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NEOLITHIC GREECE BEYOND THE VILLAGE*

PAUL HALSTEAD

ΠΕΡΊΛΗΨΗ

Η ΝΕΟΛΊΘΊΚΗ ΕΛΛΆΔΆ ΠΕΡΆ ΆΠΟ ΤΆ ΟΡΊΆ ΤΟΥ ΟΊΚΊΣΜΟΥ

Ένα από τα ζητήματα που έχουν απασχολήσει τόσο την Άγγέλικα Ντούζουγλη όσο και τον Κωνσταντίνο Ζάχο είναι ο 
προσδιορισμός και η ερμηνεία των ριζοσπαστικών αλλαγών στην κατοίκηση του ελλαδικού χώρου στις νεότερες φάσεις 
της Νεολιθικής. Στις πρωιμότερες φάσεις της Νεολιθικής, μεγάλα και μακρόβια «χωριά» με σχετικά καλοχτισμένα και 
«μόνιμα» σπίτια, κατανεμημένα κυρίως στις ευφορότερες περιοχές, φαίνεται να ήταν το επίκεντρο της κοινωνικής ζωής, 
όπως και της σύγχρονης αρχαιολογικής έρευνας. Άντίθετα, στις νεότερες φάσεις της Νεολιθικής και ιδιαίτερα σε περι-
οχές σχετικά ακατάλληλες για την καλλιέργεια σιτηρών και οσπρίων, παρατηρείται επίσης, ευρεία κατοίκηση μικρών 
υπαίθριων «συνοικισμών» (π.χ. των Δολιανών) με λείψανα από πρόχειρες καλύβες, καθώς επίσης, και χρήση σπηλαί-
ων-βραχοσκεπών (π.χ. του σπηλαίου του Ζα). Κατά την Άγγέλικα Ντούζουγλη και τον Κωνσταντίνο Ζάχο, αυτές οι αλ-
λαγές στην οικιστική αρχιτεκτονική και την κατανομή της κατοίκησης σχετίζονται με αύξηση της κλίμακας της κτηνο-
τροφίας και επομένως, των μετακινήσεων των κοπαδιών. Άλλοι θεωρούν απίθανη την ύπαρξη ειδικευμένων κτηνοτρό-
φων στη Νεολιθική, εν απουσία αστικών αγορών. Άυτή η φαινομενική διαφωνία, εν μέρει, οφείλεται σε ασάφειες ορο-
λογίας, εφ’ όσον ο όρος «κτηνοτροφία» μπορεί να αναφέρεται και στη διαχείριση μεγάλων, εποχιακά μετακινούμενων 
κοπαδιών από ειδικευμένες ομάδες (π.χ. τους Βλάχους ή τους Σαρακατσάνους), αλλά και μικρών, μη μετακινούμενων 
κοπαδιών (π.χ. που βόσκουν στα χωράφια ενός μεικτού γεωργοκτηνοτροφικού χωριού). 

Άντίθετα με την Ελλάδα, στη βορειοδυτική Μεσόγειο (από τις ακτές της Δαλματίας μέχρι την ανατολική και κεντρική 
Ίσπανία), υπάρχουν άφθονες ενδείξεις από τις πρωιμότερες φάσεις της Νεολιθικής για τη χρήση σπηλαίων-βραχοσκεπών 
για να στεγάσουν κτηνοτρόφους, κυνηγούς, σταυλισμένα ζώα, αποθήκες και ταφές. Προτείνεται ότι οι διαφορές στη νεο-
λιθική χρήση σπηλαίων-βραχοσκεπών μεταξύ βορειοδυτικής Μεσογείου και του ελλαδικού χώρου και μεταξύ των πρω-
ιμότερων και των νεότερων φάσεων της Νεολιθικής στην Ελλάδα, οφείλονται όχι (μόνο) στον βαθμό διάδοσης της κτη-
νοτροφίας, αλλά (και) στις πρακτικές της κοινωνικής αναπαραγωγής και της κοινωνικοποίησης του τοπίου.

