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5

The Mesolithic at Franchthi: an overview of
the data and problems

Catherine Perles

I would have liked to entitle this paper ‘What Franchthi
can tell us about the Greek Mesolithic’, but this would
have been doubly misleading. First, a site can only speak
through interpretations, and all I can offer is my own
reading of the data and my own story, taking sole re-
sponsibility for it.! Second, this paper may turn out to
be as much about what Franchthi cannot tell us as about
what it can tell us. Despite, or partly because of, the
wealth of data it has provided,? the site is more com-
plex than is frequently claimed. Seemingly contradic-
tory sets of data may render interpretation difficult and,
as often happens, require further lines of investigation
into the material, not always easily feasible after the bulk
of the analyses have been completed. Interpreting such
a rich and complex site as Franchthi will probably al-
ways remain an ongoing process, and the ‘story’ pre-
sented here represents a mere instant in this long-term
process. However, not all possible interpretations are
equally warranted: Franchthi also offers a solid data base
that cannot be ignored and that strongly orients poten-
tial interpretative frameworks. I hope I can convey here
a balanced view of both the data at hand and the un-
solved problems.

LITHIC TRADITIONS AND CULTURAL
CONTINUITY

Amongst the problems raised by Franchthi’s Mesolithic
period, those pertaining to cultural continuity between
the Palaeolithic, the Mesolithic and the Neolithic are
of the utmost interest, given the length of the sequence
and the privileged opportunity it provides of discussing
these matters. For this problem, lithic assemblages are
the only cultural remains that are present in sufficient
abundance in every stratum, as well as in all of Greece’s
other contemporaneous sites, to allow systematic com-
parison. In other words, lithics often constitute the only
category of material one can use to establish cultural
continuity or cultural affinities.

Many different methods and techniques can be used
to produce stone tools. There are many different path-
ways to similar results, just as there are many different
conceptions of what a tool should look like and how it

ought to be used in order to fulfil a given task. Each
group of people thus uses but a small array of the po-
tential methods and techniques, in a specific combina-
tion related to their conceptions of the tools. Because
stone tool manufacture will have been observed by chil-
dren from an early age® and because practice will have
started long before adulthood, younger members of the
groups will tend to reproduce those methods, tech-
niques and tool concepts that they see adult members
of the group implementing. Technical traditions, em-
bedded in the larger cultural context of the group, will
thus be established and maintained for generations, al-
lowing us to use lithic assemblages as an index of cul-
tural continuity (Pelegrin 1995).

However, each group has a repertory of possible
strategies in tool manufacture, and a given lithic assem-
blage is the outcome of a complex set of interrelated
factors that also include the nature of the local raw ma-
terials, the constraints they put on tool production, the
time available for the acquisition of raw materials and
production of tools, functional requirements and the
significance of the risk that may arise if tools or weap-
ons are defective, as well as economic and social fac-
tors: who produces, for whom, what is the status of the

1 Analyses of the data, especially the lithics, and other versions
of this ‘story’ have already been published in various forms
(Perlés 1979; 1984; 19875; 1988; 1989; 1990; 1995; 1999). II-
lustrations of the lithics will be found in particular in Perlés
1987a and Perlés 19g0.

2 See Angel 1969; Cullen 1995; Deith and Shackleton 1988;
Farrand 1988; 1993; 2000 and this volume; Hansen 1991; 1992;
Jacobsen 1993; Miller, in preparation; Payne 1975; 1982;
Redding, in preparation; Renfrew and Aspinall 199o; Rose
1987; 1995 and in preparation; Shackleton 19884; 19885;
Shackleton and van Andel 1980; 1986; Stroulia, in prepara-
tion; van Andel and Runnels 1987; van Andel and Shackleton
1982; van Andel and Sutton 1987.

3 Examples of stone flaking that appear to be the results of prac-
tice by inexperienced youths have been brought to light in vari-
ous Upper Palaeolithic sites (Pigeot 1988; Pigeot ez al. 1991;
Ploux 1991).
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8o CATHERINE PERLES

tool, etc. (see for instance Torrence 1986). As a conse-
quence, interpreting changes through time or explain-
ing the main features of a given assemblage requires
the evaluation of a great many parameters before they
can be related to economic, cultural or functional fac-
tors (Perlés 1992). The Mesolithic chipped stone as-
semblages from Franchthi are a good example of the
difficulties of interpreting even the most drastic changes
and obvious features, especially when some of the cru-
cial economic data needed are not yet available. It would
take too long to discuss all of this in full here, but the
discussion will be briefly summarised below.

