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Abstract

How can we interpret �nds of charred plant remains in ritual contexts? Are such �nds incidental or the 

result of deliberately destructive and transformative acts? Recent work on plant remains in archaeological 

deposits has revolutionised our understanding of fundamental aspects of the past: agriculture, domestica-

tion, environmental change, diet, economy and daily life. A key missing element has been the place of ritual. 

�is paper explores the use of plants in ritual and funerary contexts, analysing a completely new source of 

data for Europe and the Mediterranean: a large dataset of archaeobotanical remains from Prehistoric Greece.

 Ritual, cult and religion are subjects that have been a focus of Greek archaeology, centering on such aspects 

as architecture, pottery and other material culture and employing theoretical models, especially concerning 

mortuary practices. For the Greek Bronze Age, it has been suggested that religious rituals, festivals and major 

rites of passage commonly involved speci�c types of feasting and drinking, mainly on the basis of pottery 

assemblages and more rarely on animal bone evidence.

 �e limited case studies of plant remains published hitherto in Greece, mainly from funerary contexts, 

interpret the deposition of the plant remains as o�erings, remnants of meals, or in symbolic association with 

the agricultural year, and with memory. However the new evidence considered here shows that ritual use and 

deposition of plant material is a more widespread – and diverse – phenomenon. �e abundant charred plant 

remains found at the house tombs of Petras will o�er alternative and additional interpretations, highlighting 

the common element of these contexts: the deposition of charred plant remains.

 �is emphasises the importance of �re in ritual practices, and suggests the presence of carbonised plants 

demonstrate an act not only of destruction but also as a positive act of preservation through transformation 

and sacri�ce. �is paper will use Petras as a case study in comparison with other assemblages from Bronze 

Age Greece and will show that the importance of transformation and preservation through �re seems to 

be very strongly embedded in ritual practice through time and space; it will also show how the practice of 

burning and depositing plant material is widespread and deep-rooted not only in Greek Prehistory but also 

in later times. �is paper aims to understand the �elds of action within which such practices were constituted 

and the a�ordances of burnt destruction and transformation in the reproduction of Greek ritual practice.
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�e reconstruction of agricultural practices, farm-

ing regimes and the everyday has been a focus of 

research in Crete, making the island one of the most 

well-studied areas (on the basis of archaeobotanical 

remains at least) for the Bronze Age.1 However, as is 

the case with the rest of Greece, most archaeobotani-

cal studies have focused on domestic assemblages, 

leaving other contexts such as burials and funerary 

processes rather unexplored.

 Archaeological research on mortuary practices 

in Prehistoric Greece has moved beyond social sta-

tus, symbolism and ideology to discuss key issues 

of agency, emotion, memory, identity, personhood 

and the human body.2 One focus is on the role of 

food and drink in funerary contexts, interpreted in 

acts of feasting or o�ering to the dead, and as to-

kens of memory.3 �e same foods can be employed 

on a number of levels, from daily consumption to 

special events marking particular occasions or rites 

of passage.4 When incorporated in mortuary prac-

tices, eating and drinking have a mnemonic power, 

and the emotions and senses stimulated by food are 

combined with those generated by the heightened 

experiences of death and burial.5 In the Aegean 

Bronze Age archaeological remains sometimes sug-

gest episodes of feasting as part of speci�c mortu-

ary practices, and the most informative evidence for 

such activities comes from the pottery and vessels 

which indicate food and drink consumption.6 Some 

contexts also indicate libations or the intentional 

destruction of objects, sometimes regarded as the 

killing of vessels, �gurines, weapons or ground stone 

tools. Very rarely, evidence from organic remains 

 1 Livarda & Kotzamani 2014; Brogan et al. 2013; Marga-

ritis 2013a; 2013b; forthcoming b.

 2 Voutsaki 2010; Papadimitriou 2011; Boyd 2016; 

Mouta� 2015.

 3 Hamilakis 1999.

 4 Palmer & van der Veen 2002.

 5 Williams 2004.

 6 Braningan 1993; Legarra Herrero 2014; Vavouranakis 

2014.

such as animal bones has been used to approach the 

social roles and meanings of sacri�ce and we have 

examples from Pylos and Methana in the Mycenaean 

context;7 recently evidence for ritual sacri�ce at al-

tars dated to the Early Mycenaean period have also 

been revealed, from the altar of Zeus at Mt Lykaion.8

 One aspect thus far overlooked, however, is the 

role of plants, perhaps because until very recently 

only a limited dataset from the Prehistoric Aegean 

has been available for interpretation, which can 

readily be summarized. �e site of Mavropigi, lo-

cated in Macedonia, has revealed a large quantity 

of glume wheats deliberately deposited around the 

skeletons in two early Neolithic graves, possibly as 

an o�ering within the context of the burial ritual.9 

Grass pea concentrations were found at the late 

Neolithic site of Kremasti, also in Macedonia, in 

pits associated with animal and human burials and 

also with the intentional burial of ‘special’ objects. 

