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The abandonment of collective tombs in Middle
Bronze Age Cirete testifies to substantial transforma-
tions in funerary, ritual and social practices on the
island. Yet, the processes and timing of this abandon-
ment were not uniform, and each cemetery can
potentially offer new insights. While some collective
tombs fell gradually into disuse, others were deliber-
ately and ritually terminated. Here, the authors
explore the cemetery at Sissi, where gradual
abandonment in some areas contrasts with the ultim-
ate demolition and burial of tombs in Zone 9 during
a ceremony that marked a major shift in the social
history of the associated community.
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Introduction

The landscape of Prepalatial Crete (Early Minoan (EM) I to Middle Minoan (MM) IA; see
Table 1) was dotted with collective burial structures. Monumental circular tombs (‘tholos
tombs’) were especially favoured in south-central Crete, while rectangular tombs (‘house
tombs’) were more common in the northern and eastern regions of the island (Figure 1).
These collective tombs, burial in which was probably regulated to some extent by kinship,
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Table 1. Relative and absolute chronology in Bronze Age Crete.

Approximate dates BC

Period Phase (after Warren 2010)
Prepalatial Early Minoan I 3000-2650
Early Minoan IIA and IIB 2650-2200
Early Minoan III 2200-2050
Middle Minoan IA 2050-1900
Protopalatial Middle Minoan IB 1900-1800
Middle Minoan ITA and IIB 1800-1700
Neopalatial Middle Minoan IITA and IIIB 1700-1600
Late Minoan IA and IB 1600-1430
Final Palatial Late Minoan II 1430-1390
Late Minoan IIIA1 1390-1360
Postpalatial Late Minoan IIIA2 1360-1330
Late Minoan IIIB 1330-1190

remained in use for centuries, sometimes up to a millennium. Cemeteries of Prepalatial col-
lective tombs served not only as burial settings but also as communal gathering places for the
performance of funerary and non-funerary ceremonies, functioning as major arenas of social
negotiation (e.g. Branigan 1993; Legarra Herrero 2014). The abandonment of these struc-
tures during the Middle Bronze Age (2050-1600 BC) therefore testifies to fundamental
changes in funerary and ritual practices and, more importantly, in the role played by burial
practices in the evolving sociopolitical organisation of the island.

Recent research has challenged the long-standing interpretation of the adoption of clay
burial containers (pithoi and larnakes) in EM III-MM I and the desertion of collective
tombs as a reflection of the breakdown of kinship structures, favouring instead the rise of
individual status in a context of increasing sociopolitical complexity and emerging palatial
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Figure 1. Distribution of Prepalatial and Protopalatial tombs, with the location of the main cemeteries mentioned in
the text (S. Déderix).
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systems (e.g. Glotz 1952: 159; Branigan 1970: 131; 1993: 137—41; Manning 2008: 110).
Updated chronological data reveal that collective tombs were not all abandoned suddenly
when the first palaces were constructed but rather fell into disuse gradually over the course
of the Middle Bronze Age: circular and rectangular tombs were in use in 49 to 58 cemeteries
in MM, in 17 to 27 cemeteries in MM Il and in nine to 12 cemeteries in MM III (Figure 2)
(several Prepalatial and Protopalatial collective tombs await final publication; their chronolo-
gies, and therefore the estimates of tombs in use, remain imprecise). Furthermore, funerary
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Figure 2. Distribution of cemeteries with at least one circular and/or rectangular tomb in use in MM I, MM II and
MM III (S. Déderix).
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Figure 3. The archaeological site of Sissi, seen from the north. The white dotted line indicates the limits of the cemetery
(Zones 1 & 9) (© Belgian School at Athens, N. Kress).

