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Preface to the Kavousi
Excavation Series

Kavousi I: The Archaeological Survey of the Kavousi Region is the initial volume
of the Kavousi Excavation Series, which presents the final report of the Kavousi
Project, a program of archaeological investigation around the modern village of
Kavousi in eastern Crete. Subsequent volumes will publish the results of the
1987–1992 excavations at the Vronda and Kastro sites in the Siteia Mountains
above Kavousi and of the cleaning and new study of the excavations of Harriet
Boyd in 1900 and 1901.

The first recorded archaeological interest in the Kavousi area is that of Sir
Arthur Evans, who passed through the region on trips to the eastern part of the
island in 1894 and in 1899, when he purchased pottery and metal objects from a
tomb at Plaï tou Kastrou for the Herakleion Museum. He recommended the site to
Harriet Boyd, who excavated briefly at a number of sites in the area in 1900. After
a week of excavation around the Kavousi Plain, she moved up into mountain sites
above the village. She spent one week at Azoria, where she found puzzling remains
that included circular structures and pottery of the Archaic and Hellenistic periods,
followed by a week each on the Kastro peak and the Vronda ridge. On the Kastro
she uncovered what she described as a “chieftain’s house” of thirteen rooms of the
Geometric period; not far away at Skouriasmenos was a perfectly preserved,
though robbed, tholos tomb with some Geometric and Orientalizing pottery in it.
On Vronda she found a building and eight small tholos tombs, which she dated to
sub-Mycenaean, a transitional period between the Bronze Age and Iron Age. She
returned in 1901 to test other sites, particularly at Aloni and Avgo, and to look for
a Bronze Age settlement site. When she was shown the promising Late Minoan site
at Gournia, she transferred her excavation there, leaving the Kavousi area perma-
nently. In 1912, however, Edith Hall, one of her colleagues at Gournia, briefly
explored burial sites at Kamara tou Tholou just north of Kavousi village and at
Hagios Antonios near the Bay of Mirabello. 

After this active period of excavation, interest in the Kavousi area declined, even
though chance finds continued to appear. One such find, discovered during the con-
struction of the water system, led to the excavation of a Geometric shrine at Pachlit-
zani Agriada by Stylianos Alexiou in 1950. In 1951 a tholos tomb was discovered by
a farmer, George Sekadakis, while planting an olive tree. The tomb was never scien-
tifically excavated, but the pottery was taken to the small museum in Ierapetra. 
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In 1974 the authors of this preface began a project to update the information avail-
able on the early American excavations in the Isthmus of Ierapetra. Because many
of the sites were not marked on a map, the first task was to locate them. By 1978 the
scope of this project was narrowed to the Kavousi sites and defined as the Kavousi
Project. At this time William Coulson joined the project because of his particular
interest in studying the pottery found in the Vronda tholos tombs. The first step of
the Kavousi Project was to study all the pottery and artifacts from Boyd’s 1900 and
1901 excavations. Some of this material had not been previously published, while the
interpretation of the rest of the artifacts needed to be brought in line with recent
archaeological discoveries. Permission was also obtained to publish the material
from the 1951 tomb discovered by George Sekadakis.

Because no map with the sites of the Kavousi area had ever been drawn, the task
of the first season in 1978 was to remedy this situation. In the summer of 1979 the
vases from the Sekadakis tholos tomb were studied at the Ierapetra Museum. In
December of the same year, three weeks were spent in the Herakleion Museum
cataloging, drawing, and photographing the material from the Plaï tou Kastrou
tomb and the tombs excavated by Boyd at Vronda, Chrondrovolakes, Aloni, and
Skouriasmenos. 

The summer of 1981 saw the first of four cleaning seasons. The Vronda tholoi,
both those which had been excavated by Boyd and the one uncovered by Sekadakis
as well as a tenth tholos, newly discovered but thoroughly robbed, were cleaned and
added to the area map. The Aloni cemetery, southwest of the Kastro, and a tomb iden-
tified by Sekadakis at Ridopoulia, east of Kavousi, were also cleaned this season.

