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Scholar’s attention has started to be drawn over the past few years to the 
archaeological finds exhum ed in the Balkan Peninsula. As a result, a num ber o f 
exhibitions have been organised recently in leading institutions, m ost o f them  
focusing either on the G reco-Rom an or Byzantine periods1. In this article, I w ill 
try  to p resen t a chronological era that is not w ell-docum ented by sources and 
which starts around the 6th century B.C. and ends around the m iddle o f the 5th 
century BC. T he m ain source o f archaeological evidence concerning this period 
are necropolises, some o f which were excavated at the beginning o f the 20th cen
tury and are now  b eing “red iscovered” in  the ligh t o f  new  excavations led  in  
m odern G reece and the Republic o f M acedonia.

D uring the F irst W orld War, a division o f the French army, the French 
A rm y o f  the O rient, was positioned in the region o f  ancient M acedonia. D is
em barked in  Thessalonik i in  1915 the soldiers progressed in land towards B itola 
and Skopje and left in  1919 after the peace treaty. A m ong these 300,000 m en, 
there was a high num ber o f archaeologists and m em bers o f the French School 
o f A thens, m ost o f them  having personally requested the perm ission to serve 
in  this particular region as they felt their ability to speak the local languages could 
be o f use. O ne o f the tasks o f these soldiers was to m ake an accurate m ap o f

1 “Au royaume d’Alexandre le Grand, la Macédoine antique”, Musée du Louvre 
(France), 13/10/2011-16/01/2012; “From Heracles to Alexander, Treasures 
from the Royal Capital of Macedon, a Hellenic Kingdom in the Age of 
Democracy”, Ashmolean Museum (United-Kingdom), 07/04/2011- 
29/08/2011; “Trésors médiévaux de la République de Macédoine”, Musée Na
tional du Moyen Âge (France), 09/02/1999-03/05/1999...
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the territories they w ere stationed at2. It appeared necessary to those m en not 
only to m ake a topographical map, but also to use this opportunity to study and 
list the archaeological discoveries during the war, and to lead excavations w hen
ever it was possible3. This peculiar context led to the creation o f the SAAO (Ser
vice Archéologique de l’A rm ée d’Orient), which existed from 1916 to 1919. One 
should not forget the context o f these excavations, as the F irst World W ar was 
a trench war. This tactic im plied that soldiers on both sides o f the front line were 
to d ig very  large trenches and rem ain in them  for som e time. It was therefore 
natural for those w ho had had previous archaeological train ing to spend some 
o f their tim e in studying w hatever objects they m ight have found at this occa
sion. Therefore, archaeological excavations were only led in the trenches or very 
close to them.

B ritish  troops also noted the im portance o f p reserv ing and recording 
the antiquities found. In consequence, they issued orders that all objects should 
be reported to H eadquarters im m ediately4. An inform al conference was held in 
1915 between British , French and G reek authorities, and it was agreed then that 
the A llied troops would take charge o f all antiquities found in their area but that 
those would rem ain the property o f G reece.5 These antiquities were stored in 
T hessalon ik i either in  a specific bu ild ing for the French arm y or at the W hite 
Tower for the British  arm y6. It is interesting to note that one o f  the projects that 
were form ed at that tim e was the construction o f a local m useum  which would 
present the objects discovered and highlight their scientific contribution7. A t the 
end o f the war, som e o f the objects were given to the British  and French arm ies 
due to d ip lom atic reasons. T hey are now kept at the B ritish  M useum  and the 
M usée du L ouvre, the rest o f  the objects are kept at the M useum  o f T hessa
loniki8.

In 1916, B ritish  soldiers cam e across three sarcophagi w hile d igg ing a

2 PICARD 1919 p. 2
3 RENE-HUBERT 2010
4 CASSON et al. 1919 p. 10
5 CASSON e ta l.1 9 1 9 p .ll
6 CASSON et al. 1919 p. 11. The exact location of the first building in not mentioned.
7 HOMOLLE 1918 p. 307, CASSON etal. 1919 p. 11,27 on the creation of the future

Museum of Thessaloniki.
8 CASSON etal. 1919 p. 43



9
trench near Lagadas.9 T he third sarcophagus was still intact; it was m ade o f local 
stone and was covered by two irregular slabs. T he bottom  was paved w ith small 
pieces o f stone. Fragm ents o f the skull indicated it was p laced at the south-east 
side10. T he position o f  the bones o f  the feet indicated that the sarcophagus was 
sm aller than  the ind iv idual that was p laced in it. T he feet p robab ly laid com 
p lete ly against the north-w estern  side o f it, the knees seem ed to have been 
slightly ra ised11. O bjects found w ere a m outh-piece, a go lden  bead , an am ber 
bead, a bronze fibu la, two bronze arm lets, two bronze rings, and terracotta 
vases12. A no ther tom b was found ad jacent to the second tom b, separated  by 
slabs o f stone. It contained the rem ains o f an adult individual w ho was buried 
w ith the head towards south-west along w ith rem ains o f a child w ho was buried 
towards the north-eastern  area13. This is one o f the only descriptions o f a m ul
tiple burial from  the Iron Age.

