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Wonders are many on earth and the greatest of these
Is man, who rides the ocean and takes his way
Through the deeps, through the wind-swept valleys of perilous seas
That surge and sway.

He is master of ageless Earth, to his own will bending
The immortal mother of gods by the sweat of his brow,
As year succeeds to year with toil unending
Of mule and plough.

He is lord of all things living: birds of the air,
Beasts of the field, all creatures of sea and land
He taketh, cunning to capture and ensnare
With sleight of hand;

Hunting the savage beast from the upland rocks,
Taming the mountain monarch in his lair,
Teaching the wild horse and the roaming ox
His yoke to bear.

The use of language, the wind-swift motion of brain
He learnt; found out the laws of living together
In cities, building him shelter against the rain
And wintry weather.

There is nothing beyond his power. His subtlety
Meeteth all chance, all danger conquereth.
For every ill he hath found its remedy,
Save only death.

from sophocles’ antigone
translated by e. f. watling
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Foreword

by John Cherry (2010)

My copy of The Emergence of Civilisation has definitely seen better days: its pages have 
long since parted company with the cloth binding, most of them are yellowing at the 
edges, and their margins are full of scrawled annotations and updates. I very much 
need a replacement, and so the present reprint is welcome for that reason alone. From 
an inscription on the flyleaf I see that I bought The Emergence in January 1974, the self-
same month in which I moved to the University of Southampton to begin my doctoral 
studies under Colin Renfrew’s supervision. For an impecunious postgraduate student 
such as myself, this was a significant financial investment. A big heavy book of over 
600 pages with many figures and plates, and issued only in hardback, it was certainly 
expensive: even Professor Sir John Boardman, in The Classical Review (25.1 [1975] 118–
20), complained that its price was “intolerable” (£14.75, or in today’s terms about £115!). 
Nevertheless, for the budding Aegean prehistorian, as for many others interested in the 
development of early complex societies, this was a must-have book.

The disciplinary scene onto which The Emergence exploded in 1972 was, within 
Aegean prehistory, rather sleepy and self-absorbed. One has only to consult the invalu-
able monthly bibliographic newsletter Nestor (http://classics.uc.edu/nestor/index.php/
nestorbib) to see to what extent the sorts of publications appearing at about the same 
time as The Emergence were mired in thick descriptive detail, and seemingly oblivious 
to the seismic changes that had been affecting archaeology elsewhere for a number of 
years. Truth to tell, even Renfrew’s own first monograph, Excavations at Saliagos near 
Antiparos (1968) — a report on his important fieldwork, with John D. Evans, at the first 
Neolithic site to be investigated in the Cyclades — is fairly traditional in its format and 
general approach. (I recall a memorable dinner in 1973 at the home of the champion 
of the “New Archaeology”, Lewis Binford, at which Colin’s enthusiastic remarks about 
processual archaeology prompted Lew to fetch from his study a copy of the Saliagos 
monograph, only to tease him by reading out loud, in a mocking sing-song voice, the 
tedious details of an Appendix on fish-bone remains!) But The Emergence, published 
just four years later, was an altogether different kind of book. For this was a volume that 
not only deployed concepts and terminology radical in an Aegean setting — systems 
theory, cybernetics, locational analysis, statistics and quantification, and so on — but 
one that displayed an unusual and refreshing awareness of the wider world of archaeol-
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ogy, especially in Mesopotamia, Mesoamerica, and Europe, as well as a warm sympathy 
for at least some of the tenets of the New Archaeology.

Initial reactions to the book on the part of established Aegean prehistorians, per-
haps unsurprisingly, were very mixed. I remember chancing upon one of them flip-
ping through the pages of a copy on display in the book exhibit at one of the Aegean 
Prehistory conferences held regularly at Sheffield University during the 1970s. She re-
marked, sniffily, that while the up-to-date summaries of data in the Culture Sequence 
chapters (5–13) looked useful enough, especially for the Cycladic islands, she could see 
little of interest or value to her in the rest of the book, and certainly did not plan to buy 
a copy. (In later years, I am pleased to report, she changed her mind.) Most of the early 
reviews focused myopically on quibbles about matters of factual detail and culture his-
tory, largely overlooking, or at least seriously underestimating, the book’s more revolu-
tionary aspects in terms of its emphasis on model-building, explanation, comparison, 
quantification, and a broadly anthropological approach. As Sinclair Hood remarked 
in his review ( Journal of Hellenic Studies 93 [1973] 251–52), “Much tends to be esoteric 
by reason of the jargon used. To what extent the introduction of concepts and jargon 
from other disciplines helps our understanding of Aegean prehistory will be a matter 
of opinion.” Alleged “lapses into gobbledygook” and the “portentous jargon of anthro-
pological Newspeak” evidently bothered Michael Walker (Technology and Culture 14.1 
[1973] 78–81) as well: “there is also an unfortunate tendency at times to call a spade a 
ferrous implement employed in agricultural manual procedures, as it were.” As we look 
back almost four decades on, however, knowing the sorts of tangled knots into which 
archaeological prose would later become tied, especially as the New Archaeology came 
under critique by postprocessualism from the early 1980s, Renfrew’s writing reveals 
itself as quite refreshingly straightforward and intelligible, whatever one may now think 
of its arguments. 

John Boardman’s review was one of the few to take the book seriously as a whole, 
praising it as “a notable work of synthesis and scholarship… [which] deserves a wide 
circulation,” and he had clearly grasped the overall message. Unfortunately, it was a 
message he did not wish to receive. He was sceptical of the “precipitate” endorsement 
of the “apparent” results of radiocarbon dating, as newly revised by dendrochronol-
ogy (the subject of Renfrew’s next book, Before Civilisation [1973]). And he was wholly 
unable to accept a largely endogenous account of culture change in the Bronze Age 
Aegean — that is, an emergence of civilisation dependent on local factors rather than 
external ones — which (not entirely without a certain logic, it must be said) he saw as 
the inevitable outcome of the chosen analytical model of sub-systems and feedback ef-
fects. His ultimate put-down was to assert that “in many respects Renfrew’s account is 
simply a different way of saying what others have tried to say already.”

These, of course, were some of the reactions of an older generation of scholars. Colin 
Renfrew was 35 when The Emergence was published, and his most enthusiastic read-
ers were certainly those of his own age or younger, especially postgraduate students. 
For them, the book seemed to provide all the wider context they had been seeking 
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for their individual studies; it offered new frameworks, a new rigor, a welcome shift 
to explanation as distinct from narration. Its impact was thus quite overwhelming, at 
least for those predisposed to be open to fresh ways of thinking about the past. In my 
own case — if the reader will indulge a moment of autobiography — it was literally life-
changing. 

In autumn 1971, I was an early-stage graduate student in a doctoral program in 
Classical Archaeology, gaining field experience by excavating in the Gymnasium Area 
of ancient Corinth. A mis-step as I framed a photograph from the edge of my exca-
vation trench resulted in a 25-foot fall onto a very unforgiving Roman marble pave-
ment — and a shattered right foot, rendering me useless for the remainder of the ex-
cavation season in a knee-to-toe plaster cast. As make-work, I was put to the study of 
some 30,000 very fragmented sherds of Early Helladic II pottery which had been found 
immediately above bedrock throughout the excavation area. Until then I had imagined 
myself writing a dissertation (and, I hoped, pursuing a career) in the field of Classical 
Archaeology; but working on this material gave me a new-found interest in Aegean 
prehistory, which I had previously encountered only through introductory survey-level 
courses. Returning to the University of Texas at Austin in 1972 to “write up the material” 
(as they say) for a Master’s thesis, and casting about for publications that might better 
contextualize my material, I stumbled across The Emergence, fresh off the press. It was 
a revelation. There I saw the much larger picture within which my own parochial as-
semblage could be fitted and have wider relevance. Obviously, I had to study with Colin 
Renfrew. I wrote to him in 1973, and he suggested a meeting in Santa Fe, New Mexico, 
at the time he would be a participant in the School of American Research Advanced 
Seminar on “Ancient Civilizations and Trade.” This too was a revelation, since there I 
encountered a number of my academic heroes, besides Renfrew — Bob Adams, George 
Dalton, Kwang-Chih Chang, Greg Johnson, Bill Rathje, Jerry Sabloff. Renfrew and I 
agreed to meet a few days later at Lew Binford’s house outside Albuquerque, and I was 
duly “interviewed” in his back yard for my suitability as a postgraduate student; Colin 
seemed more concerned with protecting the top of his head from the desert sun than 
with whether or not I was a worthy potential student! In any event, I was accepted 
and, somewhat to my own surprise, became an Aegean prehistorian. Dissertation com-
pleted, I was hired as Lecturer in Aegean Prehistory in the Faculty of Classics at the 
University of Cambridge, taking up my position, as chance would have it, on the very 
same day that Renfrew himself began his tenure as Disney Professor in the Faculty of 
Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge.

I tell this tale, because it was almost entirely my excitement about The Emergence that 
led me down this path. Its synthesis of Cycladic and Aegean prehistory, obviously, was 
on a scale and at a level of detail not previously attempted. But that is not what made it 
so very different from any previous book in the field. For many of us, both before and af-
ter The Emergence, Emily Vermeule’s Greece in the Bronze Age (1964), was the textbook 
that provided our entrée to Aegean prehistory; it was organized as a story about the 
prehistoric peoples of the Aegean, framed in terms of lively description of archaological 
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and art-historical material, and a pseudo-historical, narrative structure. The Emergence, 
on the other hand, placed culture process and the explanation of culture change una-
bashedly front and center. By proposing causal, systems-based models, it seemed to 
provide, for the first time, a coherent, over-arching framework for trying to understand 
and explain how and why palace-based state polities emerged where and when they did 
in the Aegean Bronze Age. The Emergence placed Aegean prehistory squarely in face-
to-face interaction with archaeologies well outside the Classical tradition, to a degree 
seen earlier perhaps only in the writings of V. Gordon Childe (to whose memory, very 
appropriately, The Emergence was dedicated). In fact, The Emergence, and the work it 
subsequently stimulated, could be said to constitute a major crossing of that divide 
separating anthropological archaeologies from those in the “Great Tradition,” about 
which Renfrew was to write a few years later in the American Journal of Archaeology (84 
[1980] 287–98).

I sometimes wonder whether today’s students of archaeology experience anything 
akin to the buzz of excitement that permeated the field in the early 1970s. We looked 
forward with keen anticipation for the next issue of American Antiquity to arrive in 
our mailboxes, for the next publication by any of the leading luminaries of the New 
Archaeology, for the annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology and (a 
little later) of the Theoretical Archaeology Group. There was a palpable sense — one 
could almost hear the creaking sounds — of a discipline changing direction, renewing 
and transforming itself in very significant and sometimes unexpected ways. The heady 
debates which swirled around us all are well reflected in the literature of the time, some 
of which naturally now seems very dated, but much of which has proven to be influen-
tial and of lasting value. 