WHO WERE THE MESOLITHIC OCCUPANTS
OF FRANCHTHI?

The Final Palaeolithic lithic industries of Franchthi
present many diagnostic features that have almost dis-
appeared by the earliest Mesolithic (or Holocene) lev-
els. Foremost amongst these is the microlithic compo-
nent, comprising microburins, various forms of backed
bladelets and geometrics such as triangles, trapezes and
segments. In the Lower Mesolithic (phase VIII) this
microlithic component drops from almost 60% to no
more than 8% (Perlés 19874). Microliths reappear dur-
ing the Late Mesolithic, but with completely different
shapes and functional potential. These later microliths
are clearly unrelated to the Final Palaeolithic/Lower
Mesolithic ones and will require separate discussion.

I have discussed at length the possible meanings of
the near-disappearance of the microliths in the Lower
Mesolithic, which runs contrary to almost all of the
other evidence from Europe and the Near East (Perlés
1990).* Assuming that the microliths were used as com-
ponents of composite weapons, does their near-disap-
pearance mean that large game hunting had also
virtually disappeared? Alternatively, was hunting still
going on but using different techniques? In the latter
case, was the shift related to environmental changes or
to different hunting traditions? The fundamental issue
behind these questions is that of continuity or discon-
tinuity between the late Palaeolithic occupants of the
cave and the first Mesolithic ones. Various kinds of evi-
dence can be brought forward in support of both alter-
natives.

On the one hand, the time gap between the Final
Palaeolithic and the Lower Mesolithic, which can be
estimated as at least ¢. 650 calibrated years, might indi-
cate a long period of abandonment of the site. The
changes in the lithics and the appearance of new burial
customs (Cullen 1995) and ornaments (dentalia beads,
pierced pebbles) could be taken as indications of a break
in traditions and of the reoccupation of the site by new-
comers whose origins were different from those of the
Palaeolithic occupants.

However, the hiatus observed in the excavated
trenches need not imply that the cave was deserted. This
hiatus (Farrand, this volume) could correspond to ero-

sional episodes that have removed all traces of occupa-
tion.’ Even if the cave was indeed deserted, it does not
follow that it must have been reoccupied by populations
of different descent from those who formerly lived in
it. The lithics themselves can be taken, alternatively, as
showing continuity in technical traditions: the non-
microlithic component remains basically unchanged, as
do the strategies of raw material exploitation and the
flaking methods and techniques. The few microliths are
indistinguishable from the Final Palaeolithic ones and
if they are not mere contaminants they indicate strong
cultural affinities. Similarly, the sparse Lower
Mesolithic bone points have antecedents in the last part
of the Palaeolithic and so do the rare Mesolithic pound-
ing or grinding tools. Subsistence strategies, despite
some modifications, also rely in both periods on a broad-
spectrum exploitation of plants, molluscs, small fish and
large game.

There are thus elements of both continuity and dis-
continuity in the technical traditions and subsistence
strategies. Their interpretation depends, to a large ex-
tent, on the weight given to environmental factors as a
major cause of change. Did large game become rarer,
or more difficult to catch under more wooded condi-
tions, leading to a change in hunting techniques and
weaponry? Or is there no indication of any modifica-
tion of faunal resources, implying that there may have
been a drastic cultural change? I am afraid that the prob-
lem cannot be discussed much further until we have a
complete report on the animal bones, including the
bones from the sieving residues. The counts from the
trench recovery do indicate a sharp decrease of large
game bones in the Lower Mesolithic (which could ex-
plain the decrease in microliths), but this decrease ac-
tually starts during the Final Palaeolithic, when
microliths are still abundant (Payne 1975; Redding, in
preparation). In order to solve this apparent contradic-
tion and interpret the subsequent Palaeolithic/
Mesolithic transformations, we need to know whether
large game hunting actually declined (and if so when),
or whether more bone remains simply went through
into the residues because they were reduced to smaller
fragments. In the meantime it seems impossible to at-
tribute the changes in the lithics either to cultural or to
functional factors, and the question of cultural
continuity or discontinuity between the Final
Palaeolithic and the Mesolithic has to remain open.

