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Mervyn Popham, Lecturer in Aegean Archaeology, University of Oxford, has sent us this fascinating 
account of new Jinds at Lefkandi. His collaborators are Mrs E. Touloupa and L .  H .  Sackett. Mrs 
Touloupa, formerly Ephor of Euboea, was nominated the Greek representative for the excavation, 
and is now Ephor of the Acropolis. filr Popham and Mr Sackett have both been Assistant Directors 
of the %ritish School of Archaeology at Athens, and have jointly directed excavations for the School 
at the important Minoan site of Palnikastro, at Knossos of the Unexplored Mansion, and at the 
remarkable site of Lefkandi. The first volume of their Lefkandi excavations on the iron age settlement 

and the cemeteries appeared in 1980 (see References). 

The large island of Euboea, which lies along the 
north coast of Attica and Boeotia, was little known 
archaeologically until recent years (FIG. I). Nor, 
apart from its involvement in the Persian Wars, 
then as a victim of Athenian imperialism and later 
as a step in the expansionism of Philip of Macedon, 
does it play any prominent role in the accounts of 
ancient historians. Yet, they have left hints of its 
former greatness in an early period of which little 
was remembered. The island was known to have 
sent out the first colonies to Italy and Sicily in the 
eighth century BC and to have settled the region of 
North Greece, still known as Chalcidice, after the 
name of one of Euboea’s main cities, Chalcis. They 
remembered something, too, of a war between 
Chalcis and Eretria, the other major city of the 
island, in which their respective allies took part, 
and it is this conflict which seems to have exhausted 
both sides and led to the eclipse of the island’s 
pre-eminence. 

Probably it was this conflict, the so-called 
Leiantine War, which resulted in the destruction 
and abandonment of a coastal settlement situated 
roughly half way between Chalcis and Eretria, 
near the modern village of Lefkandi (FIG. I). We 
are not sure of its ancient name though it may have 
been Lelanton. I t  is a large settlement, founded in 
the Early Bronze Age with a practically continuous 
history until its destruction around 700 BC (FIG. 2). 

Both settlement and some of its cemeteries have 
been the object of excavation by the British School 
at Athens, joined by the Greek Archaeological 
Service in the case of the cemeteries. These 

P E LO PO N N ESE 

Fig. I. Key map 

excavations, carried out between 1964 and 1970, 
have vastly increased our knowiedge of various 
stages of the island’s history and especially so for 
the years between about 1100 and 850, spanning 
the so-called Dark Age of Greece. At this stage 
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Lefkandi was shown to have been a comparatively 
large community, unusually prosperous for its 
period and one of the earliest places to have 
obtained luxury goods from the Near East. 

Most of the evidence came from the cemeteries 
where the offerings become increasingly rich in 
gold and imports up to around 825 BC, when 
burials abruptly cease, though life continued on 
the settlement. This was about the time when the 
Euboeans appear to have joined in the foundation 
of a trading post in North Syria, at A1 Mina, the 
earliest Greek venture of this kind abroad. From 
the excavations it began to look as though this 
venture had been the culmination of yet earlier 
trading contacts, pioneered by the Euboeans, 
which resulted in the island, and Lefkandi in 
particular, being among the most prosperous and 
progressive communities in Greece. Even so, these 
findings had not prepared us for the astonishing 
discoveries made at Lefkandi in 1981 at a locality 
called Toumba. 

Toumba, as its name implies, is a prominent 
hillock, with a view of the sea to the west and over- 
looking the fertile river valley, the Lelantine Plain, 
to the north. Sherds found near its summit 
suggested it was an occupation site, but a test on 
the southern slope revealed not the expected house 
walls but a further cemetery. Partially explored in 
the earlier excavations, it turned out to be the 
richest of the five burial grounds we had located in 
this area, producing gold jewellery, Near Eastern 
imports and vases from nearby Attica, a region 
with which the clan or family of this cemetery seem 
to have been closely related. 

In 1980, the owner of the summit of Toumba 
applied for permission to build there and this 
required the District Office of the Archaeological 
Service to make preliminary trials. Part of a large 
building with substantial walls was revealed, 
apparently Protogeometric in date, a period of 
which architecturally we know very little. A full- 
scale investigation was planned for the future. 

