I. Prehistoric Macedonia
by Kostas Kotsakis
1. Introduction
In regional archaeology, interest is often accompanied or caused by specific geopolitical
events. The classic example of such a relationship is Napoleon’s campaign in Egypt
with the rise of Egyptology in Europe, and the history of research is full of such instances, even in recent times. Macedonia is no exception to this. The Balkan Wars and
the First World War in particular brought this mysterious and little known area of the
Balkans to public attention. It is not by chance that the first studies were conducted by
allied troops stationed at various points of Macedonia. Sometimes these were nothing
more than the chance result of activities such as digging trenches. They had in any case
been preceded by Rey’s article and the useful book by Casson at the beginning of the
century, which accompanied Wace and Thompson’s classic work, itself a result of the
then recent annexation of Thessaly to the Greek state. Systematic research, however,
appeared only in 1939 with W. Heurtley’s valuable book Prehistoric Macedonia, a
founding work for the study of the prehistory of this region and based on research conducted in the 1920s.1
Without a doubt, however, as soon as research into Macedonian prehistory began,
the region was seen in contrast to the South. This was to be expected: the South of
Greece, the locus of classical civilisation and its prehistory, had from the 18th century
been the core stereotype of the European perception of Greece, captivating the imagination of Europeans, through travellers, the landscapes of engravings, romantic
descriptions of the places of classicism, and, of course, the archaeological artefacts. The
European gaze defined research stances and approaches and scientifically shaped the
type of archaeology that was practiced in the South: an archaeology that puts emphasis
on art history as a high form of civilisation. For the history of archaeological research in
Greece the role of Macedonia, as with that of Thessaly, has to a great degree been to act
as a catalyst against the stereotypes of South Greek archaeology. It is not by chance that
the first truly interdisciplinary archaeological programme in Greek prehistory, which
marked the beginning of contemporary archaeological research, was conducted in Macedonia in the early 1960s; despite its unfortunate progress, it provided a model for
much of the subsequent research carried out in Greece.2
If, as Heurtley himself explained in the introduction to his book, the purpose was
to demonstrate that ‘Macedonia goes with the South’ and not with the ‘North’,3 this
deep sense of difference must have been widespread at that time, a feeling strengthened
by the recent political history of the region. Such discontinuity continues to shape research approaches even today, although to a lesser degree. The ‘North-South Divide’
has been repeatedly discussed in relation to developments in South Greece that were
absent in Macedonia, such as the appearance of palace culture and ‘social complexity’,
thus creating a kind of geographical and cultural ‘boundary’.4 Just what the contribution
of ancient political thought was to the formation of this notion of a difference that can
be seen to the north and south of an imaginary ‘boundary’ is a matter for specialist
scholars. The only thing one should say about the prehistory of the region, admittedly
on a general level, is that such a view of the boundary most probably leads to the essentialisation and objectification of multi-dimensional phenomena, such as social
organisation or complexity, which neither have a stable content nor, as such, are they
necessarily always manifested in the same way. For example, social complexity can be
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ascertained in various fields and not simply in the field of political organisation, nor in
particular in the way in which power is diffused throughout the social structure. The last
appears to predominate and to characterise certain societies in the Late Helladic period
in the Peloponnese and Central Greece, obviously through specific social situations and
special structural characteristics, but it does not necessarily prevail in other geographical areas, with different historical parameters. An archaeological discussion that insists
on similar limits ends up looking at the appearance of specific archaeological forms, on
both sides of the boundary, which it usually considers as stable and unchanging, and
labels as ‘types’, e.g. palace type or a special pottery type. The presence of a ‘palace’,
however, cannot be considered necessarily concomitant with political hierarchy, nor
does it fully explain a hierarchy, whilst the absence of a palace does not necessarily also
mean the absence of any form of social hierarchy. Pottery types cannot be compared
without first understanding the function of the pots and the process of their production
within different social contexts, in which they participate and partly produce, as elements of the material culture. There is, therefore, a deeper difficulty in formulating an
analytic discourse that is based on stable categories that are formed through the concept
of the ideal boundary. For this reason, each phenomenon shall here by approached, as
far as possible, within its own parameters without being subject to generalised categories that presuppose in advance a specific content, meaning and role.
A similar difficulty, connected completely to the above, arises from the application of ethnic or cultural categories that are often adopted, seemingly indiscriminately,
in an effort to reconstruct Macedonian prehistory. The meaning of cultural group
(which, at bottom, does not represent anything more than selected archaeological categories of material culture, mainly pottery), is a popular tool in archaeological studies for
historically reconfiguring peoples and groups with a supposed distinctive spatial behaviour, traceable thanks to the material culture and archaeological remains.5 According to
this view, the archaeological evidence reveals ethnic and cultural origins, movements
and even migrations and colonisations. It overlooks, however, the fact that this traceable
distribution of finds is essentially the result of the one-dimensional significance that archaeological research attaches to material culture, pottery in particular. If pottery and
material culture are not evidence of cultural origins, but elements of the identity of the
groups living in a region, then the picture that emerges is significantly different. In
place of a linear movement of cultural groups, a dense multi-dimensional network of
relations and contacts between prehistoric communities is shaped, which may not have
the schematic simplicity of conventional reconstruction, but is undoubtedly richer and
perhaps nearer the reality of prehistoric life. We shall not, however, discuss the question
of origins in general, a question with particular theoretical and semiological overtones,
and which goes beyond the scope of this chapter.
Finally, in terms of the history of research, a couple of words on the geography of
this region. Regardless of geopolitical developments, the geographical region of Macedonia is defined by the outflow basin of the River Axios, which connects the areas to
the north and south of the contemporary political boundary, i.e., from the borders of
Greece and the F.Y. Republic of Macedonia. In this presentation of the prehistory, the
aim shall not be to adopt a new, contemporary boundary to replace the ideal one between North and South of the early 20th century, shifting the dividing line some
kilometres to the north, to today’s borders between the two countries. Even so, it is interesting, and ought to be noted, that, in terms of the international interest, the
reconstruction of prehistory on both sides of the borders has not followed parallel paths.
