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ΚεντριΚή Κρήτή

 Φαιστόσ

Central Crete

Phaistos



the Forgotten notebook. 
From antonio minto to the “Phaistos ProjeCt”: 
arChaeologiCal researCh on Christos eFFendi 

– an instaP ProjeCt

AlessAndro Greco, AndreA Betto & AlexiA GiGlio

The hill of Christos Effendi and the history of the Italian missions
Christos Effendi is the westernmost hill of the range that bounds the 

plateau of the site of Phaistos to the north. Its earliest known mention 
is by Captain Spratt, who noticed its still visible ancient fortifications 
during his journey (Spratt 1865, II, 23-24; Minto 1910, 180). The archae-
ological importance of the Christos Effendi hill was also highlighted by 
the early Italian explorations in the late 19th century. The first sondages 
at Phaistos were dug here, on the hill’s southeastern slopes, by Antonio 
Taramelli. The Italian archaeologist, who assumed that Christos Effendi 
was the main acropolis of Phaistos because of its good height and strate-
gic position, found there “a great mass of ceramic sherds … of Mycenae-
an and pre-Mycenaean pottery” (Taramelli 1901, 425-428). But Taramelli 
did not find either traces of a building or any regular stratification. Many 
other Italian archaeologists had already visited the hill, including Fede-
rico Halbherr, Giuseppe Gerola, Luigi Savignoni and Enrico Stefani, but 
the imminence of the first excavation campaign at Knossos by Sir Arthur 
Evans gave a special impulse to Italian Archaeology and, particularly, 
to a dear friend of Evans and leader of the Italian Mission on Crete, 
Federico Halbherr, who decided to concentrate all the Italian efforts on 
the lower hill of Kastri (500 meters east of Christos Effendi), where major 
remains of ancient buildings were visible. The excavation of the Palace of 
Phaistos started in June 1900, and all work on the Christos Effendi hill 
was dropped.

Antonio Minto
Only in 1909 did Pernier, the director of the newly created Italian 

Archaeological School at Athens and of the archaeological mission at 
Phaistos, decide to open a new season of archaeological study on Christos 
Effendi. The main target was the study of the “Hellenic” fortification walls 
still visible on the hill. He therefore called upon an Italian archaeologist, 
Antonio Minto, to conduct a new exploration of the hill. Thus began the 
first systematic excavation of Christos Effendi. The campaign lasted from 
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8 to 28 June 1909, focusing on the long fortification wall that runs from 
the southwestern corner of the hill to its northeast one, passing over the 
highest point of the hill (Pernier & Minto 1910; Minto 1921-1922).

The excavation did not yield any evidence for the date of the construc-
tion of the wall. Minto indicated a possible date in the 5th or 4th century 
BCE, but only because other Cretan cities built their walls in that period 
(Minto 1921-1922). The archaeologist also identified a buried H-shaped 
structure, which he dated to the MM–LM period, underneath the forti-
fication wall, just over the top of the hill, a few meters west of the old 
church of Christos Effendi (Greco & Betto 2015). 

The INSTAP and Phaistos Project survey and excavation of the hill
After a century of neglect, in 2010 The Phaistos Project directed by 

Fausto Longo, under the aegis of the Italian Archaeological School of 
Athens and in collaboration with the University of Rome ‛La Sapienza’ 
(Alessandro Greco), the University of Padua (Armando De Guio, Andrea 
Betto) and an INSTAP Project,1 started a systematic study of the area 
involving a complete survey campaign (2010-2012). After the survey,2 as 
envisaged by the INSTAP project, we also dug a small sondage alongside 
the fortification wall. We had decided to excavate in the area where Minto 
had found the H-shaped building under the wall (Greco & Betto 2015). 

Alessandro Greco

Archaeological notes on the excavation method
As we know (Minto 1921-1922), in order to investigate the fortification 

wall still visible on the hill of Christos Effendi, Minto excavated two par-
allel trenches, all along the visible part of the wall. Even though Minto 
wrote brief notes about the layers he found in his excavation (Minto 
1921-1922; Greco & Betto 2015), the work in the field was done, as 
usual, by a team of workmen who proceeded without adopting a strati-
graphical approach. They simply dug along both sides of the wall, stop-
ping only at the base of the fortification wall or when building remains 
or the bedrock were reached. When we excavated here again in 2013, 
we realized that this approach had caused major interpretive problems 
for Minto, because all the stratigraphical relationships between the wall 
itself and the layers relating to it had been severed.