It is not simply the rose-tinted spectacles of retrospect that suggest to me that 1972, 
the year of The Emergence’s publication, was indeed an annus mirabilis for archaeologi-
cal publication more generally. Aside from The Emergence, that same year saw the pub-
lication of Binford’s An Archaeological Perspective; David Clarke’s Models in Archaeology 
(and his influential ‘loss of innocence’ paper a few months later in 1973); Kent Flannery’s 
seminal article on ‘the cultural evolution of civilizations’; Michael Schiffer’s first paper on 
‘archaeological context and systemic context’; widely influential books such as Marshall 
Sahlins’ Stone Age Economics and the first English translation of Fernand Braudel’s The 
Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II; some important ed-
ited collections of papers and conference proceedings — for example, Eric Higgs’ Papers 
in Economic Prehistory, Mark Leone’s Contemporary Archaeology, Ed Wilmsen’s Social 
Exchange and Interaction, and the proceedings of the London meeting organized by 
Peter Ucko et al. on Man, Settlement and Urbanism (Renfrew’s own similar mega-con-
ference, The Explanation of Culture Change: Models in Prehistory, followed hot on its 
heels the next year). As I explored in more detail in my contribution to The Emergence 
of Civilisation Revisited (2004), yet another 1972 publication of special salience for 
Aegean prehistory was The Minnesota Messenia Expedition: Reconstructing a Bronze 
Age Regional Environment, edited by William McDonald and George Rapp Jr — the first 
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truly interdisciplinary, regional-scale, problem-oriented research project in Greece. 
We can only speculate about how The Emergence might have been different had the 
Minnesota survey reached final publication a year or two earlier. In any case, the list of 
publications from 1972 is long and very impressive.

Notwithstanding The Emergence’s impressive pedigree, it is still a fair question to 
ask what justifies its reissue, without change, so long after its initial release. Very few 
books in archaeology, in fact, do enjoy second editions or reprints. Of course, certain 
textbooks which have hit on a winning formula are reissued (or, as their publishers like 
to put it, “refreshed”) every 3 or 4 years, with new images and up-to-date case studies 
to take account of the latest discoveries in the field; Brian Fagan’s In the Beginning is 
now in its 12th edition, his People of the Earth in its 13th, while Colin Renfrew’s own 
Archaeology: Theory, Methods and Practice, with Paul Bahn, has reached its fifth edi-
tion, along with a shorter epitome, Archaeology Essentials. Other publications of long 
ago — Heinrich Schliemann’s Troia and Mykenai, for example, or Sir Arthur Evans’ The 
Palace of Minos — have been re-issued as facsimile reprints, on account of their histori-
cal significance in the field. But most books in archaeology are lucky to have a first edi-
tion, a paperback version, and a revised second edition a few years later. It is in general 
only books which have manifestly made a difference that enjoy a second life many years 
after their initial dissemination. Several of the works of V. Gordon Childe spring to 
mind, or Ian Hodder’s Symbolic and Structural Archaeology, or Lewis Binford’s Debating 
Archaeology.

In the case of The Emergence, many scholars have piled on to point out how thor-
oughly out of date it now is, in terms of the data on which it drew. As I have discussed 
in detail elsewhere (and I know he agrees), Renfrew’s study just missed out on what is 
perhaps the most important revolution to have an impact on Aegean prehistory over 
the past several decades — namely, the advent of intensive surface survey and regional 
settlement pattern studies. In this respect, some sections of the book now read like a 
relic from an earlier, more innocent, age. The thorough-going new Introduction does 
an admirable job of bringing the reader up to date, most particularly in respect of re-
search and discovery in the Cyclades during the third millennium bc — which was, after 
all, the central focus of The Emergence. There exist, furthermore, a number of relatively 
recent articles and edited volumes which provide useful overviews of the various parts 
of the Aegean world at different stages of its prehistory.

The Emergence was very much a book of its time, and no amount of updating to take 
into account subsequent discoveries could now turn it into a satisfactory vademecum 
for Aegean prehistory in the 21st century. But the reader should not think of this reprint 
purely as an historical exercise: that would be to treat the book as though it were a fos-
sil fly trapped in amber. For, as Colin Renfrew emphasizes in his Preface that follows, 
many of the problems of explanation which The Emergence set out to tackle in strikingly 
original ways still remain important, fascinating, and for the most part not yet fully or 
satisfactorily resolved. Accordingly, the key question is how far his overall approach 
and underlying theoretical framework still have some validity, available for rethink-
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ing and restructuring as part of the ongoing quest for more adequate understanding 
of the emergence of civilization in the third and second millennia bc in the Aegean. It 
is both an honour and a privilege to re-introduce one of the most important books in 
archaeology from the second half of the 20th century to a new generation of students 
and scholars, with the hope that they will find it as provocative and stimulating as I did 
many years ago.

John F. Cherry
Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology 

and the Ancient World
Brown University

July 2009



xxvii

Preface and Introduction (2010)

Preface

It is a challenge to introduce a work written nearly forty years ago. The reason for doing 
so is that the book is still in demand, which makes a reprint desirable. This may be an 
indication that several of the key ideas which it tries to develop still have some validity 
and value, and that the endeavour to give an account of the emergence of civilisation in 
the prehistoric Aegean is still worth contemplating.

The story of the development of society in the Aegean, from the era of the late 
hunter-gatherers to the climax and expansion of Greek civilisation in the aftermath 
of Alexander is one of the most interesting and absorbing in the whole of human his-
tory. The prelude to the Greek civilisation of the first millennium bc was indeed con-
stituted by the Minoan-Mycenaean palace societies of the second millennium bc. And 
it is one of the central themes of The Emergence of Civilisation that the foundations 
for both these societies were laid already in the third millennium bc, when out of the 
background of more simple neolithic communities there emerged a diversity of metal-
using cultures, in which personal ranking and other forms of social differentiation be-
came pronounced.   The economy developed beyond the more simple subsistence of the 
earlier neolithic period, with the development of Mediterranean polyculture, of metal 
production, and of such important crafts as shipbuilding and weaving. This was a time 
when trade, motivated by the ‘international spirit’ of the age, developed and diversi-
fied, exceeding in scale and scope the much earlier obsidian trade. This was a time also 
when cognitive systems, including systems of weight and measure developed, when 
we see the widespread development of formal burial practices (with prominent grave 
goods) and when we can glimpse the first indications of those formalised religious 
institutions which clearly established the foundation for the beliefs and cult practices 
of the Minoan and Mycenaean civilisations. This was when the societies of the Aegean 
first came into contact with that wider and sometimes more sophisticated world of the 
East Mediterranean: of the Levant and of Egypt. We may claim, then, that it was during 
the third millennium that some of the essential features of the subsequent Minoan and 
Mycenaean civilisations took shape, just as it is clear that the societies of the Archaic 
and Classical Greeks of the first millennium had their foundations in the Mycenaean 
age. It may also be that the third millennium was the time (and here we are on more 
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controversial ground) that the Greek language emerged in mainland Greece from its 
roots there which had already been present since the arrival of the first farmers already 
at the beginning of the neolithic period.

Naturally I am happy that The Emergence of Civilisation is to be reprinted, after so 
many years out of stock (a Greek translation was recently published: Renfrew 2006), 
and I certainly owe it to readers to indicate that several of the elements of the picture 
outlined here have altered with the developments in our discipline. It is a strange expe-
rience to return to the work and, by way of introduction, to review what elements in the 
perspective established then have changed profoundly, and which components seem to 
be of more lasting value.  The Emergence of Civilization was prepared over a number of 
years, and its treatment of the Early Cycladic material was based upon my earlier doc-
toral dissertation (Renfrew 1965). Other elements were very much the product of the 
succeeding decade and of the impact of the developing themes of processual archaeol-
ogy, still then regarded as ‘the New Archaeology’ (see Renfrew 1973c).

Although the possibility was offered to me by the publisher of this reprint of substan-
tially revising the text of the book, that did not seem, on reflection, a very good idea. 
For at the detailed level there is now so much new information from survey and excava-
tion and from the march of scholarship (see, for instance, the excellent review articles 
reprinted in Cullen 2001) that this would have to become a massive and very different 
book. It is better, I think, to acknowledge that this work is a product of its time. It is 
perhaps more profitable to compare the product of that era with what is now available 
from our own time today, and to learn from the contrasts as well as the continuities. For 
it was indeed one of the fundamental tenets of the New Archaeology of the 1960s and 
1970s that the past does not simply reveal itself to us in the process of excavation and 
the attempts at reconstruction. On the contrary, it is the archaeologist who has to con-
struct a picture of the past, who has to formulate what may seem valid generalisations 
and to generate explanatory hypotheses, and then bring new data to bear in order to 
confirm or to reject these.  The New Archaeology involved the development of explicit 
theory, as well as what David Clarke (1973) was to call ‘the loss of innocence’. It is from 
the theoretical discussions of the late 1960s that many of the subsequent debates in ar-
chaeology derive. Many of the underlying issues remain lively ones today.

In revising The Emergence one could certainly fill its pages with new discoveries and 
recent publications, and indeed I hope to refer to some of these in the Introduction 
which follows. But the weight of additional detail might also serve to mask the under-
lying intention and the ensuing theoretical approach which was perhaps the principal 
merit of the original enterprise. I would prefer the reader to see The Emergence as the 
exploration of a number of ideas about the past and about Aegean prehistory as well as 
a summary of the evidence such as was available up to 1972. Indeed the larger claim can 
be made that this was the first time that a specific case of the emergence of ‘civilisation’, 
or of a state society, or of a ‘complex society’ was explored at a detailed level, using what 
may be termed a processual approach. The interesting question for the reader of today 
is not so much to review the additional data that may now be available. It is rather to see 
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Introduction

the initial perspective 

The Emergence of Civilisation was written as a deliberate attempt to offer a coherent 
alternative to the then prevailing view of the prehistory of Europe, including that of 
the Aegean, that it was the story of “the irradiation of European barbarism by Oriental 
civilisation” (Childe 1958a, 69). For reasons which I did not then well understand, but 
which were subsequently challengingly discussed by Bernal (1987), there seemed to be 
the underlying assumption that everything that mattered in European prehistory must 
have originated somewhere else. That somewhere was generally assumed to be Ancient 
Egypt or the early Near East, particularly Sumer. This was the doctrine of Ex Oriente 
lux which had been expounded for the prehistory of Europe by Oscar Montelius and 
developed by Gordon Childe in two admirably persuasive works: Man makes Himself 
(Childe 1936a) and What Happened in History (Childe 1942). This was the pervasive 
view for much of European prehistory, applying as much to the megaliths of north-
western Europe (Renfrew 1967b) as to the copper age societies of the Balkans such as 
are seen at prehistoric Vinča on the Danube. It was applied also to the early bronze age 
of the British Isles (Renfrew 1968a) and indeed very much more widely. But it was a 
view which was no longer sufficient to account for the innovations which came about 
in prehistoric Europe. I had come to see this clearly when studying the supposed con-
nections between the Cyclades and prehistoric Iberia and the Balkans while writing 
my doctoral dissertation (Renfrew 1965). The impact of radiocarbon dating confirmed 
the perception that the picture of the diffusion of culture from Egypt and the Near East 
to the Aegean, and so to the rest of Europe, was not one which had universal validity 
(Renfrew 1973b). Yet that diffusionist view, even if we can now recognise it as erroneous, 
did have a coherence which had been brilliantly expounded by Childe. This was, indeed, 

to what extent those ideas, and the underlying theoretical framework, still have some 
validity. It is to ask in what respects those ideas should now be changed or developed, 
and it invites the evaluation of the coherence of that theoretical framework.  Such an 
evaluation was indeed undertaken on the thirtieth anniversary of the original publica-
tion, at a Round Table meeting held at the University of Sheffield, the papers of which 
have subsequently been published (Barrett and Halstead 2006). Ultimately it is for the 
reader, by reconsidering and perhaps restructuring the original ideas, and by bringing 
in the relevant new data, to construct for herself or himself a valid and appropriate 
picture of the emergence of Aegean civilisation.

Both need updating, and indeed are being continually updated, as the following 
Introduction seeks to indicate.   