�ese �nds have been interpreted as ritual o�er-

ings of pulses on speci�c occasions in the lifecy-

cle of people or settlements and it has been argued 

that “pulses were ritually consumed in the form of 

burnt, buried seeds”.10 �e Late Bronze Age chamber 

tombs at Ayia Sotira in the Peloponnese revealed 

limited quantities of plant remains, such as cereal 

grains, glume wheat cha�, legumes and fruits, in the 

dromoi and the chambers of the tombs; these have 

been tentatively interpreted as evidence of possible 

preparation, consumption or o�ering of food.11

 On Crete, the Early Bronze Age tombs at Leb-

ena and Krasi have produced olive remains. Olive 

remains were found in a bowl at Zakros, interpreted 

as an o�ering, but not connected with a funerary 

context; there is also a charred cereal concentration 

in an Early Neolithic burial at Knossos.12 At the Pre-

 7 Hamilakis & Konsolaki 2004.

 8 Starkovich et al. 2013.

 9 Valamoti 2009.

 10 Valamoti et al. 2011.

 11 Smith et al. 2014.

 12 Tomkins pers. comm.
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palatial tholos tomb at the site of Livari,13 fragments 

of olive stones were found in several samples, while 

no other plant remains were revealed. Large por-

tions of the human bones and the funerary material 

(pottery, obsidian, metals) had clear traces of intense 

�re, but there were absolutely no traces of �re inside 

the tholos. It has therefore been suggested that the 

primary burials were made outside the tomb, then 

there was an intermediate stage involving the burn-

ing of the skeletal remains and associated funerary 

material, followed by secondary deposition inside 

the tholos tomb. It is open to question whether the 

olive stones entered the process as fuel for the �re or 

were deposited deliberately with the other materials.

 �e site of Petras comes as a very valuable ad-

dition to the limited organic remains available and 

represents a perfect case study to observe mortuary 

practices within a very speci�c context. �e example 

of Petras is very important as detailed and extensive 

sampling has been practised in every excavation sea-

son and in this way it is possible not only to interpret 

the archaeobotanical remains in each context but 

also to make comparisons both between the di�erent 

house tombs and also with other areas such as the 

‘ceremonial areas’. An additional advantage of the 

site of Petras is its use through time, so it is possible 

to draw comparisons between di�erent periods in 

the same locale, and observe how certain practices 

developed.

 �is contribution focuses on two house tombs 

and the area characterized as Ceremonial Area 1, 

dated to the Pre- and the Protopalatial periods. 

House Tomb 3 (Prepalatial), and Room 1 in particu-

lar, has revealed large quantities of grape and olive 

remains in the form of seeds, coming mainly from 

the northern area of the room. Most of the pips and 

olive stones are in a fragmented state of preservation 

due to post-depositional damage. In addition, a few 

fragmented barley grains were also present in the 

assemblage, belonging to the hulled variety. Barley 

 13 Papadatos & So�anou 2015.

grains are either of the two- or six-row variety. For 

the two-rowed variety, all kernels are straight and 

symmetrical and each ear contains only two vertical 

rows of fertile spikelets. In the six-rowed form the 

lateral grains are “o!en slightly bent and somewhat 

asymmetrical” and the ears have six vertical rows of 

fertile spikelets.14 Due to their fragmentation it was 

not possible to determine whether they belonged to 

two- or six-row grains. However, a single seed had 

this asymmetrical shape, which was not a result of 

deformation due to carbonization. �erefore, six-

row barley is present in the assemblage, though the 

possibility of the presence of two-row as well cannot 

be excluded.

 �e most numerous �nds come from House 

Tomb 5 (Prepalatial), and speci�cally, from Rooms 

10 and 12. Room 10 has revealed only grape remains 

but in substantial quantities, while Room 12 has re-

vealed a broader repertoire of seeds such as grape, 

olive, pomegranate and "ax seeds.

 �e pomegranate deserves more attention, both 

as it is a �nd that does not appear in the archaeo-

botanical record very o!en in prehistory and also 

because of its connection with ritual practices.

