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Abstract
Scholars working in the Aegean are used to associating the term Neolithic always with plant culti-
vation and domesticated animals. On the other hand, the recent trends in redefining the Neolithic 
reveal that the Neolithic is marked not only by the onset of farming and animal husbandry, but also 
by sedentism, structural transformation, symbolic behavior and sensory perception of landscape etc. 
This essay reveals that the Aegean 9th millennium BC communities show the same general trends as 
the Cypriot and Anatolian Pre-Pottery Neolithic, and it is necessary to consider a Neolithic period 
without pottery in the Aegean.
Keywords: Aegean – Neolithic – PPNA – Cyprus – Central Anatolia – Western Anatolia.
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Introduction: Defining (or re-defining) the ‘Neolithic’
It is generally accepted that the transition from a hunter-gatherer to a farming way 

of life is what defines the start of the Neolithic in Europe. But I agree with J. Thomas 
that, ‘farming’ and ‘the Neolithic’ are not quite the same thing: ‘Farming is an economic 
system that involves control over the reproduction of animals and plants, while the Neolithic 
is a form of sociality that is often (but not always) associated with it’ (Thomas 2013, 678). 
One of the recent trends in redefining the Neolithic reveals that the Neolithic is marked 
not only by the onset of farming, but also by the emergence of complex symbolic and 
socio-political systems (Cauvin 1989; Hayden 1993; Hodder 1990). In addition, archae-
ological evidence in the Near East and Anatolia shows that the earliest sedentism and 
monumental buildings began without agriculture and animal husbandry. The discoveries 
at Göbekli Tepe (ca. 9500 cal. BC) indicate that sedentary hunter-gatherer groups had al-
ready developed complex, perhaps religious ideas, together with monumental ceremonial 
sites to practice the communal rituals (Dietrich et al. 2012). Interpretative approaches 
concerned with how farmers thought about the world through a variety of metaphors 
linked to domestication now dominate especially the North European Neolithic (Hod-
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der 1990; Thomas 1991 & 1993). Monumentality, social memory, structural transforma-
tion, cultural landscape and sensory perception of the environment are argued to be the 
motive forces of the North European Neolithic (Bradley 2000; Hodder 1990; Thomas 
1991, 1999 & 2007; Tilley 2007; Whittle 2003). On the other hand, scholars working in 
Southeast Europe are used to associating the term Neolithic always with plant cultivation 
and domesticated animals.

Like the Aegean Mesolithic groups, the Near Eastern (especially the Tigris Basin) 
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA) groups were hunters and gatherers (Perlès 2014). No 
element suggests pre-domestic cultivation; in addition, wild cereals were rare or absent 
(Willcox & Savard 2011). So why call the Near Eastern PPNA societies ‘Neolithic’? Are 
sedentism and social and ritual complexity of these societies making them Neolithic so-
cieties? Central Anatolian Pre-Pottery Neolithic and the Cypriot PPNA communities 
engaged in intensive hunting and gathering with some cultivation. No domesticated an-
imals occurred. Buildings very similar to large communal buildings were also found. Is 
the Neolithic characterized by sedentism or some cultivation or animal management or 
symbolic and ritual behavior? It seems that all of these traits characterized the Neolithic 
and a period known in geology as the Younger Dryas (10,700–9600 cal. BC) created the 
border between the Epipalaeolithic and the Neolithic in the Near East (e.g. Benz et al. 
2015). In this essay I would like to discuss how to redefine the Neolithic in the Aegean. 
Before presenting my approach, it is necessary to focus on the Pre-Pottery Neolithic of 
Central Anatolia and Cyprus.

A view from Central Anatolia and Cyprus
The Neolithic in Central Anatolia is a distinct phenomenon. Ninth millennium 

cal. BC Central Anatolia is characterized by sedentary communities engaging in intensive 
hunting and gathering (Özbaşaran 2011; Stiner et al. 2014). The earliest Neolithic com-
munities in the region are best documented at the sites of Aşıklı Höyük and Boncuklu. 
Pınarbaşı has also revealed a ninth millennium cal. BC occupation. At both Aşıklı and 
Boncuklu (fig. 1), oval structures with mud-brick walls and a central hearth were found 
(Özbaşaran 2012; Baird et al. 2012 & 2018). Human remains were discovered beneath 
the floors. The architectural tradition at Pınarbaşı is different as the site is characterized 
by sunken curvilinear buildings with wattle and daub superstructures (Baird et al. 2018). 
An oval, ca. 10-meter communal building was also found at Aşıklı. The chipped stone 
assemblages of Central Anatolian sites were dominated by obsidian and characterized by 
microliths. 