In the F.Y. Republic of Macedonia, foreign research projects have only recently taken
off, in parallel with the local ones. On the Greek side, the initial picture was shaped
within an international environment, already before the Second World War. The partici-
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pation of Greek scholars has been felt only in the last few decades, becoming prevalent
from the 1980s onwards.

2. The natural environment
No record of human activity is complete without the parameter of the environment. As
prehistorians had already observed in the previous century, the environment provides
the totality of the potential and resources that any human group has available to it, independently of how much and in which way it uses them. It is a potential productive
dynamic, which, in contrast with the widespread notion of stability, is in constant motion and change, as a result of repeated natural processes and phenomena. At the same
time, humans, in their daily contact with their surroundings, are constantly transforming
the natural environment into landscape, and space into the place of their daily practices.
The natural environment, then, as it is being transformed into social environment, is in
constant dialogue with social reality. In order to understand the parameters of the life of
prehistoric man, the successive creation of prehistoric landscapes is a central theme in
the history of human settlement. Throughout the whole of the prehistoric period, we can
closely observe the creation of these prehistoric palimpsests that were marked on space
by, sometimes lesser and sometimes greater, human interventions.
Our knowledge of the Macedonian environment is not so detailed as to permit a
particularly good picture, specialised for different regions. We have fragmentary
knowledge of the natural changes, for certain regions where related research has been
carried out. A classic example is the alluvial deposits of the Thermaic gulf. Struck and
Hammond’s historical hypothesis has been confirmed by systematic later studies in the
region, which indicate an extensive episode of alluvial deposits, which in later antiquity
transformed the deep Thermaic gulf into a lagoon, and from a shallow lake in more
modern times to a complex interaction of alluvial deposit deltas, with a rise in the sea
level.6 Studies on the geomorphology of the area of North Pieria have reconstructed the
stages in the complicated sequence of erosion and alluviation, in which humans also
played a part. The deposits in the plain of Katerini exceed 10 metres. The distinct episodes of deposits in the adjacent streams date from the early 7th millennium BC, i.e. the
beginning of the Neolithic period, whilst the last episodes date to the middle and modern historical era. As such, many sites, of which only a very few have so far been found
by chance, are presumed to be ‘buried’ at the lowest points of the relief. In contrast, the
hills that surround the plain have undergone extensive erosion and the archaeological
sites in these areas have, to a great degree, been destroyed. The coastline of Pieria has
experienced similar dramatic changes. The conclusion is that the picture that we have
for diachronic human settlement is to a great degree distorted by natural geomorphic
processes, whilst the available microenvironment of sites was at any given moment
completely different from that suggested by the present picture of the landscape.7
The example of North Pieria shows just how important reconstruction of the environmental history is in order to understand the elements of the landscape independent of
period, also highlighting the need for extensive geomorphological studies. In this context, the sense of the ‘immobility’ of the natural environment, which general opinion
sees as a stable parameter within the mobility of history, is demonstrated to be inaccurate and unreliable. This is compounded when vegetation, the element with which
humans developed a direct and multi-dimensional relationship, is added to the environmental factors. Thankfully, analyses of the pollen that covers the whole of the area of
Greek Macedonia give, to a certain extent, a clearer picture of the fluctuations in deciduous forest, in comparison with the geomorphology, allowing hypotheses to be made
as to temperature changes and, primarily, the relationship between vegetation and hu-
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man activity. For example, it is suggested that in the 5th millennium BC summer in the
uplands may have been up to 4 degrees warmer than today. In contrast, only by the
Bronze Age, indeed towards its end, does there appear to be some vegetation regression,
most likely a result of the intensive grazing and colonisation of the uplands. Even so,
the palaeobotanical evidence is not conclusive enough to verify this.8

3. Early Prehistory
The earliest human presence in Greece has been identified in Macedonia. The Petralona
hominid of Chalkidiki has been extensively discussed, both for his age as well as for his
anthropological characterisation. It is generally agreed today that he represents a distinct
species of Eurafrican Middle Pleistocene archaic Homo sapiens, known as Homo heidelbergensis, whilst the most recent laboratory datings place his presence to around
150–250,000 before Present (B.P.).9 This has now closed an issue that caused a number
of disagreements and, on occasion, strong controversies, whilst older estimates at dating
have been demonstrated to have been exaggerated.10
Human presence during the earliest period of Greek prehistory, known as the
Lower Palaeolithic, has now been demonstrated by the discovery of surface finds. The
findings at Rodia in Thessaly have been added to those of the South Peloponnese, whilst
recent finds at Zagliveri near Thessaloniki demonstrate that human presence was far
more regular during this period than had previously been thought.11 The exceptionally
patchy data cannot at present but underline the gap in our knowledge and our inability
to discuss the more complex questions that preoccupy specialists of the early periods,
such as, for example, the African origin of Neanderthals and the first entry of human
beings into the Greek peninsula.12 A similar indication is the well-known handaxe from
Palaiokastro near Kozani, the work of a human similar to the Petralona hominid. The
locations of these finds, at strategic passes between distinct geographical units, confirm
the particularly large-scale movement of groups of that time. Tracing the archaeological
evidence for human presence will undoubtedly require systematic and painstaking research, which in Greece, and in particular in Macedonia, has only just started, with few
and limited resources.13
There is a significant gap in the early prehistory of Macedonia, in relation to the
late Pleistocene and early Holocene. We do not have any specific indications of human
presence in the area before and after the glacial maximum of the 18th millennium, and
the gap is not even filled for those areas of Macedonia which are today located to the
north of the Greek border. The haematite mines at Limenaria on Thasos, dating to the
Late Palaeolithic, are an exception.14 It is logical to attribute this gap to the lack of dedicated, specialist research and to a limited understanding of the Pleistocene deposits and
their complicated geological characteristics, as well as to the difficulty in locating and
interpreting archaeological remains that are not easily visible and recognisable. So far,
however, the first clear archaeological traces of the Holocene can be dated to the late
7th century BC. This means that the crucial phase of permanent settlement and agricultural life is not represented in Macedonia, at least not to the extent and in the same way
that it is represented in Thessaly. Research has only just cautiously taken off, and it is
certain that there will be more data in the near future, which will permit a more complete understanding.