 �is �nd of pomegranate represents one of the 

very few known from Crete, the others coming from 

Monastiraki,15 Gournia16 and Mochlos.17 �e fruit 

forms as a large and "eshy berry with a hard outer 

coat containing many pulp-encased seeds; in the 

above cases only the seeds have survived. �e cul-

tivated form (Punica granatum L.) probably origi-

nated from the area of northeastern Turkey and the 

southern Caspian regions.18

 In a review of the available evidence for the 

pomegranate in the eastern Mediterranean, Ward 

discusses two main categories.19. �e �rst consists 

 14 Zohary et al. 2011.

 15 Sarpaki & Kanta 2011.

 16 Watrous et al. 2015.

 17 Margaritis forthcoming b.

 18 Zohary & Spiegel-Roy 1975.

 19 Ward 2003.
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of archaeological �nds imitating pomegranates, such 

as vases, pendants and beads. �e second comprises 

archaeobotanical remains. �e �rst category of �nds 

comes mostly from elite residences, tombs, burials 

and shipwrecks, from Iran, Turkey, Egypt, the Le-

vant, Cyprus and Greece, dated from the 4th to the 

2nd millennium BC. �e archaeobotanical remains 

come speci�cally from Tiryns, Arad, Tell es-Saidiyeh, 

Tell Gezer, and Tell Hesi Jericho, Tell Brak, Shiloh, 

Tell el-Daba, Tomb of Djehuti, �ebes, Hala Sultan 

Tekke and the Uluburun shipwreck. All these sites 

are dated from the early 3rd to the 2nd millennium,20 

providing an idea of the expansion route of the tree 

and its products into the Mediterranean and Greece.

 For Greece and the Aegean, it has been previously 

suggested that the earliest iconographic evidence of 

pomegranate comes from the Middle Bronze Age 

and the �rst archaeobotanical �nds from a 1200 BC 

elite residence at Tiryns.21 However, pomegranate 

charcoal has been identi�ed at the site of Akrotiri,22 

in contexts dating from the Early to the Late Bronze 

Age, indicating continuity in the presence and use 

of the tree at the site. In addition, and very impor-

tantly, the presence of pomegranate in the Akrotiri 

charcoal assemblage serves as a terminus ante quem 

for its introduction in the Aegean, much earlier than 

was originally thought. In addition, the presence 

of the charcoal and hence the tree itself on this 

Aegean island suggests the cultivation of the tree 

rather than only the use of its fruit or seeds, which 

could have been imported. Pomegranate has been 

and still remains symbolically associated with fer-

tility and rites of passage. �is has been explained 

by the vibrant colors of its skin, the blood red juice 

and the abundance of its seeds.23 �e association of 

pomegranates with ritual belief in texts and artefacts 

is much more evident from the 9th to 8th centuries 

 20 Ward 2003. 

 21 Ward 2003.

 22 Asouti 2003. 

 23 Ward 2003.

BC,24 when the Iron Age use of pomegranate fruits 

as decorative motifs charged with symbolic meaning 

is known in both the core and peripheral lands of 

ancient Mesopotamia. Pomegranate seeds are more 

abundant a!er the Bronze Age in Greece, starting 

with the Geometric period and the site of Krania in 

Macedonia,25 through the Classical, where they have 

been associated with funerary rites.26 In modern 

Greece pomegranate is an important ingredient in 

food prepared both for weddings and for funerals: 

in combination with boiled wheat, sugar, raisins 

and pine nuts, it is used to mark rites of passage in 

human life.

 It has been suggested that pomegranates could 

be classi�ed as luxury items in the Late Bronze Age 

eastern Mediterranean, or as intended for elite con-

sumption.27 �is suggestion has been based on the 

observation that all the �nds of pomegranate come 

from discretely mid- to high status locations, with 

carefully cra!ed artefacts of rare materials, such as 

ivory and gold. �e iconographic evidence also tends 

to illustrate this pattern.28 In addition, the archaeo-

botanical evidence of fruits and seeds is predomi-

nantly found in either elite residences or in ritual 

contexts.

 Τhe third area of interest at Petras is Ceremo-

nial Area 1 (Late Prepalatial and Protopalatial). 

�is remarkable zone, just outside the house tomb 

complexes, is composed primarily of great quan-

tities of pottery suggestive of eating and drinking 

as well as structured, ritual deposition of speci�c 

objects.29 Among the other �nds, large numbers of 

grape pips, whole well-preserved grape fruits and 

pieces of whole �g fruits as well as seeds have been 

recovered.