No domestic animals were present at all sites, but at Aşıklı Höyük and Bon-
cuklu, caprines were managed (Stiner et al. 2014; Baird et al. 2018). Crop plants are 
preserved, including familiar founder crops as einkorn, emmer wheat and barley, but 
the gathering of wild food resources and the hunting of animals remained significant 
to the subsistence economy. On the other hand, there are no domesticated cereals and 
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animals at Pınarbaşı, which is considered a Pre-Pottery Neolithic settlement (Baird et 
al. 2018).

For many years, the Khirokitia Culture (ca. 7000–5500 cal. BC) was the earliest 
known Pre-Pottery Neolithic culture in Cyprus. The perspective on Cyprus changed 
abruptly with the discovery of PPNA (ca. 9000–8400 cal. BC) and PPNB (ca. 8400–7000 
cal. BC) sites such as Ayia Varvara Asprokremnos, Ayios Tychonas Klimonas, Parekklisha 
Shillourokambos, Kissonerga Mylouthkia, Akanthou–Tatlısu Arkosykos and Ais Giorkis 
(Simmons 2014; Knapp 2020). It is accepted that the Cyprus PPNA groups had arrived 
from the mainland. The establishment of sedentary communities allowed intensive hunt-
ing of wild boar (Vigne et al. 2012 & 2017; Knapp 2020). The chipped stone industry is 
characterized by projectile points, burins and micro-drills. At Klimonas, cereal chaff of 
barley (Hordeum spontaneum/distichon) and emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum/dicoccoides) 
were used as building material. This evidence indicates that cereals were probably cultivat-
ed locally (Vigne et al. 2012 & 2017). The presence of sickle blades may also indicate har-
vest activities. The earliest buildings were of the round house type. A circular communal 
building ten meters in diameter was also found at Klimonas (Vigne et al. 2017).

The evidence from the Aegean islands and the Western shore of Anatolia
The recent excavations in the Aegean islands show that hunting/gathering/fishing 

semi-sedentary or quasi-sedentary communities arose in the region several hundred years 
before the appearance of farming. The site of Maroulas on Kythnos is dated to the first 
half of the 9th millennium cal. BC. At Maroulas, remains of more than 30 circular or oval 
stone dwellings, occasionally with stone pavements, were found (Sampson et al. 2010). 
Burials were recovered under the floors of dwellings or between them. Evidence of sec-
ondary burials, including skull removal was also present. The people at Maroulas subsist-
ed on a variety of resources, such as fish, land snails, pigs, and edible plants. Basin-like 
grinding stones may have been used for food processing. The presence of hare, fox, and 
birds at Maroulas suggests that these animals were also hunted. Patella was also system-
atically collected from inshore, and many of which could be stored. Only young pigs are 
present at the site and they were managed or were in a transitional stage of domestication 
(Trantalidou 2003 & 2010). The evidence of fishing from Maroulas is significant. The 
fishers applied a highly selective fishing strategy. They targeted a specific, rather restricted 
range of taxa. 