and ritual activides in the cemeteries still used during the Protopalatial period
(MM IB-MM 1IB) continued to emphasise community over the individual (Caloi 2011;
Legarra Herrero 2016a). Even the pithoi and larnakes in collective tombs often served for
several successive primary burials or for secondary depositions of bones belonging to multiple
individuals (Vavouranakis 2014; Legarra Herrero 2016b). This gradual shift away from col-
lective tombs is now seen as part of a move towards non-funerary ritual settings such as pala-
tial court-centred buildings, peak sanctuaries and sacred caves (e.g. Haggis 1999;
Vavouranakis 2007; Legarra Herrero 2016a; Driessen & Letesson 2024). Such regional
meeting places were better suited than local cemeteries to hosting inter-community gather-
ings at a time when the sociopolitical dynamics of interaction, competition and integration
were being played out at increasingly larger spatial scales. For the mortuary realm, the
consequences were profound: as collective tombs lost their roles as prime social arenas,
they ceased to be used and archacologically invisible ways of dealing with the dead were
adopted, leaving us clueless as to the funerary treatment of most of the Neopalatial population
(MM ITA-Late Minoan (LM) IB) (Devolder 2010). In this context, the construction of a
handful of new circular and rectangular tombs in MM II (e.g. at Kephala Petras, Kamilari
Mylona Lakkos and Knossos Ghypsades) and the continued use of a few collective tombs
in MM III-LM I may reflect local attempts to hold onto ancestral mortuary traditions
and, perhaps, resist sociopolitical transformations.

The desertion of Prepalatial collective tombs can therefore no longer be viewed as a
uniform, island-wide phenomenon within a narrow timeframe and, as a result, it becomes
necessary to focus on the local scale, to examine each cemetery in its own spatio-temporal
and social context and investigate the processes of its abandonment. How was the cemetery
abandoned, and at what pace? Did it fall out of use gradually, with some community
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members still buried there while others were treated in the new, archaeologically invisible
way? Or was it deserted abruptly, following an active decision by the community at a specific
moment in its history? Addressing these questions is essential to understanding the causes and
consequences of the transformation of mortuary, ritual and social practices in Middle Bronze
Age Crete.

Most collective tombs rediscovered in the early and mid-twentieth century were excavated
hastily and published only briefly. However, over the last two decades, burial sites excavated in
the mid- and late twentieth century have been (re)studied (e.g. Tholoi I" and E at Archanes,
Moni Odigitria, Kamilari, Tholos A at Apesokari) and, more importantly, new tombs have
been excavated following up-to-date protocols and methods (e.g. Livari, Kephala Petras, Mesor-
achi, Koumasa), yielding fine-grained data on the variation and evolution of mortuary practices
in Early and Middle Minoan Crete (e.g. Panagiotopoulos 2002; Vasilakis & Branigan 2010;
Papadatos & Sofianou 2015; Girella & Caloi 2019; Tsipopoulou & Rupp 2019). In particular,
recent excavation data from the Prepalatial and Protopalatial cemetery of Sissi provide unparal-
leled evidence on the timing and processes of its abandonment, indicating that, in some
instances, the abandonment of collective tombs was intentional, planned and ritualised.

The Prepalatial and Protopalatial cemetery at Sissi

The archaeological site of Sissi occupies a coastal hill approximately 4km east of the Palace of
Malia in north-east Crete. Excavations conducted since 2007 (Belgian School at Athens, dir.
J. Driessen) have revealed a settlement inhabited from EM IIA to LM IIIB, a Neopalatial
court-centred  building (MM IIIA-LM IA) and a large Postpalatial complex
(LM IITA2-LM 1IIB), as well as a cemetery of Prepalatial and Protopalatial house tombs
(EM IIA-MM IIB) (Figures 3 & 4). Covering at least 750m?, this cemetery developed
through a continuous process of tomb rebuilding, modification, abandonment and new con-
struction. Approximately 35 rectangular compartments have so far been recognised on two
bedrock terraces on the north slope of the hill, overlooking the sea (e.g. Driessen ez al.
2012:27-51;2018: 59-76; Driessen 2021a: 35-57). On the lower and narrower terrace, rect-
angular compartments are arranged in a row, following the orientation of the hillside, while
extended burial structures with multiple compartments occupy the upper and wider terrace.

The house tombs of Sissi mainly contained primary burial deposits in superimposed strata
(Crevecoeur et al. 2015; Schmitt & Déderix 2021). The bones lay directly on the floor or in
individual containers; a few neonates were buried in medium-sized vases in EM IIA and
EM IIB, adults were sometimes deposited in larnakes and pithoi in MM I-MM II and
the position of several skeletons suggests that perishable containers (e.g. wooden coffins)
or textiles (e.g. shrouds, bags) were used as well. Previous burials were often disturbed by
new deposits, pushed aside or cleared out to make room. It is relevant, in this respect, that
Compartment 1.9 and Space 9.10 (see Figure 4) appear to have contained secondary deposits
of human bones retrieved from elsewhere in the cemetery (Schmitt & Déderix 2021).

To date, a minimum of approximately 100 individuals have been counted in Zone 9 but
the total number of deceased buried in the house tombs of Sissi cannot be determined due to
repeated cycles of use and reuse, in the course of which innumerable burials could have been
cleared out. As a result, the burial deposition rate and, by extension, the size and nature of
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Figure 4. Layour of the Sissi cemetery (© Belgian School at Athens, E. Zographou, modified).

associated social groups are uncertain, although the presence of bones belonging to women,
men and subadults of all ages suggests that burial rights did not depend solely upon biological
sex or age.
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Final phases of the Sissi cemetery

Mortuary activity at the Sissi cemetery in MM I was intense; the lower terrace and the eastern
part of the upper terrace (Zone 1) witnessed the reconstruction of old tombs (e.g. 1.11-1.12)
and the construction of new ones (e.g. 1.7-1.8, 1.9-1.10, 1.17) (Figure 4). It was probably
also in MM I that the cemetery expanded towards the west, particularly onto the western part
of the upper terrace (Zone 9) (Figure 5). Indeed, even though levelling fills on the bedrock
contained EM II and EM III sherds, all archaeological layers and mortuary deposits excavated
thus far inside the house tombs of Zone 9 date to MM I'and MM I1. During the last phase of
the Protopalatial period, the focus of funerary activities shifted to Zone 9 while most of the
tombs in Zone 1 were abandoned by the end of MM I1A and only one burial is securely dated
to MM 1IB (pithos burial in Compartment 1.2; Schoep ez al. 2017: 373, 376). In addition,
architectural, stratigraphic, osteoarchacological and ceramic evidence from the terrace of
Zone 9 illuminates the final sequence of actions in the cemetery and the process of its

Stratigraphic profile
(Fig. &)

Figure 5. Zone 9 at Sissi, showing the extent of Layer 1 (outlined in white), Layer 2 (outlined in blue), the Pottery
Deposit (shaded in black) and the location of the stratigraphic profile illustrated in Figure 8 (unbroken white line)
(© Belgian School at Athens, N. Kress, modified).
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ultimate abandonment in MM IIB. This evidence is presented below by archaeological layers
and in chronological order, thus starting with the burial strata in the compartments of Zone 9
and continuing with Layer 2, the Pottery Deposit and Layer 1 (Figure 5), all of which pertain
to the termination of Zone 9.

Burial strata in Zone 9 (MM I-MM II)

Excavations in Zone 9 uncovered two main burial structures (Tombs A and B), additional
compartments to the east of Tomb A and between Tombs A and B, and a potential third
tomb (Tomb C) to the east of Tomb B (Figure 5). Tomb A initially consisted of Compart-
ments 9.1,9.2 and 9.3 (approximately 7.35-8m x 5-6 m). The south wall and the south-east
corner of 9.2 were later rebuilt, and the tomb was expanded towards the south (Compartment
9.4) and the east (Compartments 9.9, 9.10, and perhaps others now eroded). Compartments
9.1 and 9.2 contained the remains of primary burials installed on successive floor levels and
often disturbed by subsequent depositions, along with one secondary deposit. Space 9.10
yielded a secondary deposit of human bones on the bedrock, while, in the eastern part of
9.4, a deep pit dug in older burial strata was filled with about 30 successive perinate burials
(22 weeks of amenorrhea to two lunar months post-partum; analysis is ongoing), primary and
secondary deposits of bones belonging to a minimum of nine adults, and an MM IIB ceramic
cup. In contrast, no human bones were found in Compartments 9.3 and 9.9 (Driessen ez al.
2012: 49; Driessen 2021a: 41—43). Rubble stones inside Tomb A demonstrate that the
building collapsed at some point during MM II, but Tomb B and Compartments 9.5 and
9.8 remained in use in MM IIB.

In the larger Tomb B (7.5-8.6m x 5.8m), only Compartment 9.6 (in the north-western
corner) has been fully excavated (Driessen 2021a: 53-54). Besides a few stray bones (i.e.
probable remnants of old burial deposits since cleared out), this compartment has yielded
three primary burials in fragmentary clay containers, each of which lay in a shallow pit
dug into the floor and its underlying preparation layer (Figure 6). An infant (1-2 years
old) was found in the first of these three clay containers (FE147), while the other two (half-
pithoi cut lengthwise) contained an adolescent (FE149) and an adult (FE148), respectively.
All three skeletons were incomplete, damaged and partially disturbed. In particular, the high
degree of fragmentation and the displacement by 50-100mm of the bones in the upper part
of the deposits suggest that the contents of 9.6 were levelled when the compartment was
abandoned.

Compartments 9.5 and 9.8 were built after Tomb A and Tomb B, filling the original
space between them. In Compartment 9.5, several small vases (e.g. cups and lamps) but
only two bones were found on a series of superimposed pebble surfaces dated to
MM IB-MM II. In contrast, human remains were plentiful in 9.8. Disarticulated bones scat-
tered on the oldest floor likely came from old burials cleared out of the compartment before a
new floor was installed. Four pits (labelled FE113, FE114, FE121 & FE128) were then dug
into this new floor in MM II (Figure 7). Pit FE128 held two large pithos fragments (FE127)
arranged into a small enclosure for a primary burial. The south-eastern corner of 9.8 and the
gap between FE127 and the edge of pit FE128 were filled with secondary bone deposits,
while pit FE113 contained the skeleton of an individual laid on their left side, in a
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Figure 6. Compartment 9.6, with the location of clay containers FE147, FE148 and FE149 (left) and details of the clay containers during excavation (right) (© Belgian School
at Athens, N. Kress, A. Schmitt).

9247) QEV IZU0LG QZWZW ur sqmw 2/1'11.’)2]]0.7 J[ﬂ qﬂﬂ]ﬂ Qq (L



Sylviane Déderix et al.

hypercontracted position that suggests that the corpse was tightly bound or wrapped in cloth,
leather or basketry. In the northern part of Compartment 9.8, pits FE114 and FE121 each
contained a half-pithos (cut lengthwise) and a primary burial, the upper part of which was
disturbed in the same way (and arguably during the same levelling operation) as the three pri-
mary burials in Compartment 9.6. The skeleton in FE114 lacked its cranium, some cervical
vertebrae and the bones of the lower limbs, fragments of which were found disarticulated and
mixed in the upper part of the burial’s fill. The skeleton in FE121 suffered similar disturb-
ance: the cranium was incomplete, and the bones of the hands and feet had been displaced
upwards. The same levelling operation that disturbed the primary burials in FE114 and
FE121 also damaged pithos FE127, the upper part of which protruded well out of the pit
and was therefore splintered, but did not affect the thinner secondary bone deposit in the
south-eastern corner of Compartment 9.8.

" PIRFE121 “es
‘ .

|Primary burial in pit FE121

' Primary burial in'pit FE114

- ¥

Figure 7. Compartment 9.8, with the location of Pits FE113, FE114, FEI21 and FE128 (containing the pithos
Sfragments labelled FE127) (left) and details of the primary burials in pits FE114 and FEI121 (right) (© Belgian
School at Athens, N. Kress, A. Schmitt).
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Layer 2 (MM IIB)

Tomb B and Compartments 9.5 and 9.8 did not contain collapsed rubble stones at the time
of their discovery—unlike the adjacent Tomb A, the walls of which crumbled and tumbled
down. Instead, their contents and the north, west and inner walls of Tomb B were sealed
under a thin layer of yellow-brown silty soil with a few pottery sherds, human bone fragments
and small stones (labelled ‘Layer 2’; Figure 5). Thus, Tomb B and Compartments 9.5 and
9.8 were dismantled before they had time to decay and collapse. Their contents were then
levelled, and it was this levelling operation that caused the disturbance, fragmentation and
commingling of the upper part of the primary burials in Compartments 9.6 (in FE147,
FE148 and FE149) and 9.8 (in FE114 and FE121), while also damaging the upper part
of the large pithos fragments FE127.

Pottery Deposit (MM IIB)

The area to the west and south-west of Tomb B was occupied by a massive pottery deposit
(approximately 40m?; Figure 5) comprising broken sherds mixed with small complete and
semi-complete vases as well as shells, some possible stone tools and a few bone fragments.
Due to time constraints, only the northern part (3.5m?) of this deposit was excavated, reveal-
ing a thickness of up to 0.4m to the west of Compartment 9.5 (Figure 8). The excavated
assemblage (roughly 13 000 sherds) consists of drinking vessels and coarse cooking ware dat-
ing mostly to MM IIB, except for a few EM III-MM IA and MM IB vases. Post-excavation
processing is ongoing, but a minimum number of 120 vessels have so far been catalogued.
Straight-sided and carinated cups are especially frequent (Figure 9), while jugs, amphorae,
tripod cooking pots, cooking plates, shallow bowls and miniature vases are also present.
Although not yet confirmed by the ongoing pottery study, stratigraphic data suggest that
this Pottery Deposit is the result of a single episode of deposition, which probably happened
at the end of a large feasting event.

Layer 1 (MM IIB)

Both Layer 2 and the Pottery Deposit were found sealed directly under a homogeneous layer
(approximately 0.1m thick) of soil containing many worn pottery sherds, pebbles and small
stones, which was labelled ‘Layer 1’ (Figures 5 & 8). This layer stretched over Tomb B, Com-
partment 9.8 and the southern part of Compartment 9.5, as well as to the west, south and east
of Tomb B. The date (MM IIB), classes and shapes of the pottery from Layer 1 are similar to
those of the Pottery Deposit, including Plain Ware in semi-fine and semi-coarse fabrics,
Monochrome Ware and Cooking Ware, with one-handled conical cups and carinated
cups the most common shapes, followed by shallow bowls, large plain bowls with relief dec-
oration, tripod cooking pots and cooking dishes (Figure 10). However, the pottery in Layer 1
consists exclusively of small worn sherds: there are no complete vessels, few fragmentary vases
and no joining fragments, except for two parts of the same hemispheric bowl in black serpen-
tine (Figure 10A). Layer 1, which was reached immediately below the topsoil, corresponds to
the latest action documented in Zone 9.
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Figure 8. The Pottery Deposit to the west of Tomb B: a) stratigraphic profile; b) view from the north (© Belgian School
at Athens, S. Déderix).

Termination rituals in the Sissi cemetery

Based on architectural, stratigraphic, osteoarchaeological and ceramic data, the sequence of
actions in the final phase of Zone 9 (and, by extension, in the final phase of the Sissi ceme-
tery) can be reconstructed as follows. In contrast to Zone 1, where funerary activity had all but
ceased by the end of MM IIA, Zone 9 (and Tomb B and Compartment 9.8, in particular)
continued to be used for burials in MM IIB, even after Tomb A had collapsed. In MM IIB,
Zone 9 also hosted a communal feast involving serving and drinking vessels that were then
discarded to the west and south-west of Tomb B. The absence of Neopalatial sherds in Layer 1
(except for a few worn fragments at the interface with topsoil) indicates that it was in MM 11B
that Tomb B and Compartments 9.5 and 9.8 were also dismantled and levelled (thus form-
ing Layer 2) and then sealed off under Layer 1. The fact that Layer 1 was found directly on top
of both the Pottery Deposit and Layer 2 indicates that Layer 1 was spread across Zone 9 before
sediments had time to naturally accumulate on top of these two deposits. This suggests that
the sequence of actions occurred within a short time span, and the Pottery Deposit likely
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Figure 9. MM II drinking cups from the northern part of the Pottery Deposit in Zone 9 (© Belgian School at Athens,
A. Sanavia).

resulted from a feast associated with the dismantling of the tombs (rather than on the occa-
sion of funerals).

