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thinner red-orange rather gritty ware, which is recov-
ered in such small fragments that nothing more can 
be said. It seems unlikely that these fabrics can have 
been so long-lived as to date anywhere within the FN 
period, for which an extent of well over a millennium 
(c. 4500–3200 bc) has been suggested. They are more 
likely to represent a later stage within the period and, 
if they survived into EH, they are unlikely to have been 
current beyond the subdivision classified as EH I, itself 
allotted a further half millennium (c. 3200–2700 bc). 

Even on this more limited view, the finds could 
still date anywhere within a period of several hundred 
years, and for this reason it is necessary to exercise 
caution in interpreting their wide distribution. Rather 
than representing a whole constellation of small set-
tlements or individual farmsteads established around 
the Magoula and occupied for long periods, it could 
reflect the movement of just a few families, settling 
at particular points for a few generations; some finds 
might not even represent settlements, but short-lived 
‘activity areas’. One possible grouping is towards the 
northern edge of the survey area, in Transects 2002 
and 2086–8 of Sector 8, where considerable material 
of later phases has also been found; here, on the hill 
slope below the modern village of Leondari, the sug-
gestion of a nearby prehistoric settlement has already 
been made (see p. 272). 

Other notable groupings are in Transects 6–8 of 
Sector 10, near the eastern edge, where EH material 
has also been found (Fig. 10.20); and, in the south, in 
Sector 7, where FN–EH finds have been identified in 
many Transects but there is little of clearly later date. 

All these might have a claim to be established 
hamlets, but only in the Sector 8 concentration is the 
material particularly copious. It can at least be said 
that this wide distribution of finds contributes to the 
impression that, in the territory around the Magoula, 
there was a different kind of activity from the likely 

The salient impression is that material of the Bronze 
Age and the antecedent Final Neolithic (FN) period 
is spread widely in the city area, but in far smaller 
quantities than the Early to Late Neolithic material.1 
The distribution of what has been classified as ‘Final 
Neolithic–Early Helladic’ (FN–EH) (Fig. 10.19) is 
particularly striking: concentrations can be detected 
across the north part of the borderline between Sec-
tors 1 and 2 (see Fig. 3.29 in Chapter 3 for a map of 
the sectors), in the south of Sector 2, in Sectors 4 and 
7, and in the north section of Sector 10, and there are 
stray finds elsewhere. 

Pottery that cannot be more closely defined than 
as ‘prehistoric coarse’, but that often seems likely 
to belong to these early stages rather than later, is 
generally found in the same or immediately adjacent 
transects and so, with notable frequency, are blades, 
flakes or cores of obsidian. Of course, theoretically 
such finds could be dated anywhere in the Neolithic or 
Early Helladic phases (much less plausibly later), and 
the relatively large quantities found at the E end of the 
Magoula and nearby could easily represent material of 
mostly if not entirely Neolithic date. But its common 
occurrence away from the Magoula in association 
with FN and EH material adds to an impression of 
wide-ranging activity. In comparison, it may be noted, 
blades and waste pieces of chert are extraordinarily 
rare, although chert was in common use throughout 
the Neolithic and Bronze Age; but we think it quite 
possible that, to a great extent, this reflects obsidian’s 
greater visibility to survey teams and a corresponding 
tendency to overlook pieces of chert, mistaking them 
for natural stones.

Very little can be said about the FN and FN–EH 
material in detail. The majority of the material is 
of coarse fabric, including pieces of a thick orange 
straw-tempered ware, well recognized in the Tanagra 
survey, where it often seems to belong to jars, and of a 

Chapter 10(b)

The Bronze Age pottery

Oliver Dickinson
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Figure 10.19. Distribution map, Final Neolithic to Early Helladic sherds.

Figure 10.20. Distribution map of Early Helladic sherds.

