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SUM M ARY

This thesis is concerned with the use of imagery by the elite of Neopalatial Crete to 

preserve and maintain their position in society. In the introduction a short history of 

previous scholarship is outlined. The tendency up to the present has been to look for a 

single ruling figure similar to that found in the iconography of Egypt and the Near East. 

However, while there is clear evidence that Minoan society was hierarchical, there is no 

single figure who stands out in the art, or any other evidence that Minoan society was 

ruled by a king or pharaoh-like figure.

The methodology presents a new way of looking at the evidence. Both anthropology 

and sociology attempt to illuminate reasons for the rise of certain societal structures and 

how these structures remain as an accepted part of society for generations. While this 

thesis does not seek to explain how a hierarchical structure was created in Bronze Age 

Crete, it will attempt to clarify how such a system was perpetuated during the 

Neopalatial and Postpalatial Periods, by considering the focus of the images in various 

media. Sociologists point out that the best way to control society is to use a 

combination of three sources of power; military force, control of ritual and religion and 

economic power. I suggest that it is more productive to consider Minoan imagery in an 

attempt to identify if similar sources of power were emphasized by a Minoan elite, 

rather than looking for a single ruling figure, an approach which has failed to advance 

our understanding of Minoan society in recent years.

In order to test this theory a series of artefacts were considered in case studies to see 

if the same sources of power could be identified in Minoan art. These artefacts were 

relief-carved stone vases, frescoes and signet rings and the images on these artefacts 

included what could be considered ‘snapshots’ of human activity as well as images of 

animals and plants. In the case of the human imagery it can be demonstrated that the 

humans are involved in activity that falls within the three classifications of military, 

economic and ritual action. Furthermore an element of exotic imagery is evident, 

especially in the frescoes, which can be connected not only to the expression of esoteric 

knowledge unavailable to the majority of society, but also to trade with foreign 

countries and thus economic advantage. Tables to accompany the relief-carved stone 

vases and signet rings chapters give full details of size and materia] where possible and 

full descriptions of the imagery collate all published examples of these artefacts for the 

first time in one place.



In conclusion it is suggested that in fact the sources of power identified in the 

methodology as being used by traditional elites to maintain their elevated status in 

society, are also used in Minoan iconography to stress the types of power held by the 

elite. As a result it is suggested that Minoan iconography should be approached in a 

different way to the common approach taken by scholars up to the present day and that 

rather than looking for a single figure of power in the art, scholars should be attempting 

to expand our knowledge of Minoan society by considering the range of themes 

reflected in Minoan art.
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INTRODUCTION

The society of Bronze Age Crete, commonly called ‘M inoan’, has been the focus of 

a large body of academic scholarship since its discovery. Continuous excavation 

throughout the 20'*’ century on numerous Minoan sites around the island of Crete has 

increased the available information concerning this society. However, many important 

questions remain unanswered and one of the most intriguing concerns the nature of the 

political structure of Minoan society; what kind of leadership did they have? What was 

the character and basis of hierarchy and power within Minoan palatial society? This 

thesis attempts to address these issues by taking a different approach to previous work.

From the discovery of Minoan society until the present day many commentators 

have attempted to answer these questions. Sir Arthur Evans was the first to produce a 

theory of how Minoan society was ruled, expressing a belief in the existence of priest- 

kings who ruled at the Palace of Knossos (PM I, 1). This hypothesis was supported by 

the reconstruction of a relief fresco from a section of corridor leading to the Central 

Court as a representation of such a ‘priest-king’ (PM II, 774; Plate 1). However, this 

reconstruction has been convincingly shown to be erroneous and the figure instead 

appears to have been either two boxers or a male figure holding a staff or spear in his 

outstretched hand (Coulomb 1985, Niemeier 1987). These two types of figure are 

found in various media and appear to represent a standardized convention rather than 

specific individuals. Furthermore, unlike the contemporary civilizations of Egypt and 

the Near East, images of a single leader involved in acts emphasising their rule, for 

example smiting the enemies of their country, do not survive from Bronze Age Crete. 

With the extensive excavation that has been carried out on Crete and the discovery of a 

large body of figured images throughout the 20‘̂  century, this would appear to reflect 

more a lack of such iconography than an accident of preservation. As a result there has 

been renewed debate about the system of government in Minoan Crete and various 

attempts have been made to identify the ruler or rulers of Minoan society in the 

surviving art.

As early as 1974 Waterhouse challenged the idea of a society dominated by a single 

male ruler, arguing instead that the iconography shows a society dominated by women 

(1974). The debate culminated in a volume dedicated to the ‘Role of the Ruler’ in 

Minoan and Mycenaean art, which presents a range of the current viewpoints (Rehak 

1995). The papers concerning the Minoan world in this volume reflect a still all-
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encom passing tendency to searcii for a king or a royal couple in the M inoan 

iconography. It is interesting that despite the new  interpretation o f the ‘Priest-K ing’ 

fresco, m odem  scholars are still com ing up with surprisingly sim ilar ideas to those of 

Evans writing at the start o f the last century. D avis succinctly sum s up the problem  that 

seem s to arise for all scholars, writing ‘I find it difficult to conceive a m ajor civilization 

in the M editerranean Bronze Age without a m ale ruler or ru lers’ (1995, 18). These 

papers also reflect the grow ing inclination in scholarship to com bine political and 

religious rule in an attem pt to identify a theocratically based M inoan society. Davis 

argues that figures on sealstones and rings wearing spirally-w ound garm ents are priests 

and rulers, and that the im plem ents carried by such figures, as well as chariots, can be 

view ed as attributes of kingship (1995, 15). Koehl also identifies priests and kings or 

chiefs of M inoan society as the sam e people, but argues for a royal couple in control 

(1995, 31, 34). M arinatos, in her book on M inoan religion, suggested that the lack o f an 

individual ruler in the art is indicative of a ruler lacking absolute pow er (1993, 244). 

Yet in the ‘Role o f the R uler’ volum e she uses the vocabulary o f kingship, proposing 

the existence o f a Priest-K ing or Priestess-Q ueen (1995, 41). K rattenm aker is the only 

scholar in this volum e not to explicitly link religion and rulership, but she argues that 

although the ruler is not shown in person, the king or queen was represented by palatial 

architecture (1995, 58).

This desire to identify a single ruling figure is also reflected in o ther recent work. 

H itchcock and Preziosi interpret a bronze figurine from  K ato Sym e as the representation 

o f a ruler (1999, 145). Pini has recently succinctly sum m arized the argum ents for and 

against the identification o f heads on M inoan seals and sealings as individualized 

portraits (1999). He notes that although com m entators such as Evans, M arinatos and 

m ore recently Pollinger Foster have all proposed that these im ages show specific 

personages, in a com parison o f the details o f these heads with im ages on o ther m edia 

none of the heads on the sealings are unique and he therefore argues that the heads can 

not be interpreted as specific individuals (1999, 666-7).

All of these interpretations are based on a tiny num ber o f im ages extracted in 

isolation from  the large body of surviving M inoan iconography and given a special 

prom inence. Furtherm ore, none of the images identified as kings, o ther than the 

d iscredited Priest K ing fresco, could be considered m onum ental works o f art, a m ajor 

facet o f the ruler iconography of the Egyptian and N ear Eastern states w here a single 

ruler did hold power. A dm ittedly the M ycenaeans, who were ruled by the wanax, also
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appear to have lacked monumental ruler iconography. However, with a lack of textual 

evidence proving the existence of a single ruler on Crete, comparable to the Mycenaean 

wanax identified in the Linear B corpus, the desire to identify an individual ruler or 

royal couple within Minoan art needs to be reconsidered and this thesis attempts to 

approach the material without such a preconceived bias.

Evidence for a stratified society on Minoan Crete does exist. The architecture and 

the preservation of luxury goods, not necessary for simple subsistence, are symptomatic 

of a structured society. Whitelaw argues that even in the Early Bronze Age social 

hierarchies existed in sites like Mochlos and that any community with a population of 

over two hundred could be expected to have developed social stratification of some 

form (1983, 337). He argues that this would include Early Bronze Age Knossos, 

Phaistos and Malia. If so, then the size of the larger Neopalatial sites would indicate the 

likelihood of a hierarchical structure. Cherry disagrees with this picture and suggests 

rather that the emergence of palatial civilization was a ‘quantum leap’, a rapid series of 

changes in society (1985, 38). Whichever model is accepted, there can be no doubt that 

Neopalatial society had a complex social system. The existence of a hierarchy, however 

does not automatically mean that one figure dominated the system.

The lack of an individual figure singled out for special treatment may be a reflection 

of the type of hierarchy found in Minoan Crete, centred around an elite group, but not 

focused on a single person.' With a more oligarchic type of rule it would not be 

surprising to find a lack of individualized ruler iconography. Instead of attempting to 

identify a king for Minoan society, this thesis will explore the hypothesis that no 

individual ruler is shown in Minoan art, rather that it is the sources of the ruling elite’s 

power which are emphasized. For an elite group it would be their sources of power and 

not any particular individual that would be important for the maintenance of the group’s 

position within society. What Foucault called the episteme of a society, the way in 

which every society of every period develops its own idea of the nature of reality with 

its own values and standards, must be legitimated and reinforced in these societies 

(1970, xx-xxii). This is especially true of stratified societies, where each level of 

society must be convinced of the appropriateness of their place in the system. If this 

hypothesis can be shown to be effective, that it is the sources of power rather than
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individual figures of power that are represented in Minoan art, then it will shift the 

focus away from attempts to identify individual figures as Minoan kings or chiefs. 

Instead attention can be focused on the action of the figures recorded in different images 

and what sort of activity they are involved in, removing the need to assign specific roles 

to different figures and allowing them to be identified simply as powerful members of 

the elite.

Unfortunately the body of material which could be included within this study is 

much greater than space allows. It was therefore necessary to limit the types of 

artefacts involved and to exclude such obvious symbols of power as the architecture of 

Minoan Crete. Trigger has argued that monumental architecture is often much more 

elaborate and larger than would have been required for its physical function and that 

this is an attempt to reinforce the ruler’s status by a very public display of conspicuous 

consumption (1990). Additionally Earle points out that the inherent expense and the 

necessity of large numbers of people to build such monuments, requiring centralized 

leadership and financial resources, would also emphasize the ruler’s status (1997, 13- 

70). This may not only have applied to buildings used by the living. W right suggests 

that the rulers of Mycenae deliberately constructed overwhelmingly noticeable graves 

like the Klytemnestra and Atreus tholoi as physical expressions of power, immediately 

obvious to anyone approaching the citadel (1987, 186-7). He further suggests that this 

was linked to the contemporary power of the rulers through the use of similar materials 

for the Lion Gate and its flanking walls, a conscious attempt to reinforce the idea of 

hereditary right by stressing the continuous ancestry of the rulers. W hile there is as yet 

no evidence of such a blatant attempt by the ruling elite on Knossos to create a similar 

connection to the past, the continuous use of permanent buildings like the palaces would 

in itself create such a connection. Architectural features could reinforce this display of 

power. For example, Wright has argued that the connection of the hearth and the throne 

in the Mycenaean megaron is a conscious attempt by the wanax to physically emphasize 

his place as the protector of both family and state (1994, 57-58). In Minoan Crete the 

architecture of the palaces and villas clearly fits into Trigger and Earle’s ideas about 

conspicuous display of wealth and power.

' Koehl has suggested that the lack o f  an imagery glorifying one person suggests a kingship, limited in 
power by a strong aristocracy (1993). Even if  this was the case it there w ould probably still be som e 
indication in the iconography o f  a kingly figure. D avis also suggests a king, based on the legend o f  M inos 
in the later Greek period, but recognises a lack o f  such a figure in the art (1986).
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Rather than looking at such obvious pubhc displays of power, however, this thesis 

will instead concentrate on the more private aspects of art, objects whose images would 

have been rarely seen by the majority of the people, objects which could be grouped 

under the term ‘luxury item s’. The artefacts selected for study are frescoes, relief- 

carved stone vases and signet rings, many showing scenes of human activity. What 

these items have in common is that the images recorded on them often have a ‘snapshot’ 

image of human or divine activity, or an image which can be connected to human or 

divine activity. These artifacts illustrate the activities and aspects of life that were 

thought to be sufficiently significant to warrant their recording on luxury items that 

would have been important in stressing the elevated status of their owners. The imagery 

of these artefacts would often have been limited to a relatively small audience due to 

their context in restricted areas, or the small size of the objects making their images 

difficult to see except from close up. Sealstones could also be included with this group 

of objects, but the large numbers of surviving examples would need a separate thesis to 

do justice to the corpus of material.

Earle has argued that symbolic objects, especially ceremonial paraphernalia, are 

particularly im portant for materializing ideology. He contends that symbolic objects of 

a portable nature can convey their message to a wide audience of varying social 

standing and communicate a standardized message to a large group at one time (1997, 

154). Stone vases would certainly have been portable and may have been carried in 

procession, while rings by nature are portable. Peregrine notes that elite personal 

ornaments represent the authority of and grant legitimation to the possessor, while 

differentiating them from the rest of society (1991, 3,8). Signet rings would certainly 

fulfil this function. Furthermore, Helms argues that personal ornamentation could 

communicate elite skills to those around them (1981, 227). Yet the images on these two 

categories of artefact are small scale and would have been difficult to see, especially on 

the signet rings, although in this case sealings made from the signet rings would have 

increased their audience. Frescoes, of course, are not portable, yet clearly these must 

also have conveyed a message to the viewer and thus reflect a variant dimension of this 

idea of m aterializing ideology. This raises interesting considerations about the purpose 

of such artefacts and, if they do reflect the power of the ruling elite, who the intended 

audience was.

Useful for the study of frescoes at this time are the well-preserved scenes from 

Akrotiri on Thera. While there is little evidence to support the idea of this being a
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Minoan colony, it is now generally accepted that there was a strong Minoan influence 

on Theran art and interaction between the two islands appears to have been intense, 

possibly a result of the ‘Versailles effect’ where emulation of a different culture is used 

to gain cultural prestige (W iener 1984, 17). Cameron points to ‘iconographic, stylistic, 

compositional and artistic links’ between Thera and Crete during the Neopalatial period 

on Crete, for example the strong parallels in paintings of monkeys on both islands 

(1978, 586). The recent discovery of sealings at Akrotiri with images identical to those 

on sealings from Ayia Triada and Sklavokampos, serves to reinforce the strength of 

these inter-island connections (Doumas 2000, 59). It is, therefore, impossible to 

exclude this material from any discussion of Minoan painting. However, it must be 

noted that many elements of these frescoes are purely Theran, including the red 

volcanic rocks seen in the ‘Spring Fresco’ which are still today such a prominent part of 

the Theran landscape. Therefore, these paintings cannot be used indiscriminately as 

evidence for M inoan life, as some commentators have had a tendency to do.

The time periods into which the artefacts to be considered fall are the Neopalatial 

and Postpalatial Periods. The Neopalatial period runs from ca. 1700 -  1450 BC and the 

Postpalatial period, also known as the Third Palace period, from ca. 1450 -  1200 BC. 

The Neopalatial period was the high point of Minoan civilization, with all of the known 

palaces reaching their most developed stage and the artistic out-put of the island at its 

most technically and artistically advanced. This technical and artistic development 

continues into the Postpalatial period, when Knossos was the only palace still 

functioning, but villas such as Ayia Triada appear to have taken over the some of the 

function of the palaces elsewhere.

It is necessary here to say something about what is happening in Crete at the end of 

the Neopalatial period (LM lb), because of its relevance for our understanding of the 

frescoes and signet rings to be discussed. Of the surviving paintings from Knossos 

some of the best-preserved pieces would appear to originate in the Postpalatial period 

(LM 11-IlIA), such as the ‘Cam pstool’ fresco. M oreover, the majority of the signet 

rings surviving in undisturbed archaeological contexts came from tombs of this later 

period. Around 1450 BC there are a series of destructions at all the palatial sites, with 

Knossos being the only palace to remain in use during the Postpalatial period. What 

caused these destructions is still an issue of debate; they were traditionally assigned to a 

Mycenaean invasion of Crete, but there is no secure evidence for a large-scale invasion. 

How great the Mycenaean presence on the island was after 1450 BC is still contentious,
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with N iem eier arguing that all the major changes ascribed to the Mycenaeans, such as 

changes in pottery and burial types, can be ascribed to a development of Minoan 

practice with the possibility of the presence of a small Mycenaean elite caste (1983). In 

his discussion of language replacement, Renfrew outlines an ‘elite dominance m odel’, 

where a small group of hierarchically organised and militarily more advanced people 

can dominate and subjugate the larger population of a different area (1987, 131). The 

lack of major changes in the style, technique and content of Minoan iconography in this 

period would seem to support such a model for Postpalatial Crete, with a small group of 

the Mycenaean elite subjugating the Cretan population.

However, even if it is argued that there was an extensive Mycenaean presence on 

the island in the Postpalatial period, it is clear that the art of Crete did not change 

substantially. There is irrefutable evidence that the bull-leaping scenes in the Palace at 

Knossos belonging to this period replaced Neopalatial scenes of a similar type. 

Moreover, sealings from incontrovertible Neopalatial contexts prove the longevity of 

the popularity of images of bull games. The theme of procession found in the 

Procession fresco^ at the West Entrance is anticipated in the Neopalatial painting from 

the Grand Staircase, where a group of men are proceeding in a line up the stairway, 

although some differences are discernible between the two paintings (Cameron, 1978, 

588). Indeed this continuation of Minoan-style art is hardly surprising when evidence 

from M ycenae shows that the Mycenaeans had a predilection for Minoan art, with many 

of the objects from the Shaft Graves identified as being of Minoan workmanship (Hood 

1980). In addition to this, the Mycenaean partiality to hunting and war scenes is not 

transferred to Crete, whereas the Knossian theme of bull games is adopted at both 

Mycenae and Pylos. Indeed the frescoes from Postpalatial Crete do not resemble those 

from the M ainland to any large extent. Although no matches have been found between 

the surviving scenes on sealings from LM I contexts and rings found in LM Il-IIIa 

tombs, the images on the latter group, in comparison with images on rings from the 

Mainland, would seem to reflect Minoan themes rather than those of Mycenaean 

Greece. The art of the Postpalatial Period on Crete seems to have remained more 

relevant in its choice of subject to the Minoan, rather than the Mycenaean world and so 

cannot be excluded from any discussion of Minoan iconography, despite being executed 

in a period when it is not certain who exactly was in control of Crete.

 ̂This painting is dated to LM II/LM III by both Immerwahr and H ood (1990 , 84; 1978 65-6).
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In order to attempt to understand how the iconography being studied could reflect 

the power of an elite, I decided to use anthropological and sociological studies that have 

identified sources of power within other traditional societies and to apply these models 

to the Minoan art to evaluate whether similar sources of power were reflected there. Of 

course it must always be remembered in the study of any art, especially that of 

prehistory where no extant literary sources survive to elucidate the history and ideology 

of the society, that it is almost impossible for the modem viewer to be certain of their 

interpretations. Gombrich has pointed out that when an image is observed the viewer 

uses their past experiences, expectations and ‘mental set’ to infer what they are seeing 

(1982, 178-9). No modern-day interpretation can claim to know the mind-set of the 

Minoans and what they thought of when they saw these images. Sourvinou Inwood 

warns against the danger of applying modem assumptions and expectations to ancient 

art (1991, 9). As W edde points out, ‘Archaeological interpretation does not create facts, 

only opinions. The integrity of the opinions depends on the theoretical framework 

within which the study is undertaken.’ (1995, 283). Therefore a sound methodological 

framework must be created to explain the material in a useful way and to attempt to 

limit the inherent bias of the scholar.

Furthermore it must be remembered that images are often ruled by style, they do not 

necessarily show what was actually happening, but, due to restrictions in size or shape, 

show only enough for the intended viewer to supplement the rest (Gombrich 1982). 

Crowley has classified such images as icons created by the Minoan artist to express an 

idea, but not representing the full details (1989). Detail and context would be supplied 

by the viewer. To complicate the issue further, Morgan reminds us that images can 

have multiple meanings and proposes that this explains the multiplicity of 

interpretations that are suggested for many artefacts (1985, 6). Morris and Peatfield 

identify such am biguity of meaning in Early Minoan sheepbells, suggesting that this 

ambiguity is a long-running feature of Minoan symbolism (1990, 36). Since the modem 

viewer is not the intended viewer, it is impossible for us to know what is missing from 

any image that would further elucidate its meaning. This is not to denigrate the role of 

interpretation within archaeology, without which the past would remain little more than 

a series of inadequately understood ruins and artefacts. Indeed, Melas contends that it is 

the archaeologist’s role to decode the symbols of the past and their contextual meaning 

(1988, 58). Anthropological and sociological studies can aid the modem scholar in 

creating models to help develop plausible explanations of ancient art and this approach



will be used in this thesis. Yet it m ust be rem em bered that these interpretations sim ply 

present probable scenarios in an attem pt to help the m odem  view er understand the 

m eaning o f these im ages, never incontrovertible truth about w hat ancient im ages m eant 

or represented.

Tradition was undoubtedly a m ajor force in m aintaining the status quo in any 

ancient society. W eber suggested three m ain legitim ate foundations for power, 

‘Charism atic A uthority’, ‘Traditional A uthority’ and ‘Rational A uthority’ (1978, 215). 

The first o f these does not fit M inoan society, as it is the distinct lack o f im agery of a 

charism atic figure that is under discussion here. ‘R ational’ or legal authority applies to 

m ore m odem  societies with constitutions and set system s o f rules for how society 

should act. Thus the classification that w ould appear to fit M inoan society m ost closely 

is that o f Traditional Authority, based on the passing o f authority from  one generation to 

the next, where personal loyalty and kinship ties are especially im portant for the 

continued sm ooth running o f society. An interesting exam ple of this continuation of 

authority from  one generation to the next com es from  two sealings found at Knossos 

and Zakros. These sealings show alm ost exactly  the sam e im age, a large seated fem ale 

figure attended by two others, but with a slight d ifference in the pose o f the large fem ale 

and the size of the im pressions. The context dates o f these pieces show they were used 

at different tim es. This is a good exam ple of an im age that conveys a certain m eaning 

being used over a period o f tim e to continue a line o f legitim ation. If a hierarchical 

system was what people were used to and brought up within, then it m ay sim ply have 

been accepted as the correct system  of governm ent by all m em bers o f society.

How ever, in all societies questions can arise about the legitim acy o f the existing 

system o f govem m ent, w hether from  the less advantaged w ithin society or am ong the 

ruling class itself, especially in the wake o f problem s, such as natural d isasters or war. 

According to T illey therefore, ‘social dom inance, in its various form s, m ust be 

continually disguised and m isrepresented by m eans o f ideological legitim isation o f the 

social o rder’ (1984, 115). In hierarchical societies, like that o f M inoan Crete, it is 

absolutely necessary for m em bers of the elite to reinforce their legitim ate right to rule. 

It is ideology’s role to legitim ate the authority of the elite and to ju stify  the present 

system o f authority (Ricoeur, 1986, 13). In a society where the uses o f literacy were 

restricted, as w ould have been the case in Bronze A ge Crete, one o f the easiest ways to

 ̂ Knossos sealing; Kenna 41S (1960, p .147, p l.l7 ), Zakros sealing: CMS II.7 8
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convey an ideological message would have been through the representation of this 

message in a visual or artistic medium. Such images would have been all the more 

powerful if they reflected actual occurrences, enactments that were carried out by the 

elite, thus prompting memories of real events and reinforcing the status of those who 

participated in these events.

Since I have chosen to focus on the more private aspect of Minoan art, the question 

may be asked why an ideology of leadership should be sought in private images? Could 

the pictures not simply be aesthetically pleasing to those who com missioned them? 

However, as Castriota points out, art is a ‘medium of com m unication’ and is thus as 

effective as literary sources for the dissemination of ideas (1986, 3). This seems to have 

been recognised by ancient civilizations, since in every ancient society art appears to 

have had a message to convey, one that went much further than simply reflecting the 

taste of the person who commissioned a piece.

A valuable example of the importance of private art in the display of an individual’s 

status comes from Roman society. Both architecturally and artistically the message of 

status was conveyed in the private houses of the elite. Vitruvius (De Arch. V I.C .l) 

stresses the fact that architectural elaboration is unnecessary for the common man 

‘because they pay their respects by visiting amongst others, and are not visited by 

others’. In other words architectural elaboration was meant to impress visitors to the 

house. Various artistic media could be used to express a more pointed political 

message. Kuttner argues that the relief decorated silver Boscoreale cups reflect the 

service of the original owner to Tiberius and Drusus, an important political position and 

one to be commemorated and portrayed in a way that would be visible to the ow ner’s 

circle of friends (1995, 11-12). Mosaic compositions could reflect the actual public 

benefactions of the villa owner, such as commemoration of games that they paid for 

(Kondoleon 1991, 105-8). The frequent use of copies of Greek sculpture in private 

collections on display in houses is another aspect of this, reflecting the knowledge and 

wealth of the owner (Bartman 1991, 71-2). An interesting consideration has arisen from 

the study of frescoes. Wallace-Hadrill has pointed out that the best decoration tends to 

be found in the more private areas of the house where informal meetings with members 

of the elite were held and paintings of less superior quality are found in more public 

areas such as the atrium (1988, 72). This pattern is also reflected in Hellenistic houses, 

with the more elaborate frescoes and better quality mosaics restricted to smaller or 

upstairs rooms, which Westgate suggests reflects the difference in status of guests who
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would have seen the various rooms; the more restricted the rooms, the more important 

the guest (2000, 414, 425). These examples illustrate the way in which private art could 

be used to convey a message of political and social status. More significantly the 

frescoes suggest that artistic reminders of status were aimed as much at members of the 

same social elite to which the house owners belonged, as at members of a lower social 

standing. The use of Greek art to decorate the home demonstrates that specialized 

knowledge and access to imported luxury goods were part of that message. Private art 

can clearly be as important a tool as public art in the maintenance of status in the 

Roman and Hellenistic worlds.