Overall, the data from Zone 9 thus reveal that Tomb B and Compartments 9.5 and 9.8
were intentionally deconstructed and buried during a communal ceremony that involved a
large-scale feast (as indicated by the size of the Pottery Deposit) and was held after the last
burials had (at least partially) decomposed—since the upper part of the burials in Compart-
ments 9.6 and 9.8 were disturbed during levelling operations—but before the buildings
could decay and collapse. In other words, the Sissi cemetery and in particular the last burial
compartments that were still in use on the terrace of Zone 9 were not simply abandoned;
rather, they were deliberately and ritually terminated.

Termination rituals (also known as structured abandonment or ritual closure) mark the
end of the use-life of built spaces. Despite cross-cultural variations (e.g. Webley 2007;
Denti 2014; Lamoureux-St-Hilaire ez 2/ 2015; Adams 2016), these rituals commonly
involve the planned and final deconstruction, burning or destruction of architectural features,
followed by the burial of their remains, which (perhaps paradoxically) enables their preser-
vation. At Sissi, dismantling part of Zone 9 and sealing it off under Layer 1 had the effect
of protecting the lower part of the tombs and their mortuary deposits. The homogeneity
of Layer 1 testifies not only to its intentional character but also to the care involved in its lay-
ing out. As further demonstrated by the Pottery Deposit, which testifies to the size of the
group that participated in the accompanying feast, such an undertaking was a large-scale,
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Figure 10. MM IIB material from Layer 1: a) partially reconstructed stone and pottery vessels; b) fragments of
straight-sided cups; c) carinated cups; d) bowls with relief decoration; e) cooking vessels (tripod pots) and dishes (©
Belgian School at Athens, I. Caloi, A. Sanavia).

communal event. This defining event for the community took place at a key moment in its
history, as it was in MM IIIA that the construction of the court-centred building at Sissi
started (Driessen 2021a). In this way, the ritual termination of the cemetery contributed
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to shaping the collective memory (remembering by forgetting; Bradley 2002) and social iden-
tity of the Sissi community during a transitional period that saw the establishment of a new
social and communal order, the reproduction of which relied on large-scale ceremonial gath-
erings in the court-centred building—as suggested by the size of the central court that could
accommodate 165 to 300 standing individuals (Driessen 2021b).

Following the termination of Zone 9, the Sissi cemetery remained unoccupied while Neo-
palatial buildings were constructed in the nearby Zones 2, 18 and 19 (Figure 3). The old bur-
ial site thus became an undisturbed and enduring place of communal memory. Even when
archaeologically visible forms of burial were adopted again in LM III, Zones 1 and 9 were left
untouched, while new tombs were established on the terrace of Zone 18 (unless burials
already begun there in the Neopalatial period) and in the valley around the hill (Driessen
2021a: 63—108, 447-86).

Termination rituals in Minoan collective tombs

Excavations across the Aegean world and Minoan Crete have yielded evidence of diverse ritual
acts of termination targeted at objects and built spaces (e.g. Haggis 2013; Harrell & Driessen
2015). For example, stone figurines placed on the floor of Neopalatial houses at Sissi and
Malia are interpreted in the context of the buildings’ ritual closure (Driessen 2017). In
the funerary realm, the exact sequence of actions documented in MM IIB in Zone 9 at
Sissi is without parallel, but termination rituals have nevertheless been recognised in two
other cemeteries: Moni Odigitria and Kephala Petras. At Moni Odigitria, in south-central
Crete, Tholos A was gradually abandoned in EM III/MM IA, while Tholos B continued
to be used until MM IB, when burial remains were cleared out and redeposited in an adjacent
pit. Fragments of over 100 MM IB cups were found scattered in the entrance of Tholos B,
suggesting that the second and last tomb used at Moni Odigitria was “closed with due cere-
mony, which involved a large part of the local population” (Vasilakis & Branigan 2010: 252).
At Kephala Petras, in north-eastern Crete, the extended cemetery of rectangular tombs
(EM ITA-MM 1IB) witnessed major transformations in EM III: House Tombs 5, 6 and 7
were partially destroyed, House Tomb 15 was emptied and House Tomb 12 was cleared
out and filled with stones, in acts of “symbolic killing” and “forceful forgetting to enable
the construction of a new collective ... social memory of place” (Tsipopoulou & Rupp
2019: 89-90). These termination rituals thus marked a turn in the use of the cemetery rather
than its final abandonment as at Sissi and Moni Odigitria.