FN + FN? v FN/EH
Merged

EH + EH?
Merged

N

N

1 Dot = 1
FN-EH
FN
FN?
Pot not kept

1 Dot = 1
EH
EH?
Pot not kept

0

0

600 m

600 m

Magoula sample

Magoula sample



283
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the basis of the FN–EH spread, continued into EH II. 
The best argument for it is in fact that survey work in 
several parts of the mainland has suggested a general 
spread of very small EH II settlements as well as more 
substantial villages; but it remains possible that the 
likely concentration of population in the Magoula 
village that is detectable later in the Bronze Age took 
place at some stage within EH II.

The picture becomes even more obscure with the 
final phase of the Early Bronze Age, EH III. Apart from 
one piece from the eastern Magoula that does seem to 
be EH III, a body sherd with handle from a tankard 
found in a 1993 grab sample, and a couple of pieces 
that might be EH III or Middle Helladic (MH) but not 
earlier, there is nothing. Some material however seems 
plausibly attributable to ‘early’ MH, including pieces 
identified as Dark or coarse Minyan, both from the 
Magoula and the Sector 8 concentration (Fig. 10.22), 
so that the possibility of continuous occupation from 
an early stage of MH, if not continuously from the end 
of EH II through EH III, is not excluded. 

Certainly, good quality Grey Minyan pieces that 
belong to shapes of the mature to late stages of MH, 
especially the well-known ring-stemmed goblet, have 
been found, not merely on and close to the Magoula 
and in the Sector 8 concentration, but in one case as far 
away as Sector 3 (Transect 2098) (see Fig. 10.23). Sur-
prisingly, and in marked contrast with the situation 
earlier, hardly any of the shaped fragments assigned 
to MH, of whatever fabric, are rims; rather, they are 
body sherds, often showing evidence of strap-handles, 
or base and foot fragments.

The presence of good quality Grey Minyan might 
have more than ordinary significance, for it seems 
very likely that this was the recognized fine ware of 
the period, and that the goblet shape in particular was 

pattern earlier in the Neolithic period. Yet the Magoula 
is likely to have remained the main settlement of the 
neighbourhood, a true village, and possible pieces 
of the finer EH I wares have mostly been found here 
(Fig. 10.20 shows the distribution of finds for the EH 
period as a whole, and Fig. 10.21 a typical body-sherd).

The situation is the same for the phase generally 
reckoned to represent the peak of the Early Bronze 
Age development, EH II. Identifying material of 
this phase outside the Magoula itself has proved 
effectively impossible. In particular, there are no 
pieces of the very characteristic diagnostic shapes of 
the period, sauceboats and small bowls, which were 
produced in wares of truly fine quality; at most, a few 
pieces of finer quality that show traces of paint might 
be EH II. Pieces of this kind have been found on and 
close to the Magoula, though more in grab samples 
collected in later years than in the systematic surveys 
by transects in 1985–6; other finds recovered in this 
way include two possible pieces of the wheelmade 
bowls or plates in the ‘Anatolian’ pottery tradition 
that became influential in Boeotia, Euboea and vari-
ous Aegean islands in the late stages of EH II. Rim 
and handle fragments of substantial bowls and jars, 
in plain but relatively well-fired wares, have been 
identified more widely, but there is nothing to sup-
port placing them closely within the EH I–II range; 
similarly, some better made pieces of coarse domestic 
ware defined as EH might be as late as EH II, but this 
is not easily demonstrable. 

As a result, it has to be said that, although mate-
rial identified as EH is found quite widely in the city 
area, with sporadic finds in Sectors 1, 2, 9, and even 
5, the Kastro (where a little obsidian was also found), 
it would be very unwise to suppose that the pattern 
of small satellite settlements, tentatively proposed on 

Figure 10.21. EH body-sherd, from 85 TH Sa. 7.59.

Figure 10.22. Early MH dark Minyan carinated bowl 
handle, from 85 TH Tr. 2087.10.
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Figure 10.23. Distribution map of Middle Helladic sherds.