4  Whether the Lower Mesolithic microliths are mere contami-
nants or whether they were still being used, but in much smaller
numbers, is debatable. The recent data from Klisoura
(Koumouzelis et a/., this volume) may shed light on this prob-
lem.

5 It will be recalled, for instance, that there is a hiatus of several
millennia within the Palaeolithic deposits in trench FA, whereas
deposits were preserved in Hi.
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WHAT WERE THEY LIVING ON ?

The discovery of spectacular numbers of tuna bones in
Franchthi’s Mesolithic layers (Rose 1995; Rose, in
preparation) has made this site famous as an instance
of specialised exploitation of marine resources. How-
ever, as already underlined by Rose (1987; 1995) and
Powell (1996), the tendency has been to over-empha-
size the importance of maritime exploitation and to con-
sider it to have been a general feature of the Mesolithic
subsistence economy at Franchthi, which clearly it was
not.

During the Lower Mesolithic, dated to the gth mil-
lennium BC cal. (Perlés 2001, table 2.1), sea resources
constituted only a very small element of the diet, and
the quantity of Melian obsidian in the Lower Mesolithic
strata (Renfrew and Aspinall 1990) remains far too small
(less than one piece per thousand) to have been pro-
cured directly by seafaring. The number of small fish
actually declines from that observed during the last part
of the Palaeolithic and only marine molluscs (amongst
which the small Cyclope neritea predominates) indicate
regular visits to the coast. However, marine molluscs
are far less abundant than land snails and overall the
bulk of the diet relied on terrestrial resources. Plant
collecting shows a sharp increase in quantity and diver-
sity, with a predominance of fruit remains (Pistacta sp.,
Pyrus amygdaliformis, Prunus amygdalus) and the con-
stant presence of wild legumes (especially lentils) and
wild cereals (Avena sp., Hordeum sp.) (Hansen 1991).
Cervids were the preferred game, but wild boars, foxes,
hares and birds were also caught (Payne 1975; 1982).
Helix figulina, a land snail that was collected in huge
numbers during the Final Palaeolithic, was still part of
the diet, though in lesser quantities than before
(Whitney-Desautels, in preparation). Some at least of
these resources would only have been available season-
ally and it is doubtful whether they could have sup-
ported year-round occupation of the cave. However,
oxygen isotope analyses of marine molluscs indicate
repeated visits at all seasons (Deith and Shackleton
1988, table 6).

Tuna bones (associated with sea bream remains) only
appear in the Upper Mesolithic, together with abun-
dant microliths, after a hiatus of several hundred years
in the excavated trenches. The tuna bones then amount
to 20—40% of the total number of bones recovered from
the trenches. This suggests the capture of whole schools
of tuna, probably by setting nets near to the shore (Payne
1975; Rose, in preparation). There can be no doubt that
tuna provided a reliable source of animal protein and
that this marine resource was an important element of
the diet. However, Rose (1995) considers the actual
number of individual tuna caught to have been small.
In order to derive a better estimate of the balance of the
diet we need to know more precisely how many fish
and terrestrial game remains were discovered during
trench recovery and in the residues.® Judging by the
remains from the trench recovery, large game, mostly

deer and wild boar, still made up most of the diet in
terms of total amounts of animal protein: their remains
are more abundant and there is a lot more flesh on a
deer than on even a large fish. Even though plant re-
mains are less abundant than before, terrestrial resources
thus seem to have remained predominant. Finally, there
is no indication that the tuna fishing phase was of long
duration: the radiocarbon dates cover the first half of
the 8th millennium, but the most probable dates clus-
ter more tightly between 7850 and 7700 BC cal.

Whether or not the tuna fishing phase was as short
as the hundred or so years indicated by these dates, what
is clear is that at Franchthi it did not last until the end
of the Mesolithic. A few hundred years later Final
Mesolithic groups returned to the cave, relying again
on terrestrial resources and marine molluscs. However,
the remains from this period are scarce and their range
is narrower than during the Lower Mesolithic. It should
be noted, in particular, that wild cereals and pulses are
extremely scarce and can hardly be considered an ele-
ment of continuity with the following Neolithic occu-
pations (Hansen 1991; 1992).

