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Few Geometric settlements are as well-preserved as Zagora on Andros (900-700 BC;
Fig. 1). A densely inhabited, forti�ed, coastal town with substantial excavated assemblages,
the site o�ers a rare opportunity to contextualize EIA Aegean socio-political developments
at the household level. Undisturbed by later construction and carefully excavated,1 Zagora’s
excellent preservation and relatively short – but still multi-generational – occupation span
enable rigorous, high-resolution social analyses of daily, seasonal, and intergenerational
lived experience. 
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Figure 1: Site plan with unroofed access points for identi�ed houses in bold.2

Zagora has become emblematic of 8th-century socio-economic change. Speci�cally,
scholars have argued its layout evinces the rise of civic institutions, urban planning,
evolving social structures, and nascent ideas of shielded gendered behaviour.3 However, the
recon�guration of domestic spaces at Zagora – and the site’s ensuing regular alignment –
was driven more by internal developments, such as household lifecycles and changing
needs, or spatial pressures caused by earlier growth and success (Mann 2019; In Press). 

The 1967-1974 Australian team, led by the late Alexander Cambitoglou, were remarkably
diligent: thanks to the vision of the �eld director, Judy Birmingham, they sieved all soils
below topsoil, retained all �nds (no matter material or preservation), took scienti�c samples
and kept meticulous �eld notes. This data, largely unpublished, is perfect for querying
household spatial behaviour. While close study of this material yielded numerous insights
into seasonal lived experience and household dynamics, this report focuses on a suite of
behaviours that came to loom large during this project: abandonment practices and choices.
The mystery of why Zagora’s inhabitants packed up and left at the peak of its growth (c.
700 BC) has always tickled researchers, but substantive insights required deep material study
embedded in contextual stratigraphic consideration of site formation processes. The results
indicate that Zagora’s abandonment was not as simple as �rst thought, and profoundly
shaped – perhaps even radically altered – the �nal ‘occupation’ assemblages as recovered on
site.

Artefact distributions and abandonment behaviour
across the site

A surprising amount of material was abandoned in the Zagora houses when they began to
collapse, leading some to suggest a cataclysmic provocation for departure.4 While only nine
‘houses’ (here de�ned as a place of dwelling and locus of quotidian activities) have been
excavated in their entirety (or near enough),5 all from the central plateau, we have a larger
sample of 67 excavated rooms from across the site.6 Only material abandoned in situ is
discussed here, as identi�ed through a study of the context pottery from �ve houses (D33,
H21, H33, H48, and J18) combined with the inventoried material from across the
site.7 Inventory preservation extent (>33%) was used as a notional indication of stratigraphic
context for assemblages not examined in person during this project, as such objects were
likely in situ when the roof collapsed.8
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Several rooms had over 20 in situ objects, though 7-9 was more usual.9 At �rst glance
(Fig. 2) rooms in Area H appeared to have higher artefact counts than elsewhere, perhaps
suggesting a di�erence in wealth or decisions regarding equipment discard. Yet patterns
become clearer when abundantly discarded artefact types are �ltered out (namely
replaceable objects such as schist disks, spindle-whorls, stray lost beads, and common stone
tools; see Fig. 3).
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Figure 2: Comparative counts of in situ artefacts (>33% preservation; coded using Jenks Natural Breaks)
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Figure 3: Re�ned artefact counts, excluding ‘disposable’ or ‘easily lost’ types (coded using Jenks Natural
Breaks)

Rooms in Areas B and J (especially B2, J15, J12) had comparable counts to those on the
central plateau (Fig. 3). Furthermore, most rooms with high counts (≥9) communicated
with others with moderate or no artefacts.10 That is, most households con�ned belongings
to select rooms. It is unclear if these patterns re�ect original functional di�erences (e.g. did
Rooms D8 and H19 always have more equipment than others in their houses?), or how
households packed up when they left (e.g. moving equipment into one, perhaps lockable,
room). The latter is likely given how neatly artefacts were stored, particularly along walls
and near/on benches.11 This was clearly the case for the H48 House: its equipment was
stashed in a rear storeroom (H34), and the entrance blocked with stones.12 However, the
evidence varies: some rooms were stripped bare; others had skeleton assemblages; others
contained many objects. Most houses contained substantial equipment.13 This evidence
indicates a planned relocation of the inhabitants.14 The excavators believed that inhabitants
left collectively or over a narrow timeframe, though there are hints that timing varied
between houses.15 Either way, artefact �ndspots clearly re�ect abandonment choices just as
much as (probably more than) functional spatial use during permanent occupation. 