ACR
Cambridge, 16th June 2009

introduction 2010
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the first coherent perspective which had been offered towards an understanding of the 
prehistory of Europe, albeit a flawed one. It was in recognition of Childe’s achievement 
in formulating this powerful and pervasive model for the origins of Europe that The 
Emergence was dedicated to his memory.

Before disposing of the diffusionist view, however, it was necessary to put something 
in its place. It was necessary to offer a ‘processual’ account of the origins of Europe — that 
is to say one laying emphasis upon economic and social processes by means of which 
new societies were constructed — in place of the now-rejected diffusionist one. That is 
the task which The Emergence undertook for the prehistoric Aegean.
 
Yet whereas the calibrated radiocarbon chronology when applied to Europe was in itself 
sufficient to show the independence of the megaliths or the autonomy of the south-east 
European copper age (subsequently confirmed very convincingly by the finds at Varna), 
chronological factors alone could not do this for the Aegean. For even with the adop-
tion of a calibrated radiocarbon chronology (as indicated in Chapter 13 here (see also 
Manning 2008), there is no doubt that that Old Kingdom Egypt and the early dynasties 
at Sumer long preceded the development of palace civilisation in the Aegean, first in 
Crete and then on the Mainland. The issue is not simply one of chronological priority. It 
is rather one of culture process — of understanding what were the processes within the 
Aegean which led to the development there of complex society.

It is indeed possible to document that Crete and Egypt were in fact in contact, and 
that Crete received Egyptian traded goods from the Early Minoan II period and per-
haps earlier (Warren and Hankey 1989; Bevan 2004). There is no doubt therefore that it 
remains possible to develop a diffusionist model, as Childe and other scholars indeed 
did, whereby complex society arose in Crete because of such contacts. That was Childe’s 
position, and it remains a perfectly reasonable hypothesis. Indeed it is one which was 
consistently maintained by Andrew Sherratt (1993), and has recently emerged anew 
with reference to the stone spools or weights of the Aegean early bronze age (Rahmstorf 
2006). But the trouble is that it has very often been presented as a seemingly obvious 
conclusion to the discussion, rather than formulated as a hypothesis to develop. As an 
alternative it was necessary to devise a model, or a series of models, for the develop-
ment of complex society in the Aegean. Trading contacts between the Aegean and the 
east Mediterranean may play a role in such models, as indeed they ought. But it does 
not follow from their existence that these constituted the major causative factor for the 
developments which took place in the Aegean. 

It seemed to me in 1972 — and it still does — that the contacts between the Aegean and 
the world of the East Mediterranean which could be documented for the third millen-
nium bc were not, in fact, so numerous or so pervasive as to account for the striking 
changes which we see, and which led by the end of the millennium to the development 
of the palace societies of Crete. It seemed necessary therefore to develop an account in 
which the emergent features could be largely seen as endogenous — generated by proc-
esses at work within the Aegean region — rather than as exogenous.
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That was the intention of the book. To achieve a coherent model, some framework 
was needed. It seemed that a systems analysis, which involved the division of the 
Aegean culture system into its constituent subsystems, would be an appropriate way to 
go about the task. This approach led to the development of the idea of the Multiplier 
Effect, a notion that still has some validity today. But it should be admitted that this 
procedure hardly offers a clear explanation of the specific form which complex society 
came to take in Crete and then in the Mycenaean world. The nature of those palace 
societies has now become clearer than it was 40 years ago, and the explanation offered 
then certainly does not succeed in predicting their special features. But the model did 
at least facilitate an analysis in terms of internally operating factors, without assuming 
that the motivating forces were always external ones. That was an advance upon earlier 
explanatory attempts.

Systems thinking, while very much in keeping with the scientific aspirations of the 
new or processual archaeology of the late 1960s, is sometimes stigmatised by the post-
modern critics of today as being both mechanistic and positivistic (e.g. Hamilakis 
2002). It stands accused by them of failing to give enough attention to human individu-
ality, intentionality or agency. These are among the criticisms which were made, in its 
early days, by advocates of ‘post-processual’ archaeology. But while the insights of that 
‘interpretive’ (hermeneutic) school have much to offer in a variety of ways which can 
profitably be developed, they rarely facilitate the rounded or multi-facetted approach 
which a coherent systems analysis can achieve, treating the subject both holistically 
and with a careful consideration of each of its components. Moreover to consider the 
consequences in aggregate of the actions of many individuals taken together does not 
imply that agency or the role of the individual actor has to be overlooked. The approach 
known as ‘methodological individualism’ (Bell 1994) allows the development of models 
based upon the decisions and behaviour of individuals, and which then go on to assess 
their aggregate effects.

Several leading Aegean prehistorians were also been content to analyse these de-
velopments largely in local terms (Branigan 1970; Warren 1975). This too is the per-
spective adopted by Oliver Dickinson (1994) in what perhaps remains the best gen-
eral introduction available to the Aegean bronze age. But the contrary view has been 
vigorously argued by scholars such as Manning (1994) or Aruz (1999) and the issue 
remains controversial, and is further discussed below. It is worth emphasising that the 
view which an individual scholar takes on such issues is to some extent a product of 
the tradition of scholarship from which that scholar comes. Certainly there are some 
very different traditions of scholarship in use in the Aegean today. This was the point 
which I once sought to emphasise in a lecture delivered to celebrate the centenary of 
the Archaeological Institute of America (Renfrew 1980) in which I emphasised some 
of the features of the ‘Great Tradition’ of Classical scholarship, and stressed the ‘great 
divide’ which still separate such modes of thought from the approach to the subject 
favoured by the exponents of a more anthropological kind of archaeology. It still has 
some validity today.
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the developing context of aegean prehistoric studies

In discussing the emergence of Aegean civilisation it is necessary to take note of two 
developments in Aegean studies which bring us to a position very different from that of 
40 years go. That was still in the immediate aftermath of the decipherment by Michael 
Ventris of the Linear B script of the Mycenaean Greeks. His great work with John 
Chadwick, Documents in Mycenaean Greek, was published in 1956. But although the 
early work of scholars such as John Killen began the investigation of the economic and 
social systems which these written records served, it is only in recent years that a clearer 
picture has begun to emerge, in which the evidence from the tablets can be brought 
into a perspective which assimilates the material evidence also. A series of publications 
such as those of John Killen, Louis Godart, Jean-Paul Olivier, Tom Palaima and John 
Bennet has now made progress with this task (e.g. Killen 1985; Killen and Voutsaki 
2001). So that while Chadwick in The Mycenaean World (Chadwick 1976) could give an 
early view based primarily upon his reading of the tablets, the publication by Blegen, 
Rawson and their colleagues of the excavations at the Palace of Nestor at Pylos and 
the subsequent decades of research, make possible more integrated views, set out, for 
instance, in Rethinking Mycenaean Palaces (Galaty and Parkinson 1999; 2007). The lit-
erature cited there and by Shelmerdine (1997) and Bendall (2007) offers an impression 
of the progress that has been made.

The view of the Mycenaean world which is developing today does indeed emphasise 
the role of the environment and the basic realities of the subsistence economy, factors 
which Braudel (1972) emphasised in his great work on the Mediterranean world, as I 
also had sought to do in The Emergence. The developing view has sought also to take 
account of social factors, both as documented by the material remains themselves and 
as illuminated by a fresh consideration of the tablets, as, for example, the examination 
of the wanax ideology undertaken by Kilian (1988), the excavator of Tiryns and by 
Wright (1995; 2004a). These insights offered by the Linear B tablets obviously relate to a 
late stage of the Late Bronze Age. They do however give us a much clearer insight into 
the achievements of that Late Bronze Age which were made possible by those of the 
preceding millennium which is our main concern here.

The second development which I would like particularly to emphasise is the whole 
new dimension to the picture which has been offered by systematic and intensive site 
survey. Of course twenty years ago Hope Simpson and Dickinson (1979) could offer 
a gazetteer of the known sites, just as I had done for the Cyclades in Appendix I to 
The Emergence. The practice of intensive site survey, however, is something different, 
involving the detailed study of very well defined areas, generally using a probabilistic 
sampling strategy. It allows a much more secure estimate to be formulated of site fre-
quency. With the estimate of site sizes and of frequencies of size classes, a much more 
reliable estimate of population density becomes possible. The intensive study of a spe-
cific area was one of the objectives of the Minnesota Messenia Expedition (McDonald 
and Rapp 1972). Intensive survey was utilised by John Cherry in the course of our work 
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on Melos (Cherry 1982) and subsequently on Kea (Cherry, Davis and Manzourani 
1991). Ambitious projects have been conducted by Bintliff and Snodgrass in Boeotia, 
by Jameson and colleagues in the Argolid (Jameson et al. 1994), in the Nemea Valley 
(Wright et al. 1990), and at what are now relatively numerous other areas within Greece 
(Bennet and Galaty 1997; Cherry 2003).

I emphasise these developments for two reasons. In the first place, they are among 
the most significant developments in the methodology and practice of Aegean archae-
ology over the past half-century. The rather rugged and arid nature of much of the 
terrain of Greece means that aerial photography is not so useful a technique for discov-
ering hitherto unknown sites as it is in more humid areas, such as Britain. The applica-
tion is in part regional, but it relates also to the understanding of the size and nature of 
individual sites. 

Secondly it is in the light of such researches that one principal defect of The Emergence 
is now evident. The study in Chapter 14, ‘Patterns of Settlement and Population in the 
Prehistoric Aegean’ is now substantially out of date: more so, perhaps, than the other 
chapters (Cherry 2004). At the time it was written it made use of the available data, 
and some of the patterns indicated there, such as the distinction between north and 
south in the Aegean, remain valid. But the estimations of site densities are no long-
er acceptable approximations. Moreover the estimates of population densities fail to 
give adequate attention to the range of site sizes, often adopting what may now be 
felt an excessively large average figure for mean site size in each period (see Whitelaw 
2004). These deficiencies became clear to me in 1975 and 1976 when John Cherry, in 
the context of the excavation project at Phylakopi in Melos, organised a site survey 
based upon probabilistic principles. This work was one of the key components in the 
resultant publication An Island Polity, the Archaeology of Exploitation in Melos (Renfrew 
and Wagstaff 1982), in which we sought to look at the entire history of the island, from 
the first visits by obsidian traders down to recent times. But in considering settlement 
distribution, to look at an island in isolation is not enough. That is one of the insights 
which lead Broodbank’s An Island Archaeology of the Early Cyclades (Broodbank 2000) 
to interesting new conclusions.

revisiting ‘the emergence’

the neolithic background
Considerable advances have been made since 1972 towards an understanding of the 
Aegean neolithic. Indeed the mesolithic period which preceded it has now come into 
much clearer focus (Galanidou and Perlès 2003). The earlier stone age has been re-
viewed by Runnels (1995), and the paper by Demoule and Perlès (1993) conveniently 
reviews the literature, supplemented for north Greece by Andreou et al. (1996). The 
exhibition catalogue Neolithic Culture in Greece (Papathanassopoulos 1996) illustrated 
much new material and contains a number of well-focused essays, and a volume edited 
by Halstead (1999) tackles a number of themes of current interest. 
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For the earlier neolithic the impressive series of volumes emanating from the 
Franchthi Cave project offer the best documentation of the changes which took place 
in the transition from mesolithic to neolithic. Two major works broke important new 
ground: Neolithic Greece by Theochares (1981) examined a number of themes in an 
original way, while the treatment of neolithic Dimini by Chourmouziades (1979) gave 
an original treatment with a sophisticated theoretical perspective. Perlès (2001) has of-
fered a convenient synthesis for the earlier neolithic.