The nature of the Minoan artefacts being studied in this work would allow a similar 

hermeneutic to be proposed for them. Who the audience for such art was remains a 

matter of conjecture. It is not known if any sort of patron-client relationship existed in 

Minoan society, although it has been suggested that residents of every extended 

household included patrons and clients held together by economic and ritual bonds, with 

the higher the lord of the house in the hierarchy the broader his clientele (Marinatos & 

Betancourt 1995, 593). Hamilakis has suggested that factional competition was 

common in the Neopalatial period of Minoan Crete and that these factions competed for 

material and social resources, with one of the major purposes being to attract a retinue 

(1998). An important indicator of such competition was the use of feasting, 

conspicuous consumption in a literal sense, a display of the ability to expend a large 

amount of resources on a materially inconsequential event. The importance of such 

feasting was not material, it was symbolic, advertising the fact of the host’s ability to 

hold such feasts and, through this, his access to resources that the majority of society 

would be unlikely to possess. Furthermore, feasting demonstrated the benevolence of 

the patron towards his clients and the more generous the patron was seen to be, the 

larger the number of clients he could attract.

That such consumption was probably carried out in Bronze Age Crete is 

demonstrated by finds from various sites. It has been pointed out that the production of 

wine and oil appears to be connected to the palaces, villas and elite town houses, 

especially in the New Palace period, and it is suggested that this production may be 

connected to its consumption in feasting and drinking ceremonies (Hamilakis 1996, 23). 

Large deposits of drinking and pouring vessels have been found in deposits dating to the 

Protopalatial Period in both Phaistos and Knossos. Day and Wilson suggest that the fact 

that this type of deposit is largely limited to these two palaces, and also the fact that the
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deposits consist of Kamares Ware, is an indication that this type of consumption was 

restricted to the eUte (1998, 350, 357). However, Knappett has noted that in the MM Ib 

deposit in the W est Magazines of the palace at Knossos there are numerous drinking 

vessels of differing qualities, with the better quality vessels smaller in number than the 

plainer wares, such as one polychrome egg-shell ware goblet, and he suggests that this 

hierarchy of drinking vessels reflects a hierarchy of users (2001, 91-3). Similarly in 

soundings made in Room 17 of the palace, a MM Ila deposit of pottery consisted mostly 

of cups of rough fabric and simple shapes, but included one polychrome egg-shell ware 

goblet, which were apparently stored there on wooden shelves (Catling 1987-88, 68). 

Hamilakis takes the various indications of feasting as a sign of political tension in 

Minoan society, with different factions and their followers competing amongst 

themselves for status and prestige (Hamilakis 1998a, 125). It would certainly provide 

the elite with the opportunity to show not only their expendable wealth, but to advertise 

their status to those present through their frescoes and other luxury items on display. 

D ’Altroy and Earle suggest also that the centralised storage in administrative and 

religious centres in the Bronze Age Aegean could be in part used to ‘meet the demands 

of ceremonial feasting’ (1985, 191).

W hether or not the rooms with frescoes in them were used for such social occasions 

is difficult to say with any certainty. Equipment used for feasting would have been 

portable and probably stored away from where it was actually used. What the evidence 

does suggest is that feasting took place in the Minoan world and that factional divisions 

led by the elite probably existed, hosting such feasting as part of the competition for 

positions of power within society. If this is accepted as a valid argument, then the 

existence of frescoes in private buildings would suggest further expression of social 

importance, reinforcing the elevated position of the owner of the building in the social 

hierarchy.

Taking the model from the Hellenistic and Roman worlds, it seems probable that the 

numbers of people who would have entered the houses would have been limited to a 

small group of important members from the elite and probably important clients. The 

areas of the palace at Knossos decorated with frescoes could also have been restricted to 

certain groups, since the entrances to the palace seem to be designed to control and 

restrict access to the palace in general, but the maintenance needed to upkeep such a 

large building suggests that the audience for some of the frescoes in the palace would 

have been larger than in the villas. Signet rings may have been worn publicly, but are
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not large enough for the image on them to be discerned from a distance. It is possible 

that relief-carved stone vessels, especially the rhyta, were carried in processions on 

specific occasions, such as the rhyta carried by the male figure in the Procession fresco 

from the palace at Knossos, but again unless someone was close to the object the image 

would be relatively hard to discern. It is suggested that while these objects would have 

helped reinforce the elevated status of their owners or custodians in society in general, 

simply by the luxury materials used and the fact that these objects were prestige items 

with special meanings attached to them, they may well have had a further purpose. This 

purpose would have been to reinforce the role of the individual within the ruling elite 

itself. It is probable that the greatest potential threat to any individual’s power would 

have come from persons of their own status, who would have had the wealth and 

expertise to threaten their position. Collins notes that when it is necessary individuals 

will support the group in order to ensure the stability of the system (1975, 302). 

However, Simmel argued that it is not possible to divide people into neat self-contained 

groups, but that conflict exists among the members of one group as much as it does 

between the various groups (cited in Wallace & W olf 1999, 77). While the need to 

maintain a common fa9ade of unity to preserve their privileged position no doubt 

existed among the elite, it seems more than likely that internal competition existed 

among this group for positions of power. Again if the images in art reflected actual 

events and triggered memories of the actual participation of individuals in such events, 

it would reinforce the status of that individual within the elite group.

It would appear that the chosen categories of material can offer important insights 

into the preoccupations of the elite of Minoan society in the Neopalatial period and may 

allow us to identify certain sources of power which were crucial for the elite to 

dominate if they were to maintain not only their control of society, but also their 

position within the hierarchy. This thesis does not set out to attempt to identify radical 

new interpretations of the images on these artefacts since detailed modem 

interpretations of Minoan images remain tentative. Furthermore, all the artefacts chosen 

for study have already been the subject of extensive scholarly discussion largely aimed 

at identifying specific meaning and yet no one interpretation exists for any single image. 

However, broad categories of images are identifiable and it is the aim here to take these 

broad categories and attempt to use them to expand our knowledge of the working of 

Minoan society. It remains now to set out a methodology for doing so and to study the 

artefacts themselves in more detail.
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CHAPTER 1; METHODOLOGY

‘M an cannot live am ong things w ithout form ing ideas about them  

according to which he regulates his behaviour’

D urkheim  (1982, 60)

The nature o f society is such that its social structure is perpetuated sim ply by 

existing in the sam e form  over a long period o f tim e. H odder contends that in 

prehistoric Europe the hierarchical system s that em erged were due to the m anipulation 

o f sym bolism  and pre-existing concepts in an existing environm ent to suit a particular 

group (1982, 153). O nce such a system  takes hold it needs to be perpetuated in such a 

way that cannot be challenged. Fried argues that every culture is the result o f  sym bolic 

learning, by which conventional responses to certain stimuli are learned by the 

individual through observation o f the reaction of others (1967, 6-7). It is this 

m anagem ent o f m eaning that allows individuals or groups to engineer and propagate 

social responses to various stimuli that favour them  (Cohen & C om aroff 1976, 102). If 

an individual grows up in a social system accepted by those around them , especially  by 

their fam ily, then the m ajority o f individuals will accept the existing status quo. 

M oreover, if challenges to the system  can be effectively dealt with so that the system  

rem ains unchanged, it will serve to reinforce the idea that the existing social structure is 

justified . It is therefore in the interest o f the elite o f any hierarchical society to 

constantly reinforce the idea that the existing social structure o f their society is 

justifiable, but also to have the m eans necessary to deal with any challenge to their 

power. This justification can be dem onstrated through a variety o f m edia, including 

m onum ental architecture and displays o f wealth such as feasting and gift giving. 

How ever, the m edium  that will be considered in this thesis is iconography, the use o f 

im agery to reinforce the m essage of the com m issioner o f that im agery, in this case the 

M inoan elite. In ranked societies the legitim acy o f the political order can be reinforced 

through im agery by the display o f the pow er of the elite and their absolute right to rule. 

Thus in Pharaonic Egypt im ages survive o f the Pharaoh protecting Egypt from  its 

enem ies and also being received am ong the gods as one o f them , em phasizing the divine 

status of the Pharaoh (Plate 2). Sim ilar im ages survive from  m any N ear Eastern 

civilizations, for exam ple A ssyria where im ages such as the royal lion hunt reliefs 

em phasized the achievem ents o f kings and ‘glorified royal pow er and responsib ility ’ 

(Curtis & Reade 1995, 41; Plate 3a). These types of im ages are o f special im portance in
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illustrating not only the individual power of the ruler, but also the sources of their 

power. However, it has already been observed that individualized images of a single 

ruler do not survive in Minoan art. Thus the message that this art conveys must be more 

subtle, not one of individual power and yet a message that would still transm it the right 

of the elite to rule. In the Minoan images it seems that it is the sources of power that are 

the important element to be communicated.

Both anthropology and sociology attempt to illuminate reasons for the rise of certain 

societal structures and how these structures remain as an accepted part of society for 

generations. While this thesis does not seek to explain how a hierarchical structure was 

created in Bronze Age Crete, it will attempt to clarify how such a system was 

perpetuated during the Neopalatial and Postpalatial Periods, by considering the focus of 

the images in various media. Much sociological theory concentrates on the microlevel 

of society looking at the role of the individual in society. A good example of this is 

Flannery’s recent paper emphasizing the importance of single figures in the rise of 

certain states (1999). However, macrolevel studies consider societies as a whole and 

attempt to study how any social group can affect and influence the development of 

structure in society. These studies include the works of intellectuals such as Marx, 

W eber and Durkheim, whose macrolevel works encompass whole societies and the 

reasons for their existing social structure.

Anthropological studies of traditional, non-industrialised societies can also provide 

revealing evidence of how societies develop and retain certain social configurations. 

While it is not the aim here to compare Minoan Crete with societies which are removed 

from it both geographically and temporally, such studies have illuminated the sources of 

power in traditional societies of varying time periods and widespread geographical 

locations, and it has become increasingly clear that such sources of power follow the 

same patterns in many societies, despite such geographical and temporal differences. 

These sources are economic power, control of religion and ritual, the use of military 

coercion and the display of specialized knowledge gained through both involvement in 

external trade and rituals limited to small numbers of participants. The control of these 

resources sets apart a certain group of individuals from the majority of the population. 

Earle emphasizes that it is the combination of these powers and not the assumption of 

one that is important in the creation of ruling elites (1997, 150).

First let us consider the role of control of the economy of a society. For Marx it was 

economic organization that was at the heart of all social classification and he argued
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that people were defined by their economic position. Therefore, those who were of the 

land-owning class and the managers of industry had the most pow er in society because 

they controlled the production of goods and through this gained control of society. 

Once in control this class would inflict their ideas and values upon all parts of society 

through ideology. This created a ‘false consciousness’ among the lower classes 

masking their real interests (Bressler 1994, 119). While M arx’s ideas were designed for 

the industrialised society of his day, his emphasis of the power of econom ic control has 

much wider-reaching implications. Control over economics m eans control over a 

people’s way of life and, in an agrarian society, over their very subsistence. Earle 

points out that without food and certain goods humans cannot survive and thus 

economic control, even over select areas, yields direct control over peoples’ existences 

(1997, 70). Interestingly Linear B texts show that the palaces in the Mycenaean period 

were concerned more with the acquisition and redistribution of staple products such as 

grain, than with non-staple products such as honey (Halstead, 2001, 38-9). Such staple 

products are of greater importance for basic subsistence and therefore provide a strong 

means of control. The large storage areas found in all the palaces and the ‘villas’ of 

Minoan Crete show that some sort of economic role must have been exercised by those 

who controlled these buildings, possibly in the area of redistribution or control of local 

exchange.' What type of economic power this was is a matter of speculation, but 

certain models do exist which may help give some idea of the type o f economic power 

held by the Minoan elite.

W ebster has argued that with the emergence of stratification in society a system of 

patron-client relationships is likely to emerge, whereby the client works for the patron 

in the capacity of agricultural labourer in return for subsistence and protection from 

outside threats (1990). Unfortunately without written texts mentioning such a 

relationship it is impossible to prove that such a relationship actually existed in the 

Minoan context. Staple finance is another model of economic control suitable for 

regionally compact societies. In this the elite control subsistence goods, distributing 

them to their retainers and other personnel. In return for access to such goods the non

elite would provide labour or other commodities (Earle 1987, 68). On the other hand 

the elite could gain control of subsistence goods by providing necessary resources for 

the production of such goods. From the evidence of Linear B the Mycenaean palaces

' There is still much disagreem ent about the econom ic function o f  the palaces as ev idenced  by the 
discussion on Palmer, W alberg and Betancourt’s papers in Laffineur & N iem eier (1995 , 169-172).
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seem to have provided the plough animals necessary for the preparation of the land for 

sowing (Halstead 2001, 41). By controlling the distribution of subsistence goods the 

elite could support a class of specialists who would make up the apparatus of 

government within society; administrative personnel, warriors, religious specialists and 

artisans (Brumfiel & Earle 1987, 3).

A good example of such a system can be found in the Hawaiian chiefdoms, where 

the chief used his control of economic production to support five sets of specialized 

retainers ranging from artisans to land managers, who in return for his support supplied 

special goods and services in order to provide him with a luxurious lifestyle (Earle 

1987, 68). While written records of such specialists may not survive or are not 

translatable, the physical evidence of workshops in Minoan Crete would suggest a 

similar interest of the elite in controlling production. Poursat, in his consideration of 

First Palace workshops at Malia, suggests that they were ‘obedient to royal authority’ 

(1985, 300). Moody notes that the Neopalatial period saw an increase of workshop 

space in all the palaces (1987, 237). These workshops inside the palaces would suggest 

a similar interest in controlling specialist production.

A similar model is the Adaptionist model where again the elite intervenes in the 

economy for its own gain (Brumfiel & Earle 1987). This intervention can have 

different purposes. One aim is to facilitate market exchange by mediating between 

various specialists, another to accumulate goods for sponsoring craft production and 

public works. A more self-serving purpose is intervention in order to allow the elite to 

use resources to develop long distance trade by which they themselves benefit through 

the acquisition of exotic goods, thus enhancing their own status.

However, studies also show that it was not necessary for the elite to entirely 

dominate the economy to support its position. Wealth finance allows the elite to 

support itself and its personnel by collecting only the surplus from the non-elite and 

redistributing this in order to support administrative and military personnel (Gilman 

1987). This surplus can be converted into valuables that can be given to others to gain 

their support. For example in Incaic Peru, gold was owned by the state and crafted by 

specialists who worked for the Inca nobility, who distributed finished pieces among 

their followers as rewards for both administrative and military services (Helms 1981, 

218). However, some of this redistributed wealth finance must include subsistence or 

utilitarian goods, to support non-agricultural workers. Thus D ’Altroy and Earle argue 

that staple and wealth finance are complementary to one another, with staple finance
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supporting state activities and wealth finance integrating the elite as it did in the Inca 

state (1985, 193).

What has emerged clearly from the various economic theories is that the elite, in one 

way or another, can use the economy for its own gain. The wealth gained from 

manipulating the economy, whether it was through control of the entire production 

process and redistribution in order to gain particular services and control over all of 

society, or simply exploitation of surplus for similar ends, would have been a key factor 

in allowing the elite to sustain its lifestyle and maintain its power. Cameiro suggests 

that through the distribution of gifts, whether surplus food or purchased luxuries, a 

patron could reward those loyal to him and in return build up a core group of supporters 

(1981, 61). W hether such a system of redistribution existed in Crete is still the cause of 

much scholarly speculation.^

However, economic power alone was unlikely to be enough to provide for the 

continuance of the apparently relatively stable hierarchical system of Minoan Crete that 

existed for over three hundred years. As part of symbolic interactionist theory Mead 

emphasizes the idea of ‘s e lf ,  taking into account that every individual has a public 

persona, a ‘m e’, and a more individual, private persona, an ‘F (cited in W allace & W olf 

1999, 198). This individual persona allows for a freedom of thought and as such is 

likely to be the basis for bringing about social change. Furthermore, every individual is 

capable of producing this individuality of thought. If individuals within the same 

economic group become unhappy with their position and with the structure of society 

what was to stop them doing something to change society? Marx stresses that economic 

similarities more than any other factor allow a body of people to form a collective group 

with a collective goal. Thus those who are economically disadvantaged could form 

cohesive opposition to those they felt were the source of this disadvantage. W hether 

one agrees with Marx about the absolute importance of economic status, it is beyond 

doubt that economic similarities could be a strong motivation for collective thought. It 

was therefore necessary for any elite to have more than one source of power in order to 

maintain their ability to control their privileged position in the hierarchy of society.

War and the use of force is often cited as one of the main reasons for the emergence 

of society, with leaders using this to expand the area and thus the resources, both human

 ̂ Som e commentators argue that there is no evidence for such a system , eg. M elas (1995 , 6 15 ), while 
others argue that there is ample evidence o f  this, such as Pilali-Papasteriou (1987 , 180-1) and N ixon  
(1987).
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and economic, that they control.^ In fact Fried argues that the more structurally 

complex a society, the more likely a military force is to arise, as resources can be 

channelled into such a force. M oreover he points out that every state known to history 

has had an apparatus controlled by the state for dealing with those who failed to accept 

the existing social structure (1967, 214-5, 230-1). The ‘elite theory’ in sociology argues 

that the occupation of positions of power by a small number of people necessarily leads 

them to be at odds with those who do not hold such positions (Wallace & W olf 1999, 

75). Being ‘at odds’ with the rest of society would surely require the ability to protect 

that position with force if needed. The use of the threat of force to punish dissenters is 

important for the continuity of control.

Military power has been identified as having two main uses in traditional societies. 

Firstly, the abihty to use coercion to force others to accept the authority of one group 

has been identified as one of the most important weapons of any ruling elite. Collins 

sees this as the most effective of all sources of power, arguing that it is the ultimate 

power, overriding all others (1975, 366). Furthermore he specifies that this power is 

most effective in the hands of a coherent group rather than an individual. Secondly, the 

promise of protection from outside threats is an important part of the propaganda of any 

ruler. In both Early Dynastic Mesopotamia and New Kingdom Egypt, the most 

emphasized aspect of kingship was the military role which the ruler played, defeating 

the enemies of their countries and thereby keeping their people safe (Kuhrt 1995, 36 & 

211). W ebster suggests that areas with mutual boundaries would have had constant 

tension and conflict. Such a constant state of potential trouble would have increased the 

value of a stable military leadership and also necessitated the creation of permanent 

military units (1975, 467-8). Security and protection from other powerful groups may 

have been one of the benefits of a hierarchical society for those unable to protect 

themselves (Webster 1990, 346). In an island community this idea of mutual 

boundaries may not seem so manifest. However, Schoep has argued that observable 

differences in Linear A tablets, such as the use of different sizes and recording 

procedures, suggest regional differences in the administrative system (1999, 209). She 

suggests that these differences are a result of independent centres exploiting their 

immediate hinterland (1999, 212). If such independent regions existed in Bronze Age 

Crete, then there may have been inter-regional competition and the occasional outbreak

 ̂ For exam ple, Carneiro cites warfare as the only possible method allow ing the rise o f  the state and 
believed  that those involved in the warfare becam e the nucleus o f  the new elite. (1970 , 734, 736).
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of fighting which would have necessitated a mihtary force to resolve it. Furthermore 

Broodbank argues that ‘multi-directional extra-insular contacts’ were a general feature 

of island life, both with other islands and nearby mainlands (2000, 9). Crete was not 

isolated from the outside world, as is well illustrated by finds of Egyptian and Near 

Eastern material on the island. The ability to defend themselves on trading trips would 

have no doubt been essential for Minoan traders, while the threat of raids from the sea 

may also have been an ever-present fear for coastal settlements on the island.

Despite this, military might is not an idea often associated with Minoan society. 

The argument that the Minoans were a peaceful civilization in tune with nature is an 

enduring one that arose in the early twentieth century from the lack of evidence for 

militarism in the paintings and in finds from sites such as Knossos. The idea persists in 

spite of a growing body of evidence to the contrary. It is important to realise that the 

use of force does not have to be a constant reality in a society, but the ability has to be 

implied and, when necessary, demonstrated. Demonstrations of warrior skills and 

ritualized aggression can be an instrument of fear used to assert the domination of a 

specific group. Collins takes this point further, arguing that belief is the crucial aspect 

of this category of power (1975, 367). He maintains that men are powerful because 

others believe them to be so and that symbolic acts of physical might are crucial in 

maintaining this belief. Thus ritualised violence could be used to advertise the martial 

skills of the elite. Laffineur argues that iconography showing physical competition 

between individuals emphasized their claim to power and the distance between the elite 

and non-elite (1992, i l l ) .  Driessen points to scenes of boxing as evidence of ritualised 

violence in the Minoan world and suggests that bull leaping, hunting and initiation rites 

may also fall into this category (1999, 18). All these activities would have had an 

element of danger which the Minoans themselves sometimes recorded in the 

iconography. For example, on the Boxer Rhyton from Ayia Triada it appears that the 

bull leaper is being gored by the bull. This type of reminder of the danger involved in 

these sports would serve to enhance the reputation and status of those who came 

through such rituals unscathed. Moreover, Ember and Ember have studied the use of 

aggressive sports and suggest that aggression and skills learned through ritual violence 

were often a consequence of war and that warlike societies are the ones inclined to 

practise such combative sports as boxing (1997, 7, 15).

It is worthwhile here considering the role of hunting in the M inoan world. Morris, 

in her discussion of Mycenaean iconography, has argued that hunting can be seen as a
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training ground for warrior skills, such as the use of weaponry (1990, 150). Although 

no large-scale scenes of hunting like those recovered from Mycenaean sites such as the 

boar hunt fresco at Tiryns, survive on Crete, smaller scale works do survive. It should 

also be noted that possible allusions to hunting do exist on some signet ring 

impressions, which will be further discussed in the chapter on that subject. Moreover, 

on the Lasithi Dagger there is an image of a boar hunt, while a stone vase fragment 

from Palaikastro shows a boar, possibly part of a hunt scene. Furthermore, an ivory 

pyxis from Katsamba depicts an image of bull hunting (Plate 17a). The recording of 

this activity on such valuable articles suggests that not only was hunting a part of 

Minoan society, but that it was of interest to the elite. Bull leaping, boxing and hunting 

could be an indication of a warlike or martial side to the M inoans long denied by 

commentators.

Physical indications of a military consciousness are evident in the material remains. 

As early as the Early Bronze Age (ca.3000-2000 BC) it appears that functional weapons 

existed on Crete. Peatfield has pointed out that Early and M iddle M inoan long daggers 

were constructed in such as way as to limit any non-martial usefulness and therefore 

argues that such weapons had a military function (1999, 68). Branigan notes that while 

80% of the metal assemblage on Early Bronze Age Crete was weaponry, on the 

Cyclades and East-Central Crete weapons accounted for only 15% of the metal 

assemblage (1999, 88). Hiller notes that the most common and effective weapons used 

in the Bronze Age Aegean were all developed on Crete, such as the long dagger, short 

sword and shoe- and tube-socketed spear and arrowheads (1984, 27). Sandars 

concludes that the Type A sword was developed on Crete following Asiatic prototypes 

(1961, 25). Although these blades had an inherent weakness in the slender tang, the 

adoption of a homed grip to protect the swordsman’s hand suggests these blades were 

used in actual combat (Sandars 1963, 117). Furthermore Sandars suggests that the Type 

C and Di swords, also developed on Crete in the LM period, may have been developed 

for military purposes (1963, 127). Peatfield interprets the types of sword developed by 

the Minoans as functional weapons probably used by a specialized warrior elite, 

supporting this suggestion by pointing out that in images of com bat the stroke used 

against both humans and lions is a practical diagonal thrust designed to kill and the 

movement of the ‘empty hand’ indicates mastery of swordsmanship. He argues that 

these images indicate that the Minoans could use these weapons competently in combat 

(1999, 70-2). Furthermore Danielidou argues that the figure of eight shield must have
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been used as a practical means of defence in martial situations (1998, 51-2). The lack 

of Neopalatial burials excavated creates a major problem in the identification of the use 

of weapons in this period, but with the excavation of tombs at Poros,'* where weapons 

have been found, the small amount of evidence from Neopalatial burial seems to 

support the idea of an elite concerned to associate themselves with warfare.

Kristiansen records the use of weapons as status symbols in Bronze Age Northern 

Europe, where a mythology of a warrior aristocracy was accompanied by the use of the 

bronze sword (1987). He also argues that the impact of symbols and symbolic military 

acts on indirect control lies in the actual potential for exercising control (1987, 37). 

This idea of symbolic militarism may not have been unknown in Bronze Age Crete 

either. For example, the sword from Malia with the rock crystal handle may have had a 

symbolic rather than a practical function. The sword is linked to the idea of military 

dominance, but the people must believe that this military dominance can be made a 

reality. The symbolism of the sword and ritualised violence would convince the non

elite of the elite’s ability to protect society from outside threats, but would also be a 

subtle reminder that although coercion is not made use of on a regular basis, the 

possibility remains ever present.

Architectural indications that there would have been a need for a military class 

within Minoan society survive in the archaeological record. Chryssoulaki records a 

number of guard houses in the province of Lasithi and the prefecture of Siteia. These 

appear to guard a road network around Kato Zakros, Palaikastro and Katsounaki (1999, 

75). Furthermore, fortification walls discovered around part of the towns of Malia, 

Palaikastro, Katsounaki, Goumia and possibly Myrtos Pyrgos suggest that these towns 

were prepared to defend themselves, and it is possible that all the palace towns were 

similarly defended (Evely, 1996, 59-60). Although much of this evidence belongs to 

the Protopalatial period it shows that, at least during that period, there was a need for 

defence from conflict and although similar evidence does not so far exist for the 

Neopalatial period this may be simply an accident of preservation or such evidence may 

yet be discovered. Alternatively, Manning has suggested that the absence of 

fortifications in Neopalatial Crete may be an indication of its strength and parallels the 

situation with that of Classical Sparta, where no fortifications existed despite the 

extremely military nature of this society (1986, 285).

