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Abstract 
Priniàs, a small village located in central Crete, is a key-site for the study of the so called 
“Dark Age” of Greece. It allows the opportunity to investigate the historical processes 
between the end of the Minoan Age and the Archaic Period. The excavations, carried out 
by a joined mission of the University of Catania and the National Council of Researchers 
of Catania since 1969, have brought to light a wide sector of the archaic city, a pottery 
workhop and a large necropolis. In the latest years a digitization project has been 
developed, involving all the paper-based, graphic and photographic data. Furthermore, 
specific fields of research have been selected and strengthened through a multidisciplinary 
approach. Concerning the restoration, the main goal has been focused on the in progress 
project of restoration and study of the temple A and its sculptural decoration. Finally, the 
project of restoration and exploitation of the archaeological remains is still at a planning 
stage. 
 
 
Sommario 
Sito chiave per la comprensione della cosidetta “età oscura” della Grecia, osservatorio 
privilegiato per studiare le dinamiche di continuità tra età minoica e prima età geometrica, 
Priniàs è oggi un piccolo villaggio della Creta centrale. Le indagini sul sito, condotte da una 
Missione congiunta dell’Università e del CNR - IBAM di Catania a partire dal 1969, hanno 
messo in luce una ampia parte dell’abitato, la necropoli ed un’officina di vasai. Nel corso 
degli ultimi anni, oltre alle indagini archeologiche, particolare attenzione è stata rivolta allo 
sviluppo di un progetto di digitalizzazione di tutta la mole di dati provenienti dai vecchi e 
dai nuovi scavi, e all’individuazione di alcune problematiche di ricerca da approfondire sia 
attraverso l’indagine sul terreno che attraverso studi multidisciplinari. Nel campo del 
restauro l’attività principale si è concentrata nel progetto, tutt’ora in corso, di recupero e 
studio del tempio A e della sua decorazione scultorea. Ancora in fase di elaborazione è il 
progetto di recupero e valorizzazione dei resti archeologici in situ.  
 
 

1. Priniàs: a brief history of the researches 
Priniàs is a small village in Central Crete, 4 Km South-West of Aghia Varvara (and forty 
minutes from Iraklion by car). The archaic site lies on a plateau, generally called Patela, 680 
m above sea level, located in a strategic position at the confluence of two valleys linking the 
North coast of the island to the South one (fig. 1). The historical events concerning 
Knossos on one hand and Gortyna on the other, are probably mirrored in the history of 
Priniàs, inhabited from 12th to 6th cent. B.C. when it was deserted. The site was once again 
inhabited in Late-Classical/Hellenistic Ages, when a huge fortress was built in another side 
of the plateau.[1]  
 



 
 

Fig. 1. The Patela plateau from South. 
 
 
The site was identified by Federico Halbherr in 1894, but it was excavated between 1906 
and 1908 by Luigi Pernier[2]. He put in light two important buildings (Temple A and the so 
called temple B) and the well known complex of architectural sculptures now exhibited in 
the Archaeological Museum of Iraklion. After the Pernier’s excavations, the site of Priniàs 
remained unexplored until 1969, when the works of the Italian Archaeological Mission 
began under the direction of Giovanni Rizza. Excavations of the joined Mission of the 
University of Catania and the National Council of Researches, from 1969 to 2000, brought 
to light a large part of the urbanistic plan of the archaic city on the Patela, 680 tombs of the 
necropolis at the near by site of Siderospilia, and the pottery-workshop in the so called hill 
Mandra di Gipari. The results of these excavations on the Patela [3] and on the hill Mandra 
di Gipari [4] have been published.   
 
 

2. New perspectives in excavations 
Since 2000 under the direction of Dario Palermo (Catania University), a new season of 
excavations was inaugurated on the Patela, pointing out the attention on the central area of 
the city, gravitating towards the huge square already excavated in 1975 and 1996. Main aim 
of this research project focusing on a group of a very huge and important buildings is to 
clarify the structure of the civic and religious centre of the early-archaic city and to 
investigate the dynamics of polis formation through a multidisciplinary approach involving 
also archaeometric analyses of finds (in collaboration with the Physics Department of the 
Catania University), and faunal analyses (in collaboration with the History Department of 
the Sassari University). Our attention is focusing on five main sectors: the huge building 
(VA/VD) (fig. 2),  the complex of rooms lying directly N of it, the area of the temple A, 
and since 2009 the block facing the temple and the archaic fortification wall. The 
monumental building VA/VD (22 x 6 m), probably of Geometric period, was reused 
during the Archaic period for the installation of modest structures related to an artisanal 
use of the complex.[5] But, the original function of such a building was different: the large 



dimensions, the location on the square and the finding of a tripillar structure of LG period 
in the back room lead to suggest a civic and religious use within the urban space. [6]    
                        

