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Stones, pots … and now ornaments: Revisiting the  
Middle–Late Neolithic and the Late–Final Neolithic 

transitions at Franchthi

Catherine Perlès1

Introduction
The causes and nature of the transition from the Late to the 
Final Neolithic (LN, FN)2 in Southern Greece, around 4500 
cal. BC, have been a matter of debate since C.  Renfrew 
coined the term “Final Neolithic”.3 A large part of the 
debate centres around the role of pastoralism4 and the 
“secondary products revolution”,5 but cultural changes or 
demic replacement are hardly if ever considered.

The on-going study of the Franchthi ornaments brings new 
and unexpected perspectives to these issues, provided one 
takes also into account the Middle (MN) to Late Neolithic 
transition. As with settlement patterns, pottery, stone and 
bone tools, sharp breaks are documented in the ornamental 
assemblages between the MN and the LN on the one hand, 
and the LN and the FN on the other. The differences are 
such for both transitions that cultural continuity, even 
in the context of a new socio-economic organisation, 
seems difficult to defend: LN ornamental assemblages 
are conceptually, visually and technically different from 
earlier and later assemblages. On the other hand, the FN 
assemblages share many concepts with the earlier EN and 
MN assemblages, pointing to the LN as “intrusive” in an 
otherwise continuous sequence of development. This leads 
us to reconsider the old hypotheses of demic ruptures at 
the dawn of the LN, supported by parallels between the 
ceramics and ornaments from Franchthi and from Northern 
Greece. Conversely, the LN/FN transition may signal the 
return to Franchthi of groups descending from its former, 
EN–MN, inhabitants.

The context
The MN/LN transition at Franchthi, dated to ca. 5500 cal 
BC, is characterised, as everywhere else in Greece, by a sharp 

break in ceramic traditions. At the beginning of the Late 
Neolithic (phase FCP 3), the very distinctive “Urf” (akin to 
the Peloponnesian “urfirnis”) is replaced by carinated “low 
lime burnished” (akin to the “black burnished” of Central 
Greece and Thessaly)” as well as “polychrome painted” 
wares, and later by “lime plus iron”, akin to matt-painted 
wares.6 The status and mode of occupation of the site change 
in parallel, with the abandonment of the extensive open-air 
settlement on the Paralia. The Late Neolithic occupation is 
restricted to the cave itself, and seems to have mostly been 
of a ritual order.7

K.  Vitelli discussed at length the striking contrasts 
between MN and LN settlement patterns and ceramic 
productions, and what she sees as the “breaking down of 
the Middle Neolithic alliance” in the Peloponnese.8 She 
concluded in favour of a socio-economic transformation: 
the regulation of conflicts within and between groups would 
have ceased to operate successfully. The former MN groups 
would have split, dispersed into the hills, chosen a new way 
of life and produced new ceramic styles.9 She did not discuss 
the LN/FN transition, around 4500 cal BC, in similar detail, 
but again suggests that socio-economic transformations, 
through more interaction and exchange, would explain the 
new FN settlement patterns with the reoccupation of the 
Paralia. In turn, a more sedentary life and new activities 
would have led to the adoption of the distinctive FN wares, 
such as the crusted and patterned burnished wares.10

The flaked stone assemblages show parallel changes: the 
MN/LN transition is characterised by a transformation in 
the techniques of preparation of the pressure-flaked obsidian 
blades and bladelets, associated with the replacement 
of transverse arrowheads by pointed arrowheads.11 The 
transformations between LN and FN lithics are perhaps 
less striking, but they are also significant and embrace 
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new techniques of retouch (parallel pressure retouch on 
arrowheads) and new tool types, such as denticulated blades 
and the characteristic triangular foliates. Unlike K. Vitelli, 
I had not discussed these transitions in terms of cultural 
continuity or discontinuity. The hypothesis of production in 
the hands of itinerant craftsmen, who were not members of 
the local community, rendered the discussion irrelevant at 
Franchthi itself. However, from a more general viewpoint, 
I also considered that the MN/LN transformations in lithic 
assemblages could be explained in socio-economic terms.12

The diachronic changes observed at Franchthi can indeed 
be traced all over Greece. Carinated black-burnished wares 
and matt-painted brown-on-brown wares spread all over 
continental Greece at the beginning of Late Neolithic I, 
forming a common background to the various idiosyncratic 
regional styles that emerged after the traditional Middle 
Neolithic ceramic productions – such as Sesklo, Chaironeia, 
Lianokladi, Paradimi – had disappeared.13