'' D im opoulou records weapons from at least two graves at 05o<; noa£i56vo<; including a bronze dagger, 
a sword or dagger hilt, spear heads and swords (1994 , 708).
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Finally there is some evidence that a Minoan deity with a martial aspect may have 

existed. Rehak interprets the painted plaque from a Late Bronze Age shrine at Mycenae 

as showing this deity (1984). The plaque is badly degraded, but shows a female figure 

standing behind a figure-of-eight shield with outstretched arms. In her right hand she 

holds a tapering yellow object either a sword or spear. To the right of the shield is a 

small yellow incurved altar and the scene is flanked by two female adorants or 

attendants. Rehak argues that the altar is a Cretan type and that the dress of the adorants 

or attendants is of the Minoan style with tight bodice and flounced skirt (1984, 538). A 

seal from the Palace at Knossos shows a female figure wielding a sword and a long item 

with a curved end, possibly a tasselled sheath. From this evidence and with the 

argument that the figure-of-eight shield was a Minoan concept, Rehak suggests that the 

Mycenaean warrior goddess, attested in wall paintings from a shrine at Mycenae and 

other fragments from Mycenae, was originally a Minoan deity (1999, 236). Danielidou 

suggests that this goddess may even be an early manifestation of Athena (1998, 90). If 

the Minoans chose to worship a deity whose attributes included combative weaponry, 

then this martial aspect must have been of relevance to the society.

Cameiro has noted that political unification can lead to a ruler stressing other 

aspects of power than military dominance and as a result the society may begin to 

appear peaceful and based on other principles, for example theocratic rule (1990, 210). 

However, he stresses that such appearances merely serve to downplay the role of force, 

but do not mean that physical coercion no longer plays a role in society. W hile the 

evidence for warfare in Minoan society is not overwhelming, it certainly exists to a 

great enough extent that it must have played its part in Bronze Age Crete. Clearly the 

Minoans were not as peaceful as previously perceived and had use for a military section 

in their society.

Like economic power, however, the exercise of military power by itself would not 

have been enough to keep a leader in power. Mann, while recognising the importance 

of military power, argues that such power needs economic and ideological support in 

order to reinforce its effectiveness (1986, 19). Moreover, Earle has pointed out that 

military might can be the source of as many problems as it solves, with the ability to 

bring down rulers as fast as it can raise them (1997, 8). He suggests that in order to 

keep the military loyal, the ruler must be able to bind them with ‘economic and 

ideological fetters’ (1997, 106). Numerous uprisings in the course of history have 

shown that coercion is not a failsafe way of ensuring continuity in social order.
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Individuals who are part of an elite warrior grouping need food and goods provided for 

them. Hence control of the economy allows such groups to be maintained. It further 

helps if there is a widespread belief that the order of things is the way it should be and 

always has been. It is here that the area of religious control becomes important in 

legitimizing and reinforcing the power of a certain group.

Hodder has identified a number of political functions fulfilled by ritual (1982a, 

167). He argues that ritual legitimates social control, can be used to resolve conflicts 

and gives groups a feeling of solidarity and shared identity, while also supporting the 

hierarchical structure by limiting certain knowledge to the elite. Examples of the 

importance of religion in the ruling of a society abound all around the Aegean in the 

Bronze Age. In Mycenaean society, although military feats are celebrated in the 

iconography, the religious character of the wanax also appears in the imagery, thus 

emphasising the different aspects of his power (Deger-Jalkotzy, 1999, 127). In Egypt 

too the divine nature of the Pharaoh was an important endorsement for his authority 

(Morony, 1991, 11). The association of the ruling Pharaoh with Osiris, one of the most 

popular and powerful gods in the Egyptian pantheon, and the Pharaoh’s deification on 

death, identified him as possessing a power that was more than human and could not be 

challenged by a mortal.

Throughout the known settlements of Bronze Age Crete and Akrotiri on Thera, a 

large number of rooms and areas have been allocated a religious function by modem 

archaeologists. Despite being unable to identify beyond doubt all areas used for ritual 

ceremony, it is clear that a large amount of space and resources were devoted to ritual in 

the Minoan world and that it had a significant role to play in Bronze Age Crete and 

Thera. This is a common pattern for traditional societies, so much so that Rowlands 

argues that religious legitimation was at the heart of every hierarchical non-industrial 

society (1987, 52). Religion, above all other forms of power, can be used by those 

controlling it to convince others that they do not have command of their own fate and 

that whatever happens is unchangeable (Wallace & Wolf 1999, 283). Interestingly, 

Moody has noted that in the Neopalatial period more space in the palaces was devoted 

to ritual than in the First Palace period and she argues that this may indicate more 

restricted access to rituals than previously experienced (1987, 238). Gesell also notes 

that spaces used for ritual practices were either small enough to automatically restrict 

participant numbers, or numbers could be limited through the control of access to a 

ritual area (1987). This idea of restricted access to ritual is further indicated by the
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‘centralization’ of peak sanctuaries identified by Peatfield, wiiereby only peak 

sanctuaries closely tied to and controlled by the palaces continue in use in the 

Neopalatial period (1987). This would suggest an increased degree of control over such 

ritual by a smaller group with access to the palace.

Two theories are cited by Rowlands on how legitimation of power arises from 

religion (1987, 52). One is that power is derived from the religious, given to the holder 

by a divinity, and that this power gives the receiver the right to their position in society. 

The other theory is that religion is used to project an ideology of values and interests of 

a particular group, serving to legitimate the power of the group involved in ritual and 

conceal the fact that such values and interests do not serve well the rest of society. 

However, rather than separating these two ideas, it seems more likely that a 

combination of the two would be more effective. Collins points out that the group 

benefiting most from an idea or organization is the strongest believer in such an idea or 

organization and that it is through their participation in the organization that their 

authority arises (1975, 68). Thus a group may actively believe that their authority 

derives from a divinity while also projecting an ideology promoting their values and 

interests on to the rest of society. Religion would not only serve to convince others of 

their right to rule, but also boost their own confidence in their position.

Durkheim in his seminal work on religion ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious 

Life’, first published in 1915, was the first commentator to consider the role of religion 

within society beyond the origins of the system or its emotional effect on society 

(Bowie 2000, 16-17). He argued that control of religion and ritual are important 

because the person who has communicated with the divine through their participation in 

ritual is stronger; they see truth, whereas those who are not involved are ignorant (1976, 

416). It is through the knowledge this group possesses and controls that others can 

learn how to behave towards the gods (1976, 46). In a society where natural disaster, 

famine and other such disasters were likely to have been considered to be acts of a 

supernatural force, rather than recognised as acts of nature, the possession of the 

knowledge of how to please and appease such a force would have been of utmost value. 

Tilley points out that this knowledge can have an economic dimension as well as purely 

ritual, by the fact that economic success in many traditional societies is assumed to 

depend on the good will of a deity (1984, 114). Once again the knowledge of how to 

gain the deity’s good will would have imparted to the holder a certain privilege. This
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exclusivity of knowledge can be retained through the limitation of numbers 

participating in ritual activity and through the control of ceremonial paraphernalia.

However, Earle also points out the benefit of involving the wider community in 

religious acts in order to make them feel involved in the system. He argues that 

common shared experiences are important to ‘create and manipulate ideas about 

“appropriate” values and norms’ (1997, 152). Certainly there is evidence from Minoan 

Crete that both these ideas were used in this period. Areas of the palaces and houses 

that were used for ritual are often small and show that few people would have been 

present in the room during rituals. On the other hand images like the Sacred Grove and 

Dance fresco and Procession fresco from the Palace at Knossos suggest that ritual with 

a more public aspect was also a feature of Minoan religious practice. Melas argues that 

the central courts were used for large public ceremonies where masses of people could 

attend (1995, 623). Gesell also argues that the majority of cult would have been public, 

involving both men and women and taking place in public areas such as open-air cult 

sites, with only rites in the interior cult rooms and courts of palaces being restricted to a 

smaller class of worshippers (1983, 98).^ The two faces of cult would allow the elite to 

show their power in public by conducting ceremonies, while the knowledge that they 

were involved in more restricted rituals heightened their social status.

Furthermore, religious beliefs provide a community with a broader sense of 

‘collective normative identity’ than does military coercion or economic control (Mann 

1986, 21). While force can be used to coerce a society into following certain rules, and 

control of the economy can be used in a similar way, religion provides a set of 

principles and beliefs which all members of society in theory must adhere to, in a sense 

removing the differences between the different sections of society, in that they are all 

answerable to a higher power for their actions. However, if an elite can control the 

forms of ritual and the religious message that emerges from this ritual, they ensure that 

the doctrine that emerges favours their role in society. If this is seen as being the wish 

of a supernatural power, it is harder for the non-elite to argue with this structure.

It is clear from the architecture that religion played a major part in the Minoan world 

and this is supported by the iconographic studies presented in this thesis. Shrines are an 

important part of the palaces and major villas and Melas suggests that the palaces were 

used for public festivals, allowing ‘social integration and the development of

 ̂ For further discussion o f  the use o f  the M inoan palaces as cult centres see  H ood (1995 ), who cites 
com parisons with Near Eastern architecture and Platon (1983).
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community spirit’ (1995, 623). The apparent standardization of religious imagery and 

equipment has been identified by Wright as an indication of a formalised religion used 

to control the belief and practice of the population (1995, 345). In fact the 

predominance of religious imagery and architecture in this period has even led some 

commentators like Platon to suggest that Minoan Crete was ruled by a theocracy 

(1983).*’ Indeed Marinatos goes as far as to suggest that the imagery of divine figures 

and ruling figures has become fused, so great was the importance of religion in Minoan 

society (1993, 243). However, in Egyptian society although the Pharaoh was divine and 

represented with divine attributes or as one of the gods, it was always made clear 

whether it was the god or the Pharaoh who was being represented, one would not be 

mistaken for the other. With stronger evidence for M arinatos’ assumption not yet 

forthcoming, this idea must be treated with caution for the present.

As with economic power and military force, religion can not stand alone as a source 

of power with long-term success. In times of natural disaster, failure of crops or other 

problems, it could be seen as a failure on the part of those with the ritual knowledge to 

properly appease the gods. This could easily lead to social unrest and rebellion. 

D ’Altroy and Earle have noted that sources of finance are essential for providing for the 

evolution of both religion and socio-political institutions (1985, 187). In other words 

religion needs financial support in order to provide for ritual and religious artefacts to 

encourage the continued support of the lay person.

An important source of status and prestige combining both religious and economic 

elements has been identified by Mary Helms (1988; 1993). Helms contends that 

contacts with external powers are fundamental to the power of any elite, for the 

enhancement of their personal wealth and, through this, their status (1993, 126). This is 

contact with areas regarded as being outside the known boundaries of civilization, in the 

case of the Minoans this would mean areas beyond the shores of the island. These areas 

are of special significance as they were seen as being cosmologically different to the 

known world, and therefore goods that came from such places were imbued with 

exceptional qualities not found in local goods (1993, 96). The more geographically 

distant a place or people is from a certain area, the more likely it is to be viewed by 

those from the area as being ‘supernatural, mystical and powerful’ (1988, 4). In fact in 

many traditional societies objects imported from outside were believed to be imbued

 ̂ W aterhouse argues that this is unlikely due to the lack o f  parallels and the fact that Kingship is the usual 
type o f  Bronze A ge leadership (1974 , 153).
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with a religious or supernatural significance. Skilfully crafted objects encapsulated the 

powers and qualities of the strange and beautiful both through their tangible form and 

through the link which they provided with the extraordinary power of the places from 

which they came (1993, 198). Furthermore areas outside known civilization could be 

viewed as being imbued with cosmological power, for example as the homes of deities 

and heroes and ‘fonts of energizing spirituality’ (1993, 174). Thus the acquisition, 

whether by trade or the exchange of luxury items, and ownership of items from such 

areas of power can enhance the individual’s religious prestige.

It was not just the objects themselves that awarded prestige and status to those who 

owned them, but the act of acquisition itself (1993, 101). Not only can this act involve 

making long and dangerous journeys into what for most of society would be considered 

the unknown, but also successfully dealing with a different culture in order to acquire 

foreign goods. This act of acquisition demonstrates the extraordinary ability of the 

acquirer to deal with a distinctive and different society, a skill limited to a small number 

of individuals (1993, 129). The individuals involved in such activities would have been 

considered to have exceptional talents and specialized tools in order to carry out such 

journeys, setting them apart from normal society (1993, 105). The knowledge required 

for such journeys, and knowledge of other lands and cultures was also a valuable tool in 

the competition for prestige in a hierarchical society (1993, 131). Indeed Helms argues 

that such contact was carried out by political-religious specialists or elites who 

controlled the esoteric knowledge that they gained from these contacts to legitimate and 

enhance their status and prestige (1988, 11). Even if the elite did not make the journey 

themselves, by patronising and funding traders who did they would gain knowledge of 

other cultures and be able to purchase external luxury items that would be beyond the 

means of the non-elite (1993, 163-4). In fact Helms notes that in archaic states and 

complex chiefdoms the long distance experts are likely to be separate from the elite, but 

they put their knowledge and experiences at the service of those in power who use it for 

status and prestige, while giving the experts prestige, honours and protection in return 

(1988, 94).

H elm s’ arguments are further supported by those of other commentators. In her 

discussion on the development of iron in Cyprus, Sherratt listed four types of value that 

can explain the significance given to an object, convertible, preciosity, added and 

cultural value (1994, 62-3). Preciosity value identifies materials of a rare or exotic 

nature that gain their status specifically because of this rare and exotic nature and such
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valuables were largely confined in ownership to the elite of society. Appadurai notes 

that the commodities obtained from external trade represent social forms and 

distributions of knowledge (1986, 41). Schwartz has suggested that the reason for the 

use of technology of external derivation by the Ninevite V administration was an 

attempt to legitimate their power by connections with external sources of power (1994, 

164).

The objects obtained do not have to be of high value intrinsically, but what is 

important is the value which is awarded to them by society (Appadurai 1986, 3). 

Appadurai identifies a number of categories for luxury goods; those restricted to elites, 

difficult to obtain, sometimes having a semiotic virtuosity, requiring specialized 

knowledge and having a high degree of linkage of consumption to person and 

personality. These luxury goods are principally used for rhetorical and social use, rather 

than for any practical use, that is to say they are incarnated signs of status and the 

demand for them is an entirely social phenomenon rather than private desire (1986, 38). 

Indeed, Renfrew argues that commodities which have an awarded high value in a 

society can be instrumental in bringing about high status, not just supplementing it 

(1986, 144).

Examples of this phenomenon are found in many areas both geographically and 

temporally distinct from one another. In Aboriginal Australia the further an object had 

travelled, the more magical power it was believed by the natives to have (MacCarthy 

1939, 173-4). In Aztec Tenochtitlan more than 80% of the objects recovered from the 

base of the temple were from the periphery of Aztec controlled land. Carrasco has 

argued that the Aztecs were attempting to incorporate magical powers from the 

periphery of their world into their own sacred shrine (1982, 182-3). Tourtellot and 

Sabloff in their study of the ancient Maya have analysed the use of exotic materials and 

artefacts and have come to the conclusion that the large majority of these items are used 

for what they term ‘Functional U se’, that is to say that they are not used for everyday 

use, but they relate individuals and groups to each other. They conclude through their 

research that apart from obsidian, virtually all other exotic materials and artefacts “were 

exchanged directly between the elites of separate communities as an expression of 

socio-political links.” (1972, 126-133). Demarest furthers this conclusion arguing that 

for the Maya such exotic goods were critical for the identification of the elite, enhancing 

their prestige and defining relations with their retainers, to whom gifts of such goods 

were made (1992, 143).
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Probably the best known example of a society which values knowledge and objects 

from outside their own areas as a symbol of status, is that of the Melanesian islands, 

which are a preindustrial non-monetized society. Among these islands there exists a 

system of trade known as the kiila. This consists of the trade among certain of these

islands in spondylus shell exchanged in a clockwise direction and white conus shell

armshells moving in an anti-clockwise direction. In the Northern Trobriands, in the 

region of Kiriwana, a system of hereditary rank and chieftainship has developed. It has 

been suggested that this is due to the late entrance of this area into the kula ring and that 

the successful exploitation of this trade by a small number of men has created social 

differentiation based largely on their participation in the kula (Brunton 1975, 553-4). 

This is not to suggest that the ‘Big M an’ system which exists in the kula system is the 

sort of system which would have existed on Minoan Crete. Indeed W hitley argues that 

the ‘Big M an’ system is one that is suited to unstable societies with no pre-existing 

system of government and may have developed in Greece for a time after the collapse

of the palace system, but not before this (1991, 349). What the kula system does

provide us with, however, is an excellent example of an island based culture where 

outside, overseas trade and contacts are vital to the social status and political power of 

the ruling elite.

Outside links were certainly part of Minoan society. If ‘K aptara’ was Crete, then it is 

recorded in Mari tablet A 1270 as being part of the tin route including Aleppo and Ugarit 

(W iener 1987, 262). Furthermore, if we accept the Keftiu in Egyptian wall paintings as 

representing Minoan figures, then we have direct evidence of M inoans travelling to 

Egypt (Plate 3b). Many items have been found on Crete, especially in the palaces, 

reflecting outside contacts. The Cypriot copper ingots and Egyptian or Near Eastern 

elephant tusks from Zakros, imported cylinder seals from the Near East and the 

adoption of the scarab shape for seals show that the Minoans had wide ranging contacts 

throughout the Mediterranean and not only imported finished goods, but also raw 

materials and ideas. Branigan argues that in the MM III -  LM I period this trade was 

under palatial control (1982, 210). Alexiou notes that political control of foreign trade 

was common in the Bronze Age Mediterranean, with the Pharaoh in Egypt conducting 

all foreign trade and suggests similar elite control for Minoan trade (1987). The pieces 

of high quality from both countries suggest political and economic exchange between 

the elite, but secondary objects, such as scarabs, may represent trading lower in the
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social strata (Warren 2000, 267). Outside links are well represented in the 

archaeological record.

Earle suggests that external contact gave the ruling elite a legitimacy at the non-local 

as well as the local level and that this helped to justify their position in society (1989, 

85). Such sources of power were inaccessible to the normal member of society and the 

presence of objects obtained from these were visible reminders of this power. However, 

he also points out that such ideology is inherently unstable as a basis of power in itself 

as these external connections can be affected and interrupted by numerous 

uncontrolable events and situations leading to a breakdown of contact (1989, 86). 

Therefore, as with economic, military and religious power this could not be relied on in 

itself to preserve the elite in their privileged position in society, but must function in 

conjunction with the other sources.

It has become clear throughout the course of this chapter that three clear sources of 

power dominate the history of hierarchies, economic, military and religious power, and 

it is a combination of these three, enhanced by esoteric knowledge, that leads to the 

most effective realization of power. None of these can stand alone and provide long

term stability, for as Hodder points out, it must be accepted that individuals are able to 

penetrate ideologies and have independent opinions (1986, 68). However, Durkheim 

makes the important point that social values are part of the morals and values of human 

identity and as such it is difficult for the individual to reject the societal structure which 

has been accepted for generations and is still accepted by present society (1976, 17). 

This unwillingness to question and challenge the existing status quo, reinforced by the 

threat of economic sanction, coercion and punishment, and religious censure, would be 

enough to prevent cohesive opposition and allow the elite to maintain its favoured 

position in society in normal conditions. Furthermore, rational choice theorists point 

out that people chose to participate in a system after weighing up the benefits of 

participation and disadvantages of non-participation (Wallace & W olf 1999, 295). If 

the advantages outweigh the disadvantages then challenges to the status quo are 

unlikely to arise. By controlling the economy, religion and military, the elite could 

ensure that the disadvantages of challenging the system far outweighed the advantages, 

thus ensuring the success of the hierarchical system.

There is definite evidence from the physical remains that the M inoan hierarchy had 

an interest in storage, in trade, in religion and in the display of m ilitary skills. It 

remains to be seen whether the Minoan iconography reflects any or all o f the sources of
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power identified by anthropology and sociology. Hodder warns against the assumption 

that all viewers of the same picture read the same message from it (1986, 150). 

Superior knowledge and education can alter what an individual can interpret in a 

particular image. However, it would seem likely that the basic meaning obtained from 

an image by any observer would be similar, since the theme of the image remains the 

same no matter what different nuances the details would suggest to various viewers. 

The dress, the setting and the implements pictured combine to reflect a basic theme and 

it is this basic theme which is most important for this thesis, the themes of military, 

economic and religious power that can be used to control society. It remains now to 

consider our chosen artefacts in a series of case studies.
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CHAPTER 2: RELIEF-CARVED STONE VASES

The first class of artefacts to be studied is that of relief-carved stone vases.' This 

body of material is relatively small, consisting of the remains of 37 vessels. In many 

cases only one small fragment of the original vessel survives, although enough of a 

small number of the vessels remained to allow their complete reconstruction, for 

example the Chieftain Cup (Plate 12). Despite the relatively small amount of evidence 

preserved and its fragmentary nature, the surviving artefacts provide an important 

collection of images for the discussion concerning images of power in the Minoan 

world. In the past only two works have considered these vases as a collective group, 

W arren’s ‘Minoan Stone Vases’ (1969) and Kaiser’s posthumously published PhD 

‘Untersuchung zum Minoischen R elief (1976). Both of these works have useful 

catalogues of the surviving fragments, yet in neither are the meanings of the images 

considered as a whole according to their subject. Many individual works exist 

discussing the significance of the more complete vessels, but none consider what the 

common themes portrayed in the images on all these vessels might tell us about the 

collective interests of those who commissioned and owned such artefacts.

Relief-carved stone vases from Crete were the possessions of the elite class of 

Minoan society. They were carved from soft stone, mostly steatite, but also serpentine 

and chlorite. All these materials were readily available on Crete and are thus not 

indications of wealth in themselves (Warren 1969, 129-30, 138-141). However, it is 

more than likely that these materials were used because of their relative softness, 

allowing images to be engraved on them more easily than would have been possible on 

harder stones that would have had a greater intrinsic value, such as alabaster. Other 

indications emphasize the importance of this type of vessel. Firstly, the quality of 

workmanship that would be necessary to create such an item. The images carved on 

these vessels were often very intricate, for example the overlapping figures on the 

Harvester Vase, and could only be the product of specialized artists. Such specialized 

workshops and artists only occur in societies where there is an elite who can provide 

them with the materials necessary for their craft and also with basic subsistence goods 

to allow them to concentrate solely on their craft. In return luxury items were produced

' Table 1 lists all the surviving p ieces with details o f  the vessels and full descriptions o f  the im ages 
engraved on them and tables 2 .1 , 2 .2  and 2.3 show  com parisons o f  various aspects o f  the im ages. In table 
2.1 the category o f  other is used for im ages w hose meaning is not clear, military or in the case o f  the 
Harvester V ase where another aspect is more obvious.
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for that ehte. Furthermore, the relatively small number of surviving fragments suggest 

these vessels were a commodity limited to a select group of owners.

The second major indication of their importance comes from the contexts in which 

some of these objects were discovered. W hile many of the surviving fragments do not 

have a proper context, for example the piece found by German soldiers at Knossos 

during W orld W ar Two (Platon 1951, 154), those that were found in excavations come 

from elite centres, the ‘villa’ at Ayia Triada, the palace at Kato Zakros and the palace, 

Unexplored Mansion and Little Palace at Knossos. The final indication of the valuable 

nature of these artefacts is the evidence for the use of gold leaf to cover some of the 

vessels. The Zakros Rhyton and a fragment from Palaikastro with the image of a wild 

boar were both found with small pieces of gold leaf adhering to them (Plate 4). It is 

likely that both these vessels were entirely covered in gold leaf originally. Higgins 

suggested that all stone vases would have originally been covered in gold leaf, but this 

idea is impossible to substantiate (1967, 153). The use of a valuable commodity like 

gold serves to further emphasize the fact that the stone vases were considered to be 

prestige items. Gold leaf was also applied to other precious items, such as the ivory and 

serpentine kouros found at Palaikastro (MacGillivray et al. 2000). It seems likely, 

therefore, that the images on these vases, whether records of actual activities or 

symbolic representations, reflect the interests of the elite section of Minoan society.

The dating of these vessels is a cause of some disagreement. W arren dates all the 

examples in his book to the period MM III to LM I, taking the terminus ante quern from 

the contexts of the Zakros rhyton and the Ayia Triada vases as the basis of his dating 

(1969, 174). However, Kaiser split the vessels into groups and dated these groups 

stylistically, starting with MM IIIb-LM la for pieces like the H arvester Vase, and 

ranging to LM II to Illa l for some of the smaller fragments, such as the example from 

Knossos with the man and goat (1976, 180-2). Context dates for some of the pieces, 

such as the Zakros Rhyton which was found in the LM Ib destruction level of the palace 

at Kato Zakros, can certainly give us a terminus ante quern. However, these vessels are 

of hardwearing material and may have been in use for a long time previous to their 

deposit contexts. W hatever the actual date of these pieces, and they cannot be securely 

dated simply on style, it seems clear from the quality of workmanship that they were 

produced in the palatial periods of Crete and M ainland Greece.

The remains o f  the gold leaf can still be seen on the Zakros rhyton, but was lost on the Palaikastro piece  
during cleaning (Bosanquet & Dawkins 1923, 137).
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The majority of the fragments that survive have been identified as belonging to the 

vessel type known as a rhyton. These have a larger opening at one end and a smaller 

hole in the base of the vessel, allowing liquid contained to flow out in a controllable 

manner. Koehl, in his study of surviving ceramic and stone rhyta, has identified two 

main functions for them, domestic and ritual use (1981). He argues that a cultic 

function can be applied to these vessels when they are found ‘in association with other 

cult symbols or equipment or, in architectural contexts with religious indications’ (1981, 

184). The lack of contexts for the majority of the stone examples limits our ability to 

distinguish their use through associated finds or findspots. However, the idea of 

iconographic reinforcement, where the image on an object can both reflect and 

emphasize the function of the object which it decorates, suggests that at least on the 

vessels where the image is undoubtedly of a ritual nature the vessel would have had a 

cultic function.^ Rehak suggests that the reason that all the relief-carved stone vases 

and animal headed rhyta are found in such a fragmentary state is due to their use in 

ritual, after which they were deliberately smashed and pieces given to participants as 

"symbola (1995a, 451). Furthermore, Peatfield has identified the importance of the 

manipulation of liquid in Minoan religion, citing the presence of installations at Malia 

and Anemospilia where liquid could be manipulated, the presence of drains and 

evidence of washing facilities connected with ‘lustral basins’ and the finds of 

anthropoid vessels carrying jugs pierced for pouring as evidence for this (1995).