Subsistence questions have been the basis for a number of extensive studies (e.g. 
Halstead 1996). The obsidian trade from Melos was the subject of a well-focused mono-
graph by Torrence (1986) and trace-element studies have confirmed the use of Melian 
obsidian already during the Upper Palaeolithic period (Renfrew and Aspinall 1990). 
Perlès (1992) has made an original study of exchange and the organisation of production 
in the neolithic period. The excavations at Sitagroi near Drama, in addition to establish-
ing the culture sequence in northern Greece in a clear-cut way (Renfrew, Gimbutas and 
Elster 1986; Elster and Renfrew 2003) have given clear evidence for the origins of copper 
metallurgy already during the late neolithic (Renfrew and Slater 2003)). The origins of 
metallurgy in the Aegean neolithic have also been reviewed by Zachos (1996; 2007) and 
by Nakou (1995), and some spectacular new finds reviewed by Demakopoulou (1998).

The neolithic of the Cyclades (reviewed by Davis (1992)) has been documented by a 
number of further studies, building on the information earlier obtained from Saliagos 
near Antiparos and from Kephala on Kea (Coleman 1977), to which can be added the 
important site of Ftelia on Mykonos (Sampson 2002). The question of the first colo-
nisation of the islands has been systematically considered by Cherry (1990) and also 
by Broodbank (1999; 2000). Settlement remains from Grotta on Naxos have been 
discussed by Hadjianastasiou (1988), and the finds from the Cave of Zas by Zachos 
(1987; 1999). Neolithic finds from Thera have been well published by Sotirakopoulou 
(1999). Undoubtedly the most surprising finds have come from Strophilas on Andros 
(Televantou 2008a). There the fortification wall is the earliest in the Cyclades, perhaps 
in the Aegean. And the discovery there of rock engravings Cycladic long boats, resem-
bling those incised on the ‘frying pans’ of Syros a millennium later, transforms our 
knowledge of early Aegean seafaring.

These various studies greatly extend and amplify the information in Chapter 5 of 
The Emergence. The final neolithic remains an important and little-understood period, 
whose chronology (see Johnson 1999; Manning 2008) has not been radically changed 
by recent studies, although more radiocarbon dates are now available than they were 40 
years ago. Tomkins in his study of the period in Crete (Tomkins 2004) rightly puts the 
phrase ‘The Neolithic Background’ in inverted commas. The Greek neolithic is now a 
complex field of study in its own right (Souvatzi 2009): it cannot be regarded as merely 
a prelude to the bronze age.
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the early cycladic culture sequence and chronology
There is much new evidence now for the early bronze age from all parts of Greece. For 
the Cyclades one of the most important additions to our knowledge arises from the 
very careful and informative treatment of the Cycladic cemeteries by Doumas (1977), 
together with the full publication by Rambach (2000) of the cemetery finds, earlier 
published in more concise form by Tsountas, Stephanos, Kontoleon and other excava-
tors. Barber (1987) contributed a useful overview, and Broodbank’s major work of syn-
thesis (Broodbank 2000) gives fresh insights on a number of themes. Useful essays are 
found in several collected volumes, edited by Davis and Cherry (1979), MacGillivray 
and Barber (19984), Fitton (1984), Cullen (2001); Barrett and Halstead (2004) and 
Brodie et al. (2008). Efi Karantzali (1996) in her study of the relations between the 
Cyclades and Crete in the early bronze age has given a very systematic overview (see 
also Karantzali 2008).

Post- excavation studies from the project organised by Caskey at Aghia Irini on Kea 
have continued to produce important material (Davis 1986; Wilson 1999) and the same 
is true of the early bronze age levels at Phylakopi on Melos (Renfrew and Evans 2007). 

The most spectacular new site to be excavated in recent years is the settlement at 
Skarkos on Ios (Marthari 1990; 2008), with buildings preserved in place to a height of 
more than two metres, all assigned to the Keros-Syros culture. The fortified settlement 
of Markiani on Amorgos also provided rich deposits, with a well-stratified sequence 
(Marangou et al., 2006). The other evidence for Amorgos was reviewed by Marangou 
(1984; 1993), and the abundant materials from Naxos outlined and well-illustrated in 
an exhibition catalogue (Marangou 1990). The accumulating early bronze age evidence 
from Akrotiri on Thera has been considered in the comprehensive monograph by 
Sotirakopoulou (1999; also 1998), and is supplemented by material from deep soundings 
at the site (Doumas 2008). There are important cemetery finds from the Kouphonisia 
(Zapheiropoulou 1984; 2008). The looted site at Dhaskalio Kavos on Keros also con-
tributed important new material (Renfrew, Doumas et al., 2007; Sotirakopoulou 2005). 
The position there has been transformed, however, by the discovery of an undisturbed 
‘special deposit’ at Kavos. This gives clear evidence of ritual deposition of pottery, mar-
ble vessels and marble figurines, all deliberately broken at other locations and brought 
to this regional ritual centre for ritual deposition. (Renfrew, Philaniotou et al. 2007). 
Deposition began during the Keros-Syros culture and continued at lesser intensity to 
the end of the early bronze age. The nearby settlement at Dhaskalio, the largest now 
known from the Cycladic early bronze age (Renfrew et al. 2009), also began during the 
Keros-Syros culture but flourished notably during the Early Cycladic III period, before 
going out of use.

Various discussions about the Cycladic early bronze age culture sequence have taken 
place since 1972. The first was the work of Doumas (1977) who broadly concurred with 
the nomenclature developed in The Emergence, and used the terminology of ‘groups’ 
developed there (Kampos Group, Kastri Group etc.) while preferring the term Pelos-
Lakkoudhes culture for what had been called the Grotta-Pelos culture. He added the 
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term Lakkoudhes Group for the earliest phase of this culture. These are questions 
mainly of preferred nomenclature, and do not reflect any disagreement between us 
about culture sequence or distribution. Broodbank (2000) in his very thorough treat-
ment broadly uses the terminology followed in The Emergence, but he is critical of the 
notion of the Amorgos Group, finding it ill-defined. I now feel that he is broadly correct 
in this (although there are still some interesting features in the material assigned to the 
Amorgos Group, which may require further consideration).

One very important development is the general recognition of the significance of the 
Kampos Group. It is well documented by the cemetery on Ano Kouphonisi, excavated 
by Zapheiropoulou (2008), and in general scholars (e.g. Karantzali 1996; 2008) agree to 
situate it at the end of the Grotta-Pelos culture, or in a transitional position between the 
Grotta-Pelos culture (‘Early Cycladic I’) and the Keros-Syros culture (‘Early Cycladic II’). 
Significantly, stratified deposits were found at the settlement of Markiani on Amorgos, 
thus confirming the chronological sequence on a settlement site (Marangou et al. 2006). 
The matter is made all the more interesting by the appearance of what appear to be im-
ports of the Kampos Group at specific sites in north Crete (Betancourt 2008; Wilson, 
Day and Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2008).

Mention should be made at this point of the careful and systematic study of the ma-
terial from the Cycladic cemeteries undertaken by Rambach (2000a; 2000b), whose 
detailed presentation of the material is a major contribution to scholarship. He also 
undertakes a computerised seriation of the individual graves in the cemeteries, which 
has points of resemblance with the computerized seriation studies (Renfrew and Sterud 
1969) that informed the treatment in The Emergence, although Rambach does not, in 
his bibliography, refer to that earlier computerized study (see also Hage and Harary, 
2007, chapter 4).

One problem should be indicated with his ambitious seriation study (Rambach 2000b, 
Beilage 15), namely that most of the graves from Chalandriani on Syros are placed later 
than those from Naxos, the two islands most abundantly represented. For it seems un-
likely that the inhabitants of Naxos undertook a migration to Syros. It is instead possible 
that the constraint of a single linear order is masking the second dimension of geo-
graphical placing — a problem central to the discussion in Renfrew and Sterud (1969). 
In that way the Syros and Naxos graves could be broadly contemporary, the difference 
in the seriation being due to factors other than chronology. Unfortunately Rambach’s 
full similarity matrix is not published: it would have allowed the application of the close-
proximity analysis method. But in any case the graves of his ‘Panajia-Komplex’ seem to 
correspond effectively with the cemeteries of the Grotta-Pelos culture, and his ‘Aplomata/
Chalandriani-Komplex’ with those of the Keros-Syros culture. The difference seems to 
be principally one of terminology. At the close of his seriation there are just a few graves 
assigned to the Kastri Group, a position which is in harmony with the decision taken in 
The Emergence to place the Kastri Group towards the end of the Keros-Syros culture.

The Kastri Group has been at the centre of several chronological discussions which 
it now seems possible to resolve in the light of the excavations at the settlement of 



  xxxvii

Dhaskalio near Keros. It was in 1980 that MacGillivray published a well-documented 
account of the finds from earlier excavations at Mount Kynthos on Delos (1980), in 
which he made a typological division into two allegedly separable ceramic assemblages, 
although there was no stratigraphic evidence to support the distinction. The earlier of 
these he assigned to what had been termed the Keros-Syros culture in The Emergence. 
He also identified what he interpreted as a distinctly later phase, related to the finds of 
the Kastri Group. Following study, Barber and MacGillivray (1980) suggested a return 
to the old ‘Early Cycladic I’, ‘Early Cycladic II’, ‘Early Cycladic III’ terminology which I 
had sought to abandon in The Emergence, and claimed to identify evidence for a wide-
spread ‘Early Cycladic III’ culture in the Cyclades on the basis of forms (mainly the 
one-handled cup, and the Trojan two-handled or ‘depas’ cup) which MacGillivray had 
separated on typological grounds at Mount Kynthos — in effect the Kastri Group as 
identified on pages 353-4 of The Emergence.

This proposal gave rise to vigorous chronological discussion, encouraging Rutter 
(1984), who had previously given careful consideration to the Aegean contemporaries 
of the Kastri Group (Rutter 1979), to suggest that there might be a hiatus of occupa-
tion on some islands. The matter was subsequently considered in considerable detail 
by Sotirakopoulou (1993), whose treatment returns to some of the factors emphasised 
in The Emergence. The recent excavations at Dhaskalio (Renfrew et al. 2009) have clari-
fied the matter considerably and confirmed her view. The earliest phase there (phase 
A) is represented by typical pottery of the Keros-Syros culture. The main fabrics con-
tinue into the succeeding phase (B) which is distinguished by the presence, although 
not in large quantities, of pottery with forms and fabrics characteristic of the Kastri 
Group (including one-handled tankards and ‘depas’ cups). There is ceramic continuity 
into the following phase (C) which now has small quantities of forms and also incised 
decoration related to that of the Phylakopi I culture. There is continuity and no sign of 
a ‘gap’. Sotirakopoulou, who is undertaking the study of the Dhaskalio pottery sees the 
development of the ceramic assemblage as one of continuity, where imports indicate 
the chronological distinctions. We both take the view that an ‘ECI, ECII, ECIII’ termi-
nology is not particularly helpful. But if such a terminology is preferred, then the earlier 
Keros-Syros culture could be designated Early Cycladic IIA, and the late phase of the 
Keros-Syros culture indicated by the introduction of forms characteristic of the Kastri 
Group as ‘Early Cycladic IIB’.

It should of course be noted that the characteristic forms of the Kastri Group are 
seen at Troy and at the important site of Liman Tepe near Izmir (Şahoğlu 2005) and 
their Anatolian origin, which has long been recognised, seems assured. Related but not 
identical material, also with Anatolian connections, has been found at Rivari on Melos 
(Televantou 2008b; Sampson and Fotiadi 2008).