In sum, Franchthi provides some glimpses of the
Mesolithic subsistence economy, but glimpses only.
There is no indication that any phase lasted for more
than a few hundred years at most, or that the cave was
continuously occupied. Neither is there any indication
that the subsistence economy was at any time primarily
directed towards the exploitation of marine resources.
For the most part the inhabitants of Franchthi seem to
have relied on a broad-spectrum economy that included
many r-selected animal and plant species of low ener-
getic return. However, when the possibility arose of
exploiting resources that could be captured in bulk and
stored — the tuna — the groups occupying Franchthi
at that time were clearly equipped to seize this oppor-
tunity. This demonstrates that they did indeed know
how to exploit even the most demanding marine re-
sources.

This raises the question of whether or not the tuna
fishermen were related to the groups that had inhab-
ited Franchthi previously, but had made so little use of
marine resources. In many respects what took place
within the Mesolithic is comparable to what took place
between the Final Palaeolithic and the Lower
Mesolithic: a long temporal hiatus, changes in subsist-
ence patterns and drastic changes in the lithic toolkit.
The Final Mesolithic, in particular, witnesses a disap-
pearance of the microlithic component that parallels
that of the Lower Mesolithic. If these changes can be

6  Isotope analyses of the human bone would also provide infor-
mation on this problem. In the Mesolithic coastal site of Monte
Leone in Corsica, for instance, isotope analyses showed that
the diet relied primarily on small terrestrial game (Costa et a/.,
in press).
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82 CATHERINE PERLES

taken to indicate cultural discontinuity between the
Palaeolithic and the Mesolithic, it is necessary to raise
the problem of cultural continuity within the Mesolithic
period itself.

CULTURAL DISCONTINUITY VERSUS
FUNCTIONAL CHANGES WITHIN THE
MESOLITHIC

The Lower Mesolithic assemblages are characterised
not only by a very small microlithic component but also
by expedient manufacturing techniques that relied
mainly on the use of direct percussion with a soft stone
hammer. Little attention was given to the selection of
raw material, which was often of poor quality. The re-
sult is a rather crude flake assemblage with a retouched
toolkit consisting mainly of marginally retouched flakes,
notches, denticulates and end-scrapers.

This low level of technical investment may be re-
lated to the absence of any functional and temporal con-
straints that would have justified putting more effort
into raw material selection and flaking methods. As
trace-wear studies have shown (Vaughan 1990), the ma-
jority of these tools were transformational tools, used
for the manufacture of wood and reed implements. Raw
materials were abundant and defective tools did not give
rise to any great risk. Similar toolkits with low techni-
cal investment and few if any microliths have been found
in other Mediterranean Mesolithic areas, usually in sites
with an emphasis on gathering and collecting rather
than on large game hunting. Since these sites are sur-
rounded by others that have yielded more classic
microlithic assemblages (containing points, triangles
and/or trapezes), it can be presumed that the absence
of microliths is related not to specific cultural tradi-
tions but to the nature of the activities going on in and
around the settlement. To look for cultural traditions
in these industries one should turn to the methods and
techniques used in flaking, rather than to the toolkit
proper. Unfortunately, flaking methods and techniques
depend partly upon the nature of the local raw materi-
als (whether pebbles, plaquettes or large blocks) and
are not usually well enough documented to allow de-
tailed comparisons.

At Franchthi, at least, flaking methods and tech-
niques did not change with the onset of the Upper
Mesolithic: cores continued predominantly to be flaked
in multiple orthogonal directions, often along the
shorter axis of the block, using a soft stone hammer.
This produced mostly small, short flakes. The basic
toolkit also remained unchanged, containing a variety
of denticulates, notches, end-scrapers and retouched
flakes. Thus the spectacular change in lithics that took
place at that time consisted exclusively in the appear-
ance of very abundant microliths, most of which are
not of any typical Mesolithic variety. Though they of-
ten have geometric shapes (such as a rectangle or
square), most of them have no point or sharp edge. In-

stead all their sides are blunted by a combination of the
butt, short steep retouch and ‘rebroussé’ on the distal
end. They suggest tools used for scraping some kind of
material that did not require too much force. The more
classical microliths, such as trapezes, are also unusual,
since they are manufactured on flakes rather than blades
or bladelets, without the use of the microburin tech-
nique.