 
                

Fig. 2. The huge monumental building VA/VD from East during the 2005 excavations 
 

 
The sector immediately to the North of this building concerns a still to interpret, large and 
very important structure, where a foundation deposit and a large amount of finds related to 
the food and drink consumption were found. [7] The Temple A is the most intriguing and 
discussed building at Priniàs. Unfortunately, excavations in the temple and in the 
surrounding area are strongly conditioned by the many trenches and real holes opened up 
and filled in by Pernier looking for the sculptures. The undertaking once more the 
excavations in the area of the temple A is part of a wider project concerning also the 
restoration and study of the well known sculptures now stored in the Iraklion Museum [8]. 
The aim of this project is to suggest a reconstruction hypothesis of this important building 
based on old and new data. In particular, the discovery of a few new fragments of 
sculptures points out to evidence the problem of a new restoration of this complex, which 
has never been re-examined since the beginning of the twentieth century. Between 2002 
and 2005 we excavated some portions of the temple’s area left unexplored by Pernier, 
finding some ritual depositions and many information about the previous stages of 
occupation from LM IIIC to the archaic period. [9] Due to a greater attention payed to the 
stratigraphy, the most interesting data coming from new excavations concern the 
individuation of different occupational stages in the whole central area of the archaic city.  
Excavations planned for the next years will focus again on the central sector of the city and 
on the mostly unexplored surrounding areas. 
 

 
3. Digitizating a site: old excavations and new technologies 

In the latest years the large amount of documentation coming from old and new 
excavations at Priniàs led us to tackle the problem of a digital management of data. Old 
excavations, overall those lasting over a large span of time, were generally entirely paper-
based projects. Computer’s use began in the 90’s, but only in the context of digitization of 
maps and plans. The large amount of data makes publication work difficult, most of all 
when we have to do with the edition of several years of excavations’ results, involving 
stratigraphy, finds catalogue and reconstruction of the contextes.  
Digitization of a site involves many aspects: 
Landscape maps and structures plans: Since 2000 we have began the systematic 
digitization (CAD) of the cartography and reliefs of the structures with the scale of the 
maps 1:50. Concerning the cartography, we started from the photogrammetric maps with 
contour line every four meters. In order to get a cartography helpful to create a 3D ground 
model and to put in place the building structures, we have thicken the contour lines using 
ArcGIS getting contour lines about every two meters. The high reliability of the map has 



been verified through on site long-lasting controls by means of a total station. As a first 
case for 3D ground modelling we started from the Patela plateau (fig. 3). Until 2008, the 
cartography of Priniàs and its area involved the modern village to the South and the ancient 
necropolis to the North. Actually, we are notably widening the map, which is based on 
satellite-photo (Quick Bird satellite), with the aim to get a new wider cartography (5 x 5 
Km) having the Patela plateau in the middle. Main aim of such a widening of the 
cartography is to carry out surveys with portable GPS system and photointerpretation 
studies. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 3.  Patela: Contour line map, 3D model and the south-eastern area of the archaic city. 
 
 
Graphic and Photographic documentation: All the graphic and photographic data 
concerning finds and structures are digitizated and put in a database. Graphic 
documentation of the excavations is carried out by means of the usual drawing systems. 
Following digitization of the plans of the archaeological remains allows to put in evidence 
building and chronological characteristics of the structures. Actually, we are testing the 
PhotoModeler application on our photographic documentation with the goal to get rather 
faithful 3D models. During the next excavation campaign (on July 2009) we are testing the 
PhotoModeler Scanner  to the stratified dig surfaces.  
Finds: The large amount of finds coming from old and new excavations is managed with a 
relational database. Records of the database have been elaborated according to the ICCD 
(Istituto Centrale Catalogo e Documentazione) system. 
Text documents: The complete digitization of the documentary material (as notebooks, 
reports) in the form of 2D images is processing. This work shall be the historical “digital 
library” of the Italian archaeological mission working at Priniàs. 
The team working on digitization of the site of Priniàs is paying particular attention to the 
documentation of the old excavations of the necropolis. Here, the excavations carried out 
in firsts 70s brought to light 680 tombs of different typologies and chronologies, with 
richest assemblages including pottery, terracottas, metal items and gold jewellery [10]. The 
necropolis’area is wide, crossed by a road connecting Priniàs with Asites, and it is a private 