The absolute chronology for the Cycladic early bronze age has been greatly advanced 
by the radiocarbon dates from Markiani on Amorgos (Renfrew, Housely and Manning 
2006). There the Kampos Group can be assigned, very approximately, to the centuries 
between 3000 bc and 2800 bc in calendar years, with the Keros-Syros culture from 
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about 2800 bc to 2300 bc. The Kastri Group phase is placed between 2500 or 2400 bc 
and 2300 or 2200 bc. It should be noted how closely these dates compare with those 
proposed in The Emergence (Table 9.II), where the estimated chronology was about 
one century later. These conclusions anticipate the chronology proposed for the early 
bronze age by Warren and Hankey (1989: see also Manning 1995) which remains broad-
ly valid.

settlement and subsistence
It is in the field of settlement studies that the research into the Aegean early Bronze 
Age has advanced most strikingly over the past 40 years. As noted earlier, the develop-
ment of systematic field survey has transformed the position (Cherry 2003). In the 
Cyclades, field survey has produced important new data (Renfrew and Wagstaff 1982; 
Cherry, Davis and Manzourani 1991). The study of individual sites has revised popula-
tion estimates (Whitelaw 2004), so that the population figures proposed by Broodbank 
in his thoughtful and careful survey (Broodbank 2000) differ significantly from those 
developed in Chapter 14 of The Emergence. 

In the Cyclades, few settlements of the early bronze age have been excavated and 
published over the past 40 years. The investigation of Aghia Irini in Kea was already 
well underway by 1972, and the ensuing publications have been very important (see 
Wilson 1999). The excavations at Phylakopi in Melos (Renfrew 2007) revealed only 
limited areas of early bronze age levels, but these are certainly of considerable interest 
(Renfrew and Evans 2007; see Whitelaw 2004). As noted above, the most comprehen-
sive excavation has been at Skarkos on Ios (Marthari 1990; 2008). The settlement at 
Markiani on Amorgos has been published in some detail (Marangou et al. 2006), and 
was fortified already at the beginning of the early bronze age. However, this is less sur-
prising when one recalls the recently identified fortifications at neolithic Strophilas on 
Andros (Televantou 2008a). Material from the excavations of Doumas at Panormos on 
Naxos has now been published (Angelopoulou 2008). The settlement on Dhaskalio near 
Keros is of particular importance for the last phase of the early bronze age (Renfrew et 
al. 2009). The recognition of the ritual centre at Kavos on Keros (Renfrew, Philaniotou 
et al. 2007) also changes the picture set out by Broodbank (2000), for this important 
site on Keros is seen now as rather different in character from the major commercial 
centres which he identified, like Chalandriani on Syros or Grotta on Naxos.

Beyond the Cyclades the picture of early bronze age settlement has been transformed 
by a series of new discoveries. In Crete, the important site of Myrtos (Warren 1972) re-
mains the most comprehensively excavated and studied, and has permitted interesting 
reinterpretation (Whitelaw 1983; 1994). The transformation of Petras from a Prepalatial 
settlement to a Protopalatial centre is of particular interest (Tsipopoulou and Wedde, 
in press), and the important gateway port of Poros-Katsambas has been investigated 
(Wilson, Day and Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2008).

In the east Aegean there is significant new work from Troy, and the site of Poliochni 
on Lemnos has been the subject of study (Doumas and La Rosa 1997). Among the most 
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interesting work has been the investigation of sites in the Izmir region, notably Liman 
Tepe (see reports in Doumas, in press; also Sahoğlu 2005).

However the mass of new material from important sites such as Palamari on Skyros 
(Parlama and Theochare, in press), or Archotniko in Macedonia (Pilali-Papasteriou 
and Papaefthymiou-Papanthimou 2002) is too copious to be reviewed here. Much im-
portant material was presented at a conference held in Athens in 2008, the proceedings 
of which are soon to be published (Doumas, in press). That publication will effectively 
update the settlement picture. There are many new finds from Mainland Greece (Kouka 
2008). The importance as a trading centre of the settlement of Kolonna on Aegina is 
becoming increasingly apparent (Gauss and Smetana 2008).

Considerable progress has been made also with studies of the subsistence base in 
the early bronze age. In some respects the broad outlines follow those formulated in 
The Emergence, which were based, to a significant extent on the studies of Jane Renfrew 
(1973). However the conclusions offered there about the inception of viticulture and 
olive cultivation in the early bronze age have been questioned by Hansen (1988) and 
discussed recently by Hamilakis (1996: see also Palmer 1994). Yet the evidence that the 
grape was domesticated by the early bronze age seems well documented by the finds 
at Sitagroi (J.M. Renfrew 2003), and the profusion of drinking cups does support the 
case for wine at that time. Moreover the considerable emphasis placed in recent studies 
upon the role of feasting in the bronze age (e.g. Wright 2004b; Hitchcock et al. 2008) 
has again drawn attention to the likely role of wine already in the third millennium bc. 
For instance the abundance of sauceboats in the Special Deposit at Dhaskalio Kavos on 
Keros (Renfrew, Doumas et al. 2007) tends to support the view that these were drinking 
vessels, used for the consumption of wine. I would also myself still stand by the argu-
ments given in The Emergence for the use of olive oil at that time.

In an influential series of papers Halstead (1995; also Halstead and O’Shea 1982) has 
reconsidered some of the social implications of the subsistence strategies of the early 
bronze age (see also Pullen 1992). He has made a very good case for questioning the 
emphasis laid in The Emergence upon the redistribution of commodities, and has de-
veloped such new concepts as ‘social storage’ to probe the relationships between sub-
sistence and aspects of social organisation including personal ranking. Certainly the 
suggested role of the Mycenaean places as redistributive centres, playing a central role 
in the general subsistence economy can now be questioned (Halstead 2004). Such re-
distribution as occurred was probably on a more modest scale (see the papers in Killen 
and Voutsaki 2001; also Galaty and Parkinson 1999).

If it is the discussion of settlement in The Emergence which is most in need of revi-
sion, the discussion on subsistence and its interactions with the social system is most 
in need of development. This is a task which has already been initiated successfully 
by Halstead and his colleagues. We see important clues in the use of seals and sealing 
already in the early bronze age (Pullen 1994; Zachos and Dousougli 2008). The devel-
opment of Mediterranean polyculture is likely still to play a central role in this picture, 
even if it was not through the rather simple kind of redistribution originally proposed. 
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metallurgy and other crafts
The emphasis laid in The Emergence upon the development of metallurgy has been con-
firmed by later work. As noted above there is now much more evidence for metallurgy 
in the late neolithic of the Aegean, which may now be considered to be in reality a ‘cop-
per age’ just as much as in the Balkans (Nakou 1995; Zachos 1996; Zachos 2007), The 
evidence from Sitagroi (Renfrew and Slater 2003) supports the view advanced earlier 
that copper metallurgy may have come to the Aegean from the Balkans, already during 
the neolithic period. New finds of goldwork, some unfortunately without provenance 
(Demakopoulou 1998), suggest that in Greece as well as at such Balkan sites as Varna, 
metals were achieving a high prestige value already in the later neolithic.

Gradually it is becoming clear that sophisticated techniques, such as the cupellation of 
lead to yield silver, were developed, as early as the Early Helladic I period. Work on cop-
per sources, for instance on Seriphos and Kythnos has been undertaken (Hadjianastasiou 
and MacGillivray 1988; Bassiakos and Philaniotou 2007). And it is clear that suitable loca-
tions for smelting were chosen which were not necessarily adjacent to the sources — both 
in Crete (Day and Doonan 2007) and in the Cyclades (Georgakopoulou 2007).

Branigan’s full survey of early Aegean metalworking (Branigan 1974) supplemented 
by that of Tripathi (1988) and of Nakou (1995) serves to reinforce the clearly central role 
of metal and metalworking among the crafts of the Aegean bronze age. Their impor-
tance for trade and interaction is further considered below. In this context the value of 
lead isotope analysis for the characterisation of copper as well as lead and silver should 
be noted (Gale and Stos-Gale 1984; 2008; Stos-Gale et al. 1984)). 

The importance of vessels of precious metal, already emphasised in The Emergence 
(plate 19) is further documented by the find of a silver cup or bowl in the Tsikniades 
cemetery in Naxos (Philaniotou 2008, fig. 20.19). The recognition of the role of feasting 
during the Aegean bronze age (Wright 2004b; Hitchcock et al. 2008) serves to empha-
sise the importance of conspicuous consumption exemplified by the consumption of 
wine from such prestigious vessels. 

The early development of other Aegean crafts is becoming increasingly well under-
stood, as a series of papers at a recent conference document (Laffineur and Betancourt 
1997). Broodbank (1989; 2000) has returned to the issue of Cycladic shipbuilding and 
its implications. Once again, however, discoveries form the final neolithic period, such 
as the Cycladic longboats depicted on the rock engravings at Strophilas on Andros 
(Televantou 2008a) are serving to place key innovations much earlier than had been 
realized. Indeed a number of the most significant innovations can now be traced back 
before the inception of the early bronze age.

Studies in ceramic petrology are now contributing not only to an understanding of 
trade and interaction, but also to questions of production and organisation (e.g. Day 
et al. 1997). Other crafts, such as the working of obsidian (Carter 2008) are becoming 
better understood. The production of stone vessels in the Cyclades has been the subject 
of a comprehensive study (Getz-Gentle 1996), and once again the inception of this craft 
goes back to the later neolithic period.
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The most impressive synthesis of recent years in relation to craft technology and craft 
production is Elizabeth Barber’s magisterial Prehistoric Textiles (Barber 1991). The most 
abundant evidence naturally comes from the later bronze age, and she documents most 
persuasively the weaving skills (and associated trades) of Minoan Crete. Her discussion 
does however extend back to the early bronze age, notably Early Minoan Myrtos. There 
is therefore much new evidence to reinforce the views expressed in Chapter 16 and 17 of 
The Emergence that it was already in the early bronze age that the economic foundations 
of the Aegean civilisations were laid.

social systems
Progress in understanding the social organisation of the Aegean early bronze age has 
not advanced as much as for the later bronze age. For that period the palaces with 
the Linear B tablets offer many opportunities (Kilian 1988; Killen and Voutsaki 2001; 
Shelmerdine and Bennet 2008). Study of burial practices has brought further social in-
sights (Voutsaki 1995). The position has been conveniently reviewed in a volume edited 
by Niemeier and Laffineur (1995) and in papers by Wright (2004a).

For the early bronze age, site survey is beginning to bring rewards, and individual 
sites have been re-assessed, notably Myrtos in Crete (Whitelaw 1983; Whitelaw 1994) 
and Poliochni in Lemnos (Doumas and La Rosa 1997). For the Greek mainland, the 
importance of ‘Corridor Houses’, of which the most famous is the ‘House of the Tiles’ at 
Lerna, has been well reviewed by Pullen (2008).

For the Cyclades, the Cycladic cemeteries still offer the principal insights that wee 
have in the area of social differentiation. The excellent work of Rambach (2000a; 2000b) 
builds mainly on earlier excavations, and makes use of the excavations of Kontoleon at 
Aplomata on Naxos, which have sadly not been fully published. The excavations of 
Doumas in the 1960s (see Doumas 1977) and the excavations of Zapheiropoulou (1984) 
in the Kouphonisia have added to the corpus, as have those of Philaniotou (2008) at 
Tsikniades on Naxos. 