This tom b contained rem ains o f two spears and an iron knife, as well as 
two go ld  bands and fragm ents o f local pottery. These objects allowed the dat
ing  o f the tom bs to the 6th century B.C.14

E xcavations on the site o f  Z eiten lik  started  on M ay 21st 1917, w hen 
French soldiers deployed in the outskirts o f Thessalonik i discovered a m arble 
sarcophagus w hile d igg ing a trench15. T he results were published by Léon Rey 
who superv ised  this excavation. Two other sarcophagi w ere unearthed , along 
w ith two funerary vases and some tile tombs. The funerary vases contained cre
m ated rem ains and w ere dated approxim ately from the 6th century B .C .16 The
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9 CASSON etal. 1919 p. 17
10 CASSON etal. 1919 p. 18
11 CASSON etal. 1919 p. 19
12 CASSON et al. 1919 p .l  9-22. The report from the excavation of this tomb was made

by a Major of the army to Casson. The mouth-piece was mistaken with a pec
toral, some of the objects found were compared to Egyptian objects probably 
due to the fact that his previous excavation experience had taken place in Egypt, 
as is stated in the report. An exaleiptron is interpreted as a lamp. The skeleton 
is identified as belonging to an elderly woman but this identification is not ex
plained.

13 CASSON et al. 1919 p. 23 This tomb was excavated by Casson himself, who identi
fies the adult individual as a man based on the objects that were found.

14 CASSON etal. 1919p. 23
15 REY 1927 p. 28
16 REY 1927 p. 45
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tile tom bs w ere dated from the Roman period and contained no other objects17. 
The three sarcophagi w ere noted A , В and С. В had a large hole on its cover and 
had been previously looted. It was em pty except for a few fragments o f skull and 
lower limbs. However, an interesting detail caught the attention o f the diggers: 
the tank had probably been fractured when it was lowered into the ground and 
had been repaired w ith lead. The other two sarcophagi contained remains o f hu
man bones, vases and weaponry. A  thin layer o f brown dust seem ed to indicate 
the presence o f wooden coffins18. The position o f the objects in the tom b and 
o f the bone fragm ents indicated that the bodies were buried w ith the heads to 
the w est and the feet to the east. Helmets o f Illyrian type were found on the frag
ments o f skull bones which indicated that they w ere probably put on the head. 
Sheets o f  go ld  in the shape o f a lozenge were p laced over the m outh. A  spear 
was found on the left, a sword was probably laid w ith  the handle on the chest 
and the end directed to the left outer side o f the body. A  silver ring was found in 
the chest area, which led to the hypothesis that one o f the hands was positioned 
on the sword w hich was held by a baldric19. A  large skyphos w ith  a cup placed 
inside it were found between the lower limbs. The full contents o f the two tombs 
are listed in the excavation report along w ith a num ber o f m easurem ents.

The peculiar position o f the bodies w ith a hand raised on the chest m ight 
ind icate a link  w ith  the necropo lis o f  A rchontiko w hich w as excavated from 
1992 to 2010 under the direction o f the 17th Ephoria o f Pre-historical and Clas
sical A ntiquities20. A  sim ilar position can be noted in tom bs n°921, 13122, 19423 
and 23924, in w hich bone rem ains from the upper limbs were still existent at the 
tim e o f the excavation. A  num ber o f reports from the necropolis o f  A rchon
tiko have been published which allowed a better idea o f the position o f the body 
and o f the objects inside the tom bs that followed this spatial organisation.

T he sam e year, so ldiers o f  the French arm y stationed in the w est o f

17 R E Y 1927 p. 47
18R E Y 1927 p. 30
19 REY 1927 p. 30
20 CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2011 p. 30
21 CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2007 p. 121
22 CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2007 p. 125-126
23 CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2002 p. 472-473, CHRYSOSTO

MOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2007 p. 122-123
24 CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2002 p. 471-472, CHRYSOSTO

MOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2007 p. 124



11

Thessalon ik i on the location that is now called K arabournaki d iscovered a se
ries o f graves w hile transform ing old barracks into a m ilitary hospital25. T he site 
o f K arabournaki is com posed o f a m ound where a settlem ent identified as an
cient T herm i was located26, and a large necropolis w hich is situated downhill. A t 
that m om ent, two areas o f the necropo lis w ere excavated: one north  o f the 
m ound and one to the west. T he latter com prised tom bs that w ere com parable 
to those found in  Z eiten lik , and w ere dated to the sam e period27. Tw enty-six 
tom bs out o f a total o f eighty-two were published28. The tom bs w ere oriented 
east-west, some o f them  suffered from the m ovem ent o f  the soil w hich exerted 
a pressure against them , breaking some o f the sarcophagi w alls29. M ost o f them  
were inhum ations in sarcophagi or cists; some were cremations in funerary vases. 
Tombs n° II and III contained fragments o f a spear on the left side o f the body; 
a sheet o f go ld  covered the m outh o f the deceased. Som e vases w ere placed ei
ther beside or on the legs. It is unfortunate that not all o f the tom bs excavated 
were published, nor the position o f the tombs am ong themselves.