On the available data, the first Neolithic settlements do not precede the last quarter of the 7th millennium — in other words, they are much later than the corresponding
Thessalian ones dated to the first quarter of the same millennium. The processes by
which the first landscapes of the Neolithic farmers were shaped escape us, since even
the systematic excavations of this phase are not yet adequate. The process by which the
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earliest communities emerged at the beginning of the Neolithic period in Greece escapes us completely, although various versions as to how they made their appearance
can be found in the scholarly literature. In general, the discussion focuses either on the
idea of ‘neolithisation’ or on that of the ‘Neolithic transformation’. The former usually
emphasises the imposition — or transfer — of a social and economic structure, usually
through the movement of people and colonisation, that had already been formed in the
Middle East and Central Anatolia, thus explaining the first Neolithic settlements. 15 The
latter, by contrast, without excluding movements, lays greater emphasis on the process
by which the supposed economic and social model is transformed, as it reorients itself
to the many and various interactions with the environment (natural and social), local
populations and moving groups.16 Of course, the simplistic way in which the question of
the beginning of the Neolithic was posed by the previous generation of archaeologists,
i.e. as either a question of autochthonous development or as a result of migration, no
longer stands. Both contemporary hypotheses understand that the shift to the Neolithic
represents a deeper social change that must be understood on its own terms, within a
context that research must reconstruct as far as possible.
In the case of Thessaly, the view that the earliest settlements are due to population
movements from the Middle East and Central Anatolia prevails.17 Research knows
nothing of the local pre-Neolithic populations of Macedonia, and as such it has so far
proven simply impossible to determine their relationship with the exogenous groups.
Although it was proposed in the 1980s, the view of the autochthonous rise of the Neolithic has today been abandoned. Neither does the issue of the movement of farming
populations from Anatolia to southern Greece via Macedonia arise, since the earliest
known settlements are later than those of Thessaly. Moreover, no sites dating to the
Early Neolithic (i.e. the 7th millennium) have been located in East Macedonia and
Thrace, making it difficult to argue for the movement of these populations through these
areas.
The classic view for the position that Macedonia had in the spread of the Neolithic
throughout Europe follows the model of Gordon Childe, formulated in the inter-war period.18 According to this model, Macedonia was the natural channel for the penetration
of the Neolithic to Europe, along the Axios, Morava and Danube river valleys. Following the chronology of the sites-stops on this route, this movement must have taken place
in the last centuries of the 7th millennium. Yet, this linear route can only be observed if
one is limited to the rough framework of the archaeological data, as earlier scholars
were of necessity due to a lack of data. When we take a closer look at the particular
manifestations of this cultural route, then a whole set of differences arises to destroy this
simple picture. For example, the early sites identified in the Ochrid area could shift the
dates for the movements of the Neolithic period if it is proven that they are earlier than
the early sites of Greek West Macedonia.19 Indeed, some scholars, such as Catherine
Perlès, believe that Neolithic colonisation of Greek Macedonia came from the Balkans
and not the other way round. The Neolithic Balkans are now associated by some scholars more with NW Anatolia, via the Bosphorus, and less with Neolithic Thessaly, with
which the similarities truly do seem less close.20
As noted in the introduction, this debate wholeheartedly accepts the basic hypothesis of cultural archaeology, that the similarities in the material culture of different
regions indicate a cultural relationship, and that this is only possible through population
movements and common origin. In reality, similarities in material culture (which in archaeology are always or almost always based on pottery, and less on architectural types)
provide exceptionally insecure evidence, as has been demonstrated by a number of ethnographic and historical studies in the past few decades. Even more so, when, without
exception, these similarities are selective, whilst the differences that always exist in ma-
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terial culture - which is not located within a context of functions, meanings and symbols
- are left uncommented. It is obvious that there are many and different reasons why societies might share or selectively imitate elements of material culture, without this
meaning that they are connected through common descent or origin. And, as social anthropology teaches us, analytical categories such as culture, race, peoples and ethnicity
are easily used as general schema, although their content is anything but self-evident.
Irrespective, however, of the origin of the Neolithic populations of Macedonia —
a question that, in any case, does not produce secure conclusions — one thing is for certain, that in the last centuries of the 7th millennium Macedonia was inhabited by
farmers and pastoralists. The best-known site that reveals to us the form of early Neolithic settlements is that of Nea Nikomedia. This site, located in Western Macedonia
near the modern town of Veroia, is typified by square houses built with wooden posts
and clay. A larger structure, almost in the centre of the settlement, had dimensions of
11,78 by 13,64 m., unusual for the period, and the excavator suggests that it must have
housed a ‘shrine’ or a ‘Community house’, terms which describe a structure different
from the rest. Its difference lies not only in its size, but also in its content: five large female figurines, small boxes of unbaked clay, two unused stone hoes with traces of
colour and two groups of hundreds of flaked stone tools representing unified technological collections. The presence of these objects, as far as one can conclude from the
description given, indicates a use that has nothing to do with daily household activities,
perhaps analogous to that which we find in the early Neolithic central buildings that we
know from South-east Anatolia from the 10th millennium BC. In contrast with those,
here we have no trace of burial or other treatment of the dead, something that could
mean that the presence of ancestors did not play a symbolic role in whichever activities
took place in the interior of this structure.21
The settlement of Nea Nikomedia covered an area of around 2.4 hectares. In this
particular area there were three building phases during the Early Neolithic creating for
the first time in this region a permanent settlement to which people would return for
hundreds of years. The meaning of place as a permanent point of reference in which social and productive relations were concentrated and in which the whole of Neolithic life
was reproduced, appears on the scene for the first time. This was a place of memory and
continuity, a section of the natural space in which the central functions of social cohesion took on a material existence, transforming it into a place predominantly of social
reproduction. Correspondingly, even cultivated land, the field, emerges as the direct
correspondent of the settlement, the main space for economic production.22
In this way, Neolithic farmers and agropastoralists shaped the new, Neolithic
landscapes, which were gradually to predominate in the area of Macedonia. The location of these sites or settlements is, as might be expected, a basic parameter in these