 24 Immerwahr 1989.

 25 Margaritis 2007.

 26 Megaloudi et al. 2007.

 27 Ward 2003.

 28 Ward 2003.

 29 Tsipopoulou pers.comm.
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 On the basis of experimental work (Margaritis 

and Jones 2006), the remains from Petras may repre-

sent either raisins or small fresh grapes: the distinc-

tion is not possible due to the fragmentation of the 

material.

 �e most usual representation of �gs in the ar-

chaeobotanical record is by loose seeds, which are 

present at Petras, but here they are also represented 

by whole �gs, which have also been found in other 

funerary and ritual contexts.30

 Flax, also found at House Tomb 5 and Room 10, 

also deserves further analysis. �e cultivation and 

use of �ax (Linum usitatissimum) has not received 

a lot of attention until recently, but the situation has 

changed partly due to the developed focus on textile 

production in antiquity. In Crete, the earliest �nds 

of �ax come in Late Neolithic I levels,31 where on 

the basis of measurements it was suggested that the 

seeds belong to cultivated �ax and not to its wild 

form,32 and when for �rst time spindle whorls and 

seemingly also shuttles and loomweights also ap-

pear.33 It has been suggested that according to the 

size of the seeds it could be possible to determine 

how the �ax was used, whether for food or medicinal 

use or for its �bers and its oil. When used for �ber 

it is harvested early, before the seeds are fully rip-

ened, while it would be fully ripened when used to 

produce oil. �e �ax seeds from Petras are too frag-

mented to carry out relevant measurements. �ey 

are the �rst ones deriving from a funerary context 

and add to the �nds from the domestic contexts of 

Mochlos,34 Papadiokambos35 and the industrial site 

of Pe�a at Pachia Ammos, where they are found in 

association with purple dye production.36

 30 Margaritis 2014.

 31 Tomkins 2010.

 32 Sarpaki 2013.

 33 Tomkins pers. comm.

 34 Margaritis forthcoming b.

 35 Margaritis under study.

 36 Margaritis forthcoming a.

 In the three areas discussed grape is present 

throughout, olive only in the house tombs and �gs 

only in Ceremonial Area 1. Barley, pomegranate and 

�ax appear only in the house tombs in small quanti-

ties, barley in House Tomb 3 and pomegranate and 

�ax in House Tomb 5.

 A �rst point is that these crops have been found 

in domestic contexts from the Neolithic onwards 

all over Greece; on the other hand, we do not o!en 

�nd concentrations of raisins and �gs in domestic 

contexts, but similar �nds have been retrieved in 

funerary and other ritual contexts from later periods. 

Pomegranates in later times have strong religious as-

sociations with fertility and rites of passage and the 

�nds from Petras (funerary) and Gournia (evidence 

of feasting) come as an addition to contexts that at 

least are not merely domestic.

 �e second point is that these plant remains 

were not preserved a!er a �re destruction, or dur-

ing cooking or cleaning of an area with �re. In other 

funerary contexts, plant remains might be preserved 

in funerary pyres near the grave, as happens in the 

Classical period; or during cremations they could 

potentially be preserved depending on how close 

they were to the �re or at which stage of the ritual 

they were added. At Petras, the charred archaeobo-

tanical remains are not the result of a primary �re 

destruction taking place inside the house tombs; 

rather, they represent the result of a secondary epi-

sode, a secondary rite, perhaps occurring as deposi-

tion in parallel with the human bones, or later, in 

some separate intervention.

 Α similar process applies also to Ceremonial Area 

1 where the grapes and �gs were burnt somewhere 

else and brought to be deposited in the ceremonial 

area, together with the broken pottery and broken 

stone vessels. �ere is no evidence of in situ burning 

in the area, as shown by the lack of any substantial 

quantities of charcoal in those areas.

 �e preservation of archaeobotanical remains in 

funerary contexts without any in situ burning, as in 

the case of Petras, has also been observed elsewhere. 
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�e �rst example comes from the site of Avgi lo-

cated in the northwestern part of Greece. Within the 

habitation area and between two buildings several 

minute vessels were excavated, two of which con-

tained the cremated cranial bones of an adult and 

an infant, dated to the early 5th millennium.37 �e 

bones were placed in the bottom of the vessels, and 

the rest of their volume was full of charred seeds. �e 

hundreds of well-preserved seeds found in the ves-

sels were identi�ed as lentils, a crop which has been 

recovered within the domestic areas of the site.38 It 

has been suggested that the cremation took place 

elsewhere and then the vessels were placed in this 

domestic area of the site with a selection of the frag-

mentary bones. �e study of the bones has shown 

that the body was burned while still �eshed, pyre 

temperatures reached at least 700°C and exposure to 

high temperatures was probably a lengthy procedure. 

