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Recent Neolithic Research in the Eastern Thessalian Plain,
Greece: A Preliminary Report
George TOUFEXIS

ABSTRACT: The paper is a preliminary report on recent excavations at several neolithic sites in the
Eastern Thessalian Plain in Greece. Among these, Galene might have been a short-lived Late and
Final/Early Bronze Age flat type site indicating that tells (magoules) although dominant in Thessaly,
might not have been a crystallized type site in this region. Excavations at the well known tell Rachmani
brought to light Late/Final neolithic wells indicating an alternative pattern for the procurement of fresh
water. Besides excavations at Late Neolithic Mandra 1 located on the top of a small hill, revealed so far
part of an enceinte wall encircling the settlement and prior to that ditches in concentric arrangement.

During the last two years large scale public
works in Thessaly necessitated intensive field and
excavation research which brought to light
prehistoric and historic sites under danger of
destruction. A nice opportunity arose for the
archaeologists involved to excavate sites which
otherwise might never be excavated. The
Neolithic part of this research, in addition to small
rescue excavations directed by the IE’ Ephorate of
Antiquities (Larisa) are briefly discussed in this
paper. The results of this research, which covered
mostly the central and northern parts of the Larisa
plain in the eastern Thessalian basin, are
preliminary and may change when the study
proceeds further. Actually some excavations have
just finished or are still in progress.
Along the route of the East Deviation of
Larisa, a branch of the National Road from
Athens to Thessaloniki, a pre-Dimini Late
Neolithic (tentatively attributed to Arapi phase)
and Final Neolithic / Early Bronze Age site was
uncovered and excavated in an area of approx. 1.7
acres (No 1 on the map, Figs. 1,2). The site
conventionally named Galene after the
community to which it belongs, is situated in the
central part of the Larisa plain, 7.5 km south-east
of Larisa (approx. 78 m asl). It has been buried
under alluvium approx. 0.80-1m thick and its
discovery was made possible only after most of
the alluvium had been bulldozed away. There was
no observable evidence on the surface and the
Neolithic sherds were embedded in the hard and
cohesive alluvium and were hardly visible unless
the latter was broken with a hammer. Despite its
aridity this part of the plain was densely inhabited
in the Neolithic period. It lies between a zone

along the Mavrovouni Mountain to the east,
part of which was occupied by the former
Lake Karla or Boïbe (drained in the 1960’s)
and the Late Pliocene-Pleistocene midThessalian hills to the west which separate
the Thessalian basin into two halves.
Because it includes the still indeterminate
boundary between the Late Pleistocene
terraces and Holocene floodplain, it is
worth mentioning briefly the well known
landform of the northern Larisa plain 1 .
Almost half of it is covered by a Late
Pleistocene Early Holocene low terrace
resulting from the Peneios drainage system
which is absent from the southern part of
the plain. This low paleo-floodplain stands
well above the Peneios river and approx. 515 m above the present floodplain. It
consists of three extended depositional
episodes separated by long periods of non
deposition. The first fill, the Agia Sofia
alluvium, still found on the surface, was the
most extensive and deposited 40.000 to
27.000 B.P. Deposition resumed 14.00010.000 B.P. forming the Mikrolithos
alluvium. After a period of landscape
stability the Middle Holocene Girtoni
alluvium was laid 8.500–6.500 B.P. across
the entire Mikrolithos and much of the Agia
Sofia alluvium. Along the bottom of the
surrounding mountains, alluvial fans were
built in parallel processes. Several Neolithic
sites were founded on the Agia Sofia terrace
close to the active Early Holocene
floodplain including the well known sites
1