The small-scale excavation at the contemporary site of Kereme I on Ikaria (Do-
decanese) yielded no architectural structures except hearths and some stone rings. Both 
at Maroulas and Kereme I, the lithic industry consists of flake-based technology. The 
most frequent tools are denticulated-notched forms, end-scrapers, perforators and arched 
backed pieces (Sampson et. al. 2012). Only a few Melian obsidians were found and blade 
elements are represented almost exclusively on obsidian. Again a few Melian obsidian 
tools were also found at the contemporary site of Damnoni in Crete (Carter et al. 2018).
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The Cyclope Cave on Gioura has also revealed a ninth millennium cal. BC occupa-
tion. The site’s subsistence economy was based mainly on marine fishing and bird hunt-
ing. The evidence of fishing from the Cyclops Cave seems to indicate seasonal and inshore 
fishing. Sea mussels and land snails also played an important role in the diet. Osteometric 
data show that goats were managed or were in a transitional stage of domestication (Tran-
talidou 2003). The lithic industry of the Cyclope Cave is marked by flake technology. 
Flake tools, end-scrapers, retouched flakes and notched tools are characteristic (Sampson 
et al. 2008; Kaczanowska & Kozłowski 2008). Similar chipped stone artifacts with some 
differences (e.g. macrotools or retouched blades) were also found at Livari in Crete, Stél-
ida and Roos on Naxos, and Areta on Chalki (Sampson et al. 2016; Carter et al. 2016; 
Sampson 2019). No excavations have been conducted at these sites and no absolute dates 
have so far been determined. The most recent surveys in the Gelibolu, Karaburun and 
Bozburun Peninsulas also point to the presence of a dense hunter-gatherer population 
with flaked-type of microlithic industry (Özbek & Erdoğu 2015; Çilingiroğlu et al. 2020; 
Atakuman et al. 2022).

The late 9th millennium cal. BC site of Girmeler is situated in the Eşen Valley on the 
Southwestern Anatolian coast. Girmeler consists of two caves with a mound in front. A 
small trench in the remaining base of the mound revealed probably an oval structure with 
a lime-plastered floor (Takaoğlu et. al. 2014). The lime-plastered floor included small par-
ticles of stones and was evidently renewed at least twice. Two postholes gouged into the 
plaster floor have also been noted. The structure appears to have had superstructures of 
wattle and daub. It also contains two circular sunken mud-plastered basins, hearths and 
a sunken rectangular feature. These features show the long term and regular use/reuse of 
the structure.

The chipped stone industry of the Girmeler Cave consists of flake-based technolo-
gy (Erdoğu et al. 2021). Tools are rare and consist of end and circular scrapers on flakes, 
perforators, blades, and bladelets. Some blades have parallel lateral edges. No microliths 
were found at the site, but there are some sickle blades. The preliminary analysis of animal 
bones indicates that Sus scrofa (wild boar), Capreolus capreolus (roe deer), Dama dama 
(European fallow deer), Capra aegagrus (wild goat), Caracal caracal (caracal), Vulpes vul-
pes (red fox) and Lepus europaeus (European hare) were common at the site, indicating 
that hunting was part of the subsistence strategy of the settlers of the site (Erdoğu et 
al. 2021). Fish and birds were also consumed. Aurochs were not detected in the animal 
bone assemblage. Charred plant remains from the site were poorly preserved. Some of the 
grains belong to barley (Hordeum sp.), wheat (Triticum sp.) and feather grass (Stipa sp.). 
Glume bases of glume wheats are also present in the samples (Erdoğu et. al. 2021). The 
presence of sickle blades may indicate harvest activities. Large grinding stones were also 
discovered.
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The Aegean vs Central Anatolia and Cyprus
The 9th millennium cal. BC Aegean communities can be compared with the Ana-

tolian Pre-Pottery Neolithic and Cypriot PPNA communities. All are characterized by a 
sedentary community engaged in intensive hunting (table 1). Comparisons between the 
Aegean, Central Anatolian, and Cypriot PPNA communities show that people lived in 
oval structures. Intramural/subfloor burial customs were practiced in both the Aegean 
and Central Anatolia. The term sedentism is used in many different ways and encompass-
es a range of settlement forms. For example, Higgs & Vita-Finzi (1972) defined seden-
tary-cum-mobile societies as ‘a mobile element associated with sedentary occupation’. The 
sedentism in Central Anatolia, Cyprus, and the Aegean refers to semi-sedentary or qua-
si-sedentary mobility patterns wherein macrobands at base camp settlements are annually 
inhabited by at least some members of the group, for example, the aged. It seems different 
types of environments show sedentism developing along quite different paths.