landscapes, and is connected to the communications roads in this very early period. The
foundation of settlements on these axes of communication, as, for example, Servia on
the exits of the Sarantaporo pass on the Aliakmon valley, a natural pass from Thessaly
to Macedonia, portrays this network in the best way, which gradually unified these regions along ancient passes, which were in use until the very recent past.23
The settlements are characteristic points on the landscape, which with the passing
of time and the accumulation of building materials formed characteristic mounds, which
in later periods became true tells with a height that reaches and exceeds 20 m. In Macedonia these tells are known as toumbes, and are often confused by non-specialists with
the Macedonian tymvoi, the burial monuments of the classical and Hellenistic periods.24
As with the tymvoi, the toumbes evolve into a distinct point in space, dominating the
landscape, something particularly visible in most lowland areas. On settlements of this
type, each new building is constructed on the foundations of an older one, a practice that
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soon results in the elevation of the site. The insistence of the inhabitants in building on
the same point must be related to the particular importance attributed to the location of
the house, such as, for example, a declaration of descent and the long descent of the
specific group that inhabits the building, or a close relationship with the ancestors,
which can support longevity and the success of the particular household. Practical reasons, such as the availability of space or the easier laying down of foundations for the
new building would definitely also have played a role, but this — in the Neolithic as
well as later periods — does not exclude other, less tangible meanings and social messages. Such meanings always surround the construction of a new building, and as a rule
relate to the negotiation of the social position of the group that inhabits it. To a great
degree, these meanings and messages determined — and still determine — the form of
the building and its characteristics.25 These toumbes, then, aside from concentrations of
people, are also fields of social discourse in which a central place is occupied by the
‘households’ (oikoi), which, even though they undoubtedly operate within the context
of Neolithic collectivity, appear to contest some form of greater or lesser autonomy, if
we are to judge from the inhabitants’ insistence on living in distinct buildings, each one
of which preserves its own history.26 As such, the eventual form of the settlements is the
result of the emphasis that is given to the ‘oikos’ and its origin, an emphasis that has a
social as well as an economic content and meaning: it is the result, that is, of a particular
form of social organisation. From this perspective, the Neolithic settlements are a factor
in the creation not only of natural but also of social landscapes.
The inhabitants of the second type of Neolithic settlement that we know from Macedonia, that of flat-extended sites, appear to have had a different orientation. Buildings
were not erected on the same point at these sites, but, on the contrary, were shifted
within a wider area, which, to judge from the later example of Makriyalos at Pieria (late
6th millennium BC), was defined by a pair of deep and large curved ditches.27 The horizontal extent of settlements of this type could be very large (Makriyalos is over 60
hectares), but the density of buildings is exceptionally low as they are surrounded by
extensive open spaces. The buildings themselves do not have the careful construction of
the tells, and give the impression of being temporary structures. Often they are nothing
more than pits dug into the natural earth covered by a makeshift structure, which clearly
replaced other semi-subterranean pit-like structures that were found at other points of
the settlement. Such settlements are known in Macedonia and further north, in the region of Serbia, and are considered part of the cycle of the Star!evo culture, a culture
that covers the last two centuries of the 7th millennium and the beginning of the 6th
millennium. We know of settlements of this type that have been excavated in the region
of Thessaloniki. The oldest has been found within the boundaries of the facilities of the
Thessaloniki International Trade Fair, and can be dated to the mid-6th millennium, as
can the settlements of Thermi and Stavroupoli, which were inhabited a few centuries
later.28
It is difficult to interpret this difference in settlement practices by comparing them
with the practices identified at the toumbes. The conventional view would interpret
them as the manifestations of two different cultural groups, but before we adopt such an
interpretation we should analyse the phenomenon much more carefully. Juxtaposing
the total architectural and settlement layout pictures from the two types of settlement,
we can conclude that there was a clear devaluation of the importance of the isolated
house at the extended sites. The lack of emphasis on the house itself and its spatial continuation, and by extent the role of the ‘oikoi’ and their descent, can be seen as an
indication that in these settlements there was a greater margin for collectivity to be imposed as the main mechanism of ideology. Such interpretations are always dangerous,
but thankfully the data from Makriyalos offers more support. At Makriyalos the perime-
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ter ditches of the settlement were used as burial places for the dead, even if their number
indicates that not all the dead ended up in the ditches.29 The indifferent way in which
they were buried (nothing more than the simple disposal of the body), the raking of the
bones and the clear social character of the two ditches, in which daily activities were
constantly taking place, leads us to the hypothesis that at this settlement, the individual
social identity of the dead and their relationship with their direct living relatives or social partners had less significance than their relationship with the community as a
whole, to which, in some way, they belonged in life and in death. This was underlined
with the choice of the ditches, public works with a heightened social character, true
monuments of collectivity. As such, both the spatial discontinuity of inhabitation as
well as the burial practices indicate that the major ideological basis of these Neolithic
communities was not the autonomy of the distinct social unit, but communal collectivity. Similar forms of collectivity should be considered possible in the productive
activities of the settlement as well, which are however much more difficult to identify
through archaeological means.
The settlement of Makriyalos in particular gives us another example of the social
discourse of collectivity on a different level. At almost the central point of this concentric settlement, within the boundaries of a large, shallow pit, the archaeological remains
and bones of hundreds of animals confirms an episode of mass meat consumption on a
scale so far unique in comparison with the Neolithic settlements that we know of. It is
clear that this ritual consumption had a collective character and, as corroborated by the
amount of meat consumed, not only all the inhabitants of Makriyalos participated in it
but possibly the inhabitants of the settlements of the wider region.30 Amongst the archaeological data that we have for the Neolithic, this is the only time that a ritual on
such a scale and with such an obvious collective character can be corroborated with as
much security as the archaeological data can provide.31 This observation does not hold
just for Macedonia, but broadly for the wider region of the Neolithic in SE Europe, and
sheds light upon the character of settlements of this type.