Nevertheless the use of stone relief-carved rhyta in a non-ritual context would not 

have lessened their actual or propagandist value. These would not have been items of 

everyday use, their value was too high. Although Marinatos suggests that even in the 

‘dom estic’ situation these vessels would have been used for cult (Koehl 1981, 

discussion), they could also have been used for non-religious special occasions, such as 

feasting or entertaining of important visitors. In such a context the audience for the 

imagery would have been restricted to a select group and the message they carried 

would be recognised by this group. However, the procession fresco from Knossos 

shows that rhyta could also be carried in procession (Plate 5). Rehak has argued that the 

stone vases were used in ceremonies that had great social power and Earle notes that 

symbolic objects, like portable ceremonial equipment could be important in the 

spreading of a standardized message to a large audience through public display (1994,

 ̂ Morris identified this phenomenon on M inoan larnakes with fish m otifs (1995).
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3; 1997, 154). If examples of this type of vessel were used in this way, their imagery 

would have had a wider audience, spreading the propaganda of the elite’s right to rule to 

a larger non-elite body with an emphasis on various aspects of the power of that elite.

Mention must be made here of the four examples found in Mainland Greek 

contexts, a complete necked vase found at Mycenae and fragments found at Epidauros, 

at Tiryns and on the Acropolis at Athens (Plate 6). The vase found in Chamber Tomb 

26 at Mycenae presents a particularly interesting case. The piece is clearly made up of 

two different parts, with the bottom section being a different colour of serpentine and 

carved in higher relief than that of the top part, yet the pattern continues uninterrupted 

from one section to the other. Kaiser interprets this to mean that the underpart is of later 

date, an addition to the upper part, probably replacing a broken part of a Minoan 

heirloom (1976, 39-41). Here then the evidence is suggestive of the importing of 

Minoan stone vases to the Mycenaean mainland, but also of the production of relief- 

carved stone vases on the Mainland. Thus the origin of the other fragments from 

Mainland contexts is contested and the content of the images surviving do not help 

provenance the fragments. The fragment found on the Athenian Acropolis was 

contained in an area of Persian debris. Stylistically this fragment was considered by 

Mayer to be of Mycenaean design due to the thin torso and strong legs and arms of the 

human figure (1892, 81). The Epidauros fragment was found at the Sanctuary of 

Apollo Maleatas in an area of disturbed stratigraphy and Sakellarakis argues for a 

Mainland origin for this example also (1973, 162-3). On the other hand Hagg notes that 

a certain amount of objects from Epidauros have a Minoan origin, such as a group of 

bronze double axes, so a Minoan origin is possible for this piece (1984, 120-1). Indeed, 

Hood proposes that all these vases are imports from Crete (1978, 147). Driessen and 

M cDonald argue that similarities in style of execution, shapes and subjects, matter and 

material gives the impression they were all produced in one workshop in one period, 

LMIa (1997, 63). Yet these Mainland examples, wherever they were produced, may 

have been created for the Mycenaean market, thus reflecting Mycenaean iconography 

and must be used with caution in any discussion of Minoan iconography.

A certain amount of disagreement remains over the exact interpretation of the 

images on the surviving relief-carved stone vases and stone vase fragments. In the case 

of the Chieftain Cup this disagreement even extends to the subject of the image 

portrayed on this vase, whether it has a religious or military theme. While the majority 

of examples have images that can be placed into a broad subject category, even if the
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details remain elusive, there are a number of scenes where there seems to be an overlap 

in the categories, and this would explain why images such as that on the Chieftain Cup 

are the cause of so much disagreement. It is clear that a num ber of these vessels could 

portray more than one iconographic message.

The most common type of image found on the surviving fragments are scenes of 

ritual action and ritual symbolism. By ritual action is meant activities performed, such 

as dancing or the making of offerings, often in a specific place, with the intent of 

interacting with a divinity through epiphany or causing the supernatural to influence the 

mortal world in a favourable way (Warren 1988, 13). One of the best preserved vessels 

falls into the category of ritual symbolism, the Zakros Rhyton (Plate 7). This rhyton is 

the most complete of all the remaining vases, but was found in four pieces each located 

in different areas of the palace at Kato Zakros. The main piece was found in the 

lightwell of the ‘Hall of the Ceremonies’ along with part of a bull’s head rhyton and 

Platon argues that these two vessels were part of the ritual equipment used in the hall or 

its corresponding rooms (1971, 158). In this case the Zakros rhyton’s association with 

an area thought to be used for ritual suggests that the vessel itself was likely to have 

been used in cult practice. The scene on the vessel further supports this argument. The 

body of the vessel is carved with an image which is widely interpreted as a mountain- 

top shrine or peak sanctuary (Platon 1971, 161). Shaw has reconstructed this sanctuary 

with a large built enclosure, a large flat courtyard and a tripartite shrine, with a large 

central niche and two smaller side niches, dominating the enclosure and argues that it 

was set in a ‘rare clearing on the upper slopes of the hillside’ (1978, 435; Plate 8a). 

However, there is no physical evidence from actual peak sanctuaries for this type of 

construction. Shaw argues that tripartite shrines may have been erected for seasonal 

celebrations and then removed, presumably leaving little trace in the archaeological 

record (1978, 448). There also exists the possibility that this image is not one of a peak 

sanctuary, but simply a sanctuary set in a rocky landscape. Hitchcock and Preziosi have 

identified similarities between the image on the Zakros Rhyton and the physical remains 

of the Neopalatial enclosure at Kato Syme (1999, 140). This sanctuary, situated on the 

slopes of Mount Dikte but not a peak sanctuary, consisted of a large enclosing wall with 

a processional road and a rectangular built structure in the middle o f the enclosure, 

which Hitchcock and Preziosi argue was similar in ground plan to the tripartite shrine 

on the Zakros Rhyton. Alternatively it is possible that the rhyton has an image of an 

idealized sanctuary, incorporating elements of Minoan religion and ritual symbolism to
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emphasize the sacral use of the vessel, but not actually recording an existing structure, 

in which case the ritual building is being used for iconographic reinforcement. 

Although this scene has no direct human involvement, the occurrence of ritual activity 

is suggested by the offering of two branches left on the second altar. Marinatos 

proposes that the scene is set just before a ritual is meant to take place to invoke a 

divinity (1993, 12). Platon suggests that the birds, which he identifies as hawks, may 

symbolize the presence of divinities already present (1971, 166). Birds are seen in other 

images associated with a religious figure, as are agrimia, and the presence of these 

animals serves to emphasize the ritual nature of the vessel. Higgins interpreted the 

object with wavy edges on top of the shrine and flanked by agrimia as an aniconic 

representation of a divinity (1967, 156).'^ Others have interpreted it as a baetyl, a stone 

object which Evans suggested was a manifestation of the divinity (1901, 111). 

Interestingly this object reflects the shape of the back of the throne from the Throne 

Room at Knossos. The significance of this is not entirely clear, but Peatfield supports 

Cam eron’s idea that the shape connects the throne to peak sanctuaries and thus the 

image on the Zakros rhyton is an indication that this shrine is a peak sanctuary (1990, 

129). There can be no doubt about the identification of the building on the vessel as a 

sacred structure, which would enhance the rhyton’s use in cult activity.

Two fragments from a second vessel with a similar image of a tripartite structure 

in a rocky landscape were recovered near Hogarth’s House in the Gypsades area of 

Knossos (Plate 8b). Although the two pieces were found at different times they join to 

form a larger piece.^ In contrast to the Zakros rhyton this scene shows direct human 

involvement, with a male figure bending down to place an offering into or remove an 

object from a basket. Unfortunately this part of the scene is very abraded, making it 

difficult to interpret the items in the basket. A similar basket is seen in the painting on 

the Ayia Triada sarcophagus which Cameron interprets as containing figs, cheese and 

possibly bread (1974, 81). Interpretations of the basket on the rhyton have centred 

around an offering of food. Schachermeyer proposed that the basket contained bread, 

while Alexiou argued that the basket itself, along with the fruit inside it, was being 

offered (1961-2, 147; 1959, 350). Platon took this interpretation a step further,

* T h is o b je c t’s sim ilarity  to the back o f  the throne from  K n o sso s has b een  n o ticed  by so m e  com m entators, 
but the s ig n ifica n ce  o f  this is unclear.
 ̂ Sm ith  proposed  that this p iece  and the fragm ent from  K n o sso s  w ith a p ro cessio n  w ere parts o f  the sam e  

v e sse l and in h is su g g ested  restoration  jo in e d  the left hand p o le  o f  the p ro cessio n  p ie ce  w ith  the right 
hand p o le  o f  the structure on  this p iece  (1 9 6 5 , F ig .9 3 ). H o w ev er , the backgroun ds o f  the tw o  im ages  
m ake it c lear that th ese  p ie ce s  are set in to ta lly  d ifferent lan d scap es and cannot be part o f  the sam e scen e .
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suggesting tinat this sort of worship is associated with thanks and entreaty for health, 

prosperity and property and as such the offerings are likely to be the ‘first fruits’ of an 

agricultural yield (1951a, 157). The location of the scene in front of the shrine is a clear 

indication of the ritual nature of the activity and an offering of foodstuffs is the most 

probable explanation for the action recorded.

A more complex scene also survives from the Gypsades area and is now in the 

Ashmolean museum (Plate 8c). The ritual nature of the scene is demonstrated by the 

presence of a built altar crowned by a pair of horns of consecration. An enclosure seen 

in the background of the scene may be a religious enclosure. Rutkowski argues that 

walls could be used to both mark religious areas and enclose sacred objects such as holy 

trees (1986, 101). In this example the wall surrounds not only a tree, but also a pole or 

mast, similar to those seen attached to the shrines on the two preceding pieces. The 

nature of the human action is difficult to interpret, although numerous commentators 

have argued for a type of ritual or ecstatic dance, with the two figures illustrating 

different poses of the dance (Savignoni 1904, 589-90; M uller 1915, 261; Evans PM II, 

614).'’ Saflund, however, argues that this is a scene similar to the top register of the 

Boxer Rhyton, showing a scene of fighting with the figure on the left in pursuit of a 

figure that does not survive, having just knocked down the figure to the right (1987, 

231). The ritual nature of the background of the scene certainly argues that the two 

figures were involved in religious activity, but without further, more complete examples 

of this type of image, interpretations of the exact nature of the action must remain 

speculative.

The final surviving fragment with a definite image of human involvement in ritual 

is a piece from Knossos, found in an area south of the palace (Plate 9a). This is the 

piece with two male figures in procession, carrying bowls in their outstretched arms. 

Again the ritual nature of this scene is indicated by the presence of a pair of horns of 

consecration placed on top of one section of a tiered built structure in the background. 

This structure has been interpreted as the balustrade of a staircase by Nilsson and as a 

staircase by Pendlebury due to its rising tiers (1950, 83; 1939, 214). If this 

interpretation is accepted than it would seem probable that the procession was taking 

place within an enclosed area, since staircases tend to be found within buildings, 

although no architectural feature like this survives. It seems more likely that this built

 ̂ Evans originally suggested that the crouched figure w as sow ing seed, but later changed his 
interpretation (1901 , 102).

39



wall is part of the fagade of a building, since it has two poles attached to it similar to 

those attached to the outside fa9ade of the tripartite shrines on the Zakros Rhyton and 

the piece from Gypsades. The fact that the two male figures carry bowls suggests that 

this may be a ritual of offering, or perhaps a ceremonial procession such as the one seen 

in the ‘Procession Fresco’ from Knossos, where some of the processing figures carry 

different types of vessels.

Another class of image found on relief-carved stone vases fits in to the category of 

ritual images. This is the largest class of surviving fragments, so-called marine style 

vases, which record ritual symbolism rather than ritual action. By the term ‘marine 

style’ is meant images with dolphins, octopuses and argonauts, often shown among 

rocky marine landscapes. Examples of stone vessels carved with these images have 

been recovered from various sites, including Kato Zakros, Knossos and Palaikastro and 

comprise a significant number of the surviving vessels (Plate 11, Table 2.2). Bosanquet 

suggested that the images of marine style were linked with economic concerns, 

reflecting the importance of sea trade, food gathered from the sea and possibly the use 

of the murex shell for purple dye (1904). However, the growing body of evidence has 

led in more recent times to the recognition of the ritual purpose of these images. 

Mountjoy, in her study of ceramic marine style vessels, demonstrates the cultic nature 

of this style of decoration by examining the find locations of various examples (1985). 

She argues that the presence of marine style vases in numerous probably ritual contexts 

and the ritual connections of similar images in other media suggests that Minoan 

religion had a marine element (1985, 242). The connection of the marine and ritual is 

further reinforced by finds of large numbers of actual shells in the Temple Repositories 

at Knossos and the importance of the triton shell shape in ritual areas. Baurain and 

Darque record three examples from burials and four found with ‘assemblages of objects 

with a cult use’, while also noting that real triton shells are often found in association 

with votive deposits (1983, 53-4). Koehl also records finds of this type of shell in 

sacred caves (1981, 185).

Rhyta in the shape of triton shells are part of the evidence of the importance of 

marine imagery to Minoan religion. The most significant of the triton shells for this 

discussion is the relief-carved stone triton shell found at Malia in the north-east of the 

palace (Plate 10). On this is an image of two genii, Minoan demons adapted from the 

Egyptian Ta’Urt figure, who are involved in a scene of libation or purification (Plate 

9c). Baurain and Darque have identified the style of jug they use as one which is only
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used by genii in libation scenes (1983, 46). Other representations of the genius are 

confined to mainly ritual scenes, for example Marinatos has argued from images on 

sealstones that they can play the role of sacrificial priests (1986, 45). Moreover, the 

Malia triton shell has a small opening in the point, leading to the suggestion that it may 

have fulfilled the function of a rhyton.^ The genius and rhyton are closely connected in 

an image on a seal impression, interestingly also from Malia, that Weingarten interprets 

as showing a scene of a genius holding a globular rhyton involved in a purification 

ritual (2000, 118). The collective evidence would seem to support the interpretation of 

the use of the Malia vessel as a rhyton which was probably used in a purification or 

lustral ritual. Peatfield notes that the function of the shell may be recalled by the 

imagery, the shell being used for lustration or purification and the image recording such 

a scene, another example of iconographic reinforcement (1995, 225). The Malia triton 

shell is a clear indication of the strong connection between marine imagery and ritual. 

Two further fragments with marine style carving may also have originally been part of 

triton shell-shaped rhyta, both are from Knossos, one showing part of an octopus and 

the other showing part of a dolphin (Baurain & Darque 1983, 62). The decoration of 

these pieces reinforces the ritual importance of images of marine life. Of the other 

examples of vessels with marine style decoration, all the remaining pieces are thought 

to be part of different types of rhyta, again clearly demarcating the ritual nature of this 

type of image. The only exception is the enclosed vessel from Mycenae, which may 

have been specifically made for the Mycenaean market. It is reasonable on 

consideration of the evidence to argue that all these vessels with marine imagery would 

have played a role in ritual practice.

Another unique example recording ritual symbolism is the lid carved with a sacral 

knot (Plate 9b). Nilsson believed that there was not enough evidence to give this 

symbol a ritual meaning (1950, 163). Alexiou, on the other hand, suggested that the use 

of this symbol in Crete was connected to its sacral use as the symbol of the Near Eastern 

goddess Inanna (1967, 4). While there is no evidence that the M inoans used ritual 

symbolism the same way as it was used in the Near East, the fact that Rehak has 

identified this lid as the back plate from a bull’s head rhyton, all of which were used in 

cult practice, argues in favour of a ritual significance for this lid and the sacred knot 

carved on it (1995a, 438). Furthermore the symbol is known from various scenes

 ̂ Baurain and Darque have convincingly dism issed the suggestion that it was used as a trumpet, noting  
that in tests the vessel provided only an inaudible sound (1983 , 56).

41



showing rehgious activity, such as the image on the gold ring from Vapheio and the 

Campstool fresco from the palace at Knossos. All these examples suggest that this 

symbol had a ritual significance for Minoan society.

One final example may fit into the category of ritual examples. This is the so- 

called ‘Chieftain Cup’, named for the male figure holding a staff or spear in his 

outstretched hand, who from his dress, jewellery, stance and height is singled out as the 

most important figure in this scene, clearly a figure of authority (Plate 12). Only the 

‘chieftain’, the figure facing him and the first figure carrying a large rectangular object 

are original, the rest of the cup is reconstructed. This scene has been the cause of much 

discussion since its discovery and various interpretations exist. In the ‘Palace of M inos’ 

Evans suggests probably the least likely explanation for this scene, arguing that the 

large objects which are held by the three men are elephant hides from the hind quarters 

of young African elephants and that the men are elephant hunters returning from Africa, 

presenting their spoils to a prince (PM II, 742; 790). However, the majority of 

interpretations of the imagery of this cup centre around a ritual or military explanation.

The ‘Chieftain’ figure has been interpreted as being either a political or religious 

leader. The stance which he assumes, with the staff or spear held out in front of him, 

has been identified by Krattenmaker as a gesture of authority, used to indicate the 

importance of the figure making the gesture (1995, 57). It is seen on a number of other 

objects including the M aster Impression and the ‘M other of the M ountains’ sealing 

where the gesture is made by a female figure. The obvious superiority of the figure on 

the cup led to his interpretation by Forsdyke as a king, possibly even M inos himself, 

holding a sceptre as an emblem of royalty (1952, 14-16). Glotz interprets the figure as 

either the King of Phaistos being reported to by a vassal, or King M inos being reported 

to by the King of Phaistos (1952, 159). Both Hall and Demargne also assigned this 

figure a royal nature, suggesting that he is a prince receiving his military subordinates 

(1925, 63; 1964, 49). It is perhaps not surprising that this figure has attracted such 

interpretations, he clearly dominates the scene in terms of authority and status, and is 

singled out as a figure of power. However, Minos is a figure known only from myth 

and there is no evidence that he ever existed, indeed there is no secure evidence for the 

existence of royalty in Minoan Crete. In addition, the use of this stance by a female 

figure in the ‘Mother of the M ountains’ sealing shows that the gesture of authority is not 

limited to one individual or to one gender. Furthermore on that sealing the female 

figure is identified as a divinity by the fact that she is flanked on either side by a lion
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and receives worship or adoration from the accompanying male figure. The link of this 

stance to ritual suggests that this figure on the Chieftain Cup could be a religious leader 

as much as a political one. Marinatos suggests that the ‘Chieftain’ may even be a god 

receiving the hides of wild bulls killed in a hunt (1993, 217-8). However, the use of the 

stance and the status indicators, such as jewellery, in other images by figures that are 

clearly not kings or priests argues for the identification of this figure as simply an 

important member of an elite group, rather than a divine or royal individual.

It is not only the ‘Chieftain’ figure that is a cause of much speculation. The rest of 

the image has also invited widely divergent interpretations. The identification of an 

overall ritual meaning for this scene started with Evan’s identification of the hooked 

object carried by the figure facing the ‘Chieftain’ as a lustra! sprinkler (PM II, 792). 

Forsdyke adopted this suggestion and further argued that the figure holding the 

‘sprinkler’ was a priest carrying in his other hand a sword used for sacrificial purposes 

(1952, 14). No such implement has ever been found making its identification difficult. 

The presence of the sword could also lead to a martial interpretation for this scene. The 

idea that this figure is a military officer reporting to his superior or receiving orders was 

a popular one (Karo 1959, 77; Pendlebury 1939, 24; Demargne 1964, 149;
Q

Schachermeyer 1964, 200). More recently Rehak has argued that Evan’s ‘sprinkler’ is 

in fact a tasselled sheath similar to that seen in a wall painting from Thera in Xeste 3, 

where a monkey holds a tasselled sheath and sword (1999, 231). Further disagreement 

over the im age’s meaning has arisen in the discussion of the large rectangular objects 

held by the other figure on the preserved piece and by the two reconstructed figures. 

While many commentators accept their interpretation as hides presented to the 

‘Chieftain’, the purpose of these hides is the subject of debate (MUller 1925, 105; 

Warren 1969, 76). Forsdyke suggests that they are the hides of ritually sacrificed bulls 

(1952, 14). Marinatos, however, argues that they were wild bulls killed in a hunt (1993, 

217-8). The objects have also been interpreted as shields, for example by M atz, who 

argues that they are hide-covered shields carried by foreign ambassadors (1956, 98). 

Lorimer goes as far as to identify them as simplified figure-of-eight shields (1950, 137). 

The most constructive suggestion comes from Higgins, who proposed that these objects 

are the hides of sacrificed bulls destined to be made into shields (1967, 155). This idea 

of an overlapping interpretation, assigning both a ritual and martial meaning to the

* Karo argued that this is a scene o f  a white officer leading his ‘negro’ soldiers, but there is no evidence to 
support this interpretation (1959 , 77).
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image, with different observers understanding one or both messages, would help to 

explain the different elements that comprise the image.

A more recent trend in the attempt to interpret the image on this cup has been to 

regard it as a representation of a rite of passage from one stage of life to the next. 

Saflund has interpreted the Chieftain Cup as showing an initiation rite, where a ‘herd’ of 

newly initiated young men are dressed in hides and the ‘herd leader’ is receiving 

instructions from a commander (1987, 227-9). However, it is Koehl who has developed 

this argument of rites of initiation most extensively (1986; 2000). He attempts to 

identify a tripartite system of initiation in Minoan Crete based on Van Gennep’s three 

stages of rites of passage; rites of separation, transition and incorporation (1960, 10-11). 

Koehl also used the evidence of Strabo (10.4.21) who records a later Cretan initiation 

ritual and suggests that this is a reflection of an earlier Minoan tradition. Strabo 

describes an initiation rite where a boy (parastatheis) is abducted by an older lover 

(philetor), taken into the countryside for a period of feasting and hunting and finally 

returned to the city where he is initiated into adulthood with the presentation of gifts. 

Koehl interprets the figures on the Chieftain Cup as youthful males, teenagers of 

different ages shown by their different hairstyles. In Koehl’s interpretation the 

‘Chieftain’ figure is the philetor and the figure facing him is the parastatheis, with the 

image on the cup reflecting Strabo’s third stage of initiation, the presentation of gifts of 

items that the parastatheis will need now that he has become a member of adult society. 

These gifts consist of a sword and three animal hides to be converted into shields. To 

support this argument Koehl compares the shape of this cup with numerous later 

examples found at Kato Syme, a site which also produced later bronze figurines of male 

lovers. In connection to this idea Dowden notes that a youth trained by an erastes or 

philetor in the Classical period received a cup when he was fully trained (1992, 114).

Koehl’s interpretation would certainly fit nicely into the methodology pertaining 

to this thesis, where hunting and martial skills learned in the period of transition would 

be important elements of the specialized knowledge of the elite group. However, there 

are various problems with his argument. His categorization of male hairstyles, which he 

uses as evidence of age for the participants, mixes representations from Cretan and 

Theran sources, despite the lack of secure evidence that these two societies had the 

same social structure. While the cups found at Kato Syme do reflect a similar shape to 

the Chieftain Cup, the fact that large numbers of these in both stone and clay were 

found on this site suggests that they were not the special property of a particular person.
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Thus the value of their comparison to such a unique vessel as the Chieftain Cup is of 

limited worth. W right proposes that the evidence from Kato Syme implies a ceremony 

associated with drinking (1995a, 289), but there is no evidence that this was part of an 

initiation rite. It is also methodologically unsound to project later practices and ideas 

backward in time, especially based on the evidence of one artefact, since the origin of 

these practices is unknown and could have various sources. Both Koehl and Saflund 

attempt to identify specific rooms in the villa at Ayia Triada connected with these 

initiates, a difficult task considering the level of preservation there. However, what 

speaks most strongly against both these interpretations of this as an initiation rite is the 

‘Chieftain’ figure with the staff or spear. This gesture has already been discussed and 

would seem to indicate a level of power beyond that of a youth in charge of initiation 

rites.

The balance of evidence suggests that this scene had a martial element with the 

presence of the sword as an attribute of one of the two main figures, and that the smaller 

figure was a subordinate standing before either a more elevated member of society, or 

someone who had a more important role in the action portrayed. It is clear from the 

jewellery, stance and attributes of the two figures that they were both members of the 

elite. Evan’s suggestion that the staff held by the ‘Chieftain’ gave this figure both 

temporal and spiritual power seems likely in consideration of other images where this 

stance is recorded (PM IV, 400). Thus this image could be working on several levels 

reflecting not only a martial, but also a religious message, thereby spanning more than 

one category of power identified in the methodology, both of which would have been 

important to the elite owner of this cup.

A more overtly martial image is seen on a fragment found at the palace at Knossos 

showing a bearded archer crouching down on one knee with his bow drawn ready to 

shoot (Plate 13a). There are two possible interpretations for this image, that the man is 

involved in an act of military combat or is taking part in a hunt. The military 

interpretation has been argued by most of the scholars who have considered this piece, 

with Evans being the first to suggest that this fragment was part of a battle scene (1900- 

1, 44). Lorimer suggested that this figure is involved in a siege and is shooting upwards 

at the rampart as he descends from a boat (1950, 279-80). He also suggests that the 

beard and ‘trousers’ worn by the figure make him a Mycenaean rather than a Minoan, 

comparing him with the figures on the Lion Hunt inlaid dagger. Smith agrees with 

Lorimer and compares this figure to similar ones on the Silver Siege rhyton from
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Mycenae (1965, 71). Vermeule argues that this is a caricature of a non-Cretan, possibly 

a Mycenaean or Syrian (1964, 103). However, bearded figures are not unknown in 

Minoan art and one sealing shows a male with a beard, a bow and an arrow (CMS VIII 

llOb).^ The garment worn by the figure may be an attempt to render a Minoan 

loincloth from behind, rather than ‘trousers’. The attempt to assign a non-Cretan status 

to this figure may have been based on the idea that the M inoans were essentially a 

peace-loving, non-militaristic society, a perception that no longer can be supported and 

there is no strong evidence to deny the Minoan origin of this figure. More recently 

Morgan suggested simply that the fragment shows an archer emerging from the sea 

actively involved in a battle (1988, 153). However, this image may instead illustrate a 

scene of hunting, an activity that is shown on other, more complete elite objects, such as 

the Katsamba pyxis (Plate 17a). Too little of the stone vase fragment is extant to allow 

us to identify the exact nature of the scene.

