
Karfi is one of the most important archaeological 
sites of Crete which for many decades has been in the 
centre of academic discussions concerning the collapse 
of the Minoan-Mycenaean civilization around 1200 
BC and the historical reconstruction of the following 
period. This Late Minoan IIIC settlement (c. 1200-1000 
BC), situated on high rocky summits (c. 1150 m asl) in 
the northern part of the Lasithi Mountains (Fig. 1 and 

2), represents in the best way the process of dramatic 
relocations of habitation sites to naturally defensible 
places in Crete and other Aegean islands. The first 
excavation at the site was conducted by John Pendle-
bury in 1937-39 (Pendlebury et al. 1937-38), but only 
less that one fifth of this very extensive (125-150 hous-
es) settlement was unearthed. Intensive topographi-
cal studies were carried in the 1980s and 1990s by  
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Fig. 1. Map of Crete with the site of Karfi in the Lasithi Mountains

Fig. 2. Karfi and Megali Koprana, from southwest. Photo by K. Nowicki



In the first year of the present research project 
three areas, A, B and MG, with remains dating c. 1800-
1700 BC, 1200-1000 BC, and 900-700 BC were excavat-
ed (Fig. 3). Area B is located immediately southeast of 
the eastern extension of Pendlebury’s excavation and 
represents badly destroyed LM IIIC houses, but also an 
unexpectedly well-preserved LM IIIC floor deposit and 
an MM II stratum. Area MG covers the entire summit 
of Megali Koprana, in a distance of about 300 m from 
the knoll of Karfi itself (south of it) and in a similar dis-
tance from the southern limit of Pendlebury’s excava-
tion. This area constitutes a separate quarter of the LM 
IIIC settlement, where architectural remains appeared 
to be particularly well preserved with a very rich and 
interesting contents. Area A is situated between B and 
MG, immediately above a small lakkos. Here, on the 
northern slope above this lakkos, are remains of an 
extraordinary building constructed of huge blocks, in 
the way similar to the so-called MM ‘forts”. The date 
of this building’s construction, its unusual location and 
mysterious function are our main questions regarding 
the work in this area. A brief summary of excavations 
in the afore-mentioned areas is presented below.

K. Nowicki (Nowicki 1987; 2000, 157-164) and then by 
S. Wallace (Wallace 2005). In 2008 BSA conducted a 
one-year pilot excavation project, directed by S. Wal-
lace (Wallace & Mylona 2012; Wallace 2020), and in 
2023 a new five-year excavation permit (2023-2027) 
was issued to PAIA (PAIA’s Project no. 3) by the Minis-
try of Culture of the Hellenic Republic. The preliminary 
results of this most recent excavation indicate that 
the site can provide much needed new evidence to 
explain some of the key problems concerning not only 
the period during which the site served as a defensi-
ble settlement (c. 1200-1000 BC), but also the much 
earlier phenomenon of ritual places on mountain tops 
(c. 1800-1700 BC). Among primary goals of the pre-
sent Karfi Excavation Project are: 1) the reconstruction 
of the complexity of the population structure of this 
large settlement, 2) the organisation of an individual 
household/family and the interrelation between dif-
ferent households/families, 3) tracing the complex 
history of this one of the most interesting mountain-
ous settlements in Crete, in particular its origins and 
final moments of its history; the fact that the settle-
ment was destroyed by fire around 1000 BC means 
that the evidence from the last phase of its existence 
is relatively well preserved, 4) identification of other 
less known episodes in the site’s history, such as the 
already identified Middle Bronze Age ritual activity 
which was probably related to the phenomenon of the 
so-called ‘peak sanctuaries’.

Fig. 3. Perspective view of the Karfi site with Areas A, B and MG excavated in 2023



 Area B. This area was chosen for a test trench 
during the 2008 because here were remains of ancient 
architecture visible on the surface closest to the hous-
es excavated by Pendlebury. When planning the 2023 
excavation in this area the results of the 2008 exca-
vation (Wallace 2020) were taken into consideration 
and a trench (initially 4 x 4 m, but soon extended with 
an area 2 x 1.5 m in the northwestern part of it) was 
opened directly to the east of the 2008 trench. Here, 
we hoped to clarify the origins, extension and charac-
ter of both – the LM IIIC house and MM use of the 
place. The stratigraphy in the trench opened in 2023 
appeared to be similar to that recorded in 2008, with 
the MM stratum immediately under the LM IIIC one, 
but the thickness of the MM stratum and variety of 
pottery of this date are considerably larger than those 
noticed in 2008. The question must be posed, there-
fore, if our initial interpretation of Area B use during 
the MM period, as directly related to the ritual activity 
on the neighboring peak sanctuary on the summit of 
Karfi (a few decades within the 18th century BC) is cor-
rect and if indeed the activity here was restricted to 
such a short period?