Archeozoological and botanical data suggest that the quest for food became more 
diversified. Subsistence at Central Anatolian sites was mostly dependent on the gather-
ing of wild food resources and the hunting of animals (Baird 2012; Baird et. al. 2012; 
Özbasaran 2012). The Central Anatolian Pre-Pottery Neolithic and the Cypriot PPNA 
communities also practiced agriculture. The subsistence strategy of Girmeler is similar 
to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic Central Anatolia as well as the Cypriot PPNA, which was 
mostly dependent on the gathering of wild food resources and the hunting of animals. 
Glume wheats were also a real component of the subsistence strategy. The subsistence 

The Aegean islands 
(Maroulas)

Central Anatolian Early 
PPN (Aşıklı, Boncuklu)

Cypriot PPNA 
(Asprokremnos, Klimonas)

The Aegean Western 
coast (Girmeler)

8800–8000 cal. BC 8500–8000 cal. BC 9000–8400 cal. BC  8200–7700 cal. BC
circular/oval 
buildings

circular/oval buildings circular/oval buildings circular/oval 
buildings

 intramural/sub-
floor burials

intramural/sub-floor 
burials

intramural/sub-floor 
burials

fishing–hunting–
gathering

hunting–gathering hunting–gathering fishing–hunting–
gathering

goat and pig 
managed

caprines managed  

some domesticated cereals some domesticated cereals some domesticated 
cereals

flaked-type of 
industry

microlithics / projectile 
points

projectile points flaked-type industry

sedentism sedentism sedentism sedentism

Table 1. Comparative characteristics of Cypriot PPNA, Central Anatolian Pre-Pottery Neolithic, 
the Aegean Islands and the Aegean Western Coasts.
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of the Aegean sites was mostly dependent on fishing, gathering and small game hunting. 
Geographical location seems to be the major determinant of diet. No domestic animals 
were present in all regions, but caprines were managed at Aşıklı Höyük and Boncuklu, 
pigs at Maroulas and goats in the Cyclope Cave. 

The chipped stone industries of Central Anatolia and the Cypriot PPNA are dif-
ferent from those of the Aegean. The chipped stone industries of the Central Anato-
lian Pre-Pottery Neolithic were dominated by obsidian and characterized by microliths 
(Özbaşaran 2011). The chipped stone industry of Cyprus PPNA is characterized mainly 
by projectile points. Tools of the communities were probably intimately related to their 
natural environments (i.e. islands, plateaus etc.) and needs. 

The new ancient DNA evidence
Although DNA studies on early Holocene human skeletons of Girmeler are still 

in their infancy, initial results show that the 9th millennium BC people at Girmeler pos-
sessed a very ancient gene comparable to the Central Anatolian Pınarbaşı Epipalaeolithic 
people.

The aDNA evidence showed that the earliest Girmeler people were the ancestors of 
the first Neolithic communities that started the Neolithic way of life in Western Anatolia 
and possibly spread to southwestern Europe. Again, the aDNA studies show that there 
was no mass migration to the Aegean from the Near East and especially from the Levant 
in the early Neolithic, ca. 7th millennium BC.1 All these new data highlight the accultura-
tion models in the transition to the Neolithic way of life in the Aegean.

Towards a new Aegean Neolithic
I agree with Tilley (2007) and others (e.g. Hodder 1990; Thomas 1999; Whittle 

2003) that the start of the Neolithic in Europe was neither technological nor economic 
in character but a matter of changing ideologies of modes of thought mediated through 
material forms: ‘The Neolithic was a matter of mind over matter or circumstances, a tri-
umph of the will, a new set of ideas’ (Tilley 2007, 329). The start of the Neolithic should 
be understood not as an economic adjustment, but as a cognitive transformation that 
redefined human self-awareness.

The 9th millennium cal. BC communities in the Aegean, Cyprus and Central 
Anatolia show roughly the same general trend. On the other hand, they have their own 
regional distinct features. It is clear that a number of traits traditionally associated with 
the Neolithic of Central Anatolia and Cyprus appeared in the 9th millennium cal. BC 
communities of the Aegean, including sedentism, burial customs, animal management 
and the use of plant foods (Girmeler). It should be considered that the transition to the 
Neolithic way of life in the Aegean followed the Younger Dryas, like it was in Anatolia 
and Cyprus. We may start to think about a Pre-Pottery Neolithic period in the Aegean.
1 Mehmet Somel, NEOGENE Synthesis Workshop, 20/04/2022.
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