In 1982 it was arranged that the members of the Kavousi Project would super-
vise the cleaning of the Kastro for the balloon photograph to be published in the
Aerial Atlas of Ancient Crete, and permission was given to publish any finds. New
architectural features and considerable pottery were found in the cleaning, and
these helped refine the dating of the site.

In 1983 and 1984 the Project received permission to clean the building excavat-
ed by Boyd on top of the Vronda ridge and to make a plan of the structures she men-
tioned. Many new architectural features and finds appeared during this cleaning. 

The results of the cleaning seasons indicated that an excavation of the Vronda and
Kastro sites would reveal much new information about the little understood end of
the Bronze Age and the beginning of the Early Iron Age in Crete, a time when Crete
experienced a major culture change from the prehistoric Minoan and Mycenaean
civilizations to the historic Greek civilization. It had become clear that the Vronda
“building” was a settlement dated to LM IIIC, the very end of the Late Bronze Age,
at that time a rarely encountered period, and that it was important to uncover the set-
tlement and allow it to contribute its part to the history of Crete. It was also evident
that the rooms on the Kastro did not belong to a chieftain’s citadel, as Boyd had
thought, but to a large settlement of the Geometric period with evidence of earlier
use in the Protogeometric era. Because the Kastro was being used as a type site for
the Geometric period in Crete, it was particularly important that it be more fully
excavated and that corrections be made in its date and function. At the same time,
advances in scientific archaeology, particularly in the fields of soil science, faunal
analysis, human osteology, and palaeobotany, made it possible to obtain new infor-
mation for reconstructing the environment and human interaction with it. The devel-
opment of modern technologies for the study of clays, metals, and stone implements
offered promise for reconstructing the social, economic, and political environment
of the period.
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In 1985 a conference held in Ierapetra and Kavousi presented the new findings and
the evidence for a profitable excavation. The conference initiated interest in reopen-
ing work on this neglected period, and in 1986 the Project was granted one of the
three excavation permits allotted to the American School of Classical Studies at
Athens. 

Regular excavations of the Vronda and the Kastro sites began in 1987, at which
time the Kavousi Project became the Kavousi Excavations under the directorship
of Geraldine C. Gesell (Executive Director), Leslie Preston Day (Field Director at
Vronda), and William D.E. Coulson (Field Director at Kastro). These excavations
continued through 1992, interrupted by a study season in 1991. Since then study
seasons were held regularly each summer until 2003.

From the beginning, the Kavousi Project was designed as a regional study of the
Kavousi area, combining the excavation of two major sites with archaeological and
environmental survey. The goal was to reconstruct as thoroughly as possible the
culture of the Vronda and Kastro communities at this transitional period between
the Minoan and Greek cultures and define their relationship to each other and to
the rest of Crete. Donald Haggis was asked to conduct an archaeological survey
that would provide the diachronic pattern of settlement in the Kavousi area. This
would be the basis for the placement of the two excavated sites, Kastro and
Vronda, within the complex history of the Kavousi area. The specific goals that
were defined for the excavation will be addressed in the following volumes. These
include the chronological sequences of pottery, necessary in working out the
chronology of the sites, study of the architecture and artifacts used in the different
periods, a study of the life styles of the people, their religion, funerary customs,
level of technology, agriculture, and contacts with the rest of Crete and the eastern
Mediterranean. 

This volume, The Archaeological Survey of the Kavousi Region, provides a com-
prehensive look at the topography of the area, its natural resources, and the way in
which the local people interacted with them over time, as shown in the changing pat-
tern of settlement. It sets the stage for the report on the excavations and provides an
introduction to the local soils and to the pottery classification used by the excavators.