INTRODUCTION

This contribution addresses a subject that has exercised both the present author and those to whom this 
volume is dedicated: the dramatic proliferation of evidence for human use of small open-air ‘hamlets’ and 
caves/rock-shelters in the later Neolithic of Greece and the disputed relationship of this phenomenon with the 
development or expansion of pastoralism. Rather than attempting to resolve the latter dispute, the contrasting 
evidence for Neolithic use of caves and rock-shelters in the northwest Mediterranean is discussed. It is argued 
that regional and chronological variation in Neolithic use of caves/rock-shelters may shed more light on diver-
gent practices of social reproduction and landscape enculturation than on differences in land use.
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* V. Isaakidou commented on drafts of this paper and, with K. Kotsakis, provided terminological advice on the oral (Greek) version 
of this paper, that D. Kontogiorgos presented in Ioannina when teaching commitments prevented my attending in person. I am indebted 
to Angelika Douzougli and Kostas Zachos for their contributions to the topic discussed here and for affording me opportunities to take 
an active part in it.
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PASTORALISM IN THE LATER NEOLITHIC OF GREECE?

From the Early and Middle Neolithic (mid-7th to mid-6th millennia BC) in Greece, most known sites are 
open-air ‘villages’, comprised of numerous ‘houses’ and, in many cases, occupied over several centuries if not 
millennia. Conversely, from the Late and especially Final Neolithic (late 6th to late 4th millennia BC), numer-
ous small and often short-lived open-air sites or ‘hamlets’ are also known and there is much richer evidence 
for human use of caves and rock-shelters1. Notable examples of these ‘new’ types of Neolithic site, excavated 
by Angelika Douzougli and Konstantinos Zachos, are the open-air ‘hamlet’ of Doliana near Ioannina2 and the 
Cave of Zas on Naxos3. Both caves/rock-shelters and small open-air hamlets have been widely interpreted as 
sites occupied temporarily or seasonally by pastoralists4, on various grounds: 

(1) because the cave or rock-shelter is unsuitable for long-term human habitation (e.g., Cave of Zas);
(2) because the immediate environs are unsuitable for cultivation (e.g., Cave of Zas);
(3) because surviving architecture represents flimsy huts rather than solid houses (e.g., Doliana);
(4) because they have yielded objects of distant provenience or inspiration (e.g., Doliana and Cave of Zas).
Albeit with caution, the publications of Angelika Douzougli and Konstantinos Zachos broadly espouse 

this viewpoint.
Others, including this author, consider specialized pastoralism unlikely in prehistory in the absence of a 

market5. Two categories of archaeological evidence arguably favour this view:
(1) isotopic and palaeopathological analysis of human skeletons detects no dietary contrast between open-

air villages, on the one hand, and hamlets or caves/rock-shelters6, on the other, implying that occupants of the 
latter did not consume substantially more animal produce as might be expected according to the pastoralist 
model;

(2) at open-air ‘villages’ and at ‘hamlets’ and caves/rock-shelters alike, teeth and bones of very young 
lambs and kids suggest the presence of domestic animals (and thus of humans) in late winter or early spring 
and so are not compatible with the long-distance seasonal movements characteristic of specialized pastoral-
ists7. 

In part, these opposing views reflect ambiguous terminology, with Greek ktinotrofía and English ‘pastor- 
alism’ potentially referring to livestock management ranging from a few ‘house-sheep’ or ‘house-goats’, that 
many sedentary arable farmers keep at home, to the massive and seasonally mobile flocks of Vlachs or Sara- 
katsani, who engage in minimal or no cultivation and obtain staple grains through exchange. An intermediate 
scale, say 50-100 sheep and goats moving over a radius of a few kilometres around an agricultural settlement, 
might be acceptable to members of both camps – and does not differ radically from what K. Zachos propos-
es for Neolithic use of the Cave of Zas8. Rather than attempting to resolve the argument over later Neolithic 
pastoralism in Greece, the use of caves/rock-shelters and open-air hamlets is considered here from a different 
perspective.

1. E.g., Demoule & Perlès 1993.
2. Douzougli & Zachos 2002.
3. Zachos 1999.
4. E.g., Cavanagh 1999; Jacobsen 1984; Sampson 1992.
5. E.g., Cherry 1988; Halstead 1996.
6. Papathanasiou 2003; 2005; Triantaphyllou 2001.
7. Halstead 2005.
8. Zachos 1999, 160-161.
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NEOLITHIC USE OF CAVES AND ROCK-SHELTERS: 
GREECE AND THE NORTHWEST MEDITERRANEAN

During the later Neolithic, animals were certainly sheltered in caves that have yielded traces of layers of 
dung: for example, Kitsos in Attiki9 and Kouveleiki A in Lakonia10. Other caves, however, had other uses – 
for burial11, storage12, ritual or ceremonial activity13, and perhaps ‘routine’ habitation although this is difficult 
to demonstrate. Even caves that sheltered livestock could serve other purposes, as for example Kouveleiki 
A, where micromorphological study revealed carefully laid floors as well as dung14. These various forms of 
activity, often at some distance from more permanent settlements, must – like the construction and use of 
outlying chapels, bridges, cobbled paths and animal-folds in the recent past15 – have played an important role 
in enculturating the wider landscape and in shaping the sense of identity of the local community and thereby 
its social reproduction.