Light is also shed upon the question of rituals and symbolic expression in the
small communities of Neolithic Macedonia, rituals that emphasise the role of the house
and the social unit that it represents, in the finds from the F.Y.R. Macedonia. At the
Madjari toumba near Skopje a number of dwellings constructed with posts were found,
of which the central one, with dimensions of 9 x 9 metres, contained a large number of
storage and food consumption vessels, placed in a specific order along the walls. Three
clay ‘offering’ tables, with dimensions of around 1 x 1 m., small clay boxes, a large
figurine 39 cm high representing a small house upon which sits an imposing female figure, and a ‘hoard’ of loom weights made up the unusual contents of this space, which is
thought by the excavator to be, like the earlier one at Nea Nikomedia, a shrine. A date
of around the middle of the 6th millennium BC seems likely for this site. A recent finding at the site of Govrlevo in the vicinity of Skopje repeats the same theme, a woman
sitting upon a small house, known also from earlier studies in the region of Pelagonia,
as, for example, the site of Porodin.32 The ‘domestic’ character of these areas (in the final analysis, it is yet another house, even if larger) cannot but underline the social
visibility of the ‘oikos’, but also the ‘privacy’ of the activities that are conducted within
it. In any case, the symbols used revolve around the theme of the house as a building. A
simple comparison with the large-scale, public and open ceremony of Makriyalos is
enough to lead us to conclusions about the characteristics of the societies that shaped
the toumbes, as well, of course, as the flat-extended settlements in the Macedonia of the
6th millennium.
Irrespective of their special characteristics, which are associated with the social
structure as well as with economic and productive practices, the settlements during the
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Neolithic gradually came to occupy the landscapes of Macedonia. The settlements were
always sparsely populated, with a population that did not exceed 200 to 300 inhabitants.
The plain of Yannitsa, where Nea Nikomedia had been founded, was the first area to be
occupied, as demonstrated by the recent excavation within the town of Yannitsa, revealing the existence of an early settlement. Many features of this settlement have
comparisons with Nea Nikomedia, as well as with the site of Anza in the vicinity of
Skopje, with which, as with Nea Nikomedia, the settlement is approximately contemporary.33 Of particular interest is the upland area of Grevena, in the outflow basin of the
River Aliakmon, in which a series of sites demonstrate settlement for a brief period towards the end of the Early Neolithic, around the beginning of the 6th millennium. This
brief period of settlement poses certain interesting questions for the choices and the orientation of these early agricultural populations and for how they explored the various
landscapes of Macedonia. A similar site is perhaps represented at the early settlement of
Drosia, near the River Agras and Vegoris lake, an area on the natural road through the
plains of Upper Macedonia towards the uplands of Pelagonia further north. The positioning of the settlement indicates that it might have been a communications point on
the route to the sites found around today’s town of Bitola.34 We can reliably hypothesise
that the network of settlements that existed must have been substantially denser than
that which the fragmentary archaeological research has so far identified.
No Early Neolithic sites have so far been located in Central and East Macedonia,
i.e. before the middle of the 6th millennium BC. The first settlements that we know of
date to after 5,500 BC, and include the early phases of the sites of Sitagroi and the
Drama plain. The site of Dikili Tash, near ancient Philippi, also represents a site that
dates to around the same period, perhaps a little later. Sites of the period that the archaeologists call the Late Neolithic (after 5,300-5200 BC) predominate in this region,
and are accompanied by new pottery types, with different technologies and different
forms of material culture. Similar changes are also observed in Thessaly, where the cultural characteristics are better known to us from long and systematic research. It is a fact
that at the end of the 6th millennium and the beginning of the 5th millennium, similar
types predominate throughout the whole of Macedonia, most likely marking broader
differences. One difference that appears to be truly central is the extension of the settlement network, which now also occupies areas that were previously either completely
uninhabited or very sparsely inhabited. Certain settlements choose truly idiosyncratic
environments, which had not been inhabited in previous eras, such as the settlement at
Dispilio on the banks of lake Kastoria.35 Production diversification appears to have been
a possibility in this area, without, of course, it reaching the level of absolutely specialised productive activities.
The spread of Late Neolithic settlements cannot but mean an increase in the population and in the density of communications networks between the regions, but also
between the settlements themselves. The great extent of the network is confirmed by
certain archaeological finds: at the settlement of Mandalo, on the foothills of Mt Paikos,
the presence of obsidian from Karpathia was ascertained, whilst the jewellery made
from the Aegean Spondylus gaederopous shell and produced in Late Neolithic settlements in Macedonia reached not only as far as the whole of the Balkans but even central
and northern Europe.36 Bronze objects also appear in this period.37 The uniformity of
the pottery throughout the whole of the area of Macedonia, but also its great ‘visibility’,
in particular the predominant, painted categories, demonstrate that pottery played a major role in this network, not so much as an object of exchange — systematic studies on
this have not yet been done — but as a means of cultural unification for the communities of the Late Neolithic. An example of this unification are the sporadic finds with
arrangements of symbols carved onto different materials, wood, stone or clay. These
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have so far been found at Dispilio and Yannitsa, but there are analogies throughout the
whole of the Balkans in this period. Researchers currently refer to them generically as
‘script’, without this meaning that we know whether these symbols had a specific
speech value. Even so, all these archaeological artefacts should not be considered exchangeable goods in themselves, but more as symbols of the exchange. The true
exchangeable goods are lost to archaeological research: textiles, foods and people, in
the form of exogamous exchanges. The gender dimension of these networks also escapes us, the role of men and women in the settlement and in movement along the
networks, as well as in the successive changes in Neolithic social reality. In each case,
the ‘cosmopolitan’ nature of the period does not last for long: as we approach the end of
the 5th millennium and the beginning of the 4th, the traces of the Neolithic settlements
are almost lost. At settlements such as Mandalo and Sitagroi long-term abandonment
that lasts for several centuries is witnessed, whilst the known sites dating to this period
are few. Megalo Nisi Galanis in the Ptolemaida basin is one such site that has been explored recently.38 It undoubtedly shows a dramatic change in the order and form of the
settlements, the characteristics of which we do not yet understand. As is common with
archaeological reconstructions, much more and systematic research is required on this
subject.