That August, on the Feast of the Panayia, which 
all good Christians including the Archaeological 
Service celebrate with a holiday, a bull-dozer 
arrived and proceeded to clear nearly the whole 
of the building plot, digging in places to some 

a =walls planned and later destroyed 
b=presumed walls in area now destroyed 
c=existing excavated walls in 1981 
d=preszimed line of walls not yet  excavated 
e=retaining walls for  the fill of the building 
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Fig. 2.  Lefkandi: Toumba complex (legend opposite) 
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three metres into the rock. We now know that a 
third of the building was completely removed in 
that one day, but fortunately most of the walls had 
already been planned. To  save what was left, a 
combined excavation by the Greek Service and 
the British School was planned for the following 
Easter; at the same time the adjacent cemetery 
was to be further explored. 

A full account of the many new finds from the 
cemetery is in course of publication, so it is 
enough here to report that they again emphasize 
the richness of its burials, their links with Attica, 
and, above all, their evidence for considerable 
trade with the Near East, and at an earlier stage 
than we had anticipated. One Late Protogeometric 
grave, for instance, dating between 950 and 
900 BC, included in its offerings vases from Attica, 
a set of bronze wheels possibly from Cyprus, and 
four vases of faience together with an animal 
plaque and a ring in the same material (PL. XXII). 

The ring with its bezel depicting the ram-headed 
god of Egypt (FIG. 3) raises the quite unexpected 
possibility that the Euboeans were in direct 
contact with that country, a possibility strengthened 
by the finding in other tombs of two bronze vases, 
a situla with incised decoration and a lotus- 
handled jug, both of Egyptian manufacture. 

Equally surprising, and yet more revolutionary 
in its consequences, was the outcome, archaeo- 
logically, of the adjacent building. For, though the 
excavation is not yet completed, we have enough 
of a structure to be certain that it is 10 m wide and 
at least 45 m long, and that it was erected on a 
levelled platform of rock. Parts of the walls still 
stand to nearly 1-5  m high and consist of a sub- 
stantial socle of roughly-shaped stones with a 
mudbrick superstructure and an interior facing 
of plaster (FIG. 2). 

Both ends of the building are destroyed, 
probably deliberately dismantled as we shall see, 
but it presumably had a porch at the east and, to 
judge from the postholes, an ovoid apse at the 
west. Internally it is divided into three inter- 
communicating sectors, of which the central 
chamber is much the largest. This is separated 
from the western, apsidal, end by two square rooms 
(yet to be explored), one on either side of the 
central passage. The east sector is partitioned off 
by two projecting walls, the northern one having 
two further parallel walls adjacent to it. The floor 
is mostly of clay laid directly over the rock or on a 
shallow bedding of shingle. The roof, composed of 

Fig. 3. Faience ring of Egyptian type (dia.: z cm) 

reeds, was supported centrally by a row of posts, 
and at the sides by timbers set against inner and 
outer faces of the main walls; where it projected 
beyond the walls, it was carried on a further row 
of some 24 posts set 2 m outside the building and 
spaced at intervals of between 1.5 and 2 m. The 
wall-posts, and those of the peristyle, were rect- 
angular timbers 20-22 cm wide and 7-8 cm thick, 
set into circular pits; their matrix is in places 
quite clear. 

There are several indications that the building 
was not in use for long, and its final occupation is 
securely dated by vases found on the floor in those 
regions fully excavated (FIG. 4). They, and the 
latest pottery in the fill, belong within the Proto- 
geometric stage, on prevailing chronology between 
1050 and 900 BC. To  be more precise, the building 
was abandoned, probably between the years 1000 
and 950, since the cup with pendant semicircle 
decoration, so typical of Euboean pottery, had not 
yet evolved, but the older monochrome version is 
still usual together with the type having wavy lines 
on the lip. 

For such an early period, the size and sophistica- 
tion of the building is truly remarkable and will 
revolutionize theories about the dating and 
development in Greece of temple architecture. 
For a temple it seemed at first to be, but further 
developments indicated a much more unusual 
function. 

Towards the end of the dig, we found more or 
less centrally placed in the building a rectangular 
cutting in the rock, which turned out to be a shaft 
2.75 m deep comprising two compartments. The 
northern one, not yet fully excavated, contains the 
skeletons of three, possibly four, horses, apparently 
thrown head first into the pit. The other compart- 
ment, lined with mudbricks and faced with clay 
plaster, held two burials (FIG. 2). 
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Fig. 4 .  Vase types in the Heroon (4) 