�e high fragmentation of the bones has been in-

terpreted as the result of the continuous addition of 

fuel during the burning process and the consequent 

mixing of pyre debris with long sticks.39 �e char-

ring, deposition and preservation of the lentil seeds 

requires its own consideration. �e seeds would have 

not survived the high temperatures indicated for the 

funerary pyre without turning into ash. �e lentils 

could not have been deposited on or near the body 

during the cremation �re. �ey may either have 

been placed on the ashes when the pyre had cooled 

down, or they may have been charred elsewhere in 

a separate process, then being placed in the vessels 

to accompany the cremated bones. �is indicates 

multiple strands and stages of action in these com-

plex burial rites, which are only revealed when all 

the evidence is considered as a whole.

 �e second example comes from a simple inhu-

mation at the site of Aspis at Argos in the Pelopon-

nese, dated to the Middle Helladic period. Above the 

 37 Stratouli et al. 2010.

 38 Margaritis under study.

 39 Stratouli et al. 2010.

grave, an ashy layer was removed, which may have 

been connected with the burial, excavated below. 

�e body belonged to a 9- or 10-year-old buried 

in a contracted position, and laid on top of the 

�oor of the grave.40 �e only �nds deposited in the 

grave were two olive fruits, charred and preserved 

complete, laid on top of the pebble �oor next to the 

skeleton. �e �ll around the skeleton had minute 

charcoal fragments which might have been part of 

the ashy layer found above. �e olive fruits were 

found at a lower level and their size and excellent 

preservation suggest that they were deposited next 

to the body rather than having been part of the layer 

above. In addition, the sample from which they were 

recovered did not contain any charcoal fragments, as 

was the case with all the samples taken from the area 

of the skeleton. �e olives most likely were not burnt 

in situ but rather were deposited already charred.41

 A similar situation has been detected in a Mid-

dle Helladic burial excavated at the site of Kirrha in 

central Greece, inside a built grave. It is probable 

that the grave was built in a pit already open, and 

in the cist, a pebble �oor was �rst installed before 

the inhumation of a child, aged 4-5 years. �e body 

was found in contracted position, and just above 

the �oor of the grave and next to the skeleton,42 

a concentration of grass peas was revealed, which 

represented the only material other than the skel-

eton found in the grave, as in the case of Aspis. No 

charcoal was found in association with the sample, 

and no other seeds at all were found in the upper 

layers of the grave, or indeed above the grave. In 

both the burials from Argos and Kirrha, the depo-

sition of carbonized material was a speci�c part of 

the funerary process, taking place at the same time 

as the deposition of the corpse, and before the grave 

was closed.43

 40 Phillipa-Touchais et al. 2014.

 41 Margaritis 2014.

 42 Lagia et al. forthcoming.

 43 Margaritis 2014.
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 At Petras, where the archaeological sequence is 

inevitably much more complex than with these sim-

pler tombs, some similarities can be suggested. �e 

olives, grapes, pomegranates and �ax seeds were not 

burnt in the house tombs: they were charred some-

where else. It is di�cult to determine whether they 

were part of the original burial of the bodies and 

were then selected and transferred with them into 

the house tombs during their secondary deposition; 

or whether they were initially deposited then, as part 

of the secondary deposition in the house tombs.

 Whenever the action was carried out, the plants 

were selected, the �re was prepared, the materials 

were consigned to the �re in such a way that they 

could be retrieved intact, and then they were placed 

within the grave next to the dead.

 �e charring process of the plants was not le� to 

chance, but was controlled, showing a level of exper-

tise. �e fact that the plant remains are relatively well 

preserved might favor the hypothesis that they are 

the product of a late act of deposition.

 �e example of Petras, together with those of 

Avgi, Aspis and Kirrha, represent instances of plant 

deposition distinct in time, place and mode of ritual 

action. �e common element of these contexts is 

not merely the deposition of plant material, but the 

deposition of charred plant remains. �is highlights 

the importance of �re in ritual practices, and sug-

gests the presence of carbonized plants as represent-

ing an act not only of destruction but also of pres-

ervation through transformation and sacri�ce.44 

Not all contexts at Petras evidenced these practices, 

however. Room 9 of House Tomb 5 was also sampled 

extensively but the samples did not reveal any plant 

remains. �is emphasizes that deposition of plant 

remains, while not uncommon, is not universal. 