Geraldine C. Gesell
Knoxville, TN, 2005

Leslie Preston Day
Crawfordsville, IN, 2005



Preface to Kavousi I

This book presents the results of an archaeological survey that was conducted in
the area of the modern village of Kavousi in northeastern Crete during three succes-
sive field seasons from 1988 to 1990, followed by study seasons in 1991, 1992, and
1996. The fieldwork, the Kavousi-Thriphti Survey (KTS), was carried out in conjunc-
tion with the Kavousi Project’s excavations of the Early Iron Age sites of Vronda and
Kastro (Day and Snyder 2004; Gesell, Day, and Coulson 2000; 1995; Coulson et al.
1997) and formed the basis for my Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Minnesota
(Haggis 1996a; 1992). The aims of the survey were to provide a broad archaeologi-
cal and environmental context for these excavations, to explore the wider region, and
to recover and examine sites contemporary with Vronda and Kastro. The project was
thus initially conceived as a complement to ongoing excavation, a means of augment-
ing the data used in the interpretation of the excavation context.

The scope of the survey included the examination of a number of different periods
of human activity in the Kavousi region, while the reconstruction of the history of set-
tlement benefited from the results of a number of neighboring projects (Gesell 2004).
In addition to the excavations at Vronda and Kastro, work at Pseira (Betancourt and
Davaras 2003; 2002; 1999; 1995; 1988; McEnroe 2001; Floyd 1998), Mochlos (Soles
2004; 2003; Soles et al. 2004; Barnard and Brogan 2003), Chalasmenos
(Tsipopoulou 2004; 2001; Coulson et al. 1995), Katalimata (Nowicki 2003; 2000b;
Coulson et al. 1995), Vasiliki (Eliopoulos 2004; 1998), Kalo Chorio (Haggis 1996c),
Evraïka, and Chrysokamino (Betancourt and Floyd 2000–2001; Muhly and
Betancourt 2000; Betancourt 2000a; Floyd 2000; Betancourt et al. 1999), provided
stratified contexts for establishing ceramic sequences and detailed information on site
histories and functions, ceramic distribution, metallurgy, trade, and staple production.
It remains to integrate these data into discussions of the wider regional contexts. The
Vrokastro Archaeological Survey Project (Hayden 2004a; 2004b) and the Gournia
Project’s survey of the north Ierapetra Isthmus (Watrous et al. 2000; Watrous and
Blitzer 1999; 1995) have documented contiguous areas of the Mirabello region, and
their results will provide the broad regional perspective necessary in understanding
settlement patterns at Kavousi. The full application of these data from both excava-
tion and regional survey must, however, await the final publication of projects in the
Mirabello area. The aim here is not to anticipate results but to integrate such data
where available and immediately relevant.

The core of the present text and site gazetteer were written in residence at the
American School of Classical Studies at Athens in 1991–1992 and revised on Crete
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in 1996, allowing me to consult preliminary reports of recent and ongoing excavation
and survey in the Kavousi and Mirabello areas, which were published between those
dates. While my approach and perspective have changed considerably since 1992, the
chapters incorporate little new information. The data are essentially as they were
recorded from 1989 to 1992. The objectives of the project were to provide:

1. A site catalog and documentation of the archaeology of the Kavousi region

2. A broad overview of the data and summary of results

3. An interpretation of the settlement patterns and land use toward a recon-
struction of the history of human activity in the sample area

The chronological framework was from Final Neolithic (4000 B.C.) to Late Roman
(4th–7th centuries A.D.) with a specific focus on the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age
(3200–700 B.C.). The fieldwork was conducted as a dissertation project under a top-
ographical survey permit; inherent limitations of the permit from the Greek Ministry
of Culture, as well as of time, funding, and expertise of the primary investigator pre-
cluded systematic collection of stone tools, and the study of Byzantine, Venetian,
Ottoman, and 20th century material.

Topics forming focused or detailed synthetic studies on Early Iron Age settlement
patterns (Haggis 2001; 1993a), Early Bronze Age chronology and settlement struc-
ture (Haggis 2002; 1999a; 1993b), and the Roman remains at Tholos (Haggis 1996b)
have been published elsewhere and will thus be treated summarily here. My own
changing perceptions of the data have required reconsideration of old ideas and,
indeed, the identification of new problems. Not only has new evidence come to light
but also, as projects in East Crete are brought to the publication stage, entirely new
issues and avenues of research have developed. Furthermore the methods, approach-
es, and technology of intensive archaeological survey have changed radically in the
past 15 years since the initial design and implementation of the KTS (cf. Alcock and
Cherry 2004a). The goal of this present book, however, is neither to engage this rich
and problem-oriented literature, nor to present a discourse on survey methodology.
The purpose here is simply to present the data that were collected during the
Kavousi-Thriphti Survey, to introduce various archaeological contexts that have a
relevance to current issues and problems in the archaeology of Crete, and to explain
how the idiosyncratic process of conducting the survey has affected the results.