The rooms that lack artefacts are striking, particularly deeper, darker, benched spaces that
were likely storerooms (e.g. D27, H26, J10, J21, J26). Such spaces were unlikely void of
portable, non-perishable equipment during habitation. Such rooms must have been stripped
of contents during abandonment. This observation accords with the limited number of
large storage vessels found throughout the site, valuable in and of themselves as well as for
their contents.16 Though well represented in fragmentary material, only �ve neck-handled
pithoi were found in situ, at least two of which were possibly in position before
construction or renovation).17 McLoughlin convincingly argues such pithoi (whether
decorated or undecorated) were commissioned for speci�c occasions from itinerant potters,
likely for commodities of special signi�cance (e.g. dowry gifts, or an excellent vintage).18 It
is therefore unsurprising that few of these vessels were left behind, given the value of both
the pithoi themselves and the commodities stored.19 The counts for in situ, more
versatile,20 relief-band pithoi are slightly higher, but still less than 10 total, with a slightly
lower count for plain and rope-band pithoi.21 Certainly far less than one would expect
given household consumption requirements and Zagora’s copious storage benches with pot
emplacements.22
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While some rear storerooms contained high numbers of stored equipment of mixed utility
(e.g. H34, B2), most rooms with high object counts were centrally placed, with good
natural light, open/�exible �oor areas, and often a central hearth (though not all such rooms
contained substantial assemblages).23 The concentration of material in these core living
spaces could suggest anticipation of a post-abandonment return, particularly if households
did not require full use of the entire original house: that is, people returned for brief periods,
requiring only essential equipment cached in select living rooms. This pattern could explain
the tidy storage of equipment alongside why most hearths were neatly swept of ashes, as
though ready for the next use. 

There is no standard pattern to material abandoned in Aegean EIA houses. Some abandoned
settlements contained very little, while others such as Vronda on Crete were more like
Zagora, with many objects scattered throughout abandoned houses and no evidence of
‘rapid’ abandonment.24 It is, therefore, dangerous to presume what comprises a ‘normal’
abandoned assemblage, given the diversity of abandonment variables (such as the cause or
speed of abandonment, distance between the new site and the old, modes of transportation,
and whether the community left en masse, in stages, or anticipated the possibility of
relocating back e.g. in case of venture failure).25 Yet, allowing for this, cooccurrence
patterns in the Zagora houses suggest there was just enough equipment left to service basic
needs (cooking, eating, drinking, limited storage) but not an entire household all year
around.26 These patterns suggest deliberate intent behind what was taken and what was left,
while variation between houses indicates that di�erent considerations informed each
household’s choice as to what to pack and what to leave. 

Two further features are particularly striking: �rst, the dearth of loomweights (especially
compared to the abundance of spindle-whorls: cf. Figs. 4-5); and second, the distribution of
convivial equipment, particularly kraters (Figs 6-7).
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Figure 4: Spindle-whorl distributions
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Figure 5: Loom-weight distributions

The proli�c numbers of spindle-whorls scattered on �nal occupation �oors (some clearly
stored together, likely in baskets: e.g. in H19) makes sense: spinning wool was a critical,
portable, but time-consuming activity. Perfect for keeping hands busy during rest or
�exible tasks like waiting for food to cook. In contrast, loomweights were recovered as stray
�nds rather than complete sets: that is, each household chose to take their loom and
matching loomweight sets with them. Given the value of looms and their importance to
domestic production, this is unsurprising.27 However, it does con�rm that households
packed up with the intent of permanent relocation during the site’s abandonment, despite
also choosing to leave behind select functional equipment. 

In contrast, every fully excavated house (excluding those severely damaged by ploughing)
contained at least one krater, together with decorated amphorae and a range of
consumption vessels. If the inhabitants planned to return periodically for speci�c purposes
(e.g. to celebrate an annual festival, or harvesting/tending lands), this pattern makes sense.
Kraters were bulky and fragile to transport back and forth. The presence of several 7th-
century cups in several houses appears to con�rm that residents did indeed return after 700
BC, occasionally bringing back small portable objects with them to complement larger
convivial equipment left on site.28
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Figure 6: Collective distributions of all artefact types associated with serving/consumption
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Figure 7: Krater distributions (red) as compared to rooms/spaces where deeper excavation was
conducted (white; grey indicates unexcavated areas)29

Leaving larger, more cumbersome vessels (at higher risk of breakage during transportation),
behind against future need re�ects a degree of pragmatism, particularly if people were
travelling back to Zagora for short durations, either overland or by sea from their new
homes (presumably at Archaic Palaiopolis further north on Andros, but potentially further
a�eld). In this way, people could bring smaller equipment and consumable supplies that
would serve over �nite periods together with equipment left behind. Such practices could
perhaps explain the lack of 7th-century material, which is one of the strongest arguments
against any ongoing post-abandonment use of the houses before the construction of the
Archaic temple: utilising abandoned equipment on return visits would result in a much
lighter material footprint in terms of breakage and discard.