Careful consideration of context will lead to much 

more nuanced analyses here. �e role of �re has an 

obvious parallel in the rites of cremation, which is a 

complex composite act resulting in the transforma-

 44 Margaritis 2014.

tion and consumption of the body though �re. One 

aspect of the deposition of burnt seeds and fruits in 

the grave is to act as a metaphor for transformation: 

the deliberate act of transformation and consump-

tion by burning. However, in burials that do not 

involve cremation, the transformation of the plants 

through charring can also act as a metaphor for 

the transformations that the body undergoes a�er 

death, including both natural processes and cultural 

practices.

 �e key point with the material under discus-

sion here is the speci�c action designed to preserve 

the materials. �e plant remains can also be seen 

as a case of deliberate transformation of material 

accompanying the dead or marking particular ritu-

als, where the charring of the seeds did not aim at 

their complete destruction but rather at their pres-

ervation through �re. �e deposition of the charred 

seeds of olives, grapes, pomegranates and �ax at Pe-

tras, along with similar instances at the other sites 

mentioned, involved a controlled charring process, 

perhaps charring the plant materials in a vessel at 

a controlled temperature as already suggested in 

order to produce the transformed and excellently 

preserved plant materials recovered in each of these 

cases. �e charred plants would be preserved and so 

visible on reopening the graves. �is preservation 

would not have been accomplished had the seeds 

been deposited raw; and had they been burnt in an 

uncontrolled manner, it is also unlikely they would 

have been preserved. Preservation is the intended 

aim of these controlled actions.

 �e species present in the ritual arena of Pet-

ras are widely used and are commonly present in 

domestic assemblages from the Neolithic period 

onwards, with the exception of pomegranate, which 

comes later. One might speculate about their rel-

evance to the identity of the dead or the importance 

of the cultivation of speci�c species in di!erent 

areas. �e choice of plants is unlikely to be random, 

but this suggestion needs further exploration with 

the study of more materials in order to identify any 
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possible pattern. �ey could be connected with the 

agricultural year, and the repetition of agricultural 

activities, connecting the dead with the everyday. It 

could also be possible that the activities undertaken 

at the hearth of the house, the everyday cooking, 

could be representative of what is brought from 

the house to the grave – including the �re of the 

hearth, representing domestic everyday activities. 

Evidence for the fragmentation, circulation, pres-

ervation and representation of human remains in 

di�erent funerary, religious and domestic contexts 

may indicate contrasting engagements between the 

living and the dead in which bodies, bones and ma-

terial culture may have held an agency in�uencing 

remembrance.45 In a similar way, the burnt seeds, 

the sacri�ced plants, remain preserved though �re 

as a token of memory for the remembrance of spe-

ci�c rites of passage, connecting the dead or the dei-

ties with the everyday. However these generalized 

attempts to intuit meaning underplay the speci�c 

agency involved in the charring and deposition of 

 45 Fowler 2003.

the particular materials. While it is evident these 

materials may act as mnemonic signi�ers of food 

and related aspects of life, these particular remains 

did not function merely as food or components of 

feasts: they may however represent a portion of a 

larger cohort, some of which may have been used 

as food while the smaller portion was charred for 

deposition.46 In addition, the sensory e�ect created 

during the burning of the seeds, such as the smells 

or the way they are burnt, would also have formed 

an important aspect of the depositional process of 

the plant material. Although none of the materials 

burnt would have produced a spectacular e�ect, the 

importance of smell has not yet been carefully con-

sidered and may have been relevant. In this context, 

the presence of pine cones in ritual contexts of the 

historical periods may be explained with reference 

to their sensory e�ects (as they produce a lot of 

�ame and noise) as they are burnt. �ese are new 

research questions which need further considera-

tion.

 46 Margaritis 2014.
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Discussion

MacGillivray: �at was brilliant. I thought it was really interesting, because we do not know much 

about the Cretan attitude to �re. For instance you said that they brought the �re from the 

house and there are only a couple of hearths in Minoan Crete; this feature is in general 

extremely rare in domestic contexts. I agree that the �re is something you transport. �at 

is what you have in art. Nanno Marinatos talked about lamps that obviously played a 

very important role in the rites and obviously they had a signi�cant symbolic value.