Possible support for the identification of the Knossian piece as a hunting scene 

comes from another fragment, found at Palaikastro (Plate 13b). This fragment showing 

the front end of a running boar is most likely to have come from a scene of hunting, 

since evidence for the hunting of wild boar in the Aegean Bronze Age comes from 

various artefacts, including representations in Mycenaean wall paintings. Evidence for 

boar hunting on Crete itself is limited, but an undoubted image of this activity survives 

on one side of the Lasithi Dagger. Long has dated this object to the Neopalatial period, 

based on its construction (1978, 44-5). Furthermore, Hood and de Jong identified a 

heavy spear blade in a grave at Ayios loannis as a possible boar spear (1952, 261). 

Long notes that the stance of the boar on the Palaikastro fragment and on the Lasithi 

dagger are very similar, both shown in a flying gallop, suggesting a similar type of 

scene (1978, 41). Unfortunately the lack of faunal remains from the presence of boars 

on Crete suggest that the creature was not indigenous. However, if this activity did not 

take place on the island then it is arguable that images of this scene would be more 

prestigious as they would suggest knowledge of animals outside the experience of 

normal society. The boar had a special link to warfare with its tusks being used for 

helmets. This may explain the use of the boar on this vase, rather than the lion. The 

lion was the most impressive and fearsome of animal opponents in Minoan art, seen in 

many sealings and sealstones one-on-one with a Minoan male, but also in full scale

’ Although this is dated in CM S VIII to the Late H eliadic period, it is com m only assigned a LM I date, for 
exam ple see Pini 1999, p .668.
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hunts such as on the inlaid dagger from the Mycenae Shaft Grave which was probably 

of Minoan origin. To overcome the lion was to prove the absolute superiority of the 

warrior. It was also a companion of a goddess, as seen on the ‘M other of the M ountain’ 

sealing, and as such would surely be the most likely choice in a hunt scene on a ritual 

vase, if a ritual image was the main purpose of this scene. Yet the image of the boar is 

more appropriate to remind the viewer of the militaristic nature of the hunt and this may 

explain its use here. The use of the boar in the art of other areas of the Aegean, as well 

as on the Lasithi dagger would certainly suggest that this fragment was originally part 

of a hunting scene carrying an underlying military message.

Hunting was only one of the ways identified in the methodology in which an elite 

could manifest its martial skills. Another important way of doing this was through 

combative and physically demanding activities, common images on the surviving stone 

vessels. Another of the more complete vessels was also found at Ayia Triada, the so- 

called Boxer Rhyton, and the images preserved on this vessel certainly fit into this 

category (Plate 14). Three of the four registers which made up this vessel show scenes 

of boxing bouts, while the fourth has a scene of bull leaping. Both activities would 

demonstrate the physical skills and courage of the participants (Plate 15). Interestingly 

the bull leaping scene appears to show the unfortunate leaper being gored by the bull 

(Marinatos 1993, 214). This would further emphasize the danger of this activity and 

stress the courage of the participants. Their elite status is em phasized by the fact that all 

the participants who are well enough preserved for details to be distinguishable wear 

necklaces. Furthermore, the use of boxing gloves, also seen in the ‘Boxing Boys’ wall 

painting at Akrotiri, being specialized equipment, stresses the select nature of the 

activity and emphasizes the restriction of it to a privileged group.

The different registers of boxing have been interpreted as showing different levels 

and types of fighting. The lowest register is generally seen as being the least dangerous 

of the levels, because the young men are sparring without helmets or gloves and it is 

thought that the helmets and gloves represent more serious fighting. Hall went as far as 

to call these figures ephebic (1928, 159), but this is not supported by the imagery. 

Differentiation of age in the different registers is not highlighted in any obvious way, 

since all the contestants have similar hairstyles, jewellery and muscular development. 

The upper two registers present more developed and more dangerous levels of 

competition. Schachermeyer suggested that each of the scenes can be read like a 

narrative of one fight, rather than a series of bouts occurring at the same time (1961-2,
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183). Too little of the imagery is preserved to support this interpretation with any 

certainty. The fact that the figures appear to advance in a group on the top register led 

Saflund to suggest that the top register showed a ‘commando raid, with assault, pursuit 

and flight’, also suggesting that the military aspect is heightened by the plumed helmets 

which the combatants wear (1987, 231). Marinatos also suggests that the use of helmets 

introduces a military element into the competition (1993, 213). Such an interpretation 

would reinforce the connection between controlled combative sports and military 

activities, but the presence of the column on the top register and the middle register of 

boxing suggests that in both cases the activity was carried out in a specific controlled 

architectural setting and thus both images show games rather than actual military 

engagement. However, the military element noted by Marinatos does suggest that the 

iconography was deliberately evoking the martial element of these games and thereby 

recalling the military function of the elite involved. The architectural elements of these 

registers are interesting, columns topped by square features, possibly capitals. These 

suggest that the boxing was taking place in a specific architectural setting, possibly in 

the courtyards of the palaces, again stressing the elite nature of the combats and the 

restriction of participation. The combination of bull leaping and boxing scenes on one 

object indicates that these different activities conveyed similar messages about the 

physical and martial power of the elite.

A number of other surviving fragments display images of boxing and bull leaping. 

A fragment from the Court of the Stone Spout in the palace at Knossos shows a very 

similar scene to the boxers on the Boxer Rhyton, with one clearly victorious figure 

standing over his beaten opponent, who has fallen to the ground (Plate 16a). A smaller 

fragment from an unknown context at Knossos also appears to illustrate a boxing scene. 

Although only a small part of one figure survives, the pose of the figure with his left 

arm drawn back behind his torso reflects the pose of the victorious boxers on the Boxer 

Rhyton and the piece from the Court of the Stone Spout (Plate 16b). It is apparent from 

the musculature of the figure that he is involved in some type of strenuous activity and 

given the close parallels between this figure and victorious boxers, an interpretation for 

this fragment as another boxing scene seems to be the most plausible explanation.

Another fragment that survives has a less comprehensible image. This fragment 

was found above the Little Palace at Knossos and shows parts of two male figures in 

profile. The two figures are facing each other and pressed up against one another, with 

the mid-thigh of one against the waist of the second (Plate 16c). Evans plausibly
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reconstructed this as a scene of one boxer Hfting another into the air with the force of 

the punch (PM IV, 600; fig. 595). A similar interpretation could involve a contact sport 

such as wrestling, although no convincing evidence for the practice of this activity 

exists for the Minoan period. Marinates suggested that the top register of the Boxer 

Rhyton also showed a scene of wrestling (1993, 214), but the poses of the figures on 

that vessel, in comparison to images from other examples, almost certainly identifies 

them as boxers. In all of the surviving boxer reliefs, there is a great emphasis in the 

carving of the strong musculature of the competitors, stressing the strength of the men 

involved.

On the stone vases the scenes of boxing have been interpreted as images of 

ritualized activity, largely due to the presence of the upright architectural pieces with 

rectangular features found on the Boxer Rhyton (Plate 14). Variations on this 

architectural feature appear in many of the vases, mostly attached to shrines or 

sanctuaries. In most of these the upright appears to continue above the rectangular 

feature, calling into question the interpretation of these as columns with capitals. 

W hether these features had an architectural function is also a matter of debate, since it is 

unclear from the representations if they were freestanding or an integral part of the 

associated structures. These problems are reflected in the widely divergent 

interpretations that have arisen, some more plausible than others. Kardara’s idea that 

these were freestanding columns with capitals and metal ‘aerials’ fixed on top of them 

as a kind of lightening conductor used to worship a ‘god of heavenly fire’ is easily 

dismissed (1966, 176-9). There is no evidence that the M inoans would have realised 

that metal attracts lightening and such a valuable commodity is unlikely to have been 

available in such large quantities as would be necessary for Kardara’s idea to work. 

Furthermore, wooden columns hit by lightening were likely to bum and, if close to 

buildings, cause widespread destruction. Alexiou argued from the representation on the 

one fragment of a stone vase from Gypsades that these features could not be 

architectural supports and he suggests instead that they may have fulfilled a similar role 

to flag masts found at the entrances to Egyptian New Kingdom Temples (1959, 347-7; 

1963, 344-5). However, unlike representations of New Kingdom examples, there is no 

evidence to suggest that flags were ever suspended from the Minoan examples. Evans’ 

suggestion that these pillars could have supported a kind of roof or awning for outdoor 

events, such as in the Grandstand Fresco, is an attractive one, as this would have shaded 

spectators, and possibly combatants in the case of the Boxer Rhyton, from the Cretan
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sun (PM  III, 64). How ever, his proposal that such supports were a sign o f the 

cerem onial and religious character o f the activities associated w ith them  seem s rather 

contrived, since his interpretation suggests that they were purely functional. N one of 

these interpretations w ould fully explain the use o f these objects in such a w ide range of 

contexts, but their association with built structures in the m ajority  o f cases argues for an 

architectural purpose, w hether structural or sim ply decorative and their presence on the 

B oxer Rhyton is surely to indicate in an abbreviated m anner the architectural venue 

where these gam es were held.

Three fragm ents survive with im ages o f bull games. On a piece from  an unknown 

context at K nossos there is an im age of a leaper in the process o f his jum p  (Plate 16d). 

A nother fragm ent was found in the area o f K nossos at the ‘U nexplored M ansion’ (Plate 

16e). It also appears to show an im age of a leaper in the m iddle o f a jum p  with his feet 

landing on the back of the bull, although Popham  suggested rather that this figure is one 

o f a bull catcher who has been throw n by the bull (1984, 234). The small area o f the 

im age preserved m akes it im possible to know which o f these interpretations is correct. 

The raised tail and position o f the back legs are indicative o f the fact that the bull is 

running, although it does not display the usual ‘flying gallop’ position o f bulls in bull 

leaping scenes, seen for exam ple on the B oxer Rhyton. M oreover, to the side of the bull 

hangs part o f a rope net. Popham  com pares this to the scene o f bull netting on one of 

the gold cups from  the Vapheio Tholos Tom b and suggests that the scene show ed an 

im age o f w ild bulls being caught (1984, 234-5). How ever, the activities o f bull leaping 

and bull catching are linked in the K atsam ba pyxis and a sim ilar scene m ay originally 

have been represented on this stone vase (Plate 17a). The ability to capture as well as 

leap such a powerful anim al w ould undoubtedly be an indication o f the participant’s 

strength, skill and courage. The final piece involving bull im agery is that found on the 

Acropolis o f A thens, recorded by M ayer in 1892 and Reichel in 1909, but which has 

since been lost (Plate 6b). This piece apparently show ed a scene o f a bull and a m ale 

figure in frontal view, w hom  M ayer and Reichel interpreted as a bull leaper. Since the 

im agery o f bull leaping was adopted by the M ycenaeans from  the M inoans, as is 

evidenced by frescoes from  the Ram p H ouse at M ycenae and from  a pit at Pylos, it is 

im possible to tell if the fragm ent was o f M inoan or M ycenaean m anufacture.

Bull leaping and catching clearly has a role to play in the expression of the 

physical strength, courage and skills o f the elite male. Once again all the figures 

involved in such activities appear to be in top physical condition with m uscles and
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agility emphasised. M arinates suggests that bull catching involved the ‘most dangerous 

and strongest animal indigenous to Crete’ (1989a, 25). Again the strength and 

domination of those involved in these sports is emphasized and if they can dominate 

such a powerful animal in such a way, the domination of their fellow man should be no 

challenge. Younger’s suggestion that these figures are adolescents and bull leaping is 

an initiation rite into adult society is interesting in this context (1995, 523). To gain 

entrance to adulthood the young Minoan elite must show the ability to dominate, while 

also proving their physical perfection. With such abilities they would easily become 

part of a warrior elite. Bull leaping and catching are also included by Morgan in her 

idea of proving the importance of the domination by man over nature, as a ‘parallel and 

role-model for the behaviour of man in his quest for control over his dom ain’ (1995a, 

171). Marinatos suggests that bull leaping was an urbanized form of bull-hunting 

(1993, 219). This would mean that a large crowd could witness the event taking place, 

rather than just the hunters and as such bull leaping would be the more important of the 

two sports, as it would carry the propaganda to a wider audience. A more practical use 

for such sports is also suggested by Marinatos, who proposes that bull hunting was 

carried out in order to gain hides to make figure-of-eight shields (1986, 67-9). It seems 

probable that these figure of eight shields were used in military situations as well as 

having a ritual use’° and so bull sports could also remind those spectating of the 

underlying martial abilities of the leapers.

In addition, the activity of bull leaping could also have transmitted further 

messages about the power of the elite participants. Bull sports appear to have had a 

ritual aspect as well as a martial one. Zoomorphic bull vases with small human figures 

clinging to the horns have been found in or around tombs from the Early Minoan 

period, such as the rhyton from Koumasa, which indicate the long standing use of bull 

imagery and there are many rhyta in the shape of bulls heads surviving from the 

Neopalatial period, demonstrating the use of bull image in cult (Plate 17b). It is notable 

that the majority of bull iconography, especially in large scale art such as wall paintings, 

comes from the palace at Knossos. This fact has led Hallager & Hallager to argue that 

bull leaping is the symbol of power of the sovereign at Knossos (1995, 549). They 

extend their argument to the symbolism of the gold ring impressions showing scenes of 

bull leaping, suggesting that imagery of bull leaping is the official insignia of Knossos

The ritual nature o f  figure o f  eight shields will be discussed further in Chapter 5 where they play a 
more prominent part in the iconography.
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beyond the site (1995, 550). Betts also suggested that rings with bull leaping scenes 

belonged to the rulers of Knossos (1967, 27). It has been suggested that the two scenes 

of bull leaping which are not from Knossos, the Boxer Rhyton and a sealing from 

Zakros, show anti-Knossian propaganda with scenes of a bull leaper being gored and a 

bull being killed (Hallager & Hallager 1995, 553). However, it must be remembered 

that the scene of bull leaping preserved on the Boxer Rhyton is only a small fragment of 

a larger scene showing other athletic activities and it is unnecessary to see this image as 

anything other than an appropriate part of an image of athletic games. Furthermore 

images of netted bulls, possibly connected to the capture of bulls for leaping or as a 

metaphor for bull games, are found in other areas of Crete (Younger 1995, 509). 

Hallager and Hallager’s suggestion is an interesting one, but must be used with caution 

until further evidence is forthcoming. Clearly, however, the imagery of the bull and 

bull leaping had both ritual and martial elements of propaganda.

Only one vessel survives that fits into the category of economic power. This is the 

Harvester Vase, the third vase that was found at Ayia Triada (Plate 18). Only the top 

half of this vessel survives and the bottom half has been reconstructed without 

decoration. This rhyton has the most detailed of all the figural representations 

preserved on stone rhyta, with a much greater sense of depth in the artistic field created 

through the overlapping of figures. Rodenwalt commented on how the ‘strong happy 

disposition of the Cretan people appears alive to us’ in this piece in a way not 

observable in the other pieces (1921, 13). Certainly the stumbling figure creates a 

visual variety not seen in the other surviving pieces." This does not, however, detract 

from the propaganda value of this piece which clearly shows an organised march rather 

than a spontaneous occurrence. The different types of figures are clearly demarcated 

into groups, the leader of the procession by his long hair and cloak, the singers by their 

short hair and attire, the leader of the singers by his sistrum and unusual physical 

appearance and the rest by their flat caps and the objects they carry. These distinctions

" M iiller suggests that the stooping man is reaching forward to grasp the loincloth o f  the man in front, 
who turns to rebuke him (1915 , 255). Hood suggests that the stooping man is drunk, or possibly dancing  
and abusing his com rades (1978 , 146). Pendlebury also suggested that the figures were drunk and 
proposes that there is an atmosphere o f  ‘riotous inebriety’ (1939 , 213). H ow ever, Karo suggests the most 
likely explanation, that an accident has occurred (1959 , 78). It seem s unlikely that members o f  what 
seem s to be an important occasion  would be drunk and disorderly, it is more likely that the figure has 
stumbled and dropped his pole and is bending to pick it up or e lse  in the process o f  falling. The fact that 
the figures march in order and in pairs also speaks against the idea that they are drunk and disorderly.
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indicated the different functions of the participants, but also possibly their different 

status in society.

As with the Chieftain Cup this vessel is subject to many interpretations, largely 

centring around the idea of a harvesting or sowing festival. This excludes Halbherr, one 

of the original excavators of Ayia Triada, who suggested that this is a scene of a Minoan 

triumph and the figures are bringing home prisoners. The poles carried over their 

shoulders are explained as a kind of weapon, similar to a Roman trident (1903, 18-19). 

This is an unlikely explanation, as no evidence of such a weapon has ever been found in 

a Minoan context and the trident would be an unwieldy and ineffective battle weapon. 

Halbherr’s interpretation was quickly replaced by that of an agricultural scene. Muller 

was the first to suggest the interpretation of harvesting, arguing that the implement 

carried by the processing figures was used for removing the fruit from trees, for instance 

olives, with a knife for cutting off individual fruits. Glotz, Matz, Karo and Hutchinson 

all accepted this interpretation of the scene as men returning from harvesting, probably 

of olives (1952, 370; 1956, 98; 1959, 77; 1962, 281). However, the curving blade led 

Forsdyke to argue against the interpretation of these rods as either winnowing forks, 

scythes, pitchforks or pruning instruments and propose instead that the rods were tied 

on temporarily for the ritual, having some magical or religious significance, and the 

pole with the blade is actually a hoe (1954, 3-4). He accepts that the ceremony is 

connected to agriculture, but rather that the purpose is to encourage fertility and is 

carried out before sowing, rather than harvesting (1954, 6-7). It is clear that this image 

can be accepted as a scene connected to agricultural activity, but without further 

evidence the implement carried by the processing men cannot be definitely identified 

and so whether this was a sowing or harvesting ritual must remain unresolved for the 

present.

More recently, attempts have been made to award a more specific interpretation to 

this rhyton. Hitchcock and Preziosi have recently suggested that this vase shows an 

image of corvee or forced labour such as was known from the Near East in 

contemporary times, especially in the kingdom of Mari (1999, 18). For example 

records survive from the Old Babylonian period recording that anyone who borrowed 

money committed themselves to work for a number of days in their creditor’s fields, 

thus ensuring that the wealthy had their fields harvested at the best time and thereby 

increasing their economic advantage (Postgate 1994, 239). However, Kuhrt records that 

the system of obligations incurred by ‘Ilkum' in Mari, whereby royal servants, officials
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and soldiers were given landholdings in return for services, concentrated on supplying 

labour for royal building schemes, military service and producing certain items, not 

agricultural labour (1995, 110). A more credible interpretation of this image is an 

expansion of Forsdyke’s idea that the image had a religious element connected to 

agriculture. Marinatos argues for the ritual significance of this procession using three 

main points (1993, 137). Firstly this is a rhyton, a ritual vessel, secondly the gesture of 

the participants, with their right hands to their chests is a religious one, and thirdly the 

leader has the hairstyle, physiognomy and garment of a priest. She also notes that 

making music was an important function of a priest, and although she gives no other 

examples of this phenomenon, Younger has assigned the heads of singers in a group of 

sealstones to the ‘Group of the Chanting Priest’.'^ He suggests that these figures are 

connected to sacrificial ritual and argues that the singers on the Harvester Vase may 

also be connected with sacrifice (1998, 6). The ritual nature of this scene cannot be 

doubted. As Marinatos states, the rhyton is a ritual vessel, while the gesture of the 

‘harvesters’ can be identified as ritual since it is used by bronze figurines found in cult 

areas such as Psychro (Sapouna-Sakellarakis 1995, N rs.l3& 16; Plate 19). The garment 

that the leader wears is only illustrated occasionally and appears to indicate the special 

status of the figure thus attired. For example on a seal from Malia (CMS 11.3 147) and 

one from Vathia (CMS 11.3 198) a male figure in a similar long robe carries an axe or 

hammer, while a similarly attired male on a sealing from Ayia Triada is accompanied 

by three attendants. While the definite identification of these figures as priests is by no 

means certain, they do appear to be important figures who have certain ritual roles to 

carry out. Finally, Hallager has identified certain rooms at the palaces of Malia, 

Knossos, Zakros and Phaistos leading into the magazines where he suggests harvest 

festivals and purifications would have taken place, reinforcing the connection of the 

elite to agricultural cult activity (1987, 174). The interpretation of this scene as some 

form of sowing or harvesting ritual to ensure a good harvest, with a priest or an 

important member of the elite leading the procession, seems indisputable.

A small number of the surviving fragments have images that are not easily 

interpreted. One fragment, found near the palace at Knossos, has an upper and lower 

level of decoration preserved on it (Plate 20a). The lower level consists only of a 

crested helmet, which would suggest a possible military content for this scene.

C atalogued by Y ounger 1993 pp. 172-3
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However, in the upper level is a male figure, preserved from the chest down and 

wearing a loincloth, with one arm stretched out behind him holding the horns of a goat. 

It is not clear whether the figure is fending off the goat or dragging it along behind him. 

Evans suggested that the male figure was dragging the goat to an altar, presumably for 

sacrifice, but also that the display of physical strength involved in this could be 

connected to the bull-grappling sports shown on other vessels (PM III, 184; PM II, 537). 

However, the bull seems to have been the Minoan sacrificial animal of choice and the 

replacement of the activity of bull leaping with dragging a goat seems somewhat 

unlikely. The exact meaning of this image must remain a matter of conjecture, but the 

surviving elements and comparisons with the themes of other vases can be used to 

suggest that this scene fits into the category of either ritual or military imagery.

Two other fragments from Knossos survive, both showing architectural detail. 

One was found north of the South Propylaion, the other in the Little Palace. The first 

piece shows what appears to be one of the rectangular features usually mounted on an 

upright, very similar to those seen on the Boxer Rhyton, with circular decoration around 

it (Plate 20b). On top of this is a flat surface and on this flat surface is the leg of an 

animal lying down, probably a bull or an agrimi. This rectangular feature is seen on 

various other examples, including the Boxer Rhyton and the Zakros Rhyton. This 

element gives the image an architectural significance restricting its interpretation to an 

important building. What exactly this building is remains uncertain, but the presence of 

an animal leg lying down brings to mind the scene on the Zakros Rhyton with the 

agrimia lying on top of the sanctuary. The second piece is more difficult to interpret 

with two rows of dentals, under which is an oval-shaped object (Plate 20c). However, 

since elaborate architectural scenes in the rest of the vases and in Minoan art in general 

seem to be restricted to ritual imagery, it is suggested that this piece may have originally 

belonged to a building of religious function.

The only surviving fragments remaining to be discussed are the piece from Tiryns 

and the piece from the Sanctuary of Apollo Maleatas at Epidauros (Plates 6a- b). The 

fragment from Tiryns simply shows part of a building and like the piece from the Little 

Palace may show a ritual structure, but too little survives to use it in any discussion of 

iconography. The piece from Epidauros has no parallels on Minoan Crete. Vermeule 

interprets the upper register of this scene as an army of soldiers marching, while the 

lower register shows two warriors facing a ship. She concludes that this fragment 

belongs to a siege similar to that on the Silver Siege Rhyton (1964, 103, 216). Both
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Morgan and Sakellariou argue for a Mycenaean provenance for this vessel (1988, 151- 

2; 1971). Thus the image cannot safely be used in a discussion of Minoan society.

When considering these pieces separately a large number of interpretations can 

arise. However, as we have seen, when considered as a set the images on these vases 

fall into the limited range of subjects. Interestingly it appears that all the protagonists in 

these images are male rather than female, the only artefact category where this is the 

case. W hile Evans suggested that the three singers on the Harvester Vase were women, 

there is nothing to indicate that this is actually the case (PM II, 47). The only other 

scenes which may involve females would be those of bull leaping. Wall paintings seem 

to show both genders involved in this activity although some disagreement over this has 

arisen relatively recently.'^ It cannot be said for certain whether the figures bull leaping 

on the stone vases are male or female, but since all other figures in the images on these 

vessels appear to be male, the balance of evidence suggests that the bull leapers 

depicted on the stone vases are most likely to be male. The fact that all these figures 

appear to be male suggests that these vessels have an important part to play in 

illustrating the significant roles of males in Minoan society. Furthermore, since this 

group of vessels is so small in number, probably owned and used by the elite of society, 

these images are likely to hold major significance for the male elite. Indeed Marinatos 

suggests that these vessels were used by male participants in banquets (1995, 578). It 

seems that the vases can be used to identify the main interests of the elite male section 

of Minoan society. In figural images on Mesopotamian sealings Pollock and Bembeck 

have noted that the imagery separates the roles of men and women within the state and 

shows their different roles based on gender and social standing (2000, 155, 160). It can 

be suggested that a similar separation of the roles of the male and female elite is 

witnessed here, with the stone vases emphasizing the roles played by men in society. 

As the images on seals of the Ur HI period in M esopotamia situate the seal owner 

‘within the bureaucratic and administrative hierarchy of the Ur ELI state’(Winter, I99 I, 

79), the images on these vases appear to situate the male elite individuals within the 

hierarchy of the Minoan society.

It is worth here considering who would have seen these vessels and who their 

intended audience was. The vessels that have been reconstructed show that the imagery 

engraved would have been difficult to see from a distance if these vessels were carried

For exam ple Marinatos (1989 , 29; 1993, 220). This point is more com pletely discussed in Chapter 3.
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in procession, like the vessels seen on the Procession fresco. The imagery would 

therefore appear to be aimed more at people who would see the vessels up close, the 

elite involved in ritual or feasting where these vessels were used. Thus the imagery on 

the vessels, as well as the object itself, would reinforce the status of the owner to other 

members of the elite.

Despite the masculine focus the imagery on the stone vases is not overtly military. 