Figure 10.24. Body-
sherd of Late MH/early 
LH knobbed jar, from 
85 TH Tr. 2088.18.

used in the context of ceremonial feasting. This would 
suggest that the Thespiai community was substantial, 
including families that would have been reckoned 
prosperous by the standards of the period. Indeed, 
if the Grey Minyan was locally made in the village 
itself, this would be another sign that it was a leading 
community; but the evidence is too scanty to allow this 
to be asserted with confidence. In contrast, it has not 
proved possible to identify any likely painted wares of 
MH date; but one piece of a well-made coarse ware jar 
with knob decoration, a late MH to early Late Helladic 

(LH) type, was found in the Sector 8 concentration 
(Fig. 10.24), and a body fragment with handle belong-
ing to a krater or basin from the Magoula was of a ware 
datable to the final stages of MH or beginning of LH. 

There are clearly identifiable LH pieces 
(Fig.  10.25), but they are conspicuously rare (little 
over a dozen in all) and the bulk of recognized pieces 
were found either on the Magoula, or not far to its 
north in Sector 3 across the Kanavaris river, or to the 
east and south–east in Sector 9 (as with the goblet 
foot, Fig. 10.26). 
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Figure 10.26. Late Helladic goblet foot, from 85 TH 
Sa. 73.18.

Figure 10.25. Distribution map of Late Helladic sherds.

Some, however, were found much further away, 
a fragment of a kylix base in Sector 10, and a piece 
classified as LH IIIB or conceivably LH IIIC in Sector 
7, while one of the best preserved pieces of a shape 
that would have been decorated, a LH IIIA mug, was 
actually found to the north-east of the Magoula, in 
Sector 8 (Transect 2074). Other finds, mostly on or 
near the Magoula, included an early LH bowl rim, 
two LH IIIA–B kylix fragments, and some painted, 
mostly banded, pieces that were certainly or probably 
LH III, one certainly from a fine closed shape. This 
rather scanty range of material seems sufficient to 
suggest continuity of occupation through most of the 
Mycenaean period, although clearly LH II material is 
lacking; the most notable feature is the occurrence of 
good quality painted pottery.

The fact that vases of good quality LH wares were 
available to and used by some families of the settle-
ment is a strong indication that, as in MH, it was an 
established village. As with Grey Minyan, it cannot be 
asserted with certainty that the decorated LH pottery 
was made in the village; if it was, this would be another 
indication of its size and significance as a settlement. 
But while a case can be made for the existence of a sub-
sidiary settlement represented by the Sector 8 concen-
tration, perhaps covering the whole period from FN to 

LH + LH?
Merged

N

1 Dot = 1
LH
LH?
Pot not kept

0 600 m

Magoula sample

0 2 cm



286

Chapter 10(b)

the end of MH, and possibly for others in part of the FN 
and EH periods, most of the MH and LH pieces found 
in places far from the Magoula seem more likely to be 
‘strays’. How they reached the places where they were 
found must be considered a matter for speculation – 
perhaps through the constant movement of soil caused 
by agricultural work, or as part of the matrix used to 
make mud-bricks, or with domestic refuse taken to the 
fields for manuring. Such finds do nevertheless fill out 
the rather scanty evidence from the Magoula itself, to 
suggest that there was a not very large but permanent 
settlement (perhaps comparable with Tsoungiza near 
Nemea?), in continuous occupation from some time in 
MH, if not earlier, until well into LH IIIA–B. 

It would be unwise to draw any conclusions about 
when, or if, the site was abandoned in the closing stages 

of the Bronze Age; there is, quite simply, no evidence. 
This is not unexpected, since diagnostic types that 
belong exclusively to these final stages are confined to 
decorated wares that will only be found on the surface 
of minor sites through great good fortune. In fact, the 
period in which the survey evidence cannot shed any 
light on developments at Thespiai was to last from 
before the end of the Bronze Age until well into the 
Iron Age.

Notes

1	 I would like to thank Anthony Snodgrass and John 
Bintliff for the opportunity to participate in the Boeotia 
Survey, and Kalliopi Sarri for her very helpful input into 
the identification of the pre-LH material.
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