Margaritis: I think that what connects all these case studies – and there are more, but I did not have 

time – is �re and how it was used, not only in everyday life, but also in these kind of 

rituals. I mentioned that you usually have plant remains, because the interesting thing 

for me here is that you do not have �re, as there are no cremations in the cemetery. In 

our minds of course, we have evidence for Roman or Iron Age cremations, but are there 

any plants cremated? And we think that when there were cremations, whatever they put 

next to the �re would be preserved. However, the situation is more complicated than 

that. �e temperature during the cremation is so high that it is not very easy for plant 

remains to actually be preserved. So we need to understand or to consider that it was not 

a straightforward action to use plants as o"erings during the cremation. �ey deposited 

the plants either a#er the cremations, or in the periphery of the cremation �re, so that 

they could be preserved. And for that the role of �re is very signi�cant. Again, and I need 

to stress it more, the plant remains are very well preserved, and we have to remember 

that, if there is a �re, or even a domestic hearth, and you throw seeds into it, they are 

going to be burnt completely. But here we have very good preservation; you saw the �gs 

and the raisins, they look like you could eat them, and also the olives from Aspis, and 

these did not become preserved by accident. �ey were doing very speci�c things, pos-

sibly in vessels and then bringing the vessels to the cemetery. I say vessels because in a 

vessel the �re can be controlled. �ey wanted the food to be charred to a good stage of 

preservation. Fire is the key, I think.

Schoep: Do you have any idea about the temperature?

Margaritis: For grapes and olives, it depends on how intense the �re is and the time of exposure. 

A#er 500 degrees you do not have well-preserved plant remains.
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Vavouranakis: I was actually going to ask you a similar question but in a more empirical way. How do 

we envisage this process in practical terms? �ey were in a bowl or in a cookpot and 

then they put coal on it, or just leave them to overcook?

Margaritis: I do not know. What I could say is that there was a very interesting workshop last year 

in Uppsala where they wanted to re-create animal sacri!ces. So they built the !re for 

the sacri!ce, they put the pigs and the sheep on the !re, and also they tried to put plant 

remains on it to see how they reacted. Sevi Triantaphyllou can con!rm that pigs are used 

for experiments concerning cremations of humans.

Triantaphyllou: I, personally, am not using them.

Margaritis: �e only things that survived were the !gs they put around the cremation !re, in vessels. 

�ey survived and they were identi!able. �e rest went into ash. �e other interesting 

and relevant thing is that we put wine, into the high temperatures and it boiled (I was 

thinking that it would evaporate); it went out of the amphora and then condensed back 

again. In the beginning, before we saw the cremation and everything maybe we had in 

our minds that they were possibly burning things for the smell, but the overwhelming 

sensation is the !re and the smoke that goes up, not the smell.

Triantaphyllou: �ank you very much Evi Margaritis, I think we can combine our results. Do not forget 

that !re is a very crucial element for metal technology, as well. So, as you said, those 

people knew a lot about how to handle and manipulate !re. My feeling is that the kind 

of rituals that you mentioned involving seeds may have to do with some intermediate 

stages of the mortuary behavior and with di"erent stages of decomposition of the bod-

ies. �is is what we will try to argue in our papers. I would think that because they have 

bodies in di"erent decomposition stages they would have probably wanted to clean away 

evidence of the transformations of the bodies; they may have taken body parts outside 

and away from the house tombs and they may have done something like the procedures 

you described.

Margaritis: And then put them back again.

Triantaphyllou: Exactly. So probably your stu" is involved with an intermediary stage.

Margaritis: Yes. �is is certainly a possibility, but it is very di#cult to pinpoint in which stage it actu-

ally happened. �e thing with Petras, and I am very excited about it, is that, because we 

have so many di"erent case studies, we can be even more speci!c about the sampling 

and know exactly where our samples were found, so maybe we will be able to reconstruct 

the rituals. If we cannot do it at Petras, we are unlikely to be able to do it anywhere else, 

because of the content we are digging there and the variety of the material. Also we need 

to talk to the people researching the animal bones and the shells.