By examining the stratigraphy of the backfill of the old trenches, we 
were also able to understand how Minto’s workmen proceeded to refill 
the trenches at the end of the archaeological campaign (fig. 1).

1 The survey of Christos Effendi and the two trial pits excavated on the top of the hill 
have been carried out thanks to funding as an INSTAP project entitled “Christos Effen-
di: Archaeological Studies on the High Acropolis of Phaistos: from the Minoan to the 
Post-palatial Age”, directed by Alessandro Greco (Sapienza, University of Rome), during 
2012-2013.

2 See Greco & Betto 2015; Longo 2015a; Longo & Bredaki 2015.

330

AlessAndro Greco, AndreA Betto & AlexiA GiGlio



As can be seen in fig. 2, the trench was refilled with layers of sand-silt 
alternating with layers consisting only of stones selected by size. This is 
clear evidence that the workers had sifted the earth to retrieve any small 
objects they might have missed during the excavation, after which they 
had shoveled the earth, cleaned of stones, into the upper part of the 
trench to fill it completely. 

Due to the above-described excavation method, Minto could not 
obtain the information that we were able to infer by using modern meth-
ods to analyze the stratigraphy. In this particular case, the cumulative 
action of “destruction and building” produced a large amount of pottery 
with different dates mixed inside the layers, but the residues of only 
one structure, apart from the fortification wall itself. It is rather evident 
that Minto simply attributed the “H-shaped building” to the ceramically 
best-represented period. 

Our investigation confirmed the date of the wall to the Late Classical 
Period, which Minto had proposed only on the basis of a comparison 
with other Cretan cities; it is indeed the date of the most recent pottery 
sherds we found in layers interpretable as a building yard for the wall.

We were also able to propose a new interpretation for Minto’s 
“H-shaped building” as a house and its terrace wall, and to date it to 
the Geometric-Archaic period (Greco & Betto 2015). Furthermore, we 
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Fig. 1 :  The cut opened by Minto (dotted line), as visible in the south section of the trial dig 
excavated in 2013 on Christos Effendi: Drawing by Mattia Pavan (ArcSAT snc – Padova). The 

different colors indicate the periods: brown – Modern/Contemporary; gray – the fillings 
of Minto’s trenches; blue/light blue – Classical; yellow/orange – Geometric/Archaic; 

green – Minoan. SU 30 is the bedrock



ascertained that the “black layer” mentioned by Minto in his publica-
tion (1921-1922), which he attributed to the Minoan Period, consists 
of a natural accumulation after the abandonment of the house (SU 20, 
fig. 1). The erroneous attribution to the Minoan Phase is due to the huge 
amount of Minoan pottery ubiquitously present all over the hill, whose 
dispersion was increased by the construction of more recent settlements 
over the Minoan structures. We also found traces of Minoan buildings 
under the Geometric-Archaic settlement just below the terracing facing 
westwards, in front of the house (Greco & Betto 2015).
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Fig. 2 :  The south section of the sondage excavated in 2013



This new evidence proves the continuity of settlement on the top of 
the hill, which arguably began at least as early as the Minoan period.3 It 
also proves that the current morphology of the top of the hill is heavily 
influenced by the works undertaken in the Late Classical period to build 
the walled circuit of Phaistos.

Andrea Betto

Minto’s notebook
After the excavation campaign, the search for Minto’s original note-

book became a priority. We needed it in order to shed light on the many 
still unclear points in Minto’s publication, and to gather further infor-
mation that was essential for a more accurate interpretation of the new 
data. Alexia Giglio looked for and found the forgotten original notebook 
of the archaeologist, which now, for the first time, could be studied in 
its entirety. 

The notebook contained sketches of the “Minoan” building that the 
archaeologist had excavated on the top of the hill (fig. 3). These sketches 

3 The only Minoan structures are large fragments of what was probably a kiln. The 
floor of the Geometric-Archaic house is recognizable in the bedrock. The construction 
site for the Late Classical city walls spared only the bottom stones of the wall of the 
Geometric-Archaic house.
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Fig. 3 :  Part of page 21 of Minto’s notebook, with the drawing of the so-called H-shaped Building



turned out to be very important, as we realized that the drawings of these 
vestiges in Minto’s publication were oversimplified. The original sketches 
show that the building extended further to the north and actually con-
sisted of a complex of buildings whose northernmost part appears to end 
in a curved wall, possibly an apsidal room. These sketches also helped 
in the identification of the buildings unearthed in our sondage of 2013, 
and particularly the threshold and pivot stone of the doorway of the 
H-shaped building. Contrary to what Minto suggested, our excavation 
has revealed that the building is not a single H-shaped structure, but is 
probably composed of two distinct structures, namely, the front wall of 
a house and its outdoor terrace. As to the “apsidal room” to the north, 
only further excavation may help us to understand its actual shape and 
function, and its relationship with the room the threshold was found in.

Alessandro Greco

The excavation methods and the pottery
As regards pottery, Minto’s practice was to collect what was gathered 

by his workmen at the end of the working day. After being examined, 
the undesired part of the retrieved pottery was thrown back into the 
filling of the trenches; the rest was sorted and brought to the Archae-
ological Museum of Heraklion. After a few years, unfortunately, all the 
pottery collected by Minto went missing. This constitutes a problem for 
us, because Minto had unearthed a very large quantity of pottery dating 
to the Minoan, Mycenaean, Protogeometric, Geometric, Classical and 
Hellenistic periods, but published only a very limited sample in his final 
report (Minto 1921-1922, 163-175). 

Fortunately, Minto drew some especially significant pottery sherds in 
his notebook. This is one of the most unexpected and welcome outcomes 
of our discovery, because it offered us the opportunity to compare the 
drawn potsherds with the pottery found in 2013. We found that the two 
sets of data matched to an extraordinary degree; we were even able to 
find sherds from the same pot, which Minto himself had drawn some 
parts of (fig. 4).

The excavation campaign of 2013 has thus proved very important. Our 
stratigraphical study has allowed us to propose a new interpretation and 
a new chronology of the so-called H-shaped building, and to compare the 
pottery with that unearthed by Minto one hundred years ago.

The materials from the backfill of Minto’s trenches offer a good over-
view of the main historical phases of the area: Minoan, Geometric, 
Hellenistic, Classic, Roman, Byzantine and Venetian. The sherds are 
mainly from large vessels and very well-preserved. Most of the pottery 
clearly dates from the Geometric phase, especially the sherds of ampho-
rae, cups and miniature vessels. The discovery of a small sherd with an 
Archaic inscription on the rim is also significant. The other periods are 
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represented especially by sherds of Byzantine/Venetian vessels, black-
glaze pottery, and Minoan skoutelia (conical cups).

Upon first examination and thanks to a comparison with pottery from 
the so-called Geometric Neighborhood, south of the Palace (Rocchetti 
1974-1975), the sherds drawn in the notebook and those found during 
the excavation can be recognized as typical specimens of Protogeomet-
ric, Geometric and Orientalizing pottery. Some seem to be locally made, 
others imported; additional studies, however, will be needed to confirm 
this. 

Minto assumed that the “H-shaped building” he excavated on top of 
Christos Effendi was Minoan; our excavation, however, yielded a differ-
ent result. We managed to reassemble an almost complete pithos found 
broken into fifty-four pieces inside the building, in a closed stratigraph-
ical context (Greco & Betto 2015). We were thus able to estimate the 
height of the vase and the diameters of the shoulder-neck join, the belly, 
and the bottom. The vase has no decoration and the rim was removed in 
ancient times, but it still retains its vertical ribbon handle. At first sight, 
it displays the same formal elements (ovoid, large cylindrical neck, collar 
rim, foot-ring) of the Late Geometric and Early Archaic period pithoi from 
the Geometric Neighborhood. This first evidence seems to reinforce the 
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Fig. 4 :  Photographs of the pottery found during the excavation of 2013 
and Minto’s drawings of Geometric pottery he found in 1909



hypothesis that the structure on the top of the hill was not Minoan, but 
Late Geometric or Early Archaic.

Alexia Giglio

The fortification walls in 1909 
Most of the information deducible from the notebook concerns the 

long curtain wall still visible on the hill slope. Minto dated it to the late 
Classical/Hellenistic period, an estimate that proved acceptable after 
the stratigraphical excavation of 2013. The archaeologist uncovered the 
fortification wall on the SW foothills of the hill, where he found a tower 
and its staircase. He also identified a system of towers and corners on 
the hilltop. The fortification wall encircles the entire summit plateau, to 
then descend northeastwards to the monastery of St. George. 

The notebook has also helped to shed some light on the Hellenistic 
fortifications, which today have totally disappeared. Minto includes some 
sketches related to his investigations in the area extending between 
Christos Effendi and the “Acropoli Mediana”. This area is the crossroads 
of all the major routes connecting the southern part of the Phaistian 
plateau with its northern foothills, and in particular with the plain that 
opens northwards. It therefore seems likely that this strategic point was 
well guarded by fortification walls. It may not be a coincidence that the 
Monastery of St George was founded here, many centuries later, since 
the walls of the church still incorporate reemployed ashlars probably 
originating from the city walls. Actually, it is quite plausible that the 
monastery was founded here to take advantage of the vestiges of an 
important city gate, and that it was situated near or inside this gate. 
This area has been deeply altered by the construction of a modern road 
and a large parking lot. Only thanks to the schematic plans in Min-
to’s notebook have we been able to draw a hypothetical fortification line 
along the perimeter of this very important sector of the Hellenistic city 
(figs. 5 and 6).

From the notebook, it can be inferred that at least part of the fortifi-
cation wall was still standing along the small rocky ridge that runs in 
an E-W direction along the saddle between Christos Effendi and the 
Acropoli Mediana, where a stretch of this wall was identified during the 
same excavation campaign. 

Minto’s notebook

(English translation)

Friday 25 and Saturday 26 June 
We go on digging the wall going up the Vori - S. Giovanni 

road towards the acropolis of the palace. 
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Search for the wall connecting the two acropolises.
We were unable to find any trace of a wall with the same 

structure and the same dimensions. However, all [along] the 
rocky ridge lying between the S. Giovanni road and the con-
vent of S. Giorgio a wall about 1.20 [m] wide is preserved. 
The lack of pottery makes it impossible for me to approxi-
mately determine the date of this wall, which at any rate is 
Hellenic.
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Fig. 5 :  Part of the fortification wall located along the saddle between Christos Effendi 
and the “Acropoli Mediana”, as drawn in Minto’s notebook

Fig. 6 :  Part of the fortification wall located along the saddle between Christos Effendi 
and the “Acropoli Mediana”, in a photo taken by Minto



See the separate plan with the trenches dug to investigate 
the wall on its north side and take its measurements. 

Monday 28 June
We continue the excavation to investigate the wall going 

up to the acropolis.
To the west, towards a rocky ridge facing the said shelf to 

the west, we found traces of another wall, which branches 
off and goes towards the convent. Another wall, we cannot 
yet say if defensive or a substructure, runs along the edge of 
the plateau where the convent lies.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  (Original italian text) - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Venerdi 25 e sabato 26 giugno4 
Si continua lo scavo del muro che sale dalla strada di 

Vori - S. Giovanni verso l’acropoli del palazzo. 
Ricerca del muro di congiunzione fra le due acropoli. 
Non si è potuto trovare nessuna traccia di muro della 

medesima struttura e delle medesime proporzioni. Però tutto 
quel rialzo roccioso che sta fra la strada di S. Giovanni ed il 
convento di S. Giorgio è conservato da un muro di circa 1,20 
di larghezza; la mancanza di cocci mi impedisce di determi-
nare con approssimazione la data di questo muro che però 
è ellenico. 

Vedi a parte la pianta con le relative trincee praticate per 
la ricognizione del muro verso il lato nord e relative misure. 