Everywhere also, disruptions in settlement patterns can 
be observed, with settlements abandoned, new settlements 
created, the development of very large “flat-sites”, a 
colonisation of the small Aegean islands and a marked rise 
in the use of caves.14 These transformations, associated with 
what he considered as “destruction levels” – at Servia, Tsangli 
and Sesklo for instance –  led V. Milojčić to view the MN/
LN transition as the result of migrations from Anatolia to the 
Balkans and to Greece.15 Weinberg concurred on the arrival 
of new populations, but, contrary to V.  Milojčić, viewed 
their penetration as “peaceful infiltration”.16 D. Theocharis 
considered the question unsolved, but underlined the 
parallelism of the transformations in Greece and Anatolia. 
Later on, with the demise of the migrationist paradigm,17 
the MN/LN transition was re-interpreted in terms of a local 
evolution. For instance, Demoule et al.18 defined a transitional 
MN/LN interphase at Platia Magoula Zarkou, called the 
Zarko phase. Echoing the “collapse of the Urfirnis alliance”, 
this phase can be characterised by “a destandardisation of 
traditional techniques and the exploration of new ones, as 
though the previous template had been disorganised and a new 
one was being slowly and rather haphazardly established.”19

In turn, the LN/FN transition is characterised, from 
Thessaly to the Peloponnese, by the development of crusted 
and patterned burnished wares20 and by an even more 
striking reorganisation of settlement patterns. In Thessaly, 
the FN is characterised by a dramatic decrease in the 
number of settlements.21 Conversely in Central and Southern 
Greece, small rural settlements spread over marginal 
areas and hills, while the use of caves increased.22 To my 
knowledge, these changes have never been interpreted in 
terms of demic replacement. Following the perceptive lead 
of C.  Renfrew,23 these transformations have mostly been 
analysed in economic terms.24

These socio-economic interpretations of the MN/LN and 
LN/FN transitions raise a number of problems. In particular, 

they do not answer the question of why social or economic 
transformations would induce major transformations in the 
technical and stylistic domains as well, why traditional 
pottery shapes, firing techniques and decorative techniques 
for instance, were abandoned. Nor do they explain why the 
new categories of wares, such as the LN black-burnished and 
matt-painted or the FN crusted wares and patterned burnished, 
rapidly spread over vast areas previously characterised by 
very distinctive ceramic traditions. They do not explain either 
the transformation in obsidian blade production or the shift 
from transverse to pointed arrowheads. In addition, as I will 
now show, the break concerns not only pottery, lithics or bone 
tools. At Franchthi at least, it also concerns the ornaments, 
and, even if the evidence is presently restricted to a single 
site, it sheds new light on the problem of cultural continuity 
over these two transitions.

The Franchthi ornaments
The Franchthi ornaments were studied first by P. Schaeffer, 
then by M. Miller for her doctoral dissertation. Unfortunately, 
these studies have remained largely unpublished.25 Both 
studies concentrated on the catalogued artefacts, which are 
mostly restricted to the Neolithic period. When I became 
entrusted with the publication of the Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic ornaments, and later of the Neolithic ornaments, 
the first step was to sort, with my collaborators,26 hundreds 
of mixed bags of land snails and seashells. This re-sorting 
radically changed the picture of the Franchthi ornaments, 
including for the Neolithic, by showing that in most periods 
perforated shells were the dominant categories.

For the sake of brevity, I will not discuss here the very 
definition of an “ornament”, which is, as I discovered, rather 
imprecise and problematic. I will thus concentrate here on 
beads, pendants and perforated shells. Over 1400 Neolithic 
ornaments were catalogued during the excavation, but the 
number has more than tripled with our new investigation. 
Ornaments were found in all trenches, Paralia and cave alike, 
and all occupational phases. We shall here concentrate on 
trenches F/A North (FAN) and F/A South (FAS), the only 
two trenches where Late Neolithic deposits have been found 
in situ. FAS was entirely water-sieved down to a mesh of 1.8 
mm, while LN deposits were not water-sieved in FAN. As 
a consequence, most of the smaller beads, characteristic of 
the period, were lost in FAN.