Triantaphyllou: Also, about the temperatures, the temperature for the human bones depends on how 

much $esh there is on the bone; the charred bones would demonstrate a high temperature 

because there would have been $esh on the bone to start with.
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Greek abstract

Tα φυτικά κατάλοιπα από τα ταφικά κτίρια και το Χώρο Τελετουργιών 1 του Πετρά: πράξεις καταστροφής, 

μεταμόρφωσης και διατήρησης

Πώς μπορούμε να ερμηνεύσουμε ευρήματα φυτικών καταλοίπων σε τελετουργικά περιβάλλοντα; Είναι 

αυτά τα ευρήματα τυχαία ή το αποτέλεσμα πράξεων καταστροφής και μεταμόρφωσης; Η πρόσφατη έρευνα 

φυτικών καταλοίπων από αρχαιολογικές αποθέσεις έχει προκαλέσει επανάσταση στον τρόπο κατανόησης 

των θεμελιωδών όψεων του παρελθόντος: γεωργία, εξημέρωση, περιβαλλοντική αλλαγή, δίαιτα, οικονομική 

ζωή, αλλά και καθημερινή ζωή. Ένα κλειδί που έλειπε ήταν η θέση των τελετουργιών: η παρούσα ανακοίνωση 

εξερευνά τη χρήση των φυτών σε περιβάλλον τελετουργικό και ταφικό, αναλύοντας μια εντελώς νέα πηγή 

δεδομένων για την Ευρώπη και τη Μεσόγειο: μια μεγάλη βάση δεδομένων αρχαιοβοτανικών λειψάνων από 

την Προϊστορική Ελλάδα.

 Το τελετουργικό, η λατρεία και η θρησκεία είναι επιστημονικά πεδία στα οποία έχει επικεντρωθεί η 

Ελληνική αρχαιολογία, εστιάζοντας ιδιαίτερα σε τομείς όπως η αρχιτεκτονική, η κεραμική και άλλες όψεις 

του υλικού πολιτισμού και χρησιμοποιώντας θεωρητικά μοντέλα, ιδιαίτερα σχετικά με τις ταφικές πρακτικές. 

Για την Εποχή του Χαλκού στην Ελλάδα, προτάθηκε ότι θρησκευτικά τελετουργικά, εορτασμοί και ιδιαίτερες 

τελετουργίες μετάβασης γενικά περιελάμβαναν ειδικούς τύπους συμποσίων και κατανάλωσης ποτού, 

ιδιαίτερα με βάση τα σύνολα κεραμικής και σπανιότερα με βάση τα δεδομένα των οστών ζώων.

 Οι περιορισμένες μελέτες βοτανικών λειψάνων που έχουν μέχρι τώρα δημοσιευθεί στην Ελλάδα, κυρίως 

από ταφικά περιβάλλοντα, ερμηνεύουν την απόθεση φυτικών λειψάνων ως προσφορών, υπολειμμάτων 

γευμάτων ή συμβολικών συσχετισμών με το γεωργικό έτος και τη μνήμη. Όμως τα νέα δεδομένα που 

εξετάζονται εδώ δείχνουν ότι η τελετουργική χρήση και απόθεση φυτών είναι πιο διαδεδομένο – και 

διαφοροποιημένο φαινόμενο. Τα άφθονα απανθρακωμένα φυτικά λείψανα στα ταφικά κτίρια του Πετρά 

προσφέρουν εναλλακτικές επιπρόσθετες ερμηνείες και φωτίζουν το κοινό στοιχείο αυτών των ανασκαφικών 

συνόλων που συνίσταται στην απόθεση απανθρακωμένων φυτικών λειψάνων. Αυτό υπογραμμίζει τη σημασία 

της φωτιάς στις τελετουργικές πρακτικές και δηλώνει την παρουσία απανθρακωμένων φυτών ως πράξη όχι 

μόνον καταστροφής, αλλά και ως θετική ενέργεια διατήρησης μέσω της μεταμόρφωσης και της θυσίας. 

Η παρούσα ανακοίνωση χρησιμοποιεί τον Πετρά ως ερευνητικό παράδειγμα σε σύγκριση με άλλα σύνολα 

από την Εποχή του Χαλκού στην Ελλάδα και δείχνει ότι η σημασία της μεταμόρφωσης και της διατήρησης 

μέσω της φωτιάς φαίνεται ότι ήταν πολύ σοβαρά ενσωματωμένη σε τελετουργικές πρακτικές διαφόρων 

τόπων και χρόνων. Δείχνει επίσης πώς η πρακτική της καύσης και της απόθεσης καμένων φυτών είναι 

ευρέως διαδομένη με βαθιές ρίζες όχι μόνον στην Ελληνική Προϊστορία, αλλά και σε νεώτερους χρόνους. 

Η ανακοίνωση επιδιώκει να κατανοήσει τα πεδία δράσης μέσω των οποίων συστάθηκαν αυτές οι πρακτικές 

και τις πολυτέλειες της καταστροφής δια της φωτιάς και της μεταμόρφωσης στην Ελληνική τελετουργική 

πράξη.

� � �


