingruber

302

distances in both a North-
South and East-West direction
(Figs. 14–15). This transfor-
mation from a micro- to a ma-
cro-scale network, from a lo-
cal to a regional and supra-re-
gional one, fits well with the
increasing size of groups.
From the EN I to the MN, more
and more sites appeared in
all the regions of the Aegean.
By the end of the Neolithisa-
tion process, there were seve-
ral overlapping networks. The
Neolithic settlements in Greek
Macedonia in the Northern
Aegean were not influenced
by groups from Thessaly but
can rather be connected with
the Eastern Aegean. Unlike
people in Thessaly, the inha-
bitants of Nea Nikomedeia cultivated T. aestivum
and were probably the first in the Western Aegean
to possess stamps. Network building must have
worked from there in both a Northern (Neolithisa-
tion of the Balkans) as well as Southern direction
(stamps in Thessaly). Neither a purposeful nor an ir-
reversible colonisation/migration process lies at the
basis of the Neolithic in the Aegean, but rather conti-
nuous and enduring exchange and contact over a
long period, until the end of the MN around 5500
calBC.

It is also Zeder’s view that
Neolithic communities were
linked by interregional con-
tacts and communication net-
works that dispersed the Neo-
lithic way of life “into ever-
widening territories outside
the area of origin” (Zeder
2009.22; 27). At the end of
the EN, a vast sphere of social
and economic interaction had
been established throughout
the Aegean. The network was
maintained and widened by
new groups of people, who
were highly mobile people
rather than colonists. Such
groups produced, for exam-
ple, the impressed pottery
that appears mainly in coastal
areas around 6000 calBC. Du-

ring the EN I–II, beakers and wide-mouthed, open
bowls were the most common vessels – both prob-
ably used for the consumption of liquids. Storage
vessel appeared only later during the MN. EN pot-
tery was used in symbolic ways, in communicative
acts – another sign of the appreciation of contacts.
According to Gamble, human networks contain not
only material, but also emotional and symbolic ex-
change. Similarly, in Watkins’ view, the exchange of
goods and materials should be understood in asso-
ciation with the sharing of symbols and symbolic be-

Fig. 16. Use of different cereals in the Aegean.

Fig. 15. Distribution of obsidian from the island of Melos in the Neolithic.
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haviour. Such networks grow in scale and intensity
over time (Watkins 2010.631).

With this concept of regional and supra-regional
networks based on the mobility of prehistoric peo-
ple I do not argue in favour an exclusively autochtho-
nous Neolithisation model. The input of the Anato-
lian/Near Eastern way of life in the Aegean is obvi-
ous. Many of the products and also the items used
in symbolic activities were of Anatolian origin. Never-
theless, as has been shown, the Aegean ‘Bauplan’
displayed other priorities, the material culture diffe-
ring from region to region. What I wish to stress is
interaction based on face-to-face contact, on integra-
tion and social competence. Also a precise examina-
tion of the 14C dates argue against a demic move-
ment ignited by a catastrophe at the end of the PPNB
(compare also Thissen 2010.278).

Each generation of archaeolo-
gists has posed its own ques-
tions, depending on the zeit-
geist of the period, the politi-
cal background, and the social
or economic disasters of their
own time. The current gene-
ration of archaeologists in
Europe has not directly wit-
nessed war or colonisation;
conversely, with the Euro-
pean integration process gro-
wing more powerful since the
1970ies, issues like integra-
tion and social competences
now dominate our daily life.
It is time to widen the discus-
sion on prehistoric processes
and approach them from an
integrative perspective, accen-
tuating the social interaction

between neighbouring areas, not the domination of
colonists over assumed retarded groups that seem-
ingly played a negligible role.

Fig. 17. Distribution of stamps in the Aegean.

The writing of this article was preceded by many dis-
cussions with scholars studying Neolithisation pro-
cesses. Even if it is impossible to mention them all by
name, I would like to stress that the formulation of
some of the ideas put forward here were developed
thanks to fruitful exchanges with Dr. Laurens This-
sen, Dr. Clemens Lichter, Dr. Barbara Helwing, Gior-
gos Toufexis, Dr. Barbara Horejs and Prof. Dr. Kon-
stantinos Gallis. Dr. Emily Schalk corrected the En-
glish version of the first draft and Frank Lünsmann
helped with the maps. With this article, I wish to
thank Prof. Dr. Harald Hauptmann for opening many
doors into the exciting world of Aegean Prehistory.
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