Stretched along the north wall lay the skeleton 
of a woman, feet crossed, and hands crossed at the 
stomach (PL. XXIIIU). The skull and upper jaw 
had rolled somewhat out of position. There were 
gilt hair coils either side of the head, a gold 
pendant decorated with granulated circles lay on 
the throat with a necklace of gold and faience 
beads (PL XXIII~). Both breasts were covered with 
gold discs embossed with a spiral design, while a 

lunate-shaped plaque of gold lay between them 
(FIG. 5).  At the left thigh was a cluster of bronze 
and iron pins, the latter covered with decorated 
gold foil (FIG. 6) ,  and an iron pin lay at the other 
side. Beside the head had been placed an iron knife 
with a handle of ivory. 
In the smaller area to the south was a bronze 

amphora, itsZhand1es:and rim decorated, the latter 
with a scene of animals and huntsmen armed with 
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Fig. 5. ‘Queen’s’ burial: 
(a)  Gold breast disc. (b) Gold ‘pectoral‘ (both 9) 

bows (PL. xxrv). The mouth of the amphora was 
closed with a bronze bowl. When the bowl was 
removed, strips of decorated cloth were visible in 
the amphora in a remarkable state of preservation 
(PL. xxv). A roll of cloth had spilled out of the 
side of the amphora when it collapsed under the 
weight of the fill and of the wooden cover placed 
over the burials. When the bronze vase was 
eventually lifted, clear traces of the thongs could 
be seen, which had been used either to bind vase 
and lid together, or to lower it into position from 
above. Beside the amphora had been placed an 
iron sword, spearhead and whetstone. It was now 
clear that the structure was not a temple erected 
for the worship of one of the Olympian gods but 
was a heroon in honour of the warrior whose ashes, 
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Fig. 6 .  The ‘Queen’s’ burial: heads of gilt iron pins, I:I 

accompanied by his consort and his horses, were 
buried at its centre. Though possibly planned 
before his death, it seems to have been constructed 
after his truly Homeric funeral. For, when we 
removed the clay floor to the east of the burial pit, 
we found an area of rock scorched by a fierce fire 
and containing a circle of postholes, each filled 
with charred wood, presumably the remains of the 
supporting timbers of the pyre on which our hero 
had been cremated. A chest of unbaked clay, 
fashioned against the nearby crosswall, held wood 
ash and small fragments of bone, seemingly the 
remains of the pyre collected up after the cremation. 

The cloth, which had been folded and packed 
around the inside of the amphora, is astonishingly 
well preserved owing to the unusually favourable 
conditions of humidity and association with 
bronze. Considerably damaged by the collapse of 
the amphora, it appears to be a robe of ankle 
length, made of two sheets of linen sewn up the 
sides. The borders and bottom half are plain, but 
the upper part is of shaggy weave, resembling on a 
much smaller scale the modern Greek ‘flokata’. 
Further study, after treatment in the National 
Museum at Athens is completed, may reveal 
further details and suggest a purpose for the 
decorated cloth bands found with the robe. 

The heroon remained in use only for a short time 
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and as yet we can only surmise why it was 
abandoned. Some interior walls at the west end had 
tilted and others slightly subsided. There are 
indications that these walls may have been con- 
structed unknowingly over part of a Mycenaean 
cemetery and that, with their weight, one of the 
underlying chamber tombs collapsed, seriously 
damaging the structure. Mycenaean figurines in 
this region suggest that the reason for the collapse 
was investigated and the cause found. Religious 
fear could well then have driven the inhabitants 
both to abandon the shrine and to cover their 
desecration with a vast tumulus. For this is what 
happened. The ends of the building were dis- 
mantled, a rough retaining wall was built across 
the porch, and a mudbrick and earth ramp was 
heaped up against the outer walls to enable the 
people to pour into the building a fill of pebbles, 
stones and earth. I t  must have been a large com- 
munal undertaking. With the covering of the 
heroon, the site was left, but burials continued to 
be made in a cemetery at its east end, no doubt the 
resting place for later members of the royal line of 
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Lefkandi to which our hero must have belonged, 
or possibly founded (FIG. 2). 

We do not know his name nor the exploits he 
accomplished to deserve such unusual honours. 
His memory may be hidden somewhere in Greek 
myth; if so, there is no obvious candidate. Or, 
with the abandonment of Lefkandi some 250 years 
later, his fame and descendants may have trans- 
ferred to Eretria only to be extinguished with the 
destruction of that city by the Persians and the 
enslavement and deportation of its inhabitants. 
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P L A T E  xxv  (above). T H E  H E R O  O F  LEFKANDI : Details of cloth inside bronze cremation amphora 

P L A T E  X X I V  (left). ( a )  The bronze amphora in situ. (b) Decorated rim and handle of the cremation urn (a )  

See pp, 169-174 Photos: M.  Popham 