Demitrack 1986 and 1994.
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Argissa and Rachmani. It has been suggested that
natural factors (tectonic and climatic) and the
human impact (deforestation – early agriculture
especially for the Girtoni alluvium) may have
been responsible for this alluviation history which
ended with the historical and modern Peneios
alluvia.
Although the Holocene alluvia are not
believed to have capped entirely Neolithic tells
but probably only their edges, some of the sites
may have been buried under the modern
floodplain. Galene and other findspots seem to
confirm that under the alluvium “carpet” of the
modern plain various traces of prehistoric and
historic human activity can be found. More
specifically along the East Deviation of Larisa
and 1.5 km north of Galene, sherds tentatively
attributed to the Late/Final Neolithic Period were
picked up from approx. 0.80 m below the surface
and under similar circumstances to those at
Galene. From what was discernible, the sherds
were scattered in a restricted area approximately
60x30 m within the road but may have extended
much further. Along the same road, at another
findspot near the village of Melissochori, 5 km
north of Galene and within the early Holocene
floodplain, an Early Bronze Age pit of large
dimensions was found at a similar depth whereas
some other pits might also have existed near by
(Fig. 1). The fill of the pit contained pottery
fragments as well as a few artifacts. In all these
cases and as far as the time span of the alluvium
aggregation is concerned, it is tentatively
suggested that at least its upper part may have
been just contemporary or posterior to the very
Late Hellenistic/Roman period. A small Kome of
that period adjacent to Galene is raised just above
the present surface whereas some of its cist graves
were dug within the alluvium reaching the sterile
brown calcareous soil. The same situation
observed also in some graves of that period
excavated near the Early Bronze Age pit at
Melissochori. Besides, in the vicinity of Galene
low Neolithic mounds which have also been
inhabited during the Late Neolithic stand 1-2 m
above the present surface. This fact may imply a
rather low depositional volume of this alluvium
and consequently no significant alteration of the
landform in these parts of the plain for a
prolonged period. On the other hand geologic
analyses are needed in order to identify the origins