Archaic Zagora: Not truly ‘abandoned’, just no longer
occupied

Possible ongoing use of the household structures (seasonally or sporadically) after the
settlement ceased to be permanently occupied all year round was under-theorised in
previous discussions of Zagora and its material corpus. We know that people returned to
construct the temple in the 6th century. There is, however, a strong likelihood of continued
ritual activity at the site prior to later investment in the temple’s construction (a
construction project that also included enlarging the forti�cations).30

Most abandoned domestic assemblages were adequate to meet the needs of periodic short-
term needs, especially if complemented by more portable items carried to (and from?) the
site. The quantity of material left behind, and the careful manner in which vessels were left
stacked and ready (such as equipment by the hearth in J12), suggests semi-functional
assemblages. Yet whether the anticipation of future visitation was ful�lled or not is another
question. However, ful�lment of intent is suggested by: 1) later investment in the site
(temple construction and forti�cation embellishment), indicating an enduring connection
with the settlement or its hinterland; and 2) the tidy manner in which most rooms were left
with their hearths swept out and their artefacts neatly stacked.31 Only new excavations
driven by a targeted research program combining micro-data32 with relevant social and
behavioural theoretical modelling can o�er further clarity as to the nature of abandonment
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and post-abandonment behaviours at Zagora, and their signi�cance for di�erential
household behaviours and other socio-economic questions. 

Regardless, the settlement’s growth and eventual abandonment should be seen as a natural
escalation following its venture foundation in the late 10th century and exponential growth
during the 9th and 8th centuries. The site testi�es to the resilience and adaptivity of island
communities who engaged with the outside world on their own terms.
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1 Andros Museum, 13, Fig. 4. Explored in 1960 by Zapheiropoulos, Cambitoglou’s team
excavated Zagora from 1967-74 (Zagora 1, 5; Zagora 2, 13, 19). Excavation resumed in
2012 under the co-directorship of Paspalas, Miller, and Beaumont (Miller et al. 2013;
Beaumont et al. 2014; Paspalas et al. 2015). All up, less than 10% of the site has been
substantively excavated.

2 Mann In Press-a, Fig. 1. Original site plans and architectural drawings: Coulton (1967-74)
and Williams (1971-73). Primary GIS digitisation of Coulton’s block plan: McCallum
(2007-10). Topographic survey: Anderson, Wilson, and McCallum (2012-13).
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3 Coldstream 1984, 18; Lang 1996; Vink 1997; Morris 1999; Coucouzeli 2004; 2007;
Mazarakis Ainian 2007, 168; Nevett 2010, 37; Haggis 2015; Westgate 2015.

4 E.g. Schilardi 2015, 104; cf. Zagora 2, 241. 

5 Zagora’s houses are notoriously di�cult to de�ne (Mann 2019, Appendix B1; Mann 2014;
In Press-b). Rooms have been grouped together as a likely ‘house’ based on access and
communication together with renovation histories as inferred from stratigraphic
relationships between built structures. Spaces within a ‘house’ may be roofed or unroofed.
Houses are referred to by their primary entry space (e.g. spaces H47-H42-H43-H26-H27
are the “H47 House”).

6 Mann In Press-a.

7 While Green expertly studied the artefacts in 1967-74, the volume of the corpus de�ed
detailed study. For high-volume materials (ceramics, bone, shell and schist disks) only �nds
deemed chronologically, stylistically and/or typologically signi�cant were inventoried and
separated from the rest of the material (referred to as ‘context’ pottery or bone). Preservation
completeness was not necessarily a criterion. Given this and advances in material
knowledge (particularly coarseware), many whole artefacts still languish undocumented
within the copious bags of pottery on Andros.

8 The houses subjected to fuller study so far bear up this supposition, with only the
occasional small �nd or stone tool coming from earlier �oor levels. Preservation is therefore
a useful marker of presence (not absence) in lieu of full stratigraphic analysis.

9 Artefact counts ranged from 1 to 53 maximum, with a mode of 7, median of 8, and
average of 11. Seventeen rooms had < 5 objects, another seventeen had 5-10, ten had 11-20
and eight had >20.