Similar uses of caves are also known from the earlier Neolithic in Greece, as at Franchthi in the Argolid, 
where human burials were found16 as well as traces of other activities (e.g., consumption of domestic animals) 
and shed milk teeth (fallen from live animals) indicating the stalling of young adult sheep/goats17. To date, 
however, evidence for Early or Middle Neolithic use of caves or rock-shelters is scarce and some known 
examples, like Franchthi, are located next to an open-air settlement of the same date. In the earlier Neolithic, 
both herding and landscape enculturation/social reproduction seem to have involved archaeologically recog-
nizable activities at locations removed from permanent agricultural settlements far more rarely than in the 
Late and Final Neolithic.

The northwest Mediterranean apparently presents a different picture. Here, as in the more fertile regions 
of lowland Greece, earlier Neolithic (6th or 6th-5th millennium BC) open-air ‘village’ settlements of mixed 
agro-pastoral farmers are now increasingly well known in Dalmatia18, Italy19, southern France20, and eastern 
and central Spain21. In contrast with Greece, however, there is abundant earlier Neolithic evidence from the 
northwest Mediterranean for the use of caves to shelter livestock22, herders23 and hunters24, for storage25, and 
for burial of the dead26. Moreover, among a wealth of ‘off-site’ rock-art, depicting herding and hunting scenes, 
some from eastern Spain seemingly date to the earlier Neolithic27. In short, known earlier Neolithic traces of 
human activities at a distance from permanent agricultural settlements28 are much richer in the northwestern 
Mediterranean than in Greece. Three alternative reasons for this may be considered.

9. Brochier 1983.
10. Karkanas 2006.
11. Triantaphyllou 2008.
12. E.g., Sampson 1992.
13. E.g., Demoule & Perlès 1993, 404-405; Stratouli 2005; Tomkins 2009.
14. Karkanas 2006.
15. E.g., Forbes 2007.
16. Jacobsen & Cullen 1981.
17. Payne 1985.
18. E.g., Legge & Moore 2011
19. E.g., Rottoli & Pessina 2007.
20. E.g., Guilaine, Manen & Vigne 2007.
21. Martí Oliver & Bernabeu Aubán 2012.
22. Brochier et al. 1992; Angelucci et al. 2009.
23. E.g., Brochier 2006.
24. E.g., Liesau von Lettow-Vorbeck & Morales Muñiz 2012.
25. E.g., Cueva de los Murciélagos, Peña-Chocarro 2007.
26. E.g., Garrido Pena et al. 2012.
27. McClure, Molina & Bernabeu 2008.
28. The lack of cereal chaff and weeds in archaeobotanical samples from most Neolithic caves in Spain suggests that processing, 

and probably growing, of crops took place some distance away, Zapata et al. 2004, 304 (also at Zas Cave, Zachos 1999, 157).
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First, Neolithic research developed rather differently in the two regions. In Greece, early excavations 
within a culture history paradigm focused on open-air ‘tell’ sites with deep stratigraphy to resolve problems of 
relative chronology29. Conversely, in the northwest Mediterranean, where open-air settlements tend to be hori-
zontally extensive with shallow stratigraphy like Neolithic ‘flat-extended’ sites in Greece30, early excavations 
placed greater emphasis on the deep stratigraphy of cave sites. Such differences of research tradition certainly 
played a role in shaping the nature of available evidence and may partly account for the relative scarcity of 
systematic excavations of Neolithic cave sites in Greece, but do not explain why deposits particularly of the 
Early and Middle Neolithic should be poorly known from Greek caves.

Secondly, in many parts of southern Greece, which may be considered marginal for grain crops because of 
low rainfall, open-air agropastoral settlements multiply relatively late, in the Late and especially Final Neo-
lithic31. The same areas are, for geological and topographic reasons, often richer in caves than the fertile basins 
of central and northeastern Greece where dense open-air settlement is known from the earlier Neolithic. To 
some extent, therefore, open-air farming settlements were less often established near natural caves or rock-
shelters in the earlier than in the later Neolithic in Greece. On the other hand, the landscape of both Greece 
and the northwest Mediterranean presents sufficiently striking local heterogeneity that differences between 
these regions in the chronology of cave use seem unlikely to be due mainly to the temporal and spatial rhythm 
of the expansion of Neolithic settlement.