The only two pieces which might be interpreted as showing actual scenes of military 

activity are the Epidauros fragments and the piece with the bearded archer, and the 

Epidauros piece cannot be considered reliable evidence for Minoan iconography. Hiller 

would add to this the fragment from Knossos featuring the goat, due to the helmet in the 

com er of the image (1999, 319). However, it is interesting to note the large number of 

scenes of ‘ritualized’ sport, boxing and bull leaping. In all of these scenes the physical 

strength of the participants is strongly modelled, as if to emphasize this aspect of the 

scenes. Although these sporting scenes are not overtly military, Marinatos has pointed 

out that warrior aspects are not totally absent from them (1995, 581). She concludes 

that the helmets worn in the upper registers of the Boxer Rhyton show that these boxers 

were acting as warriors. Vemant notes that throughout Ancient Greek history such non- 

military battles had a warlike significance (1980, 21). Lorimer argues that the helmet 

which appears on the Boxer Rhyton is unlikely to have been developed simply for sport 

(1950, 220). In the Ur III period royal hymns emphasize not only the military strength 

of the king, but also his physical strength (Kuhrt, 1995, 68). Sport, especially boxing, 

would be an obvious and visible way to demonstrate strength and skill. Driessen notes 

that sport is a relatively harmless way of removing aggression and suggests that boxing 

scenes in Minoan and Theran art represent the symbolic channelling of violence (1999, 

18). Evans proposed that the victors of such contests would have been well known 

within their communities (PM I, 693). Through such events the Minoan elite could 

demonstrate their physical superiority, while reminding spectators of their military role 

and the fact that this training could be used for protection and also coercion, by the 

wearing of helmets. The presence of an elite class of Minoan warriors seems 

increasingly likely, as more and more evidence emerges, such as that from the tombs at 

Poros, the harbour town of Knossos. W ithout actual warfare, there could be no better 

way for them to remind the populace of their presence and threat than through such 

ritualized combats. Hunting is another area where skill in weaponry and physical 

prowess could be demonstrated. Marinatos suggests that hunting was ‘related to
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mastery of nature and proof of superior ability’ (1993, 130). Hunting does seem to be 

recorded on a small number of pieces and the nature of these scenes suggests that the 

images were chosen not only to record hunting, but to remind the observer of the 

martial nature of this activity. The recording of these activities on stone vessels would 

be a way of perpetuating the memory of such events. Furthermore, M arinates argues 

that athletic contests can help establish a hierarchy of dominance within a societal group 

and that such contests symbolize aggression and warlike abilities (1993, 212). Not only 

were such warriors reminding the non-elite of their status, but they were also reminding 

each other of the ranking within their class. Reinforcing hierarchy within the elite itself 

would help stop the fragmentation of this class in internal power struggles.

While domination is an important value of all these martial images, ritual images 

imply domination on a different level. The majority of the surviving pieces appear to be 

completely or partially ritual in nature emphasizing the significance of the role played 

by the male elite in religion. Due to the fragmentary nature of the finds it is difficult to 

understand exactly what the rituals shown consisted of, but offering is clearly one 

aspect. Marinatos has explained the importance of ritual to the elite in Minoan Crete as 

a result of their adoption of an Eastern model of leadership where a religious role was 

important to the kings (1993, 75). However, a religious role was played by the leaders 

of many societies in all time periods and so it seems unnecessary to assign the interest 

of Minoan leaders in ritual to their adoption of an Eastern idea.

From the images on the relief-carved stone vases it can be convincingly argued 

that, as in many precapitalist societies, the power of the ruling elite was based on a 

combination of economic, military and religious control. The stone vases, with their 

scenes of religious action and sanctuaries and martial activities would fit into Earle’s 

category of wealth objects advertising inaccessible power (1989, 85). Furthermore 

inheritance, transferral, seizure and ownership of ritually important symbols like these 

stone vases, could visibly signify social position and relations and ensure continued 

control by the group who held these symbols (Earle 1997, 154). However, the category 

of artefacts to be considered next, the frescoes, have more and less public exam ples and 

it will be interesting to see if similar themes are reflected in either category.
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CHAPTER 3; FRESCOES

‘Notwithstanding their occasional conventionality, the forceful lines and 

luminous colours of these frescoes express the M inoans’ jo ie  de vivre 

and feeling for nature.’

(Platon 1966, 165)

Probably the best known set of artefacts surviving from Minoan Crete are the 

frescoes.' This category includes both wall paintings and the less frequent painted floor 

decoration. Anyone who has visited the palace at Knossos or Heraklion Museum 

cannot fail to be impressed by the large-scale reconstructions of the surviving 

fragments. However, these reconstructions give a false impression of the extent of 

actual preservation of the paintings. The conflagrations and earthquakes that razed 

many of the Minoan sites destroyed large parts of the painted decoration of the 

buildings they adorned and discoloured those that survived. In addition to this, other 

examples of painting seem to have been deliberately removed from the walls by the 

Minoans themselves after they were damaged or to make way for redecoratmg. 

Furthermore the reconstructions often have elements added by the restorer for which no 

surviving evidence exists. For example, in Gilleron’s reconstruction of the relief female 

figures from Pseira he has seated them on rockwork, although no such element appears 

in the recovered fragments (Shaw 1998, 72). Yet despite their fragmentary nature, the 

remains of the frescoes form an extensive body of evidence, diverse enough to warrant a 

second chapter in this thesis concentrating on the preserved ‘exotic’ images, while this 

chapter will concentrate on more ‘local’ imagery.

The majority of surviving remains of pictorial frescoes from Bronze Age Crete were 

recovered from the palace of Knossos and the townhouses and villas in the hinterland of 

this palace. Difficulties arise in the dating of the frescoes from the palace due to 

confused stratigraphy and disturbed contexts, and disagreement remains over the 

periods to which some of the frescoes should be attributed. Evans dated these artefacts 

based on the misconceived assumption that the majority should be assigned to the 

Minoan artistic apogee of the Neopalatial period. At the other extreme is Palmer, who

' The most com plete and best-illustrated record o f  the paintings remains Cam eron’s thesis (1974). For 
more recently discovered exam ples excavation reports w ill be quoted and illustrations in the Plates 
volum e included where possible.
 ̂ Cameron notes that som e p ieces recovered from the Q ueen’s M egaron and East Lightw ell deposit had 

deliberate holes gouged in them to facilitate their removal from the w all, w hile many o f  the p ieces in this 
deposit cam e from various different paintings (1974 , 453).
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attempted to demonstrate through stratigraphy that the majority of Knossian frescoes 

should be dated to the LM rUb period (1963, 1969). This in itself illustrates one of the 

major problems with the dating of the frescoes. Although the date of the stratigraphical 

deposit, when it is fully understood, can provide a terminus ante quern for a painting, it 

can not reveal the history of the painting, when it was placed on a wall and how long it 

remained there. The dating of examples from villas and townhouses is more secure 

since the majority of these buildings were constructed in an identifiable period and did 

not remain in use for as long as the palace at Knossos. The often relatively limited 

amount of time between their construction and destruction allows their decoration to be 

placed in a restricted time period. Where disagreement over dating arises it will be 

discussed in connection to the specific fresco.

Related to the problem of dating is the change in style in the later paintings of the 

palace, which are thought to reflect Mycenaean influence in their content. Cameron 

notes that the paintings generally dated to the LM Il-IIIa periods, when it is thought that 

the Mycenaeans played a role in the control of Minoan society and especially at 

Knossos, show not only a more formal style, but also a significant change from a focus 

on female figures to male figures and a shift towards a more militaristic repertoire of 

images (1974, 617). It is interesting to note, however, that a large amount of continuity 

in the subject of the images is also visible, including that of bull images and a focus on 

ritual imagery. Thus, the paintings dated to the Postpalatial LM Il-IIIa would appear to 

reflect an interest on the part of the elite of this period in maintaining a continuity of 

beliefs and ideals between themselves and their predecessors. In this way, despite 

stylistic changes, the later frescoes can be useful in suggesting the themes of previous 

decorative schemes.

Another difficulty with any discussion of Minoan frescoes is the problem of Minoan 

influence on the paintings of islands such as Melos, Thera and Kea and how the images 

from the settlements on these islands are connected to the Minoan frescoes. When the 

‘Flying F ish’ fresco and large-scale female figures were excavated at Phylakopi on 

Melos it was unequivocally accepted that these were the product of a Cretan artist 

(Atkinson et al. 1904, 71). However, with the discovery of the paintings at Akrotiri, 

with images showing Cretan influence but thought to be the work of local painters, the 

assignment of any of the images found on the other islands to Cretan artisans can be 

called into doubt (Hood 1978, 54). How this Cretan influence was spread is still a 

matter open to debate. Cameron identified a series of fresco ‘schools’ at Knossos, by
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which he meant groups of painters to whom groups of frescoes could be attributed by 

style and content (1974, 309-56). That itinerant artists travelled around the 

Mediterranean is suggested by the fact that Minoan paintings have been found at Avaris 

in Egypt and Tel Kabri and Alalakh in the Near East (Bietak 1996; Niemeier 1991). 

These frescoes can be identified as Minoan in style by their use of true fresco which 

was not the normal type of fresco found in the Near East and Egypt and also by the 

iconography used, suggesting that their creators trained on Crete, possibly with the 

Knossian schools. Similarly the fresco painters from the Greek islands where frescoes 

have been discovered may have trained on Crete, but the pictures they created, while 

using aspects of Minoan iconography, presumably reflected the desire of their patrons. 

Only where close comparisons in the use of the iconography on the different islands can 

be demonstrated can these paintings be used to help illuminate the Cretan examples.

In a discussion of the frescoes from the Palace of Nestor at Pylos, Lang outlined 

some specific problems associated with the interpretation of fresco imagery (1969, 221- 

2). She argues that motifs can be retained for hundreds of years and have a precedent in 

earlier images that no longer survive, based on the fact that the same elements are seen 

in different Pylian frescoes separated by centuries in date. Furthermore she suggests 

that in fresco, formulas no longer used in other contexts could be kept on because of 

tradition, but lose their meaning over time (Lang 1969, 222). In the case of the Minoan 

frescoes continuity in motifs is also demonstrated, for example the use of imagery 

involving the bull at the Palace of Knossos. However, certain problems arise in 

connection with Lang’s theory. Continuity of imagery is not restricted solely to 

frescoes and is visible in the use of signet rings with Neopalatial imagery in the 

Postpalatial period. Moreover, the deliberate reuse of certain imagery in any medium 

suggests that it still retained its meaning for those who used it, since it seems unlikely 

that motifs would be repeated if they no longer had any relevance to society. While it is 

possible that the meaning of certain images could be adapted over time to fit into a new 

ideology, it seems probable that where the image does not change in any substantial 

way the basic meaning also remained relatively unchanged. In this thesis, therefore, the 

basic meaning of the frescoes from the Postpalatial period with similar imagery to those 

of the Neopalatial period will be accepted as being the same.

The first evidence of painted plaster comes from Early Minoan sites. At Myrtos, 

Phoumou Koriphi and Vasiliki lime plastered walls coloured with a monochrome red 

wash have been discovered. Cameron notes that the original purpose of such plaster
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was functional, providing a protective covering for the walls (1972, 305). The use of 

colour to cover walls shows an interest in the creation of a decorative effect from this 

early period. In the Old Palace Period the first decorative frescoes emerged at a limited 

number of sites. At Knossos, for example, decorative dadoes and a piece of plaster 

decorated with a sponge pattern have been found (Immerwahr 1990, 22). In Phaistos 

both the walls and the floors of the Old Palace were decorated with painted plaster 

(Plate 21). For example, in Room LIV the floor was covered with plaster decorated 

with a simple geometric design, while Room LXII produced wall plaster with black 

undulating lines on a white background (Levi 1976, 85, 106). However, it was in the 

period of the New Palaces that the frescoes reached the height of their artistic and 

technical development, with the appearance of figured decoration and the use of the 

purest lime plaster allowing the creation of a brilliant white homogenous plaster as a 

surface on which to paint (Heaton 1911, 699). W hat led to the sudden change from 

decorative to figured decoration is still unclear, but it is thought that perhaps Near 

Eastern or Egyptian art influenced the Minoans towards this end (Immerwahr 1985; 

Crowley 1989, 212).^ W hether or not such an influence existed, the style of the 

Neopalatial frescoes is still obviously Minoan, distinctly different in technique and style 

from the Egyptian and Near Eastern examples.

Three main themes have been preserved in the non-exotic imagery of the Neopalatial 

Minoan frescoes: ritual images, scenes of athletic activities and images of nature. By 

the term ritual images is meant scenes where cult action is occurring, such as 

representations of epiphany, or where the represented figures are identifiable as 

adorants, priests/priestesses or deities by their attire or attributes. M oreover, as has 

already become obvious with the imagery on the relief-carved stone vases, ritual and 

athletic action appear to be interconnected and should not be regarded as two distinct 

and unrelated categories. During the course of this chapter it will also become clear that 

scenes of nature in many cases can likewise not be regarded as entirely separate from 

the other types of imagery recorded in frescoes.

 ̂ In this connection must be m entioned a new discovery from the excavations at Galatas. In a M M  Ilia  
deposit was found a p iece with architectural details described by the excavator as ‘a ‘fram e’ o f  two 
vertical poles, with two superimposed rectangles with a cross on the inside sp ace’ (Rethem iotakis 1994, 
704). Around this feature are flow ers and two oval objects. Unfortunately this im age has not been  
published and so a clearer idea o f  the details is unavailable. H ow ever, its early context suggests that 
figured decoration may not have arisen as suddenly as was previously thought, since in later frescoes 
architectural details and human figures are closely  interrelated.
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Even a cursory glance at the remains of the figured Minoan frescoes, both from the 

palace at Knossos and other contexts, demonstrates the overwhelmingly ritual nature of 

the images represented. Equally obvious is the focus of Minoan frescoes on the female 

figure and a general tendency to relegate the male, when he appears, to the role of a 

subordinate figure. This is in contrast to the imagery of the stone vases and seems to 

reflect a different, but equally important, role for the female in society. From the time 

of the earliest frescoes preserved in the palace at Knossos this focus on ritual and female 

imagery is demonstrated. The almost life-size ‘Ladies in B lue’, named for the colour of 

their attire, was discovered in a deposit outside the north wall of the royal magazines 

(Plate 22a). Evans dated these to the MM Ilia period (PM II.2, 682), but subsequently it 

has been generally agreed that they belong to the transitional MM IIIb-LM la period 

(Immerwahr 1990, 172). The remains of the fresco show the upper torsos of three 

female figures seated next to one another. Unfortunately the extremely fragmentary 

state of the fresco does not illuminate what the figures are doing. Evans suggested that 

they were involved in scenes of toilette and conversation (PM III, 50). However, this 

idea diminishes the obvious importance of the females in these images and seems to 

reflect more the accepted role of women in Evans’ own society than that of Minoan 

society. Furthermore, the fact that they are wearing the open fronted bodice worn by 

Minoan women involved in ritual activity in numerous scenes on various media, and 

also elaborate jewellery, would suggest that these females are important members of 

society probably involved in or watching ritual action, similar to the females in the 

miniature frescoes discussed below.

Similar females are recorded in other Neopalatial paintings. The ‘Lady in R ed’ is a 

small fragment showing a figure wearing a similar bodice with red sleeves (Plate 22b). 

Although the context of this fragment is unknown, Cameron has dated it stylistically 

and technically to the MM III or more probably the LM I period (1971, 39). In neither 

of these paintings is enough preserved to demonstrate the action or even position of the 

figures. Pieces found in a context below the Corridor of the Procession were identified 

by Evans as ‘versions of the “Ladies in Blue’” and dated them to MM III because of 

their context (PM II. 1, 354). Hood believes these images were in position until the LM 

Ib period, but does not discount their creation as early as MM HI (1973, 113). Cameron 

suggests that this type of image may belong to processional scenes, similar to the later 

procession scene from this corridor (1971, 43). This suggestion is certainly possible 

when it is noted that in other areas of the palace images with similar themes replaced
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older versions. If this is the case the ‘Ladies in B lue’ and ‘Lady in Red’ could possibly 

also have been part of processional scenes, although the poses of the ‘Ladies in Blue’ 

are more comparable with seated figures in the miniature frescoes.

Another possible comparison arises from the Miniature style fresco known as the 

‘Grandstand’ or ‘Tem ple’ fresco (Plate 23). This was found in a late basement floor 

area at the north end of the Central Court and is generally dated to the Neopalatial 

period."^ Cameron argued that the images belonged to a small upper storey shrine near 

the North Entrance of the palace (1974, 132). In this image female figures dressed in a 

similar manner to the ‘Ladies in B lue’, if less elaborately due to the scale of the 

painting, are shown seated around a tripartite shrine. Their importance is obvious from 

the details of the painting. The seated females, along with groups of females standing 

on either side of them on the top of rows of steps, are individually rendered with details 

of hair, facial features and dress. The elaborate costumes of the figures with the long 

colourful skirts are indications of the ritual nature of the scene and the significance of 

the figures. Surrounding these more detailed figures are crowd scenes in a technique 

called ‘shorthand’ by Evans, where only rudimentary details of the face and hair are 

rendered (PM III, 33). This crowd scene appears to involve both men and women, since 

figures of both red and white colouring appear.^ As Cameron has pointed out, the use 

of this stylistic technique is not due to any technical necessity, since all Minoan frescoes 

are executed in ‘buon fresco’ and thus the details of the male figures could have been 

more carefully rendered if the artist had so wished (1976, n.26). Marinatos has pointed 

out that these females are watching but also being watched by the rest of the spectators, 

suggesting that this stresses their importance (1989, 39). Clearly it was the females who 

were the focal point of this scene, and their careful delineation and elaborate attire 

suggests that they were part of an elite group who occupied a special role whatever 

action is taking place in this image.

Once again the fragmentary preservation allows only for tentative reconstruction of 

the sense of this image. Evans’ interpretation of these figures as conversational or toilet 

scenes can again be dismissed by the obviously ritual content of the miniature scene, 

most clearly demarcated by the presence of the tripartite structure. That this is a ritual

There is som e disagreement as to what part o f  the Neopalatial these should be dated to: M M  Illb  (Evans 
PM III, 33); M M  IIIb-LM la (Cameron 1974, 436-7); LM I date (H awke Smith 1976, 69).
 ̂ R ecently som e opposition to this identification o f  red for male figures and white for fem ale figures has 

arisen in connection to im ages o f  bull sports, for exam ple from Marinatos (19 9 3 , 220) and Damiani 
Indelicato (1988). This w ill be discussed further in connection with the bull leaping im ages, but in the 
case o f  the miniature pictures there can be no doubt about this determination o f  the sexes.
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structure is clearly demonstrated by the horns of consecration that crown the middle 

section of the building and are placed on either side of the columns which support its 

three sections. Furthermore it is the same shape as the structure on the Zakros Rhyton 

which has been definitely identifed as a shrine. While the climax of the action is not 

preserved or was not shown, the location of the action and dress of the female 

participants argue that the action they are involved in was part of Minoan cult practice.

Fragments of a second miniature fresco, known as the ‘Sacred Grove and D ance’, 

from the same context and a continuation of the decoration of the same room, also 

clearly emphasize the importance of the female role in religious activity (Plate 24). In 

this image a number of female figures stand in an area bounded by two walls or raised 

walkways, with all but one female facing left with one or both arms upraised. This 

image was interpreted by Evans as a ritual dance and this interpretation is still generally 

accepted (PM II.2, 585). All but one of the females whose skirts survive wear the 

flounced skirt that is indicative of a ritual activity. Peterson notes that similar garments 

are recorded on sealstones carried in solemn processions and on an image from Akrotiri, 

where one female figure offers a flounced skirt to another seated female to wear over an 

underrobe (1981, 211). This image from the House of the Ladies comes from a room 

thought to have been used for ritual and the seated figure is interpreted as a priestess or 

goddess (Doumas, 1992, 35). Above the dancers is a fragment of a carefully rendered 

seated female, probably one of a number of similar figures, while a crowd of male and 

some female spectators watching the dance are again detailed in the ‘shorthand’ 

technique with rudimentary facial features and long hair. In the case of some of the 

males who stand at the front of the crowd their figure is shown, clothed in a simple 

white kilt, with none of the elaboration shown in the dress of the females. They appear 

to be standing on the raised walkway and Marinatos suggests that they are part of a 

procession, especially since they hold their left fists to their chests in a ritual gesture 

similar to the processing figures on the Harvester vase (1987, 141). As with the 

‘Tem ple’ fresco, the crowd is not all facing in the same direction, but in this case the 

upraised arms of the ‘dancers’ and of some of the male figures at the back of the crowd 

scene suggest anticipation of an event.*’ To the very left of the scene is a small 

architectural fragment restored to the painting by Cameron (1967, 65-6).

 ̂ Indeed Pendlebury notes that the waving hands o f  the spectators ‘g ives the im pression o f  a football 
match on a Saturday afternoon’ (1939 , 157).
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Other fragments o f  miniature frescoes, d iscovered in the sam e general area as the 

‘T em p le’ and ‘Sacred D an ce’ frescoes appear to have belonged  with this series o f  

com position s, but cannot be directly connected to the restored im ages. A  number o f  

these fragm ents show  fem ale figures associated with architectural details (Plate 25c-d). 

In one im age a standing fem ale is shown raised above the head o f  the ‘shorthand’ m ale 

figure to her left, standing on a platform or balcony. Cameron suggests that she is 

situated in the upper storey o f a building (1974, 72). A  second  p iece show s a group o f  

fem ales behind a casem ent, w hile a third show s fem ale figures in an architectural 

setting, with a horizontal and vertical beam en closin g  them. A  further fragment 

preserves an architectural feature with a row o f  horns o f  consecration along the top. 

T he presence o f  architectural details suggests that the fem ales are again spectating at an 

event, and since the im ages appear to be connected to the ‘T em p le’ and ‘Sacred D an ce’ 

frescoes, it is probable that they were watching the sam e or a sim ilar event.

The nature and purpose o f the rituals carried out in these tw o im ages, as w ell as their 

architectural setting, has been the cause o f  much speculation. The location o f the 

‘T em p le’ fresco is d ifficult to ascertain since it is surrounded by built structures, 

possib ly  staircases or podium s, and colum ns, but not enough o f  the im age survives to 

show  if it was part o f a larger architectural com plex (Plate 25b). D esp ite this 

Immerwahr has argued that this could represent the tripartite shrine that Evans 

reconstructed on the w est side o f  the Central Court at K nossos and that the event taking 

place there w as bull leaping (1990, 65). A s an alternative H agg suggests that the 

prototype o f  this structure was the W est Court fa9 ade o f  the palace (1987 , 132). In 

support o f  this M arinatos points out that the rosette design found on the Tripartite 

structure in the fresco is mirrored by actual stone rosette decoration found along the 

w est fa9 ade o f  K nossos palace (1995a, 45). D ’Agata points out that the im age is also  

highly decorated with horns o f  consecration and w hile no fragments o f  actual horns o f  

consecration have been found in the area o f  the reconstructed tripartite shrine in the 

Central Court at K nossos, monumental stone exam ples seem  to have been used to 

em phasize external w alls at K nossos and Juktas (1992 , 251-2). The on ly  problem with 

the acceptance o f  this as an im age o f  the w est wall o f  the palace is the fact that it 

appears to be freestanding and surrounded by a crowd o f  people. It is thus possib le that 

the tripartite shrine shown in this fresco was an independent building, possib ly  even a 

temporary structure, with the stepped area sim ply providing som ew here for the more
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important spectators to stand, or alternatively that it showed a very abbreviated 

representation of the west fa9ade of the palace.

The Sacred Grove and Dance is thought to be situated in the West Court or in the 

Theatral area of the palace because of the raised walkways shown. These mirror the 

actual walkways that survive in the West Court of Knossos and Davis points out that the 

double rows of blocks representing the walkways is used only at Knossos, so this image 

must be set in the West Court of that palace (1987, 157-8). While Marinatos suggests 

that public festivals took place in the west court of the palace (1987, 141), the numbers 

represented in the painting seem to be relatively restricted and the small number of 

females involved in the dance were undoubtedly part of an elite group who carried out 

cult activity. What the purpose of the dance was is not totally clear since the focal point 

of the action to the left is not preserved. Matz suggested that the event awaited could be 

the epiphany of a deity, comparing the image with that on the Isopata ring (1958, 388). 

Hagg suggests that the location of this epiphany outside would argue for an ecstatic 

epiphany, where the deity actually appears, rather than represented epiphany where the 

deity is represented by a human (1986, 60). An architectural feature only slightly 

preserved on the left of the image suggested to Marinatos that a shrine or altar was 

located there (1987, 141). Such a construction would be an acceptable focal point for a 

performed epiphany.

It is worth here mentioning an interesting suggestion by Krattenmaker, who argues 

that the portrayal of ritual and palatial architecture in frescoes is related to the 

stabilization of hierarchical society with cult and palatial architecture, which are 

symbols of the hierarchy (1991, 95). This scene would thus serve as a reminder to those 

who viewed it that the palace and cult were irrevocably intertwined and that those who 

held political power also exercised religious control in Minoan society. An extension of 

this idea is suggested by Branigan, who argues that ritual dancing was centralized by 

Neopalatial elite from rural locations to the palaces, changing an essentially local cult 

activity into part of the state religion (1993, 139). This obvious connection of ritual to 

certain architecture would reinforce the connection of religion to the elite who would 

have been associated with this architecture.

Finally within the palace was found a relief fragment called the ‘Jewel fresco’ 

showing the hand of a male attaching a necklace around the neck of a female. This 

image will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, but although Cameron suggested 

that this was part of a larger scene involving ritual action (1987, 324-5), too little of this
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image is preserved for any interpretation to be secure. At Knossos, outside the palace, 

only one possible image of a female figure is preserved. This comes from a building of 

the M M  III period situated on the Royal Road North, where a piece of low relief 

depicting red and yellow beads on a white ground are thought to depict the wrist of a 

female figure (Cameron 1974, 229). Too little of this image is preserved to allow an 

idea of the complete image to be reconstructed.

The importance of female imagery in connection to ritual is reflected in non-palatial 

painting as well. The best preserved example of this comes from Room 14 of Villa A at 

Ayia Triada and these frescoes are securely datable to the LM I period, at the end of 

which this area suffered a fire destruction that damaged and discoloured the frescoes. 

Room 14 has been assigned various functions, such as a ‘house shrine’ by Cameron 

(1974, 234) and a bedroom by W atrous (1984, 125). The small dimensions of this room 

(1.55m X 2.3m), along with its position opening on to a polythyron hall, suggests that 

the former is the more likely suggestion. The decoration of this room covered three 

walls and the images appear to be interconnected. On the north wall of the room a 

small part of the image survives, including the skirt of a large-scale female figure (Plate 

26). Enough is preserved to indicate that the figure is kneeling in a natural landscape, 

containing blue crocuses and other plants. The female here does not wear the typical 

flounced skirt, but instead a long plain skirt decorated with rows of semicircles and with 

a thick blue and red band running from the waist down the front of the skirt. On the 

east wall is a second female figure, preserved from the waist down and wearing a calf- 

length flounced skirt (Plate 27). This female is also located in a rural landscape, but 

behind her is a stepped built structure. Finally, on the south wall is a scene apparently 

devoid of human presence, showing wild animals in a rocky landscape (Plate 28). The 

animals include a wild cat stalking a bird and quadrupeds that are most likely agrimia, 

since this is the type of animal most likely to be seen leaping through a mountainous 

landscape (Militello 1998, 267).’

Although not enough of the backgrounds of the three panels survive for us to know if 

they were unified by a decorative element such as a continuous band above or below the 

images, the context of the three paintings argues for an interrelation of themes. 

However, M ilitello observes that the change in background in these paintings suggest

 ̂ The remains o f  a leopard’s head has been used to suggest that a similar scene may have been found in 
the Palace at K nossos, although Cameron cautions against over-interpretation o f  such a sm all piece  
(1976a, note 22). H ow ever, Marinatos suggests that this p iece show s that hunting scenes were M inoan, 
not M ycenaean in origin (1998 , 90 ), a rather ambitious conclusion to draw from such a small piece.
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that they do not represent one scene, rather that the images on the north and south walls 

are ‘accessories’ to the central image on the east wall (1998, 281). The identification of 

the two female figures and their actions has been the cause of much speculation due to 

the lack of their preservation above the waist. The female figure from the east wall is 

often unquestioningly accepted as a goddess* and as a result the female on the north 

wall is identified as an adorant. The strongest argument for the assignation of a divine 

nature to the east wall figure is her proximity to the stepped structure. As Rehak notes 

it is difficult to tell from the posture of the figure whether she is seated, standing, rising 

or even possibly dancing (1997, 168). Yet female figures associated with similar 

structures appear on sealings from gold rings from Kato Zakros, Knossos and Chania 

for example. Although none of these images reflect exactly the image on the Ayia 

Triada painting, they do show a large female figure seated on a similar stepped platform 

approached by smaller scale females with offerings. Rehak identifies this type of seat 

as one of the two types, along with rocky outcrops, used by goddesses in the LM 1 

period (1997, 170). The association of a stepped platform with a divinity is 

strengthened by the painting from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, where a divine female is seated 

on such a construction. In the case of the sealings the divinity of the figure is clear, 

whether it is a human priestess in the guise of a goddess or the deity herself. A similar 

interpretation for the Ayia Triada female seems reasonable.

If this interpretation is accepted, then the identification of the second female figure 

on the north wall as an adorant would seem probable. Cameron in his reconstruction of 

this scene showed the female figure kneeling with her arms held bent at the elbows and 

stretching towards the ‘goddess’ (Plate 29). Other commentators have suggested that 

she was in the process of picking flowers to give as an offering to the goddess (Smith 

1965, 79; Hood 1978, 52). However, Militello has pointed out that analogies in other 

Minoan representations of kneeling figures do not suggest such interpretations and 

instead argues that the kneeling figure in the Ayia Triada painting should be identified 

with similar images on signet rings where kneeling figures lean on oval objects (1998, 

253). Such images on the signet rings are identified as epiphanic scenes^ and Militello 

suggests that on the east wall is shown the epiphany of a deity, or a priestess using 

dance to help evoke the epiphany in connection to the action of the adorant on the north 

wall (1998, 280). However, it must be remembered that in no example is an image from

* For exam ple by Halbherr (1903 , 59), Hood (1978 , 52) and Immerwahr (1990 , 52).
® Such imagery will be discussed further in chapter 5.
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a wall painting directly copied on a signet ring or vice versa and so the possibility of 

other interpretations for the position of the adorant remains. If such a connection with 

images on gold rings could be proved, it would support the interpretation of the two 

Ayia Triada figures as a goddess or priestess and an adorant.

The relationship with the landscape scene is less obvious. W hile it may be thought 

to represent a topographical indication of where the action of the two female figures is 

taking place, Militello argues against this, citing the use of plants found in different 

natural environments as an indication that this is not intended to represent an actual 

landscape (1998, 281). However, this mixing of flora and landscape that do not go 

together is not uncommon in Minoan art and may be an artistic device to recall various 

types of natural habitat. Other scholars who have discussed this image tend to restrict 

their interpretation to identifying the natural world as significant to Minoan religion and 

see this landscape as part of the domain of the goddess (Rehak 1997, 171; Marinatos 

1993, 131). The fragmentary nature of the image certainly does not leave many clues to 

the purpose of this scene, but its context as part of a coherent scheme of decoration 

showing a goddess, or priestess in the guise of a goddess, argues for its significance 

within the religious iconography of the room. Its direct connection with the goddess 

suggests that this female deity was associated with the natural world, either specifically 

as a ‘nature goddess’, or that power over the environment was one of her special 

attributes.

Evidence of the presence of large-scale female figures also emerges from three 

structures at Pseira, Palaikastro and Chania. At all these sites remains of female figures 

in moulded relief stucco have been excavated. Relief painting involved building up 

layers of lime plaster to create a three-dimensional effect. The use of this technique for 

figured decoration is confined to these three sites and the palace at Knossos and is 

represented on the M ainland only by a small fragment probably from Mycenae (Hood 

1978, 77). The fragments from Pseira, found in a destruction context of LM Ib, consist 

of a series of skirt fragments, the remains of a right and left arm, one breast and 

fragments of two feet (Plate 30). Seager originally interpreted these fragments as the 

remains of a single female figure, possibly a Minoan queen or goddess, although he did 

not discount the possibility that the fragment of the left arm belonged to a second figure 

(1910, 15). Rodenwalt first published Gilleron’s reconstruction of two female figures 

seated on rocks, their poses modelled on a gold ring and an ivory relief both from 

Mycenae (1923-4, 270, pls.l& 2). More recently Shaw has re-evaluated these paintings
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and concludes from the extant fragments and recently recovered watercolours of lost 

fragments that the scene shows two female figures facing one another, but concludes 

that their position, seated or standing, and their actions must remain undetermined 

(1998). However, the presence of this painting together with the ‘unusual ground plan’ 

of the structure where it was found led Betancourt to identify the structure as a shrine 

(1998, 130) and this, along with the elaborately decorated clothing of the female 

figures, argues for their identification as deities or perhaps more likely priestesses or 

adorants involved in ritual activity. This conclusion seems relatively secure on the 

weight of the evidence.

The remains from Chania and Palaikastro are even more limited. The example from 

Chania consists of a hip fragment from a life-size female, which Kaiser records as 

similar to the Knossian material of LM I (1976, 305). The context of this piece is 

unusual in that it was found in Room 1 of Grave A in Ayia Ekaterina square (Tzedakis 

1967, 501). Unfortunately no further details of this piece have yet been published. 

Bosanquet and Dawkins record the remains of relief stucco from Epsilon 18 in Block 

Beta at Palaikastro and identify one of the fragments as part of the arm of a nearly life- 

size figure that is bent at the elbow (1923, 148; Plate 31a). The fragments were 

associated with painted fragments of crocuses not in relief, which would support an 

interpretation of this figure as being involved in ritual, since the crocus is clearly 

connected with the divine s p h e r e . T h e s e  pieces can be assigned a terminus ante quern 

of LM Ib, the destruction date for the main town (Cameron & Jones 1976, 18). 

Although Cameron identified the type of figure found in these three sites outside 

Knossos as representing goddesses (1974, 199), the identification of these figures can 

only be made through comparison to the other relatively more complete examples from 

Knossos and Ayia Triada. While these certainly suggest that large-scale female figures 

had a ritual meaning, there is no definite evidence that these figures are deities rather 

than priestesses or adorants.

In the recent publication of Archanes the reconstruction of a female figure painted on 

the flat was published (Sakellarakis 1997, 494-5). This figure was in the standing 

position, wearing a flounced skirt and a necklace, with one hand held out in front of her, 

possibly carrying an object that is not preserved (Plate 31b). Unusually this image is

For exam ple this is demonstrated in the Saffron Gatherer, where the m onkey who is c lose ly  associated  
with a fem ale deity is gathering crocus plants. The possib le next stage o f  this activity is shown in a 
painting from X este 3 at Akrotiri, where the goddess is presented with crocus stamens by a monkey.
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painted in a monochrome brown colour, something unparalleled in other Minoan 

painting and which the excavators admit recalls a preliminary sketch (1997, 495). 

However, in no other example has such an image been left in this preliminary state. 

Furthermore serious doubts can be raised about the excavators’ interpretation of this 

scene. In the published photographs of the image, the details which the excavators 

oudine are indistinguishable. More seriously, Cameron notes that when he viewed the 

images in situ on their discovery they appeared to him to be nothing more than ‘burnt 

sm udges’ (1974, 226 n .l4). The colour of the image, the indistinct remains and 

Cam eron’s judgem ent must cast doubt on the interpretation of this piece. The 

interpretation of a piece with ‘six pairs of small green drops’ on a white ground as a 

human figure (Sakellarakis 1997, 496) seems equally tenuous.

From room 6 of Building G3 at Phylakopi on Melos came the remains of two large- 

scale female figures”  and a frieze of flying fish (Atkinson et al. 1904, 70; Plate 32). It 

has been argued by a number of scholars that these paintings were either painted by 

Cretans, or were heavily influenced by Cretan work (Smith 1965, 70; Cameron 1974, 

225). Certainly these figures fit into the Cretan repertoire of large-scale female figures 

in elaborately decorated dress. With one figure seated and the second stooping, the 

closest parallel for this image is the wall painting from the House of the Ladies at 

Akrotiri where a stooping figure holds out a garment to a seated figure. However, this 

image from Phylakopi is unparalleled in other Aegean imagery by the fact that the 

seated figure holds what appears to be a net, and a connection to fishing may have been 

further enhanced by the flying fish frieze which was found in the same room. Hood has 

pointed out that the Akrotiri frescoes were almost certainly executed by locals and thus 

the Phylakopi images were also possibly created by a local painter (1978, 54). The 

original details of the two figures here indicate that they probably fulfilled a local

tradition connected to the sea and therefore, they cannot be safely used as indications of
12different aspects of Minoan iconography.

The presence of further female figures is suggested by fragments from various sites 

showing designs that can be associated with such figures although not showing remains

" T hese figures were originally identified as men in the excavation reports (Atkinson et. a l 1904, 74). 
H ow ever the figures are clearly fem ale and this was recognized as early as Evans (PM  I, 544).

This applies even more so to the im ages from Ayia Irini on Kea. A lthough elem ents o f  the frescoes 
here have parallels on Crete, such as the blue birds w hich are similar to a fresco from the H ouse o f  
Frescoes at K nossos, other elem ents such as the him ation  have been attributed as M ycenaean. The overall 
im pression is a painting with a mix o f  elem ents from both Crete and the M ainland blended in a manner 
unique to the island. For further details on these im ages see C olem an (1973) and Abram owitz (1980).
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of the figures themselves. At Knossos, in the North-W est fresco heap, Evans identified 

a series of images in the miniature style and dating to MM IIIb-LM la that were in fact 

representations of embroidered designs from the dresses of large-scale figures (PM III, 

37). The fact that these designs include a pair of sphinxes and a griffin suggested to 

Evans that the dress they decorated could have been that of a goddess (PM III, 42), 

while Cameron suggests either a goddess or a priestess (1974, 156). Similarly a 

fragment from the ‘megaron’ at Katsamba dating to MM III-LM I and showing an 

image of birds flying in a rocky landscape has been interpreted by Shaw as belonging to 

a patterned costume, possibly a girdle or a belt (1978, 31; Plate 33a). Finally at Epano 

Zakros a piece thought to have fallen from the upper floor above Room A is thought to 

belong to the embroidered skirt of a life size goddess (Cameron 1974, 235). The 

elaborate nature of the dress designs in these images suggests that these garments were 

not for everyday use and, since other large-scale figures with similarly elaborate attire 

appear in ritual contexts, it would be unsurprising if these images also had a ritual 

purpose. Cameron suggests that this type of decoration, along with the large-scale relief 

figures from Chania, Palaikastro and Pseira could be from House Shrines located on the 

upper floors of the buildings in which they were found (1974, 222). However, his 

assertion that all these female figures were goddesses, possibly a goddess of vegetation 

(1974, 175-6), is unsubstantiated by the evidence and there is no reason that these 

figures could not be priestesses taking part in ritual, rather than a deity herself.

Among the fragments found at the villa at Nirou Chani was a piece from the fill of

Corridor 11, interpreted by Xanthoudides as part of an animal or bird (1922, 11).

However, Evans correctly interpreted it as part of a sacral knot, a symbol known to have
1ritual meaning from associations in other images (PM II. 1, 284; Plate 33b). One of 

these images is the later Campstool Fresco, where a large female figure involved in a 

drinking ritual has a similar knot attached to the back of her dress (Plate 34a). Cameron 

has also suggested that the female in the Jewel Fresco, a small piece of a relief fresco 

found in the Magazine of the Vase Tablets and dated to MM Ulb-LM la, which he 

interprets as part of a ritual robing ceremony, has a similarly positioned sacral knot at 

the back of her neck (1978, 144; Plate 34b). The destroyed image from Nirou Chani 

that incorporated this element would therefore seem likely to originally have shown a 

scene connected to a ritual, probably involving at least one female figure.

See Chapter 2 pp.41-2 for a discussion o f this symbol.
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W here male figures are preserved in the Minoan frescoes showing ritual imagery, the 

role they play seems to be one of lesser importance to that of the females. In the 

surviving images concerned with ritual activity male figures fulfil two main purposes. 

The first of these is comprising the main body of the crowds spectating at different 

ritual occasions as has already been noted with the ‘Tem ple’ and ‘Sacred Grove and 

D ance’ scenes, where the crowds appear to be witnessing a ritual occurrence. On a 

slightly larger scale, but still considered to be of miniature style, is a series of fragments 

found on the lower stratum of cists in the XUIth Magazine in the west wing of the 

palace, dated to MM Illb by Immerwahr, but to LM II by Cameron (1990, 64; 1974, 

429). This group of fragments reflects similar elements to the aforementioned examples 

of miniature style, with a male crowd of spectators and architectural structures, in this 

case identified as belonging to parts of a ‘pillar shrine’ by Evans (PM I, 527). The 

architectural fragments show red columns with white double axes protruding from their 

capitals, and horns of consecration set between each column (Plate 25a). Horns of 

consecration also appear to line the upper entablature, while below the columned area 

on at least one fragment runs a row of rosettes. A smaller piece shows a half-rosette 

decoration and the base of a set of horns of consecration. The horns of consecration and 

double axes leave no doubt about the sacral function of the architecture shown in these 

images. However, also associated with these fragments was an image of bull leaping, 

with the head of a maned bull and the flying locks of the leaper preserved (Plate 35a). 

Thus, in this case, the spectators appear to have gathered to watch a bull leaping event 

and the connection here with the sacral architecture strengthens the hypothesis that bull 

leaping events could project both a sacral and martial message, as discussed in relation 

to the stone vase imagery in Chapter 2.

The second main role of male figures in wall painting images is that of offering 

bearers in processions. The earliest example of this, dated to MM IIIb/LM la, has been 

reconstructed by Cameron as decorating the ‘Grand Staircase’ in the East W ing of the 

Palace at Knossos (1974, 142; Plate 36). Despite the scattered findspots of this fresco,’"̂ 

Cameron argues that the average 12.4cm rise of each of the male figures could only 

come from this staircase (1970, 165). The only problem with this reconstruction is the 

position of one male figure who stands on a lower level to the rest and whose lower 

body is obscured by the stairs. Cameron identified this figure as a spectator, but he

Fragments o f  this fresco were found in the area o f  the High R elie f D eposit in the East W ing basement 
level, in tw o dumps on the outskirts o f  the palace and in the Court o f  the D istaffs (Cameron 1974, 163).
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seems too closely related to the figures around him to be assigned this role. However, 

the processional nature of this fresco cannot be doubted, with one of the figures carrying 

a possible lotus blossom as an offering or a gift.

This role of offering bearer is continued in later paintings from the palace in the 

Procession fresco from the West Entrance Corridor of the palace and its constituent 

piece, the ‘Cupbearer’ from the South Propylaeum (Plates 5, 37). Although from its 

context this fresco appears to date to the Postpalatial period, it retains the same 

hierarchy of individuals as earlier images, with two preserved female figures in the 

procession playing the central roles and a large number of males who surround and 

follow the females, some of them carrying offerings. The ‘Cupbearer’ carries a vessel 

readily identifiable as a conical rhyton, while the lower part of another offering bearer 

from this fresco is preserved holding a flat based vessel. Mantzourani has pointed out 

that both these types of vessels were Neopalatial in character and either could suggest 

an earlier dating for the fresco than is generally accepted, or show the utilization of 

vessels from the earlier period (1995, 135). This would be another sign of the attempt 

by the Postpalatial elite to provide continuity with their Neopalatial counterparts. 

However, also found in the Procession Fresco are the remains of a more important set of 

male figures. Behind one of the females is a group of males clad in long robes. 

Cameron suggested that all figures wearing such robes were Mycenaeans (1974, 629), 

but this argument can be dismissed by the evidence of numerous Neopalatial seals and 

sealings showing figures thus attired. Furthermore these seal and sealing images 

demonstrate that men attired in this manner were involved in ritual activities and are 

most likely priestly figures, sometimes carrying a staff or hammer/axe.'^ An alternative 

suggestion was used in Evans’ reconstruction where these male figures carry musical 

instruments, similar to an image on the later Ayia Triada Sarcophagus where a male 

figure carries a lyre in a procession to an altar (PM II.2 fig.450). The fact that there are 

only two female figures, both elaborately attired, with one the focal point of a group and 

the other leading a group of robed male figures, argues for their supreme importance in 

these images, while the different attire of the robed male figures suggests that they are 

more important than those who wear kilts and carry offerings.

That the occurrence of more prominent men in the frescoes is not confined to images 

of a later date like the Procession Fresco, or based on Mycenaean changes to the content

For exam ple CM S II.3 198 from Vathia and CMS II.3 147 from M alia show  a male figure in a long  
robe carrying a hammer or axe.
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of Minoan frescoes and possibly Minoan societal structures, is shown by other 

fragmentary paintings dating to the Neopalatial period. One example of this is the 

Jewel Fresco, where the hand of a male figure is preserved apparently attaching a 

necklace of gold beads around the neck of a female figure (Plate 34b). If this represents 

a scene of robing, as suggested by Cameron, then it is possible to assign a more 

important role than crowd figure or offering bearer to the male involved in this image. 

The lavishness of the jewellery and the possible sacral knot attached to the neck of the 

fem ale’s garment emphasize her importance and high status, while at the same time 

suggesting that this scene is one of ritual. In such a case the male figure would have to 

be of a similar high status to be so intimately involved in the scene.

A small series of miniature fragments found in the same vicinity as the ‘Sacred 

Grove and D ance’ and the T em ple’ frescoes have been assigned by Cameron to the 

same hand (1974, 135). In this image a crowd of men with upraised arms, holding 

spears or staffs above their heads, face a single male figure who wears a plain white 

loincloth and holds a long, straight spear or staff in his left hand (Plates 35b & c). 

Unfortunately the head of this figure and the bodies of the crowd are not preserved, but 

the details of these figures from the remains still appear rudimentary in comparison to 

the female figures. Evans interpreted these men as unconnected to the rituals in the 

‘Sacred Grove’ and ‘Tem ple’ frescoes and proposes that they represent a band of 

warriors who were hurling javelins towards an enemy stronghold led by their captain 

(PM III, 82). In support of this interpretation Warren compared the image to that on the 

Silver Rhyton from Mycenae and argues that the men are laying siege to a city (1979, 

128). However, the presence of the male figure standing in front of the rest with his 

back to the besieged city seems a difficult pose to explain in this context, as it would 

certainly make him an easy target for the defenders. Alternatively, because of their 

connection to the Temple and Sacred Grove frescoes, Cameron suggests that these 

figures may have formed a ‘guard of honour’ who could have escorted a deity, 

summoned by the rituals in the other scenes, to the palace (1974, 135). Xenaki- 

Sakellariou also links this image to the rituals suggesting that they are simply caught up 

in the atmosphere and are gesticulating in joy (1985, 295). Marinatos notes that men 

parading or displaying with arms are not uncommon in religious festivals, but also 

refers to Koehl’s observation that these men are could be harvesters like those on the 

Harvester Vase (1987, 142). The surviving fragments of the image are too incomplete 

to fully support any of these hypotheses, while imbuing the gestures with a modem
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meaning does not help to elucidate the meaning of such gesture in the Minoan context. 

The position of the leader makes it unlikely that this is an image of a siege, while the 

implements carried by the group of men are too dissimilar to those of the harvesters on 

the Harvester Vase to completely support this explanation. Indeed, Davis argues that 

the size of the object held by the leader suggests that these objects are javelins (1987, 

159). The connection of these pieces with other ritual scenes makes it likely that the 

action of the figures had a ritual purpose, but, as has already been seen from the 

evidence of the stone vases, martial skills were often demonstrated in a ritual situation, 

so the image probably reflects both the ritual and military purpose of the men involved. 

W hat is also noteworthy is the fact that these men are portrayed separately from the rest 

of the crowd, suggesting that they were fulfilling a functionally distinctive role to the 

other male figures in the scene, especially the figure who is singled out as the leader of 

the group.

It is appropriate at this point to discuss an image which has been the cause of a large 

amount of disagreement in recent scholarship, the ‘Priest-K ing’ fresco (Plate 1). The 

fragments of this relief fresco were found in a LM HI basement level context near the 

north-south corridor to the south of the Central Court of the palace. Evans’ 

reconstruction of this image as a male figure has been challenged by a number of 

commentators. Cameron was the first to suggest, contra Evans, that this figure is in fact 

a female and he cites the red background of the fresco as a reason for assuming that the 

figure would be white in contrast and therefore female (1974, 143). He suggested that 

the figure was a ‘Princess of the Bull-ring’, possibly leading a bull (1970, 163). Evans 

mentions a ‘ruddy wash’ that originally covered the body supporting his identification 

of this figure as a male (PM II.2, 781). However, Davis agrees with the interpretation 

of Cameron, also arguing that the red background of the fresco needed a white figure to 

contrast with it and suggesting that the red wash mentioned by Evans was in fact simply 

stains from the soil (1995, 13). Hitchcock’s suggestion that the figure may be either a 

Priestess-Queen deliberately depicted as a male to appropriate male authority or a male 

with female characteristics attempting to appropriate authority from the female line fails 

to advance the argument in a constructive manner, since it appears to be based on 

speculation rather than any particular evidence (2000, 81). New reconstructions of 

these fragments may help to shed some light on the interpretation of this figure. 

Coulomb reconstructed the fragments as two figures and proposed through a study of 

the muscular structure that the image shows boxers (1985, 70). N iem eier disagrees with
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this reconstruction and instead argues that the image is one of a male figure with his 

arm outstretched in a similar manner to that on the Chieftain Cup (1987, figs.24-26). Of 

these two restorations, possibly that of Coulomb is more likely, since other examples of 

large-scale relief boxers are known among the preserved Knossian frescoes, but there 

are no surviving examples of the figure with the staff. On the other hand this figure is 

thought to have come originally from the North-South corridor, giving weight to 

Cam eron’s suggestion that, in the same way as other figures in corridors, this figure 

could be part of a procession scene leading to the central court (1974, 164). In 

comparison with other surviving images of processing figures this would again have to 

be a male, since female figures from similar images wear either flounced skirts and 

bodices or long robes. It is notable that all of these reconstructions restore the figure as 

a man from the surviving pieces and on the balance of this evidence it seems probable 

that the ‘Priest K ing’ was male. However, none of these suggestions sufficiently 

explains the presence of the lily crown found with the fragments of the ‘Priest K ing’, 

but normally worn by the sphinx in Minoan imagery and unlikely to have been worn by 

a human in this image. It is possible that here is a unique image with no surviving 

parallels and therefore it is difficult for the modem scholar to restore it correctly.

The technique of relief fresco is used for the majority of the second assemblage of 

scenes common in Minoan painting, that of athletic activities.’  ̂ The use of this method 

to render specific activities continues into the LM III period despite its rarity in 

Mycenaean sites throughout this period (Kaiser 1976, 293). This continuity, not only in 

theme but also technique, demonstrates the importance attached to continuity of 

imagery by the Postpalatial inhabitants of the palace, whether Minoan or Mycenaean. 

The largest group came from the basement level of the East Corridor and the Lapidary’s 

workshop in the east wing of the palace. Evans suggested that these images would 

originally have decorated a ‘Great East H all’ which he reconstructed as having existed 

on the upper floor of the east wing (PM I, 248). Numerous relief fragments were found 

of human figures, some fragments of bull and also the remains of griffins, at least one of 

which was tethered to a pillar (Plate 38). Kaiser identified three phases of decoration 

from the East Hall based on stylistic grounds and dating from to the MM III to the LM 

Ib periods (1976, 289-90). However, Hawke Smith argues that the similar depth in the 

context level of all these pieces suggests that they all came from the same period, which

A full catalogue o f  all painted im ages recording bull related im ages can be found in Shaw 1995.
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he argues could be any time between 1650 and 1400 B.C., but proposes the earlier date 

for reasons of style and content (1976, 68). W hat is noteworthy is that even if these 

figures can be taken as coming from different time periods, the pieces that Kaiser dates 

to the two later phases show parts of bulls and humans similar to those identified in the 

earlier scenes suggesting little change in the major content of the scenes.