4. Late Prehistory
Researchers have not come to any conclusions as to the precise processes responsible
for the changes that characterise the next long period, which we conventionally call the
Bronze Age (3500–1100 BC) in Macedonia. The rapid changes that can be observed in
the economy and social organisation of Crete and the Peloponnese, but also of the Cyclades, led to an explosive rise in hierarchy and social complexity in these societies,
which ended in the appearance of ‘palace’ cultures, as Colin Renfrew has noted since
the 1970s.39 Something similar is not, however, apparent in Macedonia. The populations
of the Early Bronze Age continue in the Neolithic settlements, or resettle in older Neolithic toumbes such as Mandalo and Sitagroi. At the same time, many settlements that
had been settled in the Late Neolithic and had already been abandoned were not refounded, and the beginning of this period at least is marked by a general decline in the
number of settlements. In the region of Langadas, for example, the number of sites
shrinks in the Early Bronze Age, but rises again by the end of the 3rd millennium. By
the end of the Bronze Age, the number of sites has risen markedly, and during the Iron
Age the density of sites is so high that such a number has never been seen since, even
during the Ottoman period.40 A similar reduction in settlements is seen in East Macedonia, and the general picture that we have, although to a great degree lacking and
fragmentary, indicates a drastic reduction of the population in comparison with the high
point of the Late Neolithic. Before, however, coming to any conclusions about possible
historical events, we should remember that the whole of the 4th millennium already represents a period of population decline following the collapse of the extensive network of
Neolithic settlements and exchange between the regions, including complementary micro-environments and productive capacities. The most substantial change that is
observed in this period is the dominance of settlements with a toumba form. All the flatextended sites have already been abandoned and even the largest sites now shrink to the
limits of manifestly smaller toumbes. One characteristic example is the Mesimeriani
Toumba in the Prefecture of Thessaloniki, where the older Neolithic settlement is limited to the west side of the original Neolithic settlement, occupying an area of only
around 1 1/2 acres, and which continues to be inhabited and to rise throughout the
whole of this period.41 The Macedonian landscape acquires many of the prehistoric features familiar to us today during the Bronze Age.
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The importance of the predominance of settlements with the toumba form should
be assessed in relation to the characteristics of the social organisation attributed to this
form of settlement layout. As we have seen, the formation of the toumba is considered
to be the result of the presence of the ‘oikos’, a presence that lays an emphasis on the
duration and continuation of the distinct households that together constitute the settlement. This development now also appears to have shaped the forms by which space was
organised, which previously lay emphasis on a communal collectivity that now appears
to have been abandoned completely. On the contrary, there are indications that in this
period the ‘oikoi’ and their ‘households’ now dominate completely, to the extent that
they represent or are a substitute for the totality of the community. Thus, communal
works appear, especially in the advanced phases of the Bronze Age, that have the sole
purpose of strengthening the power of the ‘oikoi’ of the community, making it more
tangible and giving them a dominant position in the landscape, deliberately raising the
tell in its totality. On the other hand, works of architecture such as the ‘Burnt House’ at
Sitagroi portray this dominance in an eloquent way, the forerunners of which we encounter in the Neolithic period only in the ‘megara’ of Dimini and Sesklo in Thessaly. 42
Large, central buildings in which storage spaces and spaces for the consumption of food
(hearths, silos, etc.) prevail, indicating an attempt at economic autonomy that is not by
chance alone.43
At this point we should also take into account the disappearance of the painted,
decorated fine pottery and its substitution by monochrome undecorated categories.
Many of the techniques used in pottery production, decoration and firing that were
widely known from the explosion of pottery production in the Late Neolithic disappear
in this period, and production is limited to dark-coloured vessels, for daily use, cooking
and storing. Only in the mid-2nd millennium BC does pottery decorated with similar
characteristics reappear. This important change is not necessarily connected with the
movements of prehistoric ‘peoples’, with realignments of the cultural map of Macedonia, nor should it be related to ‘cultural decline’ or ‘stagnation’ or similar evaluative
descriptions.44 Neolithic painted pottery represents an object of high social visibility,
produced for the offering of food and public consumption within conditions of open sociability. Its presence and use in such a context aspires to emphasise the value that
society places on the redistribution of food, and by extent mutuality, thus creating a central ideological mechanism. This social function is the deeper reason why this particular
form of material culture acquires this prominent role in Neolithic cultures. The rise of
the ‘household’, however, signifies a distancing from the ideology of redistribution, and
reinforces hoarding and autonomy, as we can see in the extensive storerooms that accompany the household buildings. The consumption of food is transferred to ‘private’
space, as is demonstrated by the hearths and the food preparation structures, where collective distribution is neither possible nor necessary, and perhaps not even desirable.
Collective consumption is thus transformed into private hospitality and the vessels take
on a different focus. Within the context of private hospitality, the Neolithic common
use of the vessels cannot attribute particular status to the host. On the contrary, the personal objects that belong only to the members of the house and which are exhibited in
the appropriate circumstances transmit to third parties powerful messages of status and
social superiority. In this way, the ‘households’, by emphasising the importance of ‘personal’ objects, objects that can be worn upon the person, reorganise social — and
economic reality — to their benefit. Within this process, they use and reshape the material culture that accompanies and supports this reality. The declaration of social
messages of mutuality is gradually transformed into a declaration of messages of power,
which are expressed by the very presence and form of the ‘oikoi’ within the context of
their low-key competition, whilst pottery is limited to its simple functional use. Some
pottery shapes, however, appear related to the new conditions of individual consump-
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tion, such as the consumption of wine, for the production of which we have some evidence at Dikili Tash already from the end of the Neolithic.45
When talking of the Bronze Age, the view prevails that the appearance of this
metal, with the change in productive capabilities that it ushered in, was the main engine
of society. And this view is also part of the heritage of inter-war archaeology and of
Gordon Childe. Even so, in the region of Macedonia, as indeed in South Greece, research shows that the introduction of bronze objects into the social system was not due
to production, where they probably did not play any role except towards the end of the
period, but to social structure. As we saw above, bronze crafted objects, as ‘personal’
items, are implicated in the competition between the ‘oikoi’ and are used metaphorically
as evidence of the success, strength and power of the collective identity of the ‘oikos’
and its members. For this reason, they acquire a particular symbolic value, as is demonstrated by an engraved stele of this period from Skala Sotiros on Thasos: in low relief,
there is a human figure wearing a necklace and holding a dagger in his right hand; a
double-headed axe hangs from a belt around the waist, whilst a spear rests lopsidedly on
the chest area. Without a doubt, these objects are powerful symbols of the status and
social and economic power of the figure or the ‘oikos’ associated with the stele.46 The
totality of the bronze crafted objects hoarded in a pit at Petralona in Chalkidiki in a
chance find in the 1970s had a similar significance. These objects must have had an especially great value for their unfortunate owner.