Thirdly, perhaps early farming communities used the landscape differently in the two regions. If so, was 
herding initially less important in Greece than the northwest Mediterranean? Although rich, the northwest 
Mediterranean evidence for earlier Neolithic stalling of livestock comes from caves/rock-shelters at modest 
altitude, compatible with short-distance movement from lowland farming communities rather than long-dis-
tance seasonal movement to upland pasture32. At some of these sites, evidence for labour-intensive collection 
of leaf- or twig-fodder33 also suggests stalling of only modest numbers of animals. Several caves/rock-shelters 
have yielded evidence for heavy infant mortality in sheep and/or goats and, while some such patterns are 
methodological artefacts34 and others may reflect seasonal use of sites35, others probably represent intensive 
management of livestock for dairy produce36 – an interpretation strengthened by milk traces in ceramics at 
Mala Triglavca in Slovenia37. In Greece, there are no detailed publications of mortality data for domestic ani-
mals from earlier Neolithic caves/rock-shelters. The few such studies for later Neolithic caves/rock-shelters 
indicate ‘meat’ management (heavy slaughter of yearlings and/or young adults) of sheep and goats38, suggest-
ing that large carcasses were prioritised over milk production, but ceramic residues indicate milk consumption 
at the Late Neolithic open-air village of Stavroupoli in northern Greece39. Moreover, while the present author 
has argued that the heavy predominance of sheep in a more or less wooded landscape at earlier Neolithic 
open-air villages in Greece reflects the close integration of livestock with plots cleared for cultivation40, this 
does not preclude their seasonal removal over modest distances to richer pastures – indeed, this must surely 

29. E.g., Milojčić 1960.
30. E.g., Andreou et al. 1996.
31. E.g., Tomkins 2008.
32. Brochier 2006.
33. E.g., Badal 2002; Delhon et al. 2008.
34. Brochier 2013.
35. Helmer et al. 2005.
36. E.g., Miracle 2006; Rowley-Conwy 2000; Vigne & Helmer 2007.
37. Soberl et al. 2008.
38. Halstead 1996; Tρανταλίδου 1997.
39. Evershed et al. 2008.
40. E.g., Halstead 2006.
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have taken place at least in years when exceptionally cold winters or dry summers threatened the survival of 
village herds. Paradoxically, therefore, although stalling of livestock looms large in the rich evidence for ear-
lier Neolithic use of caves and rock-shelters in the northwest Mediterranean, it seems premature to attribute 
the scarcity of such evidence from Greece to contrasting goals or scale of herding.

Equally, consumption of high-quality lithic raw materials from distant sources makes clear that at least 
part of the earlier Neolithic population of the northwest Mediterranean41 and Greece42 alike travelled well 
away from the main concentrations of open-air villages. By default, it is argued, more widespread earlier 
Neolithic use of caves and rock-shelters in the northwest Mediterranean (even though evidence for elaborate 
ritual is more abundant from the later Neolithic of central and southern Italy43) reflects regional differences 
not in the type or scale of practical exploitation of the wider, uncultivated landscape but rather in the arenas 
in which early farming communities used durable material culture to enculturate their landscape. Sherratt 
similarly highlighted the contrast between the Neolithic of northwest Europe with its monumental mortuary 
‘barrows’ and that of southeast Europe with its monumental ‘tell’ settlements44. In the latter region, it is now 
clear that Neolithic ‘tells’ coexisted with ‘flat-extended’ open-air villages, arguably representing tension be-
tween household and collective control, respectively, of resources including land45 that seems widely to have 
characterised early farming communities in southwest Asia and Europe46. Both forms of village, however, 
were the focus of considerable expenditure of labour and material resources representing a range of residen-
tial, mortuary, commensal and other strategies of social reproduction47.

Returning to the problem of diachronic changes in the type and distribution of Neolithic sites in Greece, if 
the scarcity of cave use in the earlier Neolithic essentially reflects the concentration of rituals and ceremonies 
of social reproduction in the archaeologically rich open-air villages, then the later Neolithic proliferation both 
in use of caves/rock-shelters and in occupation of short-lived open-air hamlets may plausibly be understood in 
terms of a loosening of collective, village control over social reproduction – a suggestion compatible with the 
apparently increasing independence of individual households in the later Neolithic48. There is as yet no direct 
evidence that the later Neolithic of Greece saw a change in form or increase in scale of livestock management, 
although the latter is far from implausible given the evident social significance of meat from domestic animals 
in Neolithic commensality49. Arguably, however, herding of livestock is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
explanation for the radical changes in residential patterns that took place in the later Neolithic in Greece.