Area MG. The high status of this particular resi-
dential zone within the MG settlement district and 
the entire settlement was supported by 2008 excava-
tion revealing special features within two buildings 
here, dating c. 1200-1000 BC, all excellently preserved 
by an extreme, widespread burnt destruction. The 
2008 tests had investigated small parts of both build-
ings (three rooms in total): six rooms were excavated 
over most of their respective extents in 2023, within 
a trench 11 x 15 m in size (Fig. 4). It was found that 
the extreme heat had the effect of blackening bone, 
carbonising whole beams and planks, semi-vitrifying 
the large number of whole or restorable pots found 
fallen on the floor and preserving copious amounts of 
burnt clay – the latter likely, on the basis of its forms 
and ubiquity, as recorded in 2023, to have been widely 
used in the structures as lintels, wall facings and wall 
packings. Special features found included a loom with 
more than 40 loom-weights; a concentration of large 
hollow animal figurines; exceptional and impressive 
architecture of a character suitable for semi-public 
events (the first ‘hall’ type room uncovered for this 
period in the Aegean).

Fig. 4. Area MG during the excavation, view from the south. Photo by K. Nowicki



the limited archaeological works, the acquired data 
allowed researchers to establish a chronology and cul-
tural affiliations, on the basis of which the Late Neo-
lithic materials were designated as “Paradimi culture” 
(Bakalakis, Sakellariou 1981). 

Excavations at Paradimi Tell in Thrace (Fig. 1) 
recommenced in 2023. During the 20th century three 
excavation projects on the site were carried out, 
and these were limited to three trenches. Even with 

Area A. A1 is an exceptionally large and mas-
sively-built structure occupying a somewhat isolated 
position in the town’s plan. Test excavations in 2008 
here brought to light numerous storage pithoi includ-
ing an outsize example; and a number of fragments of 
specialised cultic or ceremonial stands, providing vital 
hints as to how the building was used and viewed. The 
main research question here in 2023 was the func-
tion and use of the building that is obviously of a very 
different construction than other houses at the site. 
The huge “cyclopean” blocks used here make A1 more 
similar to the so-called MM “forts” known from the 
area on the northern slopes of Selena than to other 
buildings at Karfi. In 2023 deposits containing pottery 
and other archaeological remains were discovered for 
the first time outside the building to the NE. The exist-
ence of a central door in the short NE wall was also 
demonstrated for the first time. Both these discover-
ies have bearing on the question of public function: 
the entranceway of a freestanding public building in 
the ancient east Mediterranean may in context well be 
expected to be incorporated into ceremonial activities 
there.

The first year of extensive excavation was able 
to throw considerable light on the innovative ques-
tions of a) how large newly-founded towns in extreme 

locations functioned socially and economically in the 
crisis 1200-1000 BC and b) how peak sanctuaries of 
the late Protopalatial period (c. 1800-1700 BC) were 
established and maintained in their use, and by whom. 
Some elements of incomplete research work started 
in 2023 remain as priorities in 2024. In addition, new 
excavation areas are planned to extend the scope of 
the evidence used to address the questions in. How-
ever, the first priority following the excavation season 
was to study the large volumes of pottery, small finds, 
zooarchaeological and carbonised plant material.  
A 25-day study season was run in the INSTAP Study 
Centre for East Crete in Pacheia Ammos, between 
6th and 31st October 2023, including cleaning, digital 
cataloguing, conservation, microscopic examination, 
drawing and photography of the objects recovered 
this year, and this will be followed by specialist work. 

Organisations providing and/or channelling 
resources to support project expenses were the 
Gerda Henkel Foundation (Germany), NSCP OPUS 
20-2020/39/B/HS3/00820, Grampus PEATS and the
Turing Student Grant Scheme (UK), the Rust Family
Foundation (USA), the Heritage Management Organi-
zation (Greece and USA), the INSTAP Study Center for
East Crete and the A.G. Leventis Foundation (Cyprus),
alongside private donations.
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