There seems to be a very clear stratigraphic relation-
ship between the abundance of these microliths and that
of tuna vertebrae (Payne 1975; Rose, in preparation). It
is difficult to escape the conclusion that there was also
a direct functional relationship between the two.” The
unpointed microliths could not have been used to catch
the fish (though the rarer backed points may have been),
but they could certainly have been used to scrape and
prepare the masses of vegetal fibres needed to make
nets, fishing gear or baskets.

This functional relationship is further confirmed by
the concomitant decline in microliths and tuna verte-
brae by the Final Mesolithic. The changes in lithics that
took place during the Mesolithic were thus of an addi-
tive-subtractive nature and directly related to changes
in activities. The basic toolkit and the flaking process
remained stable. There is thus no reason to invoke cul-
tural discontinuity and the arrival of new groups on
the site. However, even though the factors underlying
the changes in the lithics can be identified as new func-
tional requirements, the microliths of the Upper
Mesolithic are sufficiently distinctive in conception and
techniques to provide bases for comparisons in terms
of cultural affinities.

CULTURAL AFFINITIES OF THE
FRANCHTHI MESOLITHIC ASSEMBLAGES

The only strong affinities that I could find for
Franchthi’s Upper Mesolithic assemblage, with its
blunted, geometrically shaped microliths, were with
other sites within Greece; more specifically (pending
complete reports from other sites), with Sidari
(Sordinas 1969; 1970; this volume)? and perhaps with
Ulbrich level VII (Galanidou, this volume). According
to Adam (1999) Theopetra’s lithic assemblage, devoid

7  Unfortunately, attempts to perform trace-wear analysis on the
geometric microliths were unsuccessful (Vaughan 1990). The
few non-geometric microliths analysed yielded non-diagnostic
traces of the use of ‘hard material’ that may have included
bone, reeds, wood, e.g.

8 Dr Sordinas has kindly granted J.-P. Demoule and me authori-
sation to see the material from Sidari. We were unfortunately
unable to see the Mesolithic microliths, but Dr Sordinas’ pub-
lications make it clear that they and the microliths from
Franchthi are based on similar conceptions.
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of microliths, appears more closely related to
Franchthi’s Lower Mesolithic assemblages, which is to
be expected if the microliths are indeed related to tuna
fishing. Nearer to Franchthi, the lithics from Cave 1 in
the Klisoura gorge have been compared to Franchthi’s
Lower and Final Mesolithic assemblages (phases VII
and IX), with a possible hiatus during the Upper
Mesolithic of Franchthi (Koumouzelis et al., this vol-
ume). The absence of any clear microlithic component
from the Cave of Cyclope at Youra’® is puzzling when
one considers the strong focus there on marine resources
(Sampson et al., this volume). However, the very small
proportion of tuna vertebrae and cranial remains found
may indicate fishing techniques (and thus lithic equip-
ment) that were different from those used at Franchthi
(Mylona, this volume; Powell, this volume). Alterna-
tively, it may suggest the presence of groups of ulti-
mately different origins and different cultural traditions.

I can see no significant affinities between the
Franchthi assemblages and those from any sites in
neighbouring areas outside Greece. As stated above,
other crudely manufactured toolkits devoid of
microliths have been found in Italy (Martini 1993;
Taschini 1964; 1968), possibly in the former Yugoslavia
(Tringham 1971; Radovanovic, oral comm.), in Corsica
(Costa et al. in press; Costa, in preparation) and in Spain
(Straus 1979; Clark and Straus 1983). Considering the
distances and differences between these contexts, this
most probably indicates similar patterns of resource
exploitation and activities rather than actual cultural
ties. As for the peculiar microliths of the Upper
Mesolithic, they have no equivalent outside Greece that
I am aware of.

The other categories of implement found in
Franchthi’s Mesolithic layers do not provide many more
grounds for comparison. The simple bone points of the
Lower Mesolithic'® and the very scarce grinding tools
(Stroulia, in preparation) have undergone minimal work
and transformation. They could have been found at any
period in any context. The unworked dentalia beads
were also used frequently wherever they were available,
whether in a Palaeolithic or a Neolithic context (Taborin
1993), and as such cannot indicate a shared cultural
background. The pendants made from pierced natu-
rally flat pebbles may be more distinctive and are in-
deed characteristic of the Mesolithic period in Europe.
However, they are found over large areas, and indicate
little more than a general affinity with the European
Mesolithic.