Middle Neolithic ornaments
Middle Neolithic ornaments at Franchthi show a clear 
continuity in the conception of ornaments with the Early 
Neolithic.27 The major difference pertains to the production 
of Cerastoderma glaucum disc beads, which decreased 
considerably during the Middle Neolithic. Otherwise, the 
range and variety are very comparable. The MN ornamental 
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assemblages (geometric beads and pendants, ear-plugs, 
annulets, perforated sea-shells, etc.) amount to slightly less 
than 450 pieces, to which a similar number of unperforated 
specimens of the same ornamental species, clearly selected 
for their large size and good state of preservation, may be 
added. They were found in all trenches containing MN 
deposits, in the cave itself and on the Paralia.28 The presence 
of blanks and unfinished pieces shows that some ornaments 
at least were locally manufactured, and use-wear traces 
show that many have been worn. There are some differences 
between the earlier and the later phases of the Middle 
Neolithic, but they will not be addressed here.

The first characteristic of the Middle Neolithic ornaments 
is the numerical dominance of perforated shells, Columbella 
rustica, Cyclope neritea and, to a lesser extent, Cerastoderma 
glaucum and Luria lurida. Interestingly, two of these species, 
Cyclope and Columbella, are also the dominant species in 
the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic, although the techniques of 
perforation differ. Naturally perforated shells are present in 
a smaller proportion: Antalis sp. (Dentalium sp.), sea-worn 
Cerithium vulgatum and Hexaplex trunculus.29

Alongside perforated shells, geometric beads and pendants 
are found in approximately equal proportion, together with 
rarer V-buttons, “ear-plugs”, “anthropomorphic pendants”, 
“zoomorphic masks”, annulets and uniquely shaped 
ornaments. They are mostly made of stone, especially 
steatite, but also serpentinite, marble, limestone, chlorite 
and chrysocolle, as well as shell (Spondylus gaederopus, 
Pinna sp.) and baked clay.

Middle Neolithic beads and pendants are characterised 
by the variety in shapes and dimensions – no two beads and 
pendants are exactly alike –  the variety in colours –  light 
green, dark green, black, white, brown, red, yellow –  the 
variety in texture –  linked to the raw material and degree 
of polishing, and, finally, the presence of unique, elaborate 
pieces. Most types are found in other regions of Greece at 
the same period, and the absence of standardisation has also 
been noted for Thessaly.30

For both perforated shells and geometric beads and 
pendants, identification of the natural taxon or of the 
raw material is easy, and rarely requires microscopic 
examination. The raw material and its origin are part of the 
visual code, as much as the shape and colour.31

Figure 33.1 illustrates a variety of MN ornaments from 
the different trenches of the cave and Paralia. Figure 33.2 
is restricted to trenches FAN and FAS, to allow meaningful 
comparisons with the following phases. It is complete, 
except for additional perforated Columbella rustica, Cyclope 
neritea and Cerastoderma glaucum.32

Late Neolithic ornaments
Late Neolithic ornaments, taken as a whole, present a 
marked contrast (Fig.  33.3). Despite the fact that Late 

Neolithic deposits are restricted to trenches FAS and FAN 
and the lack of water-sieving in FAN, they are abundant: 
ca. 300 specimens. The typological range is much narrower: 
discoid beads and short cylindrical beads heavily dominate. 
There are almost no pendants (2%), none of the unique 
and fancy ornaments that were present in the Early and 
Middle Neolithic. Perforated shells (Cyclope, Columbella) 
and Antalis (Dentalium) are also rare, and their percentage, 
on the order of 7%, is well within the percentage of 
contaminant Middle Neolithic “Urf” sherds.33 Their relative 
abundance in the lower LN units, where the percentage of 
“Urf” sherds varies from 20 to 50%, suggests that they 
too are intrusive.

There is no definite evidence in the LN that the beads 
were produced in situ, but analyses of the raw materials with 
a portable XRF spectrometer show that the composition of 
the steatites and serpentinites are compatible with a local 
origin. The beads themselves are far more standardised than 
in the MN, as also noted for the Late Neolithic in Thessaly.34 
Their colours are also uniform: the large variety that was 
sought in the Middle Neolithic, including the bright green 
of the steatites, is now replaced by monotonous series of 
black and white or light beige beads35. The beads are of very 
small size, and the smallest, the “tiny black” for instance, can 
only be produced in series, strung together on a thin reed or 
a string.36 Grinding them down to a diameter of 2–2.4 mm 
requires skills and practice, and their very small size may 
well have been part of the value attached to these beads.