and extention of this alluvium in the
broader area. It is also worth mentioning
that in the north-west part of Galene the
terrain sloped abruptly forming a deep
pocket where trapped alluvium approx. 3 m
thick buried Final Neolithic pits filled with
cultural residue. The lower part of this
alluvium seemed to have been accumulated
in more stable conditions and might indicate
the presence of stagnant water for quite a
long period.
Galene and the findspots mentioned
above were prone to be masked completely
because either they probably had a
horizontal settlement pattern very different
from tells or comprised pits with no
accumulation of deposits above ground.
Indeed
Galene
might
have
had
characteristics of a short-lived flat type site
between tells closely spaced in this region
of the plain although its extent or even
“occupation character” is not yet clearly
determined. The excavated area was
characterised by numerous pits of different
shape, size and depth either closely packed
(south part of the area, Fig. 2) or widely
spaced (north part, Fig. 3). Among the pits
some were big, circular or ovoid up to
approx. 4.50 m wide but narrowed towards
their bottoms with conical profile and rather
uneven walls, reaching in one case up to
2.80m depth. An ellipsoid pit approx. 6.20 x
4.80 m was divided into five circular ones,
dug perpendicularly into its bottom whereas
another big pit was accompanied by a
smaller circular one (Fig. 4). There existed
also circular pits with diameter and depth
up to approx. 1.40 m and 1.60 m
respectively as well as bigger ones, circular
or roughly ovoid up to approx. 3.50 m wide
and 1 m deep. The walls of another pit
approx. 2.10 m wide and 1 m deep had a
step-like form. The seriously eroded finds
among them sherds, bones, stone tools and
few figurines, were found in small
quantities mostly within pits as well as
outside in the open area where the deposits
were thin, discontinuous and poor in finds.
Exceptionally few pits were richer in
pottery and had a denser stratigraphic
sequence in contrast to other pits which
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were very poor and with a rather homogenous fill.
At the present stage of research the interpretation
of the various pits is not clear although some of
them seemed to have served as rubbish pits in a
secondary use. Scanty remnants of seriously
destroyed structures in the open area such as a
circular structure between burnt mudbricks or
wattle and daub pieces indicate a more intentional
use of some parts of the open area. Three burials
of adults in contracted position were clustered in
the NW part of the excavation and another one
was found inside a pit.
“Magoules” as they call tells in Thessaly,
are considered as the typical form of Neolithic
sites in this part of Greece although extended and
restricted sites have also existed, for example
Sesklo B 2 . Flat type sites are known in
Macedonia 3 and the Balkans in the Neolithic
period although in Thessaly tells remained the
dominant type. It has been suggested that their
main characteristic was the very large extent and
horizontal intrasettlement pattern in which
occupation space alternated with farmland 4 . In
these sites temporal and spatial discontinuity can
be interpreted in the sense of horizontally moving
settlers 5 . The Late Neolithic in Thessaly was
marked by a prolifiration of sites, colonisation of
marginal areas and a preference for habitation in
the open plain rather than hilly areas clearly seen
in the central and especially southern part of the
Larisa plain 6 . In the last region the new sites were
low tells closely packed and of small size not
exceeding 0.5 hectares, probably as a response to
the unfavourable conditions of this homogenous
and arid region 7 . Galene may indicate quite a
different alternative pattern although has no
parrallels in this region so far.
Among the neighbouring tells, Magoula
Chalki 1(No 2 on the map), 4.5 km south-east of
Galene is one of the prominent tells on the plain
inhabited in the Neolithic and Late Bronze Age 8 .
In four test trenches at the western edges of the
tell deposits 3.20 m thick (max.) were unearthed,
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Kotsakis 1994.
Kotsakis 1994; Andreou & Kotsakis 1994, 17-25;
Grammenos 1996, 42-43; Μπέσιος & Παππά 1998: 13-30.
Andreou & Kotsakis 1994, 20.
Kotsakis 1994, 127-128; Μπέσιος & Παππά 1998.
Halstead 1984, 6.4.4, fig. 6.11; Γαλλής 1992, 222-240,
Andreou et al. 1996, 554.
Halstead 1984, 6.4.4-6.4.6, Halstead 1994, 200.
Γαλλής 1992, 188.
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mainly of the Early/ Middle Neolithic
periods. Late Neolithic deposits of
Tsangli/Larisa phases were also unearthed,
particularly in Trench B. Two Early/Middle
Neolithic pits were dug into the sterile soil
whereas a few scattered post holes indicate
the existence of some structures of that
period in this part of the settlement.
In the nearby low Magoula
Melissochori 3 9 , 4 km north-west of Galene
and east of Larisa (No 3 on the map), two
small test trenches at its western edges were
laid in order to determine the extent of the
Neolithic habitation area. From the approx.
3.50 m thick deposits only their lower parts
corresponded to intact Neolithic layers
which in both trenches were sealed by
almost
undifferentiated
thick
strata
containing small quantities of pottery. The
latter seemed to have been the result of
alluvium aggregation and erosion of the
uppermost parts of the tell. It is interesting
to note that although the two trenches were
only 20 m apart, the intact deposits laid on
the sterile in Trench B were of Early
Neolithic period whereas in Trench A of
pre-Dimini Late Neolithic (tentatively
attributed to Arapi phase) including also
part of a pit approx. 2 m deep.
On the northern part of the Larisa
palaeo-floodplain and above the present
Peneios floodplain, is situated the well
known Magoula Rachmani (No 4 on the
map, Fig. 5). After short excavations by
Wace and Thompson in 1910, the site
became synonymous with the Chalcolithic
period in Thessaly. Rescue excavations still
in progress on the western edges of the tell
revealed so far deposits and pits of Classic
Dimini and Final Neolithic phases. At least
three of the pits were narrow and circular
(diam. approx. 0.90-1 m) and very deep
(max. depth 3.78 m.) and might have been
wells (Fig. 6). They were filled with debris
containing
pottery
fragments,
even
unbroken pots were found in one of them
whereas large schist stones were removed
from another one. The main habitation area
in the Late and Final Neolithic, seemed to
9

Γαλλής 1992, 148.
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have been concentrated within the contour of the
tell and surrounded by a rather open space where
the pits were dug. The latter were dug within
alluvial deposits, probably of fluvial origin 10
which reached the edges of the tell. According to
Demitrack, Rachmani has already been occupied
when Girtoni alluvium started its aggregation 11
implying that it was situated in an active
floodplain at least until the Middle Neolithic. A
floodplain setting may have been chosen for the
Early Neolithic sites in Trikala (Western
Thessaly) and Larisa basins and probably in the
southeastern European river plains suggesting
floodplain farming and seasonal occupation of the
sites 12 . Nevertheless there is a remarkable lack of
prehistoric sites in a large area south of Rachmani
to Larisa and from the right bank of the Peneios
River to the Chasabali Mountain to the east,
which prior to the modern dam was part of the
Peneios floodplain and in historic times was
occupied probably by the Lake Nessonis 13 . This
setting resembles also the landscape around Lake
Karla in the south-eastern end of the Larisa Plain.
Settlements may have existed there but were
fewer and short-lived due to the unfavourable
conditions and are not visible because they were
buried under recent alluvium 14 .