In the course of the fieldwork, an ongoing dialogue between excavation and sur-
vey was complemented by, and indeed in many cases generated by, scientific meth-
ods and the parallel research interests of zoologists (Snyder and Klippel 1999; 1996;
Klippel and Snyder 2000; 1991), botanists (Flint-Hamilton 2000; 1999), geologists
and soil scientists (M. Morris 2002; 1994; Timpson 1992; Watrous et al. 2000), and
physical anthropologists (Liston 1993). Ceramic petrography (P. Day 1997), for
example, employed in regional ceramic provenience studies has greatly enhanced
and in many ways utterly changed the way we perceive economic and cultural
spheres of influence in the Bronze Age Aegean. The discussion of the pottery
(Chapter 4 and Appendices 2 and 3) has been revised to include some information
from recent excavations. The original pottery sherd descriptions are retained and
appended to the site entries in the gazetteer (Chapter 6), providing a catalog for each
site where collections were made. The original KTS (Kavousi-Thriphti Survey) pot-
tery catalog numbers are included for cross-referencing with the dissertation (see
Appendix 4).

Since the initial fieldwork was carried out between 1988 and 1991, an unprece-
dented number of projects have been conducted within the survey zone. The catalog
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entries in the site gazetteer make use of published and unpublished information, but
they have been greatly abbreviated because detailed preliminary reports have been
published by the excavators since the original records of these sites were made. Most
important are the excavations in the area of Monastiraki at Katalimata and
Chalasmenos (by Metaxia Tsipopoulou, William Coulson, and Krzysztof Nowicki)
and the survey of the north Isthmus of Ierapetra by L. Vance Watrous and Harriet
Blitzer. Such work now replaces my and Nowicki’s topographical study of these sites
and areas (Haggis and Nowicki 1993). Nowicki’s work at Katalimata has recovered
Neolithic, Protopalatial, and Neopalatial phases, while Watrous’s study of the nearby
plain of Kamina and Monastiraki will elucidate its broader context. Excavations at
the Chrysokamino (habitation and metallurgical) sites by Philip Betancourt, Cheryl
Floyd, and James Muhly have significantly augmented the data, changing our under-
standing of their chronology and function. I am grateful to these excavators for their
permission to use information from these sites. With these exceptions, the catalog
entries in the gazetteer are essentially as they appeared in my dissertation.

The local Bronze Age coarse-ware chronology has, since its initial publication,
become refined through the efforts of numerous researchers on various Mirabello
projects, and represents the continuing work of Margaret Mook, co-author of the orig-
inal study of Kavousi material, and the petrographic work by Peter Day (Appendices
2 and 3). The details of this complex chronology will be refined and elaborated in the
publications of the ceramic sequences of the Kavousi Excavations (Mook 2004; 1999;
Mook and Coulson 1997; 1993), the Mochlos Excavations (Barnard and Brogan
2003), and the Vrokastro Archaeological Survey Project (Hayden 2004a; 2004b;
2003a; 2003b). These areas represent two vitally important ceramic production cen-
ters in the north Isthmus area, which have informed our understanding of material
patterns and exchange systems in the broader region and have helped to shape the
research design of the Kavousi-Thriphti Survey (Haggis 2000).