Despite the homogeneity in shape and colour, the range 
of raw materials remains very diversified, especially in 
the later LN sub-phases (Fig.  33.4). It includes unfired 
and fired steatites,37 serpentinite, marble, limestone, marls, 
baked clay, Spondylus gaederopus, Cerastoderma glaucum, 
Pinna sp., Conus mediterraneus. In most cases, however, 
the identification of the raw material is almost impossible 
with the naked eye, and requires 30 to 40X magnification. 
The raw material and its provenience, either from the sea 
or the earth, are no longer part of the visual code. The 
latter is restricted to size and colour, and the colour itself 
can even be artificially modified. A large series of black 
or green steatite beads have been transformed under high 
heat (on the order of 1000° C) into beige/white – and much 
harder – enstatite. In contrast, almost half of the Spondylus 
beads have been turned dark brown or black by heating 
under a reduced atmosphere.38

These general characteristics are consistent throughout 
the early Late Neolithic (Neolithic pottery FCP 3 and lithic 
phase III, ca. 5500–5300 cal BC) and the three sub-phases 
of the later Late Neolithic (Neolithic pottery FCP 4 and 
lithic phase IV, beginning around 5300 cal BC), although 
some minor variations can be documented. Thus, the striking 
homogeneity of the Late Neolithic ornaments holds true 
for several centuries, and cannot be the result of a single 
necklace or two deposited in the cave.
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Figure 33.1. Sample of Middle Neolithic ornaments from various Cave and Paralia trenches. Fifth row: Columbella rustica. Sixth row: 
Cyclope neritea. Bottom row, from left to right: Antalis sp. (Dentalium), Phorcus marginatus (Monodonta), Cerithium vulgatum, Luria 
lurida and Cerastoderma glaucum.

Final Neolithic ornaments
With about 75 pieces altogether, plus a “necklace” of 
sea worn Cerithium vulgatum fragments, Final Neolithic 
ornaments are far less abundant than in any other period 
(Fig. 33.5). The quantitative diminution is significant since 
Final Neolithic deposits were excavated both in the cave 

(trenches FAS and FAN) and on the Paralia (trenches L5 and 
L5NE). This small assemblage shows, nevertheless, a drastic 
conceptual change vis-à-vis the Late Neolithic: pendants and 
perforated shells again dominate, natural colours, textures 
and morphological diversity are again valued. The raw 
materials and their origin can be identified with the naked 
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Figure 33.2. Middle Neolithic ornaments from trenches FAN and FAS. Perforated sea shells are underrepresented on this plate.
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Figure 33.3. Representative sample of Late Neolithic ornaments from trenches FAN and FAS.

eye, and are again part of the visual code. Final Neolithic 
ornaments are, in all respects, very close in conception 
to Middle Neolithic ones. However, the possibility that 
all these ornaments would represent Middle Neolithic 
contaminations can be excluded: the majority come from 
trenches FAN and FAS, overlying the Late Neolithic levels, 
and both the pottery and lithic assemblage show no evidence 
of Middle Neolithic contamination. Some contamination 
in trenches L5 and L5NE is nevertheless possible, and I 
suspect that the three fired steatite beads and “tiny blacks” 
from FAN and FAS, which could point at some continuity 

with the Late Neolithic, are contaminant since they were 
found in units just overlying the Late Neolithic deposits.

Conclusion
Two opposite conceptions of the ornaments are exemplified 
in the Neolithic sequence of Franchthi. The first conception 
embraces the Initial Neolithic, Early Neolithic, Middle 
Neolithic and Final Neolithic. It combines the natural 
shapes of perforated seashells with non-standardised 
pendants and beads, as well as a few exceptional specimens, 
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Figure 33.4. Variety of raw materials in Late Neolithic beads from FAN and FAS.

such as anthropomorphic pendants, of especially high 
craftsmanship. It plays with the variety of shapes, sizes, 
colours and textures. The second conception, restricted to 
the Late Neolithic, obliterates all natural shapes in favour 
of uniform, standardised discoid and cylindrical beads. 

Raw materials, whether stone, shell or clay, are completely 
transformed to the point of being impossible to identify with 
the naked eye. The range of colours is restricted to black and 
beige/white and, for perhaps half of the beads, the colours 
themselves are artificially manipulated.
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Figure 33.5. Final Neolithic ornaments from trenches FAN, FAS, L5 and L5NE. Sea worn Cerithium vulgatum are underrepresented.