When I reviewed the position in The Cycladic Spirit (Renfrew 1991, 23-4) I lamented 
that circumstance that so much Early Cycladic material in the museums of the United 
States and of Europe lacks provenance, the consequence of the looting of the Cycladic 
cemeteries that has been intensive since the Second World War. In a careful analysis by 
Gill and Chippindale (1993) and in a review of the book by Elia (1993) strong criticisms 
were made of the role of the private collector in sustaining the looting process by the 
purchase of unprovenanced antiquities. They argued persuasively that this criticism is 
valid as much for the collector residing within Greece as for the collector overseas. The 
crucial rupture takes place when artefacts are separated from their original context 
and all evidence of their associations with other artefacts in the grave or settlement is 
lost. They lose their power to tell us more about the past: by comparison the question 
as to whether looted artefacts finally end up in a museum in Greece or a museum in 
the United States is of little consequence. I now agree with those critics (Renfrew 2000), 
and concur that a responsible scholar should not legitimise the acquisition of looted 

introduction 2010



xlii  the emergence of civilisation

antiquities by undertaking their publication, even when their retention in a collec-
tion within Greece prevents their going overseas. Publications like The Cycladic Spirit 
(Renfrew 1991), or the catalogue of the major Karlsruhe exhibition composed almost 
entirely of looted materials (Thimme and Getz-Preziosi 1977) — although that was not 
much noted publicly at the time — or other compendia of looted materials (e.g. Getz-
Preziosi 1988) make little contribution to scholarship or to our knowledge of the past. 
On the contrary they legitimise the looting process which has so impoverished our 
potential for understanding Early Cycladic social structures, now or in the future.

Fortunately, however, evidence from the Cycladic settlements is beginning to open 
further avenues of study. Two categories of material are particularly promising, although 
their implications are not yet entirely clear. The first are the beautifully worked ‘pestles’ 
or ‘spools’, made either from Spondylus shell or choice stone, which are now recog-
nised from several Cycladic settlements, notably Markiani on Amorgos (Marangou et 
al. 2006, 176-7) and Dhaskalio near Keros (Renfrew, Philaniotou et al. 2007, 127, fig. 15). 
These small objects are also well known from Early Helladic Greece, where Rahmstorf 
(2003; 2006) has made the interesting suggestion that they served as weights. Many 
elements of the case which he sets out are persuasive, although at Dhaskalio and in 
the Special Deposit at Kavos, they seem too numerous to be simply weights, and some 
further function may also be implied.

The second category is the clay sealings, which might be compared with those of the 
House of the Tiles at Lerna (Emergence 113, fig.77), although we do not yet have such a 
clear context for them in the Cyclades. One important group comes from the Cave of 
Zas on Naxos (Zachos and Dousougli 2008), while from Markiani on Amorgos there 
is a lead seal as well as clay sealings (Angelopoulou 2006), to be compared with an ex-
ample from the Greek mainland at Tsoungiza (Pullen 1994). These are fascinating finds, 
and they clearly indicate some degree of organisation in the production, allocation 
and consumption of commodities, including foodstuffs. Such reasoning led to some 
emphasis upon the concept of ‘redistribution’ in The Emergence. But, as noted above, 
Halstead (2004) and others have shown that the notion of ‘redistribution’ is an oversim-
plification when applied to the Minoan or Mycenaean palaces and their organisation 
of food supplies. So simply to apply the label of ‘redistribution’ is insufficiently precise. 
Indeed it is not yet clear what sort of organisation these finds imply. That remains a 
project for the future.

In the same way, the developments in social ranking which we glimpse in the early 
bronze age still remain to be clarified. The term ‘state’ as a social classification is now 
widely applied to the Minoan and Mycenaean palace societies of the late bronze age (e.g. 
Shelmerdine 2008). And to speak of the emergence of ‘chiefdoms’ in the early bronze 
age is not uncommon (e.g. Pullen 2008). But I accept the criticisms which have been 
made of this term (e.g. Wright 2004a). It may be right to imply that there are forms of 
organisation and of personal ranking in operation during the early bronze age which 
herald in a modest way those of the Minoan-Mycenaean state. But at the same time the 
term ‘chief ’ is too vague. We do not yet understand very well the social organisation 
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of the early bronze age societies of the Aegean. The encouraging appearance of new 
material bearing upon the issue is perhaps an indication that in a few decades we may 
know better.

projective systems: cognitive archaeology
One of the criticisms frequently levelled against the processual archaeology of the 
1960s and 1970s is the emphasis given to environmental and subsistence matters — the 
so-called functional-processual archaeology — at the expense of the symbolic dimen-
sion. Yet I would claim that in Chapter 19 of The Emergence, ‘Symbolic and Projective 
Systems’, these matters were dealt with, if only in a preliminary way, in a manner which 
sought to integrate them within the culture system as a whole. This was a theme which 
I developed in my Inaugural Lecture in the University of Cambridge (Renfrew 1986), 
and in the further development (Renfrew 1998a) of what has been termed cognitive-
processual archaeology. For I would argue that the same procedures of reasoning which 
we apply to subsistence or economic subsystems may profitably be applied to social and 
cognitive (or ‘projective’) subsystems also.

Indeed, although the ideas certainly need further development, I think it might be 
argued that the guiding concepts outlined in Chapter 19 of The Emergence would be 
some of the key issues to be addressed in outlining the cognitive archaeology of any 
culture. It can be argued that the story of human cultural development is very much 
one of increasing engagement with the material world (Renfrew 2001; 2004; Malafouris 
2004), and that this engagement develops and intensifies with the development of such 
concepts as ownership, value and commodity, as well with the inception of such spe-
cific adaptive concepts as weight and measure. The first section of the chapter in ques-
tion is headed: ‘The description of the physical world’, dealing first with mensuration 
and number, and then with writing, and then the depiction of the world. The second 
section, ‘Society as a projection of itself ’, deals with symbolic evidence and with the 
development of what would today be termed ‘reflexive’ concepts, which open the way 
towards the symbolic ordering of society and formalised notions of rank and role.

The third section, entitled ‘Technology for the unknown’, involves what we may 
term the engagement with the supernatural. It deals first with the archaeology of cult 
(‘Technology for the Living’) and then with funerary practices (‘Technology for the 
Dead’). The final section, ‘Technology for pleasure: beauty, style and play’, addresses a 
number of aesthetic issues which have yet to be fully explored in archaeology. I tried to 
deal with some of these in The Cycladic Spirit (Renfrew 1991), and find very interesting 
some of the problems surrounding those remarkable sculptures, the folded-arm figures 
of the Cyclades. Some of the questions raised by Patricia Getz-Preziosi in her Sculptors 
of the Cyclades (Getz-Preziosi 1987), such as the identification of individual hands and 
the use of canons of proportion, seem to me very interesting. But unfortunately this 
field has been hampered by the high proportion of pieces which are unprovenanced 
(and thus of uncertain authenticity) and by the very real ethical problems mentioned 
in the last section.
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Each of these fields has been developed considerably in recent years. The use of seals 
and sealings, discussed above, clearly introduces what may be regarded as a recording 
system, although one that does not involve the sort of sequence of symbols implied by 
the term ‘writing’ The development of such recording systems is often associated with 
the development of measurement, and that theme was introduced in The Emergence 
(p. 409) with reference to the silver ingots from Troy. It is interesting therefore that 
Rahmstorf (2003) has identified the ‘spools’, of the early bronze age, briefly discussed 
above, as functioning as weights, Certainly the find of such a spool, made of lead, and 
with some indication of measure (Renfrew, Philaniotou et al. 2007, fig. 15, 12) from 
Dhaskalio, Keros gives strong support to his position. 

The development of belief systems is clearly a vast field, and progress has been made 
in recent years with the study of the religions of the Aegean bronze age. For the late 
bronze age, in particular, there are abundant finds now relevant to this theme (see Hägg 
and Marinatos 1991; also Renfrew 1985). And there the evidence of the Linear B tablets 
gives important new insights (Bendall 2007; Palaima 2008).

Several studies have dealt with aspects of early bronze age religion in the Aegean, 
of which the most original may be that of Goodison (1988; also Goodison and Morris 
1998; Kyriakidis 2005). New insights are emerging from the Early Cycladic ritual centre 
at Dhaskalio Kavos (Renfrew, Philaniotou et al. 2007; Renfrew, Doumas et al. 2007). 
There numerous cases of ‘structured deposition’ occur, consisting of already broken 
pottery vessels, smashed marble bowls and shattered marble figures (as well as bro-
ken ‘spools’ of the kind discussed earlier). These already broken materials were brought 
from other islands of the Cyclades, and maybe from further away. The implication must 
be that they were used in rituals in their islands of origin, including perhaps ritual pro-
cessions, and deliberately broken at the end of their use life, a portion of the residue 
being taken for deposition to Keros. The issue of deliberate and systematic breakage has 
come to the fore in Aegean prehistory, both with respect to figurines (Chapman 2000) 
and pottery (Pantelidou Gofa 2008). The use of the Cycladic sculptures in processions 
has already been suggested by Hoffman (2002) and by Hendrix (2003). It is clear now 
that they were not made simply for burial in the Cycladic cemeteries.

The finds at Kavos produce further insights which may be relevant. There is clear 
evidence of a powerful belief system at work here. As noted earlier, the broken drink-
ing cups may well imply, at Kavos, the role of feasting and of librations, now richly 
documented in the later bronze age (Hitchcock et al. 2008). As so often, the evidence, 
although abundant, is difficult to interpret. It is fair to say that these and other finds 
now take the archaeology of cult back to the early bronze age, and perhaps beyond.

interaction and innovation
Social relations may be described in terms of interactions, and interaction at a distance 
is manifested most directly in the archaeological record through trade. So that for the 
archaeologist the study of the flow of goods offers very good insights into an early 
society, and serves as a marker for, as well as a stimulus towards, social change. Trade 
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is allied closely to communication and to innovation, as chapter 20 of The Emergence 
asserted (see Helms 1988).

The study of trade and interaction in the Aegean has always been conducted in 
the first place in terms of pottery, and pottery remains in many ways the most useful 
indicator for it. It is not possible here to review the development of ceramic studies 
throughout the bronze age Aegean, although one may certainly stress that the further 
development of ceramic petrology (e.g. Day et al. 1997) has been of great value in the 
Cyclades as elsewhere. Obsidian is an obvious material for study in the Aegean and 
has been the subject of the useful monograph by Torrence (1986). The most important 
technical advances have probably been in the field of metal characterisation, where lead 
isotope analysis has lead to a series of interesting studies (e.g. Gale and Stos-Gale 1984; 
2008): the metal trade in the Aegean is now very much better understood than it was 
thirty years ago. However not all trade goods survive in the archaeological record, and 
here other sources of information must be used beyond archaeometric characterisation 
studies. In this respect the study of the textile industry by Barber (1991) is outstanding.

When it comes to integrating such information into the wider picture and reaching 
some broader understanding of the processes of change, there has been less progress 
in recent years. A broad, comparative perspective, relying upon ecology and the prin-
ciples of island biogeography has been used by Cherry (1990) to discuss initial island 
settlement, and this approach has been usefully followed by Broodbank (1999; 2000), 
and further applied by him to social interactions taking place among the islanders in 
the early bronze age.

When it comes to the transition to state society, however, there has been less progress. 
The gradualist approach adopted in The Emergence has been profitably questioned by 
Cherry (1986) who suggested a view where the processes at work have a pace more akin 
to the ‘punctuated evolution’ trajectory proposed by evolutionary biologists. Other ap-
proaches have been discussed by Van Andel and Runnels (1988), while, as noted earlier, 
Manning (1994) would still assign a dominant role to contacts between the Aegean and 
the Near East. Advocates of a ‘world system’ approach (e.g. Frank 1993; Sherratt 1993) 
sometimes seem to be reasserting what is largely the old diffusionist view of Childe, but 
reformulated in a novel vocabulary. The notion of interaction among equals, which has 
been termed ‘peer polity interaction’ (Renfrew and Cherry 1986), offers an alternative 
to this diffusion-based view and has been utilised by a number of scholars.