While I have made every effort to update and utilize relevant bibliography, reflect-
ing the vast amount of excavation, intensive survey work, and synthetic studies pub-
lished since this manuscript was revised in the fall of 1996, the primary aim of this
book is to present the data as originally compiled and examined (1989–1992)—the
gazetteer of sites, the physical context, and the settlement history—as a contribution
to the archaeological record of the region. Thus, this study reflects on the most rele-
vant of this recent work, which has indeed already been effectively integrated into a
wider discourse on regional settlement patterns in Crete and the Aegean (e.g., Hay-
den 2004a; Cunningham and Driessen 2004; Borgna 2003; Wallace 2003; Driessen
2001; Cunningham 2001; Nowicki 2000a; Farenga 1998).

Donald C. Haggis
Koutsouras, Crete, 1996

Chapel Hill, NC, 2004 
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KTS Kavousi-Thriphti Survey

L. length

m meter

Max. maximum

PPL plane polarized light

Pres. preserved 

r rounded

sa subangular

sr subrounded

tcf textural concentration feature

Th. thickness

W. width 

XP cross-polars

FN Final Neolithic (ca. 4000–3200 B.C.)

EM Early Minoan (ca. 3200–2100 B.C.)
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LM Late Minoan (ca. 1600–1100 B.C.)
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EPG Early Protogeometric (ca. 1000–950 B.C.)
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LR Late Roman (4th–7th c. A.D.)

B Byzantine (8th–12th c. A.D.)

V Venetian (12th–17th c. A.D.)
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Mod. Modern (1900–present)

B.P. before present

Abbreviations

The following chronological abbreviations are used (Final Neolithic and Bronze Age dates are based on
Hankey and Warren 1989 and Nowicki 2003):

The following other abbreviations are used:
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The following soil science abbreviations are used:

A Mineral master horizon formed at the surface or below an O horizon that exhibits mixing of min-
eral and organic materials 

Ap An A-horizon that exhibits disturbance by plowing or other agricultural uses

B Mineral master horizon that forms below an A, E, or O horizon that exhibits obliteration of much
or all of the original rock structure 

BC A transitional horizon with characteristics of both an overyling B horizon and an underlying C
horizon, but is more like B than C 

Bss A B-horizon that exhibits the presence of slickensides

Bt A B-horizon that exhibits accumulation of silicate clays that either formed in place or were
translocated from the overlying horizon

Bw A B-horizon that exhibits development of color or structure with little or no apparent accumula-
tion of alluvial materials

C Mineral master horizon, excluding hard bedrock, that exhibits little effects of soil forming
processes 

Cb A C-horizon that has been buried 

Cr Weathered or soft bedrock sometimes referred to as a paralithic contact 

C-T Cretaceous-Tertiary 

E Mineral master horizon exhibiting loss of clays, sesquioxides, or organic matter 

O Master horizon dominated by organic material

R Hard bedrock 



Glossary

The text uses the following terms, which are specialized terminology or do not have exact English equivalents:

akrotiri headland; promontory; peninsula

aloni threshing floor, usually with a stone-built border 

argillic a soil horizon that is characterized by the movement of phyllosilicate clays in the horizon
from a horizon above

basic refers to an igneous rock with a low silica content

cutans modifications to soil peds due to processes such as coatings of clay on ped surfaces as
the result of argillic horizon formation

geotrese deep well

kalderimi cobbled path (paved or partially paved mountain road)

mandra sheep or goat pen 

mass-wasting downslope movement of soil or rock material as a direct result of gravity

metochi rural hamlet or field house

ped a natural unit of soil structure (similar to a clod except that a clod is formed artificially) 

pedon a three dimensional body of soil that adequately expresses the horizons developed from
soil formation processes

perivolia household or in-field gardens

plateia town square; village center

polypedon a group of contiguous or similar pedons, usually considered the primary unit for soil mapping

residuum soil formed by the weathering of bedrock in situ

revma torrent; gully; seasonal river

sideropetra gray crystalline limestone 

slickensides stress surfaces that are polished and striated produced by one mass sliding against another

soil profile a vertical section of soil through all its horizons and extending into the C horizon

thermokepion impermanent greenhouse

trapetum olive crushing bed/press

type pedon a pedon used to characterize a soil mapping unit 

ultrabasic refers to an igneous rock with a lower silica content than basic