property. For this last reason, after the end of the excavations all the tombs were reburied 
and no more opened. And it’s obvious they hardly could be brought once again to light, 
cause of large expenses concerning the acquisition of the area and the unavoidable 
restoration works we should do. The digitization of tombs and assemblages in 2D and 3D 
and therefore the digital data visualization through CAD system are the basic tools for 
reconstructing and making the contextes available (fig. 4). However, due to the tombs’ 
building technology with irregular dry-stone walls, such a task presents some difficulties 
concerning the rendering of the wall surfaces. So, the digitization work involves the 
representation of the walls through a block after block method using the 2D graphic data 
and the photographic documentation. The final result is a helpful means for researchers to 
understand the archaeological contextes in view of publication, but it is also a tool to plan 
an integrated exploitation of an “invisible” site. 
 

 
   

Fig. 4. Tomb F: an example of 3D virtual reconstruction and data management. 
 
 

4. Restoration and future exploitation: how can we make Priniàs available? 
Preservation policies of archaeological sites pose many problems concerning their 
conservation and maintenance. The management of an archaeological site such as Priniàs 
turns into a process of presentation in an open air museum together with all the economic 
and technical problems. People managing cultural heritage well know the results of the lack 
of a systematic programme about the conservation of ancient remains. In the case of 
Priniàs such situation caused the stalemate of the touristic potential of an important and 
charming archaeological site. The results of the excavations carried out on the site, and 
since 2000 focused on the central area of the archaic city, have put in evidence as a main 
priority the starting a project about conservation and public presentation in an open air 
museum, in agreement with the local government. The project arises from the need to 
make this site available through integrated protection strategies. At Priniàs, after every year 
of excavation, the regular procedure is to recover all the architectural remains, but the head 
of the walls. Although such a procedure allowed to preserve walls and floors over the years, 
however it prevented the real perception of these structures and made our site hardly 
available.  



Another field of research concerns the erosion control: the building stone of Prinias is soft 
and breaks easily in flakes. In 90’s preliminary investigations about materials and protective 
substances (for walls and floors) involved the preparation of a mortar made of santoriniò, 
lime and sand, but the mixture did not yeld satisfying results. Furthermore, the climate 
going from very cold and snowing winters to hotest summers with strong winds makes 
conservation difficult.  
However, one of the project we have at the planning stage is to draw up the guidelines for 
a suitable preservation, and lastly to plan a protective roofing system, more as temporary 
rather than pemanent measure to protect the archaeological site. We well know that it is 
one of the most problematic and controversial interventions to a site, because of the 
aesthetic compatibility with the environment. But we are thinking to a roofing system 
whose dismantling could be easily done, with the aim to make temporary easier the 
conservation and the public presentation of the archaeological remains.  
Restoration activity has been carried out concerning the Temple A. [11] In 2005, grasping 
the opportunity of the excavations we have dismantled the structures built along the walls 
during the last century. As a consequence, we have been able to bring to light the 
foundations of the temple, which are the only one surviving built level of the building. This 
dismantling work has brought to light some architectural characteristics of the building and 
parts of previous structures fit in the walls of the temple. This preliminary glimpse to the 
building’s architecture has also given further elements whose study is now in progress. 
 
 

             
 

Fig. 5. The Temple A after restoration (2005). 
 
 

Finally, we have rebuilt a low elevation along the walls of the temple, distinguishing the two 
levels with the net and following the walls outline such as in Pernier’s plan (fig. 5). At the 
same time, in 2006 and 2007, in a teamwork with an engineer of the Florence Department 
of Cultural Heritage, Giuseppe Venturini, we began the project about restoration and study 
of the sculptures coming from the area of the Temple A. The project, planned in 
agreement with the Greek government, concerned the making of moulds (by means of 
silicone rubbers and resins) of the so called “horsemen frieze” slabs before they were took 
down on the occasion of the consolidation of the Museum’s building (fig. 6). The moulds 
are helpful to study the slabs and to record the history of old restoration [12].  
 



       

 
 

Fig. 6. The making of moulds of the so called “horsemen  
frieze” slabs in the Iraklion Museum (2007). 

 
 
Aim of the wide project on the Temple A is to complete the restoration (and as a 
consequence, the derestoration) and the study of these sculptures and the fragments stored 
in the storerooms of the Iraklion Museum (fig. 7), with the aim to suggest a new 
reconstruction hypothesis of the temple A. The knowledge and uderstanding of the real 
structure of the Temple A and its sculptural decoration will suggest new exhibition criteria 
on the occasion of the reopening of the Museum. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 7. The last exhibition of the sculptural decoration of the 
Temple A in the Iraklion Museum (photo 2006), before closing. 
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