At the same time, however, more specific and well-argued cases for significant exter-
nal influence, based upon the assessment of new evidence, have recently been devel-
oped. The first is the undoubted influence of pottery motifs of Anatolian origin during 
the later part of the Early Helladic II period of mainland Greece (the Lefkandi I culture) 
and of the later Keros-Syros culture of the Cyclades (the Kastri Group) as discussed 
earlier. The Anatolian picture has been clarified recently by the discoveries at Liman 
Tepe (Sahoglu 2005) and generalized by Efe (2007), although care must be taken with 
the chronology. So it is perhaps understandable that Weingarten (1997) should see the 
sealings in the House of the Tiles at Lerna as suggesting that Lerna might have been 
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a trading post established by Anatolian traders. Certainly some commentators (such 
as Aruz 1999) see the inception of seals in the Aegean as the result of ‘oriental’ impact. 
When we take into consideration also the theory of Rahmstorf (2003; 2006) that the 
metric systems which he discerns in the Aegean spool-shaped weights of the time are 
of Near Eastern origin, then quite an impressive case has been made.

But a more nuanced approach is perhaps required. Just as seals and sealings need 
not necessarily indicate redistribution in the now conventional sense, nor need they be 
taken as an indication of external trade, as Weingarten implies — and indeed it is not 
clear at all that seals and sealings were in intensive use in western Anatolia at that time. 
While the form of the seals and some of their designs may well be of East Mediterranean 
origin, as Aruz (1999) asserts, this point was recognised long before The Emergence was 
written in relation to the ivory seals of Crete. But that does not necessarily imply that 
their use, and the organisation which these sealings implies can be regarded as exog-
enous. There is a respectable ancestry in the Aegean and the Balkans for what may 
be termed ‘stamp seals’ (Makkay 1984). It is only four decades since the distinguished 
Sumerologist Falkenstein (1965) was proclaiming the Sumerian nature of the ‘writing’ 
on the Tartaria tablets of Romania. But the rich Balkans and Aegean context for the 
‘cylinder seals’ of the Late Neolithic (Renfrew 2003) makes unnecessary any appeal to 
direct Near Eastern contact at that time.

New material relevant to these questions will no doubt soon become available. But 
at present it seems safest to regard the House of the Tiles (Peperaki 2004) and the other 
Corridor Houses (Pullen 2008) of the Korakou culture (Early Helladic II) as products 
of local development. The excavations at Dhaskalio, Kavos support the notion of con-
tinuity during the Cycladic early bronze age. Pottery of the Kastri Group makes its 
appearance there, to be sure, but in small quantities and as imports. The ‘international 
spirit’ of the Early Bronze 2 period in the Aegean is evident, indeed highly visible, dur-
ing the Korakou culture (Early Helladic II) and the Keros-Syros culture before the ap-
pearance of forms of the Lefkandi I assemblage and the Kastri Group. There is a dy-
namic of growth and development in different regions of the Aegean at this time. Nor 
should the focus be exclusively upon contacts with the east: Maran (1998) has rightly 
emphasised the role of the western seaways, for instance along the Dalmatian coasts. 
Certainly the communities of the Anatolian coast played a major role in these develop-
ments. And certainly there were beginning to be contacts with the East Mediterranean 
and with Egypt

In his recent review of the import of Egyptian stone vessels to Crete, Bevan (2004, 
120) remarks that it was “correct to downplay the role of these objects as prime movers 
in the emergence of palatial society on Crete, let alone in the emergence of ‘civilization’ 
in the wider Aegean” The same is likely to apply to Near Eastern motifs on Aegean seals, 
or indeed to the development and use of weights. It was later that things changed more 
radically and interactions became more intense: this was at the end of the early bronze 
age, with the introduction of sailing ships in the Aegean (Emergence fig. 17.6 and pl. 28; 
Broodbank 2000).
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There is much still to learn. It may be that a clearer picture is beginning to emerge 
of the transition towards state society in the bronze age Aegean (e.g. Wright 1995). But 
it is fair to remark that there is real difficulty in striking the balance between a general 
explanation of broad explanatory power, but which may lack the specific application to 
the particular case in question, on the one hand, and on the other the rich and detailed 
description which may only have a somewhat indirect reliance upon clear explanatory 
principles. This is the old dilemma in formulating an effective explanation, not so far 
removed from the long-familiar polarity between historical explanation (rich in de-
tail and the understanding of the particular) and scientific explanation (with powerful 
general principles but offering little insight into the particulars of the specific case, and 
perhaps a shade mechanistic). The polarity remains!

long-term continuities and the origins of greek ethnicity

The focus of The Emergence was naturally upon the early bronze age of the Aegean, al-
though concerned also with the later bronze age societies of the region. One theme, as 
noted above, was to assert continuity with the preceding neolithic period and to offer 
an explanation of the transformations taking place in terms of endogenous processes, 
of processes operating within the Aegean. The explanation may have been an imperfect 
one, but the aim continues to seem appropriate. Moreover the new data which have 
become available over the past 40 years do not, to my mind, suggest a different view. 
On the contrary they would seem to indicate that such an explanation may well prove 
possible, even though it may be more complicated than the one which I outlined, and 
with different emphases.

I would like to go on now to make the further, and perhaps bolder, claim that the 
transition from bronze age to iron age may be viewed in similar terms, and that we are 
in fact speaking of continuities which may be traced through from the neolithic right 
on to the Classical Greece of the fifth century bc. Again to say this is not to question 
the importance of wider Mediterranean interactions at different periods: it is simply to 
deny them a dominant role in the overall processes of change.

Of course the whole issue of the ‘Dark Ages’ and the transition from Mycenaean to 
Archaic Greece is too vast a theme to discuss in detail here. Many distinguished writ-
ers have already done so in terms which I admire, including my colleague Anthony 
Snodgrass and my former colleague Ian Morris (see Morris 1994; also Whitley 1991; 
Dickinson 2006). It was not until I had the task of studying the materials from the 
Mycenaean sanctuary which our excavations at Phylakopi on Melos had the good for-
tune to reveal (Renfrew 1985) that I became more familiar with the late bronze age 
evidence, and came to perceive how the development of Aegean religion in Crete, 
Mainland Greece and the Cyclades, could well be viewed as a series of transformations, 
each building upon the experiences of the preceding phase, from the neolithic period 
through to the religion of the Classical Greeks.
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Such a view would not be thought too outrageous by most Aegean prehistorians and 
classical archaeologists today, I believe, were it not for the circumstance that the Greek 
language is a member of the Indo-European language family. This is felt to constitute 
a difficulty for an advocate of continuity. For it is almost universally assumed (albeit 
without much tangible evidence) that there was a migration of Greek-speakers or of 
Indo-European speakers into Greece during the bronze age. This, it is argued, was re-
sponsible for bringing Greek (or at least Indo-European speech) to an area which on 
the classical model for Indo-European origins must have been speaking a very different 
language during the neolithic, a language which is generally and confidently denoted as 
‘pre-Greek’. How then can one validly speak of continuity, in the face of this self-evident 
transition of populations and replacement of languages?

In concluding this introduction I would like to outline an answer to that question 
and to indicate my reasons for thinking that this migrationist view is a misplaced one. 
As I have argued elsewhere (Renfrew 1987), it is much simpler and more economical 
to believe that the first Indo-European speakers (or Proto-Indo-European speakers) 
to come to Greece were simply the first farmers, whose arrival initiated the Aegean 
neolithic. Such a view permits a much more straightforward narrative, and allows us, 
among other things, to discuss in a much more direct way the vexed question of ‘Who 
were the Greeks?’

In the first place there are grounds for caution about those migrations of new peo-
ples with which various writers have sought to bring about the changes observed in the 
archaeological record. In Chapter 4 of The Emergence I discussed the various supposed 
movements in the prehistoric Aegean, about which J.L. Caskey and Emily Vermeule 
had written so eloquently in the preceding years. One of the preoccupations for Caskey 
as also for R.A Crossland was the vexed question of ‘The Coming of the Greeks’, a 
migration which Caskey was inclined to set at the end of the Early Helladic II period, 
impressed as he was by the changes seen at that time at his important site of Lerna. 
These suggestions seemed to me implausible, and the whole migrationist approach to 
the question of the origin of the Indo-European languages (of which Greek is of course 
one) appeared unsatisfactory.

It was these dissatisfactions initially which led me to suggest (Renfrew 1973a) that the 
coming of Proto-Indo-European speech to Europe might be associated with the com-
ing of farming (from Anatolia). The Greek language would then have evolved, within 
the lands of what is now Greece, from the starting point of that neolithic Proto-Indo-
European precursor. That suggestion was not widely noticed, and I let the matter drop 
for a while. But following the excavations which I undertook at Phylakopi in Melos 
with the good fortune of discovering a Mycenaean sanctuary (Renfrew 1985) it became 
necessary to study the question of religious development in the Aegean. The possible 
religious continuities which one was tempted to suggest could well also have implica-
tions in terms of linguistic continuity. It seemed to me that there had been a series of 
transformations over the millennia, where each stage or phase of cult practice and belief 
built upon the preceding one. These transformations were profound, but there was no 
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reason to ascribe them to outside influences on any large scale, and still less to account 
for them by the arrival of new peoples. Yet when I suggested, in a seminar at Oxford, 
that the Aegean religions of the late bronze age were founded upon those of the early 
bronze age, and these upon the cult practices of the neolithic, that formidable scholar 
the late Professor Christopher Hawkes took me severely to task. Anyone, he said, knew 
that the Greek religion was an Indo-European religion — look at mighty Zeus — and so 
also must have been the Mycenaean religion. How, then, could it be descended from 
neolithic antecedents, from a period long before the time when the Indo-Europeans 
came to these lands?

It was at this point that I decided to tackle the Indo-European question directly. The 
result was my book Archaeology and Language (Renfrew 1987). In it I developed further 
the view that it was the coming of farming which brought with it Proto-Indo-European 
speech into Europe, from its presumed homeland in Anatolia. The matter proved con-
troversial, and the initial formulation had several defects which I have since tried to 
rectify (Renfrew 1999a). The models for linguistic change which it outlined have been 
very widely applied; in particular the farming/language dispersal hypothesis has appli-
cations (Bellwood and Renfrew 2003) in many parts of the world. Its case for being an 
appropriate solution to the problem of the Indo-European languages has been signifi-
cantly advanced by the chronological study of Gray and Atkinson (2003).

The possibility that Proto-Indo-European speech came to Greece (and so to the rest 
of Europe) from Anatolia at the beginning of the neolithic period has been greatly 
advanced by recent discoveries in Anatolian linguistics. For it has now been recog-
nised that all the known languages of bronze age western and central Anatolia belong 
to the Indo-European family, including, of course the Hittite and Luvian languages 
(Finkelberg 1997). The only exception is the so-called ‘Hattic’ language, the apparent 
predecessor of the Hittite language at the Hittite capital of Boğazköy. But it is now real-
ized that Hattic belongs to the Caucasian language family, and consequently may have 
originated in the Caucasus area. Contrary to previous understanding, there are now 
no documented languages of western Anatolia which can be shown to be non-Indo-
European. There is even the possibility that the Minoan language may be derived from 
an early proto-Indo-European ancestor in Anatolia (Finkelberg 1997).