The question of social complexity and the creation of social asymmetry are thus
central to the Bronze Age, without this meaning that earlier social forms were free of
these aspects of social dynamism. Similar trends are always present, whilst their content
and form change. That which interests us is the specific way in which this change takes
place within the context of the Bronze Age, and the role of the ‘oikoi’ and their members, which emerge as distinct social units. We can gain some picture in this direction
from the cemeteries of the period, some of which have been excavated, although their
finds have not yet been fully published. Burial practices at the cemetery of Ayios Mamas in Chalkidiki varied in character and complexity from burial to burial, emphasising
the individuality (would it be too bold to say the personality?) of the dead, and similar
general assertions can be made for the cemeteries of the tymvoi that are beginning to be
found in Chalkidiki.47 However, despite all the indications from various aspects of the
material culture, the details of the move towards social complexity and stratification
remain little understood, since there are still many gaps in research in this area, in particular for the early phases, which are critical from the point of view of social
transformation. The site of Kastanas on the east bank of the Axios covers the third millennium chronologically, and is one of the sites of the period that has been
systematically excavated. Even so, the early phases of the settlement do not preserve
enough evidence and the picture is to a great degree lacking. At other sites in Central
Macedonia, such as Assiros in the Langadas basin and Toumba Thessalonikis, two of
the largest tells in Central Macedonia, the evidence for social complexity becomes significantly greater as we pass into the second millennium B.C.48
Organised storage areas occupied a large part of the settlement at Assiros in the
Langadas basin in the 14th and 13th centuries. Large quantities of cereals were stored in
these spaces, which, according to the specialists, greatly exceeded the needs of the local
population of the settlement. A compact earthen bank and a double wall built using the
casemate technique49 were regularly rebuilt, maintaining the sharp slopes of the mound,
whilst the internal layout of the settlement remained the same despite several rebuildings. Toumba Thessalonikis is a tell standing almost 23 metres high on earlier deposits
and a similar formation to Assiros, albeit representing a much larger site. At some point
in the Late Bronze Age, at approximately the centre of the tell, a particularly large
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casemate wall was built here, surrounding the tell, with a width of 6 metres and a height
greater than 3 metres. It is not easy to determine the function of these large structures.
Some scholars believe that they were simply fortifications, but a more sophisticated interpretation seems likely, which, without excluding a fortification function, seeks their
significance in the deliberate intent to emphasise the height of the settlement. A central
aspect of this layout behaviour has already been analysed in the context of the Neolithic
tells of Macedonia, and there is no serious reason why something similar should not
hold for the period we are discussing here. The intent of the inhabitants of the Macedonian Bronze Age tells to emphasise their predominant position over the other
settlements — something that cannot but send a message of power and dominance to all
the other communities, and should therefore be seen within a context of competition, if
not aggression — is clear here. If we take into account the fact that not all the sites from
this period share the same characteristics, i.e. they do not all have the great height and
sharp slopes that we believe to be the result of the massive earthworks, we can assume
that in this period the settlements were organised hierarchically, with one settlement at
the centre, probably the seat of the most powerful ‘households’. The absence of earthworks at Kastanas, for example, has been attributed to the peripheral location of this
settlement within the local hierarchy, the centre of which must have been represented by
the imposing mound at Axiochori a few kilometres to the north. In keeping with the
evidence from Assiros, these networks must have had a markedly centralised economic
character, in the framework of which the social redistribution of the product now passed
into the control of a smaller, but powerful group. If, then, the Neolithic tells are, as we
have characterised them, monuments to the competition between the ‘households’, then
the Bronze Age tells are truly monuments to the ultimate predominance of these
‘households’ — and later, perhaps, of one ‘household’, the most powerful — which impose upon the landscape and all the other sites of the immediate vicinity. All indications
lead to the conclusion that in this period a number of small toparchies were being
formed, with local influence of course, the forerunners of formations that are described
much later by the ancient historians as hegemonies.
Even though the signs of social change indicate a society that is being gradually
integrated into the wider environment, the daily reality of its inhabitants does not
change dramatically in relation to the earlier periods. Life in the toumbes of Macedonia
in the Bronze Age continues to follow its old rhythms, and the trade and advanced crafts
industry that we know of from South Greece during this same period — economic
structures vital for the support of a rising aristocracy — do not appear to have played a
clear role at the Macedonian sites. The settlements remain at base farming and pastoralist settlements, communicating with the outside world through the natural and transport
roads that had been established since the Neolithic period. Even the economic centralisation that can be traced archaeologically at Assiros is not oriented, according to the
specialists, to the production of surplus produce. Large areas are not cultivated, and
small-scale intensive farming is carried out instead, with complementary crops, closely
linked to stock rearing, and agricultural techniques from long ago.50 The use of bronze,
as we have seen, was particularly limited, even in the advanced phases of the Bronze
Age, whilst basic productive tasks, such as threshing and ploughing continue to be carried out using ancient Stone Age techniques. Finally, valuable objects and a luxury,
almost ‘urban’ life are unknown.