The presence at Franchthi of abundant human re-
mains dating from the Lower Mesolithic (15—30 indi-
viduals) is undoubtedly one of the site’s most signifi-
cant features in terms of cave occupation (Cullen 1995;
Cullen, in preparation). It shows that the cave had be-
come a permanent symbolic focus for the groups in-
habiting what was probably a limited territory'' that
may have centred around the site. However, neither the
collective burials suggested by T. Cullen (1995) nor the

cremations can be taken as distinctive cultural practices:
both have parallels in a variety of Upper Palaeolithic
and Mesolithic sites in western Europe (Binant 1991;
Ducrocq et al. 1996; Schulting 1996).

To the east, the cultural comparisons are no more
compelling. The north-west Mesolithic assemblages
from the Marmara area (Gatsov and Ozdogan 1994),
with their abundance of pressure-made bladelets, are
distinctly different and indicate radically different cul-
tural traditions. The Mesolithic assemblages from
Beldibi,'? on Turkey’s south coast, contain abundant
bladelets and numerous segments and backed bladelets.
The microburin technique was in constant use. Whether
technically or typologically, these industries share no
common conceptions with the Franchthi Mesolithic as-
semblages. The preliminary report on the recent exca-
vations at the Okiizini cave (Otte et al. 1995) confirms
the presence of backed bladelets and geometric
microliths in this region during the Holocene.

Still further east, the Mesolithic remains of south-
east Turkey, as exemplified by Hallam Cemi (Rosenberg
1999) and the Natufian of the Levant (Bar-Yosef and
Valla 1991), reveal drastically different contexts in terms
of settlement patterns, economic bases, technology and
ideology. These sites are based on sedentary occupa-
tions, with elaborately built houses, grouped in small
hamlets that have no equivalent in Greece. The elabo-
rate and diversified bone tool industry (Stordeur 1991),
often ornamented, can hardly be compared with the few
crude bone points of Franchthi’s Lower Mesolithic and
does not include the more sophisticated fish hooks
found at Youra but not at Franchthi (Moundrea-
Agrafioti, this volume). The same can be said about
the pounding and grinding equipment, there being no
equivalent at Franchthi or anywhere else in Greece to
the outstanding pestles and mortars from the Near East.

Allin all it seems to me that the Mesolithic, as known
at Franchthi and probably at other sites in Greece, was
more remarkable for its idiosyncratic features than for
any strong affinities with any other contemporaneous
culture. Many of the typical artefacts that characterise
the western European Mesolithic actually appear at
Franchthi long before they do elsewhere in western Eu-
rope. The ‘typically Mesolithic’ Sauveterre points, sca-
lene triangles and segments appeared at Franchthi as
early as the Final Palaeolithic, perhaps two millennia

9 Iagree with the authors’ suggestion that the obsidian artefacts

recovered from the Mesolithic levels are intrusive.

10 No bone tools, to my knowledge, have been recovered from
later Mesolithic contexts.

11 This is to be expected if it is true that at this period there was
greater reliance on plants and other collected species.

12 Even though Belbasi was also published as ‘Mesolithic’, its
typology suggests the late Palaeolithic (Balkan-Atli 1994; Perlés
1987a).
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before they did so elsewhere in western Europe. Simi-
larly, trapezes are present in Franchthi’s Mesolithic as-
semblages long before they appear in others from west-
ern Europe. Finally, the very characteristic transverse
arrowheads with concave sides of Franchthi’s Final
Mesolithic period are again found elsewhere in later
contexts, in which they are known as, for instance,
‘pointes de Montclus’ or ‘pointes du Chatelet’.

Nor have these tool types been derived from the Near
East: the ‘Sauveterre points’, the scalene triangles and
the later trapezes (and, even more than these, the
blunted microliths of the Upper Mesolithic) have no
equivalent in the Late Geometric Kebarian or Natufian
industries of the Levant or in the assemblages from the
sea of Marmara. Although south-west Turkish
Mesolithic assemblages have yet to be published, it
seems that for several millennia Greece fostered origi-
nal processes of evolution in lithic conceptions. These
may later have spread out into western Europe or may
have been reinvented independently to answer similar
needs.