On the o ther side o f  the front line, there w ere also som e excavations. 
The m ost fam ous o f  those, and possibly the m ost controversial30, is located on 
the site o f  T rebenishte. Excavations w ere led  by the B u lgarian  arm y in 1918, 
when soldiers reconstructing the road leading to the north o f O hrid discovered 
seven tom bs w hich contained a high num ber o f objects from this particu lar pe
riod.31 Few skeletal rem ains were found, but the presence o f w eaponry seem ed 
to ind icate that all o f  these w ere m ale graves. A ccord ing to the d iagram s, the
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25 REY1927-2 p. 48
26 This settlement has been excavated by the University of Thessaloniki since 2005, see

TIVERIOS and MANAKIDOU 2011 p. 669
27 R E Y 1927-2 p. 49, which indicates that other tombs were also excavated by the Russ

ian and British armies
28 DESCAMPS-LEQUIME 2011 p. 105
29 REY 1928 p. 60
30 The confusion starts with the publication of the excavation report in FILOW 1927,

probably due to the fact that it was only published ten years after the excava
tion. Filow emits some doubts about the tomb diagrams drawn by Schkorpil 
and also says that there might have been an error with the tomb numbers. Also, 
the fact that this site was excavated by archaeologists with different approaches 
and in several short campaigns makes it hard to study. See STIBBE and VASIC 
2003.

31 FILOW 1927 p. 7, STIBBE and VASIC 2003 p. 13
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shafts are particu larly large com pared to the size o f  the bodies. This is also the 
case in the two other diagram s from tombs that were excavated later, from 1930 
to 1933 by the U niversity o f Belgrade32. This m ight indicate a specific type o f 
tom b33. A nother specificity o f this necropolis is the distance that exists between 
the “richer” tom bs and the “poorer” ones34. L ater excavations w ere led from 
1953 to 1954 by the N ational M useum  o f O hrid35. The objects found are kept 
at the m useum s o f Sofia, Belgrade and Skopje according to the context o f their 
find36. In spite o f  som e local specificity, all o f these necropolises have com m on 
characteristics. Individual tombs w ith no distinctive m arker on surface are used, 
the richer graves contain ing a large am ount o f grave goods. T hese grave goods 
can generally be classified as social gender indicators37. Bone rem ains are scarce 
in m ost cases due to the acidity o f the soil, w hich has contributed to their dete
rioration. In the case o f  fem ale graves, different types o f jew ellery can be found 
(necklaces, earrings, p ins), vases and terracotta. In the case o f m ale graves, there 
is a strong presence o f  w eaponry (swords, spears, knives, helm ets and shields), 
often rich ly decorated w ith  golden leaves. The richest tom bs, both m ale and fe
male, also contained a very specific type o f grave goods: golden leaves that were 
used to cover the m ouths o f the deceased, face (funerary masks) or other spe

32 V U LIC1931 and 1933
33 STIBBE and VASIC 2003 p. 73 This aspect is hard to verify for old excavations, but

perhaps a similar construction might be noted for instance, in the tomb n°l 94 
of Archontiko where pictures show a much larger shaft than the coffin it bore, 
see CHRYSOSTOMOU and CHRYSOSTOMOU 2007 p. 122

34 This is difficult to verify as in most cases, only objects from the necropoleis are pub
lished most of the time. It appears that in Archontiko and Sindos for instance, 
there was no separation.

35 STIBBE and VASIC 2003 p. 9-10
36 It is interesting to note that there is a project of an exhibition at the Ohrid Museum

related to the gold objects found in Trebenishte, hopefully other objects from 
the tombs might also be displayed.

37 To my knowledge, no osteological study has been published on the matter, social gen
der indicators being generally accepted as biological gender indicators. More
over, I will not use generic terms like “princely” or “warrior” graves that were 
often used in literature as there seems to be too many of these rich graves to 
consider their users as princes, they might have rather been representatives of 
a high social class. The weapons found in the male graves also could be social 
markers rather than a testimony of a military activity.
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cific parts o f  the body (hands, feet). There w ere also m iniature objects repre
senting carts (w ith two w heels in m ale tom bs, four in female tom bs) pulled by 
small terracotta horses, spits (generally called obeloi), m iniature tables and chairs.

These com m on characteristics show that the populations that lived dur
ing this short period had sim ilar beliefs in an afterlife and funerary rites. It also 
indicates a form  ö f social stratification, perhaps linked w ith a form  o f economic 
developm ent related to trade w ith other populations. The h igh social status o f 
som e o f  the deceased  could also ind icate a form  o f hero isation  o f  the dead. 
M oreover, the inhab itants o f these regions practised transhum ance since the 
N eolith ic period, w hich could be the explanation for the developm ent o f such 
strong links at this early period38. Trade and com m unication w ere therefore fa
cilitated by already existing contacts39. The developm ent o f iron w orking tech
niques, and o f m etallurgy in general, was a crucial m om ent at the beginning o f 
the 6th century BC. T he fact that these regions had rich soils containing iron, cop
per, silver and go ld  the econom ical im provem ent o f  their populations as m et
allurgy techniques began to spread.
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