The only exception was Mycenean pottery, which made its cautious appearance
either through vessels that came from southern Greece or through local imitations. The
first pottery of this type appeared at Toroni in Chalkidiki, and is contemporary with the
shaft graves at Mycenae. This pottery, of which there is very little, was undoubtedly
imported. Pottery contemporary with LBA III (13th–12th century) gradually became
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more common, and it is usually a local imitation.51 For the first time in Macedonia the
use of the potter’s wheel in pot manufacture is seen. The technology of the new pottery
represents an important addition to the traditional Macedonian techniques, which continue to be used for the manufacture of handmade and not thrown pots, and with firing
done on an open fire and not in a kiln. Other technological details, such as those relating
to the paints and clay composition, add interesting aspects to the characterisation of the
new technology.52 The question posed, then, is was there a centralised production of
these local imitations at a few centres established in Macedonia, or were they produced
at each settlement separately by craftsmen who know or have learnt the new pottery
technologies. Special archaeometric analyses, done in the context of the excavations at
Assiros and Toumba Thessalonikis, have shown that the technology used in the production of this pottery has very few standard characteristics, something which supports not
the interpretation of centralised production but the existence of a number of small centres instead, each of which applies different recipes for pottery production. We do not
encounter such an image of diversity in other regions that are usually also considered
‘Mycenean peripheries’ and for which a similar analytical approach has been applied.53
This was, then, a transfer of an element of Mycenean material culture to the Macedonian communities, which, however, each community produced in a different way, and
often differently within its own boundaries.
This pottery, imitations and imports, indicates without a doubt that South Greece
was part of the region’s network of communication. It would definitely help with our
understanding of the phenomenon, however, if simple interpretations were not adopted
right from that start, such as those of colonisation and the settlement of ‘Myceneans’
and their ‘emporeia’, for which we have no serious indications despite all the archaeological studies and excavations that have been done in the past few decades, nor any
verification from the publication of analytical analyses, such as the one we just saw
above. In order to understand the significance of the transfer of this element of Mycenean material culture to the toumbes of Late Bronze Age Macedonia, we must
approach the question more from an anthropological perspective, bearing in mind that
material culture is first of all a series of objects that people have used within specific
conditions and for specific purposes. The example of the disappearance of painted pottery during the Early Bronze Age, as we saw, allows us to come to a general conclusion
that objects of material culture were integrated into the social practices that accompany
them, as these are being formed, rather than the objects themselves imposing a fixed
cultural content, which we attribute to them and which they supposedly have.
It is possible that Mycenean pottery played a central role in instances of food consumption in the Macedonian toumbes. The central significance of the integration of food
consumption into social practices has been discussed by many researchers in the past
few years, with different starting points and for different cultural and chronological contexts, and we believe that similar rituals must also have taken place at the Late Bronze
Age Macedonian toumbes.54 In contrast with the public Neolithic rituals, a clear example of which we saw in detail at Makriyalos in Peria, these rituals must have taken place
in the interior of the ‘oikoi’. They would have been similar to the symposia that were
organised in the Mycenean ‘megara’ of South Greece, although these were of course on
a quite different scale and with an extreme ‘palatial’ style, as we can judge from the
vessels that accompanied them. These were, then, ‘private’ rituals in which the organiser hoped to gain status and social capital, confirming his role in the intra-communal
social competition. Mycenean pottery replaced the local handmade decorated categories
of vessels for offering and consuming food, which gradually declined in number. This
can be concluded from the shapes of the Mycenean vessels, which belong exclusively to
these categories,55 and from their limited presence in the pottery total, demonstrating
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that this pottery never played the main role in the daily lives of the inhabitants, who
continued to cook, eat and store in vessels of their own tradition. In their social competition, however, the ‘exotic’ vessels that came from or imitated the Mycenean luxury of
the hegemons of the South undoubtedly proffered more prestige to their owner, even if,
as analyses show, they had been manufactured by craftsmen operating in the immediate
vicinity.56
The end of the Bronze Age is usually associated by researchers with movements
of populations and tribes and other similar phenomena, which are, however, difficult if
not impossible to be proved through archaeology, as we discussed at the beginning of
the chapter. On the contrary, the archaeological testimony offers a plethora of details
that confirm the continuation of the small toparchies that had been formed during the
Bronze Age through the next few centuries as well. The form of the settlements, as well
as their position, remained identical, and the houses, as Toumba Thessalonikis undoubtedly shows, continued to be inhabited without a break or to be rebuilt on the same
position.57 The only clear and undoubted change during this period is the rise in the
population of the settlements, which since it does not fit within the small area at the
peak of the mounds, spreads out over their bases, creating for the first time extensive
and densely populated settlements, such as at Toumba Thessalonikis and Axiochori. An
increase in settlements marks the landscape, some of which occupy for the first time the
peaks of upland areas and which look out over the lower points. What we observe
archaeologically may represent a reorganisation on the borders and the regions of the
small toparchies, with the creation of peripheral hegemonies, which quickly filled the
landscape. The spread of the cemeteries of the tymvoi at Vergina and upland Olympus
may mark such an episode of symbolic occupation of the landscape, which is included
in this process. Of course, in no instance is it necessary for these episodes to have had a
symbolic character only.
These hypotheses certainly require more systematic fieldwork and deeper theoretical processing in order to be proven. In general terms, the prehistory of Macedonia is
characterised by slow processes that, with the passing of time, transform the local communities, turning them into the forms that we know better from the references of the
later, ancient authors. To a certain degree, it is to be expected that the ancient authors
laid emphasis on the aspects of ethnic or tribal mobility, which were more familiar to
them and fitted with the way in which the world was understood in their era. Naturally,
they were not able to be aware of the long durations and continuities, in contrast with
today, when we have the tool of archaeology available to us. Episodes of rapid changes,
which are perhaps more interesting historically, undoubtedly took place, yet the ability
of archaeology to identify these in the material culture, and even more so to interpret
them is limited. Even so, in the centuries that followed, the appearance of colonies established by the southern Greek cities in the region of Macedonia is an important
historical event from every perspective. The presence of organised cities created a new
reality, undoubtedly competitive, for the agricultural communities of Macedonia that
had existed for thousands of years. Contacts with South Greece now become closer,
within a Greek world that was gradually being unified, culturally, ideologically and,
primarily, economically.
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57. Andreou, Fotiadis and Kotsakis 2001.