Lunedi 28 giugno 
Si continua lo scavo per la ricognizione di detto muro che 

sale sull’acropoli. 
Si rinvennero ad ovest verso il rialzo roccioso che fronteg-

gia verso nord il ripiano in questione tracce di un altro muro 
che si stacca e si dirige verso il convento; un altro muro che 
non si può ancora dire se di difesa o di sostruzione corre 
lungo il limite del ripiano ove è situato il convento. 

 
In the notebook, we read that Minto also dug some trenches in the 

southeastern slope of the hill and, in particular, near the areas previ-
ously excavated by Taramelli. This allowed us to locate the spot where 
these first trenches had been dug. Minto’s excavations brought to light 
some parallel wall structures (fig. 7, n. 1-2) on a SW-NW axis. Anoth-
er wall branched off from one of these walls, intercepting the old road 
4 I thank Alexia Giglio for transcribing the entire notebook.
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to the monastery (fig. 8; fig. 7, n. 3). Our 2011 and 2012 survey of the 
area where Minto conducted his excavation confirmed its archaeological 
importance: together with the long section along the Phaistos-Matala 
road,5 it constitutes the area that has yielded the most important archi-
tectural and ceramic finds.

Alessandro Greco

5 See Longo et al. 2020.

Fig. 7 :  Minto’s excavation in the areas previously excavated by Taramelli

Fig. 8 :  The Monastery of St. George in Falandra (photo SAIA)
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Το ξεχασμενο ημερολογιο. απο Τον Antonio Minto 
σΤο προγραμμα «ΦαισΤοσ»: αρχαιολογικη ερευνα 

σΤον λοΦο Του αΦενΤη χρισΤου 
– ενα προγραμμα Του inStAP

AlessAndro Greco, AndreA Betto & AlexiA GiGlio

Ο Αφέντης Χριστός, ο ψηλότερος λόφος στην αστική περιοχή της Φαιστού, 
ερευνήθηκε το 1899 από τον αρχαιολόγο Antonio Taramelli. Η αρχαιο-
λογική έρευνα της περιοχής, η οποία παρείχε ενδείξεις της ανθρώπινης 
παρουσίας από την Ύστερη Νεολιθική ως και την Οθωμανική περίοδο, 
οδήγησε τον μελετητή να ερμηνεύσει τον λόφο ως τη βασική ακρόπολη 
της αρχαίας πόλης της Φαιστού. Η ανακάλυψη του ανακτορικού κέντρου 
μετατόπισε το ενδιαφέρον από τον Αφέντη Χριστό. Μέχρι τώρα, μόνο μια 
ανασκαφική έρευνα έχει διενεργηθεί στον λόφο, από τον Antonio Minto 
(1909), με σκοπό τη μελέτη των καταλοίπων της οχύρωσης που ήταν ορατά 
στις πλαγιές του. Έναν αιώνα αργότερα, το 2010, το Πρόγραμμα «Φαι-
στός», υπό τη διεύθυνση του Fausto Longo, το οποίο διεξάγεται υπό την 
αιγίδα της Ιταλικής Αρχαιολογικής Σχολής Αθηνών και με τη συνεργασία 
του Πανεπιστημίου της Ρώμης La Sapienza (Alessandro Greco), ξεκίνησε 
τη συστηματική μελέτη της περιοχής, διεξάγοντας επιφανειακή έρευνα το 
2011-2012 και ανασκαφή το 2013. Ψάχνοντας για γραπτά του A. Minto, 
με σκοπό την καλύτερη οργάνωση της ανασκαφής στον λόφο, η Alexia 
Giglio ανακάλυψε το αυθεντικό χαμένο σημειωματάριο του αρχαιολό-
γου. Οι εξαιρετικά λεπτομερείς σημειώσεις του Minto μας επέτρεψαν να 
συμπληρώσουμε την αρχαιολογική περιγραφή του λόφου, όπως παρουσιά-
στηκε στις δημοσιεύσεις του, και να συγκρίνουμε τα στοιχεία αυτά με τα 
νέα δεδομένα, που προέκυψαν από την ανασκαφή του 2013.
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