One obvious objection to the original proposal was the very large proportion of 
words in the Greek language which do not have a Greek or even a recognisably Indo-
European origin. For that reason they have generally been regarded as ‘pre-Greek’, and 
their abundance has been used to support the view that the Greek language must be a 
relatively late arrival to the areas where it is currently spoken. Instead I have suggested 
(Renfrew 1998b; 1999b) that many of these lexical items are not ‘pre-Greek’ at all, in 
the sense of belonging to an earlier linguistic stratum. Instead they would represent an 
adstratum: relatively late additions to the vocabulary of Greece, being linguistic bor-
rowings from Minoan Crete. Some of them — like asaminthos, or labyrinthos, as well 
as terms for weapons (e.g. xiphos) and body armour (thorax), as well as for musical 
instruments — suggest a context which is so sophisticated as to be more at home in the 
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palace societies of the developed bronze age. It seems very likely that many of these 
are in fact loan words, borrowed into Greek from the language of Minoan Crete, as 
an earlier generation of scholars had glimpsed (Renfrew 1998b). The notion of a much 
earlier, ‘pre-Greek’ language, spoken in Greece before the arrival of the Greeks and to 
be identified by these words and by the celebrated place names about which Haley and 
Blegen had written, now seems very dubious.

These linguistic speculations, and the evidences for continuity from the sanctuary at 
Phylakopi, support the view that we are indeed speaking of long-term continuities. I 
suggest that there never was a migratory episode on the Greek mainland which could 
plausibly be described as the ‘Coming of the Greeks’. On the contrary, the Greeks were 
autochthonous! Their Proto-Indo-European predecessors spoke the language of the 
first farmers of the Aegean whose origins lay in Anatolia. It is worth noting that the 
formation of the Greek language by communities living within the present territories of 
Greece was earlier proposed by Chadwick (1975; see Pullen 2008), although he did not 
envisage their Indo-European forbears arriving as early as the first farmers.

These are important issues when we come to consider questions of identity and in-
deed of ethnicity in the Aegean bronze age. These complex matters become clearer only 
in the Classical period, when we have ample texts to document how the Greeks of 
the time themselves viewed ethnic questions (Hall 2000). But they are relevant also 
to our understanding of earlier periods (Finkelberg 2005). For one of the underlying 
principles of The Emergence is that we should not postulate incoming migrations or 
the formative ‘diffusion’ of culture unless there is strong evidence for it. Some earlier 
scholars attributed a powerful causative role to an alleged ‘Coming of the Greeks’, for 
which there is now no good evidence. So the possibility of continuities in religious be-
lief, through a series of transformations, no longer has to be set aside (as Christopher 
Hawkes argued) on the assumption of such a ‘Coming’.

This is highly relevant also when we consider the development of Greek ethnicity: of 
the very notion and self-awareness of ‘being Greek’ (Renfrew 1994; 1995). Of course lan-
guage is an important component in ethnicity. As far as self-awareness of being ‘Greek’ 
goes, we find that some aspects of this reflexive view develop very late, some features 
as late as the Persian Wars. The foundations for Greek ethnicity do indeed go back to 
the Mycenaean period, and the Greek language (I suggest) was taking shape within the 
territories of the modern nation of Greece very much earlier, during the later neolithic 
period and into the early bronze age. But a full sense of being Greek and the widespread 
use of the term ‘Hellenes’ and ‘Hellas’ came much later.

This theme of ‘Who were the Greeks?’ is too large to be treated adequately here. The 
short answer, however, is that many features which we associate with the Greeks, in-
cluding the Greek language, have origins which may be traced far back into the neo-
lithic period. The Mycenaeans probably did not think of themselves primarily as being 
‘Greek’ (‘Hellenic’), but would reckon their affiliation instead to the small palace-cen-
tered states of the late bronze age. Indeed even in the Geometric period of Greece, with 
the early emergence of the city states, allegiances were to the city-state rather than to 
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some wider ‘national’ identity. That only came later and became explicit and self-con-
scious at the time of the Persian Wars (Renfrew 1995).

These are big questions, and deserve a more extended treatment. But they are worth 
mentioning here, since the events and processes of the third millennium bc, which are 
our primary concern, are of very great relevance to these later periods also. The founda-
tions for the later societies of the Aegean, for the iron age as well as the later bronze age, 
were laid already very much earlier, in the early bronze age of the third millennium bc. 
To understand the entire process it is first necessary to grasp this point.

Preface (1972)

When Heinrich Schliemann discovered Troy in 1871, and then the rich princely burials 
in the Shaft Graves at Mycenae, with their gold drinking vessels and their ingeniously 
decorated weapons, he inaugurated the study of Aegean prehistory. Yet the Mycenaean 
civilisation which he discovered was not at first generally accepted as something dis-
tinctively European or Aegean. Many scholars felt that such rich and sophisticated ob-
jects must have been manufactured in the well-known and more advanced civilisations 
of the Near East and Egypt. Today the individuality of the Mycenaeans, and of the 
Minoan civilisation of Crete, is everywhere recognised. Yet it is widely felt that these 
first civilisations of Europe were an offshoot of Oriental civilisation, by which they were 
inspired, and without which they would not have existed.

I have come to believe that this widely held diffusionist view, that Aegean civilisation 
was something borrowed by Europe from the Orient, is inadequate. It fails to explain 
what is actually seen in the archaeological record. We can no longer accept that the 
sole unifying theme of European prehistory was, in the words of Gordon Childe, ‘the 
irradiation of European barbarism by Oriental civilisation’. A first objective here is to 
examine in detail the evidence for this view. Despite the many contacts which clearly 
did occur between the early Aegean and the Orient, it no longer offers a satisfactory 
explanation for the first emergence of civilisation in Europe.

The construction of an alternative explanation is, of course, much more difficult than 
the rejection of the conventional diffusionist one. A first insight was offered by work 
in the Cycladic islands, on the rich Early Cycladic material of the third millennium bc, 
which brought me to appreciate that this was the crucial, formative period for Aegean 
civilisation. Throughout the southern Aegean, for a thousand years, striking changes 
were taking place in every field — in agriculture, in craft technology, in social organi-
sation, in art and religion, in trade, and in population. These developments evidently 
owed little to Oriental inspiration. Yet it was at this time that the basic features of the 
subsequent Minoan-Mycenaean civilisation were being determined. The present work 
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sets out to study in some detail these developments in the third millennium Aegean, 
and to explain them.

The basic approach here is naturally that of the prehistoric archaeologist. The raw 
material data have first to be reviewed (in Part I) before an attempt is made (in Part 
II) to construct from them a picture of the culture processes at work and the changes 
which resulted. This purely archaeological treatment of an early civilisation presents 
considerable problems, since the most successful analysis of prehistoric material has 
so far been in terms of the ecological approach, where man’s adaptation to his physical 
environment is the principal focus of interest. This focus remains indispensable, but in 
its simple form it is inadequate to explain what happens when societies move beyond 
the subsistence economy. When many of man’s most pressing concerns are now social 
rather than ecological, and the predominant economic problems are no longer sub-
sistence ones, other explanations are needed, and the notion of ‘adaptation’ must be 
modified considerably. The chapters of the Introduction outline in very general terms 
a framework for the inquiry. They attempt to give due allowance to the specifically 
human problems of high-density urban living, some of which are less evident among 
hunting groups or early peasant societies.

This is the first time, I believe, that an attempt has been made to examine, in such 
detail, the emergence of one of the world’s early civilisations. I have indeed included 
much unpublished material on the Cyclades in the third millennium, and some of this 
treatment may not be of interest to the general reader. Yet the validity of the approach 
can only be tested by its application at a detailed level to the material data available. I 
believe such an analysis ultimately to be more informative about the nature and origins 
of civilisation in general than very broad speculations and cross-cultural comparisons, 
which sometimes fail to recognise the considerable complexity of the process in any 
specific case.

To apply such aims successfully to the available material is less easy than to formu-
late them. The inevitable starting point must be the conclusions of earlier workers who 
have tackled the same problems, and here European prehistory is particularly fortu-
nate. Several generations of notable scholars have worked to bring to light, and to set 
in coherent order, the evidence which is now available to us. In writing this book I 
have time and again found myself either emphatically agreeing with, or stimulated into 
constructive disagreement by, the writings of one of the most original of these, Gordon 
Childe. His Social Evolution, for instance, although not now the most widely read of 
his works, shows that brisk imagination and that unapologetic readiness to change his 
mind, which characterised all that he wrote. Between his first article in 1915, Who Were 
the Minyans?, and his Retrospect in 1958, he touched upon, and illuminated, most of 
those problems in prehistoric archaeology which trouble us today — the definition of 
‘culture’, the Neolithic Revolution, the Urban Revolution, problems of diffusion, of ar-
chaeological taxonomy, early technology, and social evolution. The dedication of this 
book to his memory is an acknowledgement that his work remains one of the most ac-
tive forces in prehistoric archaeology today.
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My first and greatest debt is to my teachers, notably Grahame Clark and Glyn Daniel, 
who taught me that it is not the material data alone but the approach to the subject 
which governs the hypotheses which finally we accept. It is they, and those colleagues 
who take pleasure in discussing the general problems of prehistoric archaeology, who 
have made studying the subject so rewarding.

I have incurred many obligations to friends and scholars in Greece, indeed one of the 
most agreeable aspects of working in the Cyclades has been the generosity and cooper-
ation of all those archaeologists with whom I have had contact. Among those who have 
kindly permitted me to study unpublished material are Dr and Mrs N. Zapheiropoulos, 
Mr Christos Doumas, today the most active worker on problems of Cycladic prehistory, 
Professor N. Kontoleon, Dr S. Alexiou, Mr M. S. F. Hood and Professor J. L. Caskey, who 
also gave me the welcome opportunity of assisting in his excavations at Kephala in Kea. 
To Professor Blegen, Mr Jerome Sperling and the Director of the Ankara Museum I am 
grateful for access to the Kum Tepe material and for permission to publish my drawings 
of it. I wish also to thank Miss Sylvia Benton, Frau E. M. Fischer-Bossert, Mr Hector 
Catling, the late Dr C. Karousos, Professor Dora Levi, Dr G. Papathanasopoulos, Miss 
B. Philippaki, Mrs Patricia Preziosi, Dr David Trump and Professor Saul Weinberg for 
valuable advice or access to unpublished material. The late Mr R. W. Hutchinson was a 
kind and good friend, and an unfailing source of unexpected yet useful information.

I have had the great pleasure of cooperating with Dr J. R. Cann and Dr J. E. Dixon 
in the study of obsidian, and they have advised on other petrological points, as have 
Dr Janet Seton Springer (née Peacey) and Professors A. N. Georgiades and G. M. 
Paraskevopoulos in Athens. Mr J. M. Charles has been most helpful with his metal-
lurgical knowledge.

During my stay in Greece, first as a Strathcona Student of St John’s College and the 
School Student of the British School of Archaeology at Athens, then as holder of a 
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the University of Sheffield, the hospitality of the School and the friendship of its mem-
bers, has been generous. I have greatly benefited there from discussions with Dr Peter 
Warren on Cretan problems, and with Dr David French and Mr Roger Howell on the 
prehistory of the Greek mainland. Dr French has kindly allowed me to refer freely here 
to his unpublished doctoral dissertation. I am grateful to my former research supervi-
sors Dr F. H. Stubbings and Mr A. H. S. Megaw for their counsel, and to Professor J. D. 
Evans for his collaboration in our joint excavations at Saliagos.
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