Termination rituals were certainly not performed in all Prepalatial and Protopalatial col-
lective tombs. On current evidence, many cemeteries appear to have fallen out of use grad-
ually, and some continued to be visited for commemorative purposes even after burials ceased
(e.g. Kamilari A: Caloi 2011; Apesokari B: Vavouranakis 2016). Nevertheless, it is argued
here that several sites—especially Koumasa, Aghia Kyriaki and Aghios Charalambos—war-
rant reconsideration in light of the data from Sissi, Moni Odigitria and Kephala Petras, as
these may also, though in different ways, reflect the practice of varied forms of termination
rituals. At Koumasa (EM I-MM IIA), Xanthoudides observed that before Tholos E was
closed for good, burial remains were gathered in a pile, most grave goods were removed
and white clay was laid out, as though the circular chamber was “tidied up ready for new
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interments” (Xanthoudides 1924: 34). While periodic clearance episodes were part of the
cycle of use and reuse of Minoan collective tombs (Legarra Herrero 2014), the lack of sub-
sequent burials in Tholos E at Koumasa raises the possibility that this specific ‘tidying up’
episode was perhaps meant as a form of planned, ritualised closure. Similarly, the remarkable
scarcity of human bones in Tholos A (EM I-MM I) at Aghia Kyriaki (Blackman & Branigan
1982) may perhaps result from thorough clearance as part of ritual termination, as in Tho-
los B at Moni Odigitria. As to the ossuary of Aghios Charalambos, it may represent the other
side of the coin: in MM IIB, burial remains of over 1000 individuals were retrieved from one
or more unknown Final Neolithic, Prepalatial and Protopalatial tomb(s), before being rede-
posited together in the cave of Aghios Charalambos (Betancourt 2014). This relocation, pos-
sibly part of a remarkably large-scale termination ritual of (an) old tomb(s), was accompanied
by a feast, evidence of which was found outside the cave.

Conclusion

The abandonment of ancient cemeteries and collective burial practices in Crete during the
Middle Bronze Age undoubtedly testifies to major transformations in funerary, ritual and
social practices. However, evidence is accumulating that demonstrates that neither the pro-
cesses of abandonment nor its timing were homogeneous across the island, underlining
the heterogeneity of the sociopolitical strategies at play in Middle Minoan Crete. Some burial
sites gradually fell into disuse before eventually being deserted (except, in some cases, for
occasional visits within the framework of non-funerary rituals). Others, however, were the
subject of intentional and planned termination rituals, which may have occurred following
a period of gradual decrease in their use—as was the case at Sissi, where only a few compart-
ments yielded MM 1IB burials. Termination rituals implied clearing, dismantling and/or
burying the tombs during a ceremony which, at least in some cases, involved communal gath-
ering and feasting. As a result, these rituals participated in the creation of the collective mem-
ory and the social identity of the associated community during a period of change, marking
both the end of an era and the establishment of a new order. If these rituals indicate actual
community involvement and collaboration in the ongoing change, the nature and timing of
the shift must be assessed on a site-by-site basis before drawing conclusions about patterns of
sociopolitical transformation across the island.

Data on processes of abandonment (either gradual or planned, intentional and ritualised)
in Minoan tombs remain scarce, due to old excavation strategies. It is surely no coincidence
that some of the most compelling evidence on ritual termination comes from Sissi and
Kephala Petras, two cemeteries excavated recently with the contribution of field anthropol-
ogists and following up-to-date archaeological protocols. We can therefore expect data to con-
tinue accumulating as new burial sites are uncovered and investigated, thus enabling a clearer
understanding of the death of collective tombs and its relation to sociopolitical transforma-

tions in Middle Bronze Age Crete.
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