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE MESOLITHIC
INHABITANTS OF FRANCHTHI ?

A short stratigraphic hiatus is again observed at
Franchthi between the Final Mesolithic deposits and
the first Neolithic ones, when domesticated sheep/goats
and some domesticated wheat and lentils appear at the
site. These species are all foreign to Greece and find
their origins in the Near East, as demonstrated by de-
tailed studies of the Franchthi remains and more gen-
eral genetic studies (Hansen 1991; 1992). Whether pot-
tery was introduced to Franchthi at the same time is a
matter of debate (Perlés 2001; Vitelli 1993).

It is clear that the introduction of domesticated spe-
cies did not immediately result in a complete change in
economic basis, subsistence activities, site occupation
and lithic production. The scarce remains from this pe-
riod, which I have suggested calling the Initial Neolithic,
are still limited to the cave itself and indicate the per-
sistence of a mobile way of life with periodic brief vis-
its to the site. Shellfish continued to be collected as they
were during the Final Mesolithic (Shackleton 1988),
and the lithics remained unchanged but for the appear-
ance of a few trapezes made on pressure-flaked blades
and a few fragments of pressure-flaked obsidian blades.
Since there is no indication that these were produced
locally (there are no cores or preparation flakes and
blades that could relate to in situ blade pressure flak-
ing), they may have been acquired by exchange, together
with the other objects that are foreign to the site. Al-
though the remains are admittedly limited in number,
they thus point to a continuity of occupation, with lo-
cal Mesolithic hunter-gatherers acquiring new resources
from already established farming groups.

This cannot, however, be taken as evidence for a lo-
cal shift from a Mesolithic to a Neolithic economy at

Franchthi. This brief episode of occupation, during
which an acculturation process probably took place, was
followed (again after a sedimentological hiatus) by a full-
fledged Early Neolithic occupation that shows few if
any signs of continuity with earlier periods.”® The fo-
cus of occupation shifts from the cave to the outside
‘Paralia’, new domesticates are introduced and bone
tools, querns, handstones, polished axes, celts, spindle
whorls, etc., all appear together. Local production of
chipped stone tools now relies on large quantities of
imported obsidian and some honey flint blades as well
as on local raw materials. Obsidian is pressure flaked to
produce blades and bladelets and the toolkit includes
new elements such as marginally retouched blades,
sickle blades and large numbers of micropoints, borers
and splintered blades. It also includes a significant pro-
portion of micro-tools (micro-retouched flakes, micro-
truncated flakes, microscrapers and microborers) that
are completely absent from the underlying levels (Perlés,
forthcoming). _

There is thus a very sharp break between the Initial
Neolithic and the Early Neolithic that corresponds to a
temporal break in all of the cave’s excavated trenches.
The groups that settled at Franchthi at the onset of the
Early Neolithic had a way of life and a repertoire of
techniques that were radically different from those of
the Initial Neolithic groups. It is still possible that they
were descended from the latter (gradual transforma-
tions have been known to take place elsewhere), but this
certainly cannot be established on the basis of the data
provided by Franchthi or any other site in the Argolid.
The available data show so much basic similarity to the
newly established farming communities in central
Greece and Thessaly that the alternative hypothesis, a
spread of farming communities into the Argolid, is in-
escapable. Since the heyday of tuna fishing was long
gone and since local conditions only allowed brief oc-
cupations based on what were apparently limited re-
sources, I consider it likely that the local descendants
of the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers would readily have
joined these farming communities. The presence of
human skeletons in Franchthi’s Mesolithic and
Neolithic layers should make biometrical comparisons
possible and should enable us to test both the alterna-
tives, biological continuity and discontinuity. Until these
data are available we shall be no more certain of ‘where

13 Whether or not complete cultural discontinuity can be sug-
gested depends in part on the interpretation of the few sherds
recovered from the Initial Neolithic stratum. If they are con-
sidered intrusive, the introduction of pottery is yet another
element of discontinuity. If they represent the initial steps in
pottery making, as suggested by Vitelli (1993), there is indeed
some continuity in this domain. I personally favour the first
interpretation, but acknowledge that the problem cannot be
solved without further excavation.
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the Mesolithic inhabitants went’ than of ‘who they
were’, as discussed at the beginning of this paper.
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