41. E.g., Robb & Farr 2005.
42. E.g., Perlès 1990.
43. E.g., Whitehouse 1990; Grifoni Cremonesi 2007; Pluciennik 1997.
44. Sherratt 1990; also Chapman 1997.
45. Kotsakis 1999; 2006; Halstead 2011.
46. E.g., Bogaard et al. 2009; 2011.
47. E.g., Kotsakis 2006; Mina 2008; Tomkins 2007; Triantaphyllou 2008; Halstead 2011.
48. Halstead 2008.
49. E.g., Halstead 2012.
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CONCLUSION

The later Neolithic in Greece witnessed a dramatic proliferation in the use of caves and rock-shelters and 
the occupation of small, relatively short-lived (probably on a generational rather than seasonal timescale) 
open-air ‘hamlets’. Interpretation of this phenomenon is not easy, given the scarcity and diversity of relevant 
evidence. Arguments for and against linkage with large-scale, mobile herding have been based on indirect and 
circumstantial evidence and have been somewhat obscured by confusion over terminology.

This paper largely sidesteps the debate over the existence or otherwise of later Neolithic pastoralism, in 
which the present author and honorands hold opposing views. Instead, it has explored the contrasting import- 
ance of cave/rock-shelter use in the earlier Neolithic of the northwest Mediterranean and Greece, as a basis for 
re-examining the diachronic changes observed in Greece. The comparison between these two regions is by no 
means risk-free: it treats regional absence or scarcity of evidence for some human uses of caves/rock-shelters 
as probable evidence of their absence or scarcity; and the northwest Mediterranean, in particular, is a very 
large area with an archaeological record characterised by great geographical and temporal variability. None-
theless, the exercise in comparison is arguably fruitful in highlighting the distinctive character of the earlier 
Neolithic archaeological record in Greece.

 In Greece, social reproduction was strongly focused on the main ‘home’ village in the earlier Neolithic, 
with the wider landscape becoming a more important arena for such activity in the later Neolithic. The later 
(perhaps more particularly Final) Neolithic, also, witnessed the widespread proliferation of small, short-lived 
open-air hamlets and, in the absence of any evidence for related changes in subsistence strategy, it has been 
argued that this was enabled by the relaxation of collective, village-wide control in the face of increasing 
household independence50. It is tempting to link these social transformations in the later Neolithic of Greece to 
the increasing importance of caves and rock-shelters, removed from open-air settlements, as arenas for social 
reproduction. In the northwest Mediterranean, the use of caves and rock-shelters – for herding, hunting and 
other activities – is more richly documented from the beginning of the Neolithic, arguably reflecting signifi-
cant regional differences in practices of social reproduction, but open-air village settlements exhibit many of 
the features interpreted in Greece as symptoms of the tension between household and collective control: for 
example, co-existence of ‘domestic architecture’ and communal enclosure ditches51; fine ‘tableware’ vessels 
of a size suggesting use by small (e.g., household) social groups, but of a quality and stylistic distribution 
implying display to more distant social contacts52; consumption of an expanding range of ‘personal’ items, but 
emphasis on shared funerary and other rites of passage53. Early farmers across southern Europe, thus, arguably 
faced similar tensions, within and between local social groups, as they staked competing claims to such key 
resources as land, labour and food, but the archaeological record makes clear that these claims were pursued 
in different ways in different regions. This surely highlights the importance of regional and local agency in 
the Neolithisation of Mediterranean Europe, whether the initial trigger for this long-term process was the 
movement of farmers from the east, or the adoption of oriental cultivated grains and domesticated animals by 
indigenous foragers, or (perhaps most likely) a combination of both. The scale of Neolithic animal husbandry 
is an issue of great socio-political, economic and ecological significance, but may not be related in a simple 
fashion to the form and frequency of cave use. On the other hand, evidence for use of caves and rock-shelters 
may shed light on other issues central to Neolithic social life.

50. E.g., Halstead 2008.
51. E.g., Skeates 2000; Martí Oliver & Bernabeu Aubán 2012.
52. E.g., Pluciennik 1997; Robb 2007.
53. E.g., Skeates 1994; Robb 1997.
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