33933.  Stones, pots … and now ornaments: Revisiting the MN/LN and the LN/FN transitions at Franchthi

Late Neolithic ornaments thus stand out as singular in 
an otherwise homogenous conception of ornaments. How 
can we explain this conceptual break?

1.	 A change in raw material availability can be excluded: 
whether or not the beads were locally made, all raw 
materials could be found locally in abundance.

2.	 Late Neolithic ornaments correspond to the period 
when the occupation of the cave appears to have been 
mainly of a ceremonial and ritual order.39 They might 
thus represent ornaments conceived and deposited for 
ritual purposes, as opposed to accidentally discarded 
personal ornaments in the other phases of occupation. 
However, the high frequency of use-wear deformations 
and the fact that, according to K. Vitelli,40 the cave was 
also occupied for ritual purposes during the FN, do not 
fit well with this hypothesis.

3.	 A similar shift from large ornaments to numerous small 
discoid beads has been observed around 5000 BC in 
Hungary. These small beads are almost exclusively 
found in female and child burials, and the authors 
suggest that the “expression of prestige”, formerly 
marked in male burials by large Spondylus ornaments, 
was now expressed by the wealth of female family 
members and descendants.41 In turn, prominent leaders 
were buried with status items such as mace-heads, boar 
tusks and pendants. Given the absence of burials at 
Franchthi (and their rarity in the Greek LN as a whole), 
a relation to gender is impossible to support or disprove. 
This model, in any case, leaves unsolved the question 
of the origin of such a conceptual and social change.

4.	 To understand the transformations in ornamental 
assemblages, a broader perspective might be required. 
These changes are, at Franchthi, concomitant with 
equally marked transformations in the pottery, bone 
tool and stone tool assemblages, which concern both 
techniques and style. This denotes a major cultural 
break, which, in terms of evolutionary archaeology,42 
is a clear case of discontinuous change, normally 
associated with demic replacement. All the available 
data indicate that the Late Neolithic groups at Franchthi 
had different technical, stylistic and symbolic traditions 
than the previous Middle Neolithic inhabitants. In 
addition, both the pottery and the ornaments- in 
particular the fired steatite beads- point to connections 
with Northern Greece.43 We should thus consider the 
possibility that the Late Neolithic groups were not 
autochthonous to the Peloponnese (or to the Argolid), 
and that their arrival was responsible for the “collapse 
of the Urfirnis alliance”.

I know, however, that no site in Northern Greece shows the 
restricted range of ornaments that Franchthi shows.44 But 
statistically relevant comparisons are rendered impossible by 

two sampling biases. First, the area excavated at Franchthi 
for the LN is absolutely minute – less than 8 sq m on 0.65 
to 0.80 m depth – when compared with rich LN sites such 
as Dimini, Dispilio, Makriyalos, Dikili Tash, Makri, etc. 
This can easily explain the absence at Franchthi of other 
characteristic LN types. Conversely, the systematic use of 
water-sieving down to a mesh of 1.8 mm has dramatically 
inflated the proportion of small beads compared to dry-
sieved sites.45 One should thus rely more on the common 
presence of highly elaborate types such as fired steatites or 
heated Spondylus beads than on the relative proportions of 
the different types of ornaments.

The contrast between Late and Final Neolithic 
ornaments is as strong as the contrast between Middle 
and Late Neolithic ones. However, while the MN/LN 
transition evokes the occupation of the cave by groups of a 
different – northern – tradition, to the contrary, the marked 
parallels between the Middle and Final Neolithic ornaments 
suggest the return to the site of groups descending from 
its former inhabitants. The conception of ornaments can 
indeed be shown to be far more resilient to change than, 
say, lithics or pottery and can certainly be perpetuated 
over a millennium.46 K. Vitelli suggested that the Middle 
Neolithic inhabitants of the cave had left to the hills to live 
a different – and much less visible – life at the end of the 
Middle Neolithic. What the ornaments suggest is that their 
descendants came back – sporadically  –  during the Final 
Neolithic, once Late Neolithic newcomers had themselves 
left the region or, rather, merged with autochthonous 
populations since some continuity can be observed in the 
ceramic production.47 There is no need indeed to revive 
V. Milojčić’s old model of “invasions”: historical Greece, 
with many interacting pastoralist and farming groups 
of different practices, languages and cultures, certainly 
provides a more fruitful model for a multicultural country, 
and one which may well fit with the later phases of the 
Neolithic if we start to look at it this way.
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