10 Other rooms with similar artefact counts (M3, B2 and B3) lack full spatial
contextualisation, with adjacent areas unexcavated.

11 The careful placement of equipment was �rst observed by McLoughlin (pers. comm.
2008) and interrogated more fully as part of this research. On variable abandonment
processes, see Cameron & Tomka 1993. For a simplistic dichotomy of rapid versus gradual
abandonment, see Inomata & Sheets 2000, 6-7; cf. Tomka & Stevenson 1993, 192;
Papadopoulos 2013, 32.

12 Green 1990, 44; Mann 2019, 223; Zagora 3, forthcoming. For plans: Cambitoglou 1972,
Fig. 9; Zagora 2, Pl. 9 Plan IX. 
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13 For instance, B2 with its impressive assemblage (which includes large numbers of diverse
non-local ceramics) and storage installations was likely the rearmost storeroom of its house.
The only house with a dearth of material (J7) was severely damaged by ploughing: here,
absence cannot reliably be inferred as meaningful.

14 Zagora 2, 241.

15 Ibid; McLoughlin 2000, 108. E.g. H34 may have been blocked while other buildings
were still in use (Green 1990, 44; cf. Haggis 1993, 138-39).

16 McLoughlin 2000, 52, 89 (cat. #C2 and #C6); Mann, 2019, 244, 260-67.

17 See McLoughlin 2000, 52-61, 99-153, esp. 107-8 regarding �ndspots and preservation;
Mann 2019, 261. One from H26, in the corner emplacement. This pithos was wider than
the entrance. One in H32 and two in D26 (excavated 2013-14), likely set on or in the �oor.
One (M134 / McL. Cat. D12) dug in 1960 from Trench Γ, room 1. The last (Inv. M162 /
McL. Cat. D10; excavated 1960) potentially came from an Area D house, most of which
were substantially renovated during the �nal settlement occupation phase. 

18 McLoughlin 2018; also brie�y in 2011, 919-20; cf. McLoughlin 2000, 90-92,154-55.
These pithoi were previously discussed as “applied-relief” or the “Tenos-Boeotian applied-
relief pithoi”, but McLoughlin’s forthcoming research cogently overhauls this typology
which was based only on decorated examples (McLoughlin, pers. comm. 2023). 

19 McLoughlin 2000, 153-56; 2011, 916.

20 McLoughlin 2011.

21 Mcloughlin 2000; 2011; Mann 2019, App. D, �gure D.15. 

22 McLoughlin 2011, 916-18; see also McLoughlin 2000, 11-13, 82�.

23 On room con�guration, placement, and depth, see Mann 2015; In Press-a.

24 Day 2016; see also Day et al. 1986; Glowacki 2002; Glowacki 2007.

25 Stevenson 1982; Kent 1993. Also: Kent 1989; Cameron 1991; 1993; Joyce & Johannessen
1993; Tomka & Stevenson 1993; Papadopoulos 2013. See Dawson 2016 (esp. 258-59) for a
nuanced study of abandonment variables in Mediterranean contexts, albeit as regards the
abandonment (and colonisation) of whole islands rather than individual settlements. Cf. also
Haggis (1993, 138; 1996, 379) and Mook (2004, 96) for a modern ethnographic example of
later generations returning periodically to refurbished abandoned buildings. Particularly
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Haggis’s (1993, 142) observations that villagers returned temporarily for religious festivals,
harvests, or alcohol production.

26 E.g. metals, particularly blades for which we have tangential evidence such as whetstones,
but few in situ. Some di�erences are more subtle, like discrepancies between the range of
shapes represented in fragmentary versus in situ material.

27 Cabaniss & Mann 2016; (in preparation). Cf. The Gortynian law implying looms were
the inviolate property of the household (Inscriptiones Creticae IV 75)

28 Initial research presented in Paspalas 2017, with publication forthcoming. 

29 I.e. krater absences in Areas B/E/F may be a factor of partial house excavation, while
those of the J7 and H33 Houses likely represent the vagaries of post-depositional processes
(both were a�ected by ploughing).

30 Paspalas (2017) is considering this issue regarding later sacred landscapes at the site. When
cultic activity and pilgrimages to the site ceased is unclear, although we have no �rm
evidence of cultic material after c. 400 BC. We do have Hellenistic material sandwiched
between roof collapse layers in Room M2: someone camped out there in that partially
collapsed room.

31 To anyone who has a shared family holiday house or shack that is collectively self-
maintained, such routines of leaving the lodging clean and tidy for the next guest are very
familiar.

32 E.g. chemical and organic residues, phytoliths, and micro-stratigraphic analysis. 
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