Demetra 1 is one of a few sites in
Thessaly with a tumulus-like protuberance
on its top which has been taken as a real
tumulus of historic times (Fig. 8). However
these sites parallel the Bronze Age tells or
“toumbes” in Macedonia, the form of which
might have been the result of reduction of
the settled area 17 . Excavation at the
northern edges of the magoula, revealed so
far three apsidal houses of the Middle
Bronze Age.
The preliminary results of the recent
Neolithic research in the eastern Thessaly
have increased our knowledge of this part
of the Neolithic world and more
importantly, addressed new questions for
future research.
GEORGE TOUFEXIS
Archaeological Museum of Larissa
23 October 66-68,412 93
LARISA, GREECE

Two other projects just beginning, can be
briefly noted here. They comprise the excavation
at the Neolithic Mandra 1 15 on the crossroad
between east and west Thessaly (No 5 on the
map) and the Neolithic – Bronze Age Magoula
Demetra 1 16 in the eastern part of the Larisa Plain,
at the foot of the Ossa mountain (Fig. 6 on the
map). In Mandra excavations brought to light,
among other things, part of an enceinte wall
revealed so far in 45m length and dated at the end
of the Late Neolithic (Fig. 7), as well as two at
least Late Neolithic long ditches in a concentric
arrangement. The ditches were already filled
when the wall was constructed. The latter was
built of fieldstones and encircled the settlement
which was located on the top of a low hill.
10

Dr. Floras and Dr. Sgouras ( National Agricultural
Research Foundation), personal communication.
11
Demitrack 1986, tab. 5.
12
Van Andel et al. 1995, 140-141.
13
Γαλλής 1992, 28; Caputo et al. 1994, 223.
14
Halstead 1984, 2.6.3.
15
Γαλλής 1992, 145.
16
Γαλλής 1992, 118.

17

Grammenos 1996, 43.
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Υπουργείο Πολιτισμού-ΙΓ΄ Ε.Π.Κ.Α., «Το ΄Εργο των Εφορειών Αρχαιοτήτων και Νεωτέρων Μνημείων του ΥΠ.ΠΟ.
στη Θεσσαλία και στην ευρύτερη περιοχή της» (1990-1998) ,1η Επιστημονική Συνάντηση, Βόλος, Μάϊος 1998,
Βόλος, 105-114.
Φλωράς, Σ., Ι. Σγούρας & Γ. Τουφεξής 2000, Ορυκτολογικές και χημικές ιδιότητες επιχώσεων της μαγούλας Ραχμάνι.
Μια πρώτη προσέγγιση in: Υπουργείο Πολιτισμού-ΙΓ΄ Ε.Π.Κ.Α., «Το ΄Εργο των Εφορειών Αρχαιοτήτων και
Νεωτέρων Μνημείων του ΥΠ.ΠΟ. στη Θεσσαλία και στην ευρύτερη περιοχή της» (1990-1998) ,1η Επιστημονική
Συνάντηση, Βόλος, Μάϊος 1998, Βόλος, 115-123.
Τουφεξής, Γ. 2001, Μαγούλα Μελισσοχώρι 3, ΑΔ 51 (1996): Χρονικά Β΄1, 370-371.
Τουφεξής, Γ. 2003, Μαγούλα Χάλκη 1 (Μαγούλα Υδατόπυργου), Μαγούλα Δήμητρα Αγιάς, Μελισσοχώρι, Μαγούλα
Ραχμάνι , ΑΔ 52 (1997): Χρονικά Β΄2, 501-510.

Recent Neolithic Research in the Eastern Thessalian Plain, Greece: A Preliminary Report

575

576

George TOUFEXIS

Recent Neolithic Research in the Eastern Thessalian Plain, Greece: A Preliminary Report

577

578

George TOUFEXIS

Recent Neolithic Research in the Eastern Thessalian Plain, Greece: A Preliminary Report

579