The preserved pieces of relief human figures come from both male and female 

figures differentiated by colour, and in this type of scene it would appear that the role of 

the participants is equal. The remains of the bulls seem to suggest that at least some of 

these figures are taureadors. Although Hagg and Lindau argue that the later figures 

were more likely to have been involved in sacrifice (1984, 76-7), there is no evidence 

for the flounced skirts typically worn by female figures involved in ritual scenes and the 

remains of the female images show bare calves suggesting that these figures were not 

wearing such skirts, which were calf- or ankle-length, rather they were wearing the 

loincloths of female bull leapers. From the rendering of the muscular composition of 

the figures other remains have been identified as showing boxers and perhaps wrestlers. 

The identification of a wrestler comes from one piece where the thumb of a male hand 

is shown resting on the torso of a second male figure, just under the chest (Plate 41a). 

This led Evans to interpret this fragment as belonging to a group of two wrestlers (PM 

111, 497). Images of wrestling are otherwise unknown in Minoan art, so perhaps these 

figures instead show the impact of a boxer’s fist on his opponent.

Only one explanation seems possible for the presence of female figures in such a 

scene, that is in the role of taureador, as there is no evidence that females were ever 

involved in boxing in the Minoan world. However, arguments against the identification 

of white figures involved in athletic activities as female have been raised. Damiani- 

Indelicato argues that the masculine build and the wearing of the cod-piece should be 

taken as an indication that such figures were not in fact female, but instead that the 

different colours were used to indicate temporal differences in the sequence of events 

(1988). Thus in the later Taureador panels the red figure represented the actual acrobat, 

while the white figures illuminated the before and after stages of the leap (1988, 43). 

Marinatos proposed a different explanation for the use of white, presenting two 

alternatives for this. Her first suggestion is that the white colouring reflected a 

distinction of hierarchy, with the white figures being more aristocratic due to less 

exposure to the sun, and her second is that the white figures were younger than their red 

counterparts (1993, 220). Neither of these explanations will stand up to close scrutiny.
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It is highly unlikely that the white figures can be recognised as more aristocratic than 

the red figures, since it is unlikely that members of the non-elite would be given the 

opportunity to participate in important symbolic activities such as bull leaping, 

especially alongside those of a higher status. The lack of distinction in size, features 

and hairstyles among the red and white figures argues for the similar age of these 

participants. Although there are no surviving images showing differently aged 

individuals in Minoan frescoes, the example from Room 3b of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri shows 

four male figures of different ages. These figures were differentiated by size and 

hairstyle, and in the case of the youngest who is an unusual yellow hue, by colour. It 

would be surprising if Minoan artists were unable or unwilling to make similar 

distinctions if such a differentiation was intended. An interesting proposal made by 

Cameron is that perhaps these figures should be regarded as children just past puberty, 

removing the need to represent developed breasts on the female figures (1974, 122n.2). 

Cam eron’s suggestion seems more feasible than either M arinatos’ or Damiani- 

Indelicato’s explanations, since it would explain the lack of developed breasts on the 

white female figures without the need to see these figures as males following a different 

colour convention to all the other Minoan painted figures. In relation to this it is worth 

noting that Alberti has recently argued that sex and gender cannot be separated from 

objects like clothing and that indications of the sexed body are only materialized with 

certain types of clothing (2001, 194, 200). With the bull leaping the type of clothes 

worn could have been inseparably intertwined with the action and thus the 

representation of the sexed body was unnecessary, and possibly inappropriate, beyond 

the differentiation of colouring.

Bull games are the subject of another deposit of stucco reliefs from the area of the 

North Entrance Passage. The reliefs from this area are much higher than that of the 

‘East Hair reliefs and this fact, along with the fact that some of the pieces were found 

in situ, led Kaiser to assign to these reliefs a LM Ib-II date. Cameron alternatively 

interpreted the higher relief as representing a more important fresco and argues that the 

use of stucco declined after LM Ib, thus he dates this fresco to the MM HI-LM la period 

(1974, 121). Hawke Smith suggests that the paintings were placed on the walls when 

the new entrance was constructed in MM Illb (1976, 68). The impossibility of knowing 

how long these frescoes could have remained on their walls prevents the definite dating 

of the surviving fragments. What is clear is that the images of bull leaping were 

prevalent in the palace relief frescoes from the MM III period onwards and if the
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examples from the North Entrance passage were created in a later period they represent 

a continuation of thematic imagery.

These fragments are thought to have decorated an eastern and western gallery on the 

bastions either side of the North Entrance Passage. The best preserved piece comes 

from the western gallery, showing the lowered head of a red bull with its mouth open 

and tongue protruding (Plate 3 9 a ) . T h i s  piece is associated with the remains of at least 

one female figure, including part of the thigh and calf, suggesting that this was an image 

of bull leaping. However, landscape features, such as pieces of olive trees suggested to 

Evans that this image took place in a rural setting and would be better interpreted as a 

bull-catching or bull-grappling scene. This raises the question of where the different 

activities could actually have been carried out.

The best preserved painted image of bull leaping belongs to the later Taureador 

panels, but it does not help to illuminate the problem, since by this stage background 

detail has become minimalized and so the images are painted simply on a plain blue or 

yellow background (Plate 39b). The idea that the Central Court was a suitable area for 

such activity has been strongly advocated by Graham, who suggested that certain 

architectural features from the courts at Malia and Phaistos showed that they could be 

closed off to stop the bulls escaping into the palace and also that there were areas to 

stable the animals (1962, 76-78). Furthermore he argued that the Central Courts would 

provide adequate room for spectators. However, Hood dismisses these arguments on 

the grounds that there is no evidence that the courts could be entirely closed off (1964, 

309). He also points out that Graham’s argument that the barriers would not need to be 

particularly strong because the bulls would not be angered enough to threaten the 

barriers is negated by the images of bull leapers being gored. Both Evans and 

Pendlebury suggest an area outside the palaces for these games, although Evans does 

not dismiss the idea that the Central Courts could occasionally have been used for this 

purpose if an elliptical enclosure was erected for the purpose (PM III, 223-4; 1939, 

187). It is interesting in this connection to look again at the imagery on the Boxer 

Rhyton from Ayia Triada, already discussed in the preceding chapter. The images on 

this rhyton clearly show an architectural setting for two of the boxing images with the 

presence of pillars. In contrast, on the scene of bull leaping and the lowest boxing scene 

such features do not appear. While the entire bull leaping scene is not preserved, the

Its position is indicated by the folds o f  the dewlap (Evans PM  III, 174).
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position of the front legs of one animal above the back legs of the second argues against 

the idea that such a column could be fitted into this scene. This would appear to 

differentiate the setting of the bull leaping scene, and possibly also the bottom scene of 

boxing, from the architectural setting of the two other boxing scenes. Although no 

evidence has been found for special areas outside the palaces where these activities 

could have taken place, many elements argue against the use of the central court. 

Younger points out that any leaper falling on such a hard surface was likely to be badly 

injured and this would not be auspicious for the ritual side of the event (1995, 513). 

There is also the possible damage to the surrounding architecture and the difficulty of 

access and getting the bulls into the Central Courts arguing against the use of these 

areas for bull sports. What is clear is that, wherever it occurred, the act of leaping 

would have had to have taken place in an enclosed arena with a surrounding area for 

spectators, as is shown by the miniature fresco from the West Magazines. On the other 

hand bull catching would have taken place in the countryside and so Evans’s 

interpretation of the North Entrance image with the olive trees and rural landscape as a 

bull catching scene is the most likely interpretation.

The eastern gallery also had an image which involved the bull. Unfortunately the 

fragmentary remains of the painting fail to indicate the exact nature of this scene. 

Evans supposed that it was a contrast to the one opposite, similar to the two contrasting 

scenes on the Vapheio Cups, where the western gallery would have had the grappling 

scene and this eastern gallery would have shown a more peaceful scene of a bull being 

caught using a decoy cow (PM III, 177; Plate 40). W hile the evidence does not confirm 

this idea, it remains an attractive suggestion, although all the surviving parallels for bull 

imagery from the rest of the palace frescoes point to a more strenuous image of bull 

leaping or catching.

Fragments of bull games in relief come from various other deposits around the palace 

and a small number from outside the palace dated to the Neopalatial and Postpalatial 

periods. Kaiser records numerous examples, including fragments of a bull from the 

North Threshing Floor deposit, a bull games scene in the North-East Rubbish Heap and 

the area south of the Hall of Double Axes, fragments of a bull from the Area of the 

Stone Amphora, a small scale bull’s foot from the School Room area and various pieces 

with unknown findspots (1976, 265-86). A piece of relief found in the southeast comer 

of the palace shows the mane of an animal, possibly a bull or a lion (Plate 39c). Shaw 

and Cameron both prefer the explanation of this as a bull’s mane, since there are
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parallels for this in other paintings and Cameron explains the leonine paw associated 

with this as the paw of a griffin or sphinx (1995, 115; 1974, 93). This recalls the 

association of griffin and bull imagery in the images from the ‘Great East Hall’.

Furthermore, images survive of bulls and bull leaping in paintings on the flat. The 

miniature image where a male crowd watches a scene of bull leaping has been discussed 

above. Preserved in situ on the east wall of the West porch of the Southwest Entrance 

was part of a bull image, which Evans records overlay two earlier images of a similar 

nature (PM IV.2, 894). This provides further evidence for the continuity of fresco 

themes from the Neopalatial to the Postpalatial periods. Also in situ was an image of a 

bull scene in the Antechamber of the Throne Room, with only a back hoof remaining. 

Cameron suggests that the connection here with the Throne Room and the ritual activity 

carried out there would argue for a scene of bull leaping or bull catching (1974, 157). 

Yet Shaw points out that the bull here was either stadonary or walking (1995, 118). In 

this case it would appear possible that this image was either similar to the ‘Quiet Cup’ 

of the Vapheio set or unique to the unusual setting (Plate 40a). From the Ivory Deposit 

came fragments of a miniature scene showing the ear and horn of a bull associated with 

a fa9ade decorated with a frieze of double axes. A miniature scene from the Queen’s 

Megaron shows two female taureadors in the process of bull leaping over the neck of 

the animal (Plate 39d). Fragments of female figures wearing male loincloths, whose 

attire identifies them as taureadors, were found in the Hall of the Double Axe, in a 

deposit near the Queen’s Bathroom and in various fresco dumps (Cameron 1974, 168). 

It is worth remembering here the Hallagers’ idea, already mentioned in Chapter 2, that 

the bull was the symbol of the sovereign of Knossos (Hallager & Hallager 1995). 

Certainly the significant amount of bull imagery and the imposing position of the 

images, especially at the north and west entrances and in the the East Hall, supports the 

argument that the bull played a central role in the iconography of this palace. However,

it is more likely to have represented the power of the Knossian elite who lived around
18and possibly in the palace, than that of a sovereign figure whose existence remains 

extremely doubtful.

The connection of these athletic games to religion is strongly supported by other 

remains of relief fresco found associated with them in the East Hall. This consists of a 

pair of relief female breasts is so far unique in the Minoan record (Plate 41b). Evans

The issue o f  whether anyone lived in the palace is d iscussed further on pp. 95-6 .
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took the fact that these breasts were unclothed as an indication that this female was also 

a taureador (PM III, 508). However, in no surviving image of bull games do any of the 

female athletes have fully developed breasts. Thus a different explanation for these 

must be sought and Cameron has suggested that the breasts belonged to a goddess 

(1974, 156). Certainly in other surviving images of females with bared breasts, the 

females appear to be either a deity, priestess or adorant. In the same deposit as the 

breasts were found the remains of two winged griffins, at least one of which was 

attached to a column. The griffin was a supernatural creature and cannot be interpreted 

as having been directly involved in the athletic activities. Also found in the same 

deposit as the breasts were a group of fragments that Kaiser has reconstructed in the 

form of a ‘snake fram e’ (1976, 281 & fig.49). This is a ritual object associated with 

female figures consisting of two curving lines pointing upwards like horns at each end 

which is worn or floats above the head of the female. Particularly relevant to this 

discussion is an image type found on a number of seals where the female figure with the 

‘snake fram e’ above her head is flanked by two winged griffins.’  ̂ Gill proposes that the 

females in these depictions should be considered as priestesses rather than divinities 

(1969, 39), although Nilsson argued that it was an attribute of a ‘Deity of the Anim als’ 

(1950, 368). Their association with a supernatural creature like the griffin would seem 

to argue more in favour of the interpretation of these females as divine rather than 

human. The breasts and ‘snake frame’ may therefore belong to a female divinity 

connected with the griffins observing the athletic activities. Indeed her presence may be 

the reason that these games are being performed. Part of a male figure in a short hide 

dress may also indicate the presence of a priestly figure (Kaiser 1976, 281-2). The 

concentration on ritual imagery already identified with the representation of human 

figures in other types of scenes, may help explain the popularity of bull images, if these 

were ritual games carried out for a deity. However, Hagg and Lindau have suggested 

that the snake-frame and female breasts were part of the second phase of decoration in 

the East Hall and argue that the bull from this period was connected with sacrifice rather 

than bull leaping (1984, 75-6). Such a significant change in the iconography within the 

Minoan period seems difficult to justify considering the evidence of other areas where 

there seems to be no substantial change in imagery despite its replacement over time.

For example CMS II.3 63 from a Knossian grave and Kenna no. 351 from the Dictaean Cave (1960).
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Interestingly bull imagery in wall painting has only been found in a limited number 

of places outside the palace and all of these are in the town of Knossos. The first of 

these was the remains of a bull’s dewlap in relief recovered in the House of the 

Sacrificed Oxen, just to the south of the Palace. However, Evans believed that these 

pieces derived from the palace originally and were replaced after the MM HI earthquake 

(PM III, 189). From a house to the north of the Royal Road came relief fragments of 

two bulls and a female figure wearing red and yellow beaded jewellery, whom Cameron 

interpreted as a goddess (1974, 246). Images on the flat came from the area of the 

Temple of Demeter, where the depicted genitalia of a bull was preserved, and the area 

of the North West Treasury showing a bull and a tree, possibly part of a bull-catching 

scene, since part of a rope was attached to the depicted tree. Shaw has suggested from 

the rendering of the tree that this image may be late, after LM Ib, and also that its 

findspot suggests that it may have originated as easily from the palace as from the North 

W est Treasury (1995, 117). This would further reduce the amount of imagery related to 

bulls outside the Knossian palace. The concentration of imagery in and around the 

palace of Knossos would seem to support the idea that bull imagery projected an 

important political as well as ritual message about the power of Knossos and the elite 

who were connected with it.

As has already been discussed in relation to the stone vases, bull leaping had a 

martial importance as well as a ritual one. People involved in such activities 

demonstrated a physical strength and skill that could be transferred to warrior skills. 

Interestingly the imagery on the stone vases seems to exclusively represent the male 

section of society, whereas in the frescoes females are represented as much as their male 

counterparts. There is no evidence that females were involved in warrior activities, but 

this did not prevent their involvement in bull leaping or bull catching activities. The 

main role of the female figures in the frescoes is one of involvement in ritual, so 

perhaps female involvement in bull games is connected more to the ritual aspect of 

these games than the martial aspect. If, as Younger suggested, these games are an 

initiation rite into adult society (1995, 523), then perhaps the male leapers are initiated 

into the warrior elite and the female leapers into the ritual elite. Marinatos has pointed 

out that the psychological effect of the large-scale bulls in entrances and important areas 

of the palace must have been one of power and possibly even threat (1993, 74). The 

fact that leapers and catchers are shown overcoming this power or threat on such a large 

scale would further emphasis the power, valour and physical skill of the elite and also
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their abihty to protect not only themselves, but also the non-elite, in times of danger. 

While the stone vases seem to stress the importance of the male gender, related to the 

actual function of these vessels, the frescoes are stressing the importance of both 

genders in the political elite and thus both male and female figures are represented in 

the bull games imagery.

Outside Knossos only one possible image of games seems to have been preserved on 

Crete. At Tylissos the very fragmentary remains of a miniature fresco survived with 

both male and female figures involved in different activities (Plate 42). One of the male 

figures, wearing a white loincloth has his left arm extended straight out in front of him, 

with the hand turned down. Hazzidakis, the excavator of Tylissos, interpreted this 

figure as a boxer (1912, 225). However, Shaw suggested that this could simply be a 

man ‘involved in a vigorous walk’ (1972, 186). A horizontal line that runs just below 

the arm of the figure is inexplicable in the context of a boxing scene, yet the pose of the 

male would make it difficult for him to carry anything. The most convincing argument 

for the interpretation of this figure as a boxer is the strong similarity between his pose 

and that of a boxer on a fragment of relief carved stone vase from the Court of the Stone 

Spout at Knossos (Plate 16a). The position of the arm in these two images is identical. 

Unfortunately the rest of the fresco does not help illuminate the nature of the image. 

Only the skirts of female figures are preserved, two flounced, the others apparently not. 

Other male figures are involved in various activities, with at least one carrying a pole 

over his shoulders, another standing in front of some foliage and a group of males in a 

crowd, one with his arm raised, probably spectators for the events happening in front of 

them (Shaw 1972, 172-4). A fragment showing a large amphora is also part of this 

scene and possibly also a fragment with an architectural fa9ade. Unfortunately the 

context of this painting was not published by Hazzidakis and although Shaw suggests 

the fragments probably originated in House A (1972, 179), the lack of a secure context 

means that our understanding of this painting cannot be illuminated further by its 

original location. The outdoors setting of the scene and the possible association with 

architecture recalls the miniature fresco from the palace at Knossos, as does the festal 

nature of the flounced skirts worn by two female figures and the presence of the male 

spectators. This would appear to be an image that mixes different themes from the 

Knossos paintings, with festal and agonistic elements expressed in one painting.

The final category of frescoes is that of nature scenes that do not have any human 

presence. The ideology of the nature scenes is often difficult to understand, due to their
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fragmentary state of preservation and the contexts in which they are found, preventing 

certain identification of their original locations. At a simple level they are perhaps 

meant to inspire the feeling that the person in the room was actually transported to a 

natural environment. However, many scholars have attempted to assign these images a 

more specific meaning connected to ritual. Saflund suggested that all Minoan frescoes, 

including nature scenes, can be interpreted as dealing with religious subjects (1981), 

while Immerwahr proposed that the representation of nature scenes could be connected 

to the worship of a deity of nature (1990, 46). Marinatos argues that nature scenes in 

Minoan art are related to the idea of ‘fertility and fecundity in the spring’ (1984, 96). In 

the images already considered in this chapter a ritual interpretation was awarded to 

those with cult action taking place or human figures with attributes that demonstrated a 

connection to the ritual sphere, such as specific clothing. Such qualifications are not 

found in scenes of nature and thus their assignation as ritual images must be justified by 

other factors.

Indeed the lack of indication in many of these images of a connection to ritual has 

led Chapin to argue that their importance lay in a different direction. She argues that 

images of nature with no human involvement may have had a secular purpose rather 

than a ritual one (1997, 23). The unique nature of many of the plants found in various 

paintings in Knossian townhouses led her to suggest that it was the innovation of detail 

in the decoration and the presence of the frescoes indicating the wealth of the 

homeowner that was the important aspect of these images and thus they did not need to 

have a more complex meaning. However, the idea of art used for purely decorative 

purposes is a modem one and many scholars, such as Gell, argue that in the study of 

ancient art the idea of aesthetics must be dismissed (1992, 42). Gell goes on to point 

out that specific peoples react to different images in a predetermined way (1992, 44). 

Thus while images of the natural world may seem purely decorative to the modem 

viewer, they probably evoked a series of associated imagery in the mind of the Minoan 

viewer.

A clue as to what the associated imagery might have been is given to the modem 

scholar by the better preserved examples of scenes of nature. The best example has 

already been discussed, the Ayia Triada painting where a landscape is directly 

associated with a goddess/priestess figure. Another well preserved example of a nature 

image, is a large-scale painting from the villa at Amnisos (Plate 43). The remains of 

this fresco were found in Area 7 of the villa, an open court area and must have fallen
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from an upper floor during the destruction of the villa in the LM Ib period (Schafer 

1992, 146). The painting covered three walls of a room or loggia area and comprises an 

image of lilies, iris and probably mint^° in a man-made environment. The lilies were 

placed in front of a stepped architectural feature, while the irises and the mint grow out 

of manufactured containers, possibly of alabaster (Marinatos 1933a, 294). Although 

Cameron added a large-scale female deity to this image in his reconstruction, no actual 

evidence for such a figure survives (Plate 43a). However, human interaction with this 

landscape is constantly present in the very ordered layout and the man-made containers; 

this is clearly a planned and maintained area, not a wild rural landscape. A connection 

to ritual action comes from the motif of a double line of circular motifs connected by 

small red rings, with papyrus flowers painted between the two rows of circles. This 

design was interpreted by Cameron as ‘two rows of cups of offering’ and he suggests 

that the picture was suitable for women’s apartments and further that the image may be 

connected to a local cult of Eileithyia, goddess of child-birth, a cult with which a nearby 

cave was known to be associated in later times (1978, 584). Alternatively a libation 

table found in the cave at Psychro with round depressions in the top is similar in design 

to this image and the painted image may be an altar (PM I fig.466). The creation of 

such an elaborate explanation from such fragmentary remains is perhaps an over

interpretation based on a later cult, but the presence of the ‘cups of offering’ suggests 

that this was a representation of an actual space or type of space used for the practice of 

a ritual event. From these well preserved examples it is clear that images of nature 

played a significant role in Minoan religious iconography and that the natural 

environment, whether wild or designed by humans, was an appropriate backdrop to 

ritual activities.

This connection of the natural world to ritual is demonstrated in a number of other 

images. In the House of Frescoes two landscape scenes were found that had clear 

connections to religious imagery. A frieze of monkeys in a natural landscape will be 

explored more fully in Chapter 4, but it is noted that one of the roles of the monkey in 

Minoan art was as an intermediary between deity and human (Plate 44a). The other 

image shows two agrimia flanking an olive tree (Plate 44b). The heraldic stance of the 

agrimia recalls the position of lions and griffins on sealstones flanking a female figure 

identifiable as either a priestess or, taking into account the exotic nature of the animals.

Identified as such by Marinatos (1933 , 293) and generally accepted, although Cameron suggested that 
the plant could be vetch (1978 , 584).
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perhaps more likely a goddess. The crocus plants decorating the field above the agrimia 

provides a further link for this image to the sacral, since the crocus clearly has a ritual 

function in the Minoan period.

An image that cannot be described as a scene of nature in the true sense, but that has 

obvious connections to both the natural world and to ritual came to light in an LM  I 

house discovered during the Stratigraphical M useum excavations. This is the ‘Garland 

Fresco’ consisting of garlands of different flowers on a yellow ground (Plate 44c). 

W hile to a modem viewer this image may appear to be simply decorative, Warren has 

suggested that the garlands have a ritual meaning as well as fulfilling a decorative 

function (1985, 202-6). He argues that the floral elements of the different garlands had 

an identifiable connection to sacral imagery, with the use of plants such as the papyrus 

and the lily.^' The context of this painting adds to the probability that it had a ritual 

significance. Although the paintings were not found in situ, this building contained 

children’s bones incised with cut marks, whom Warren suggests were part of a human 

sacrifice (1981, 159). This theory has aroused much controversy, but a plausible 

alternative explanation for the bones with cut marks has yet to be advanced. The fact 

that cult activity took place in this house adds to the probability that the fresco had a 

religious meaning.

However, many fragmentary frescoes survive showing a simple image of Minoan 

nature with no obvious connection to the ritual sphere. However, in some of these cases 

the context of the painting demonstrates that the image was part of cult activity. For 

example in the South House at Knossos fragmentary frescoes were found with images 

of reeds, grasses and birds (Plate 45a). Despite the purely natural elements of these 

images they decorated an area identified by Evans as a ‘Lustral area’ (PM II. 1, 378). 

Unfortunately in many cases the context is either not preserved or does not appear to 

have been an area used for ritual purposes. For example the fragments from the South- 

East house showing mice and reeds came from a colum nar hall on the upper floor of the 

house (PM I, 537; Plate 45b). Although this was above a ‘pillar crypt’ where cult 

activity may have occurred, there is no indication that the columnar hall fulfilled a 

religious role. A floral fresco that probably fell from Room P of the Unexplored

Warren also points out that garlands or wreaths o f  flow ers are known to have had a ritual use in the 
C lassical Greek period and may have been offered to a M inoan fem ale divinity as they were to C lassical 
goddesses such as Diktynna (1985 , 205-6), but again it must be stressed that projecting later ideas back 
onto an earlier society is m ethodologically unsound. W hile the garland fresco from K nossos had ritual 
connotations there is no evidence that these garlands were offered to a goddess.
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Mansion and is dated to LM la came from a room where there is no evidence of cult 

activity and Chapin concludes that there are no iconographic elements in this image to 

assign it a ritual meaning (1997, 12-15; Plate 45c). Similarly, from the Caravanserai 

comes a scene of nature, a frieze of partridges and hoopoes in a rocky landscape, which 

has no obvious ritual elements (Plate 46a-b). Evans believed that this fresco was 

relevant to the use of the room as a refectory, since partridges are a game bird and were 

probably eaten by the Minoans (PM II.1, 115). H ogarth’s Houses produced MM III 

images of sage or vetch (Cameron 1974, 717). Two images in the miniature style also 

appear to have been purely scenes of nature. At Prasa a fragment from House A with a 

scene of cypress trees was originally interpreted by Cameron as part of the skirt of a 

goddess (1974, 175-6; Plate 4 6 c ) .H o w e v e r ,  after a find of a similar miniature image 

of nature with a crocus plant from the site of Savakis’ Bothros at Knossos, he suggested 

instead that the Prasa and Savakis’ Bothros paintings were both executed by the painters 

who decorated the House of Frescoes and as a result these images represent scenes of 

nature rather than a deity’s skirt (1976, 7; Plate 47a). Finally must be mentioned the 

houses excavated along both sides of the Royal Road, many of which had floral 

decoration dating to the MM III period, including myrtle, reeds and olive trees. 

Unfortunately the rooms these paintings would have originally decorated are not 

preserved and therefore cannot help identify the function of the frescoes.

A few of the sites beyond Knossos also have images that fit into this nature category. 

From the lower deposit of Room A at Epano Zakro pieces of a fresco with hybridized 

lotus flowers and papyri were discovered, possibly originally decorating this lower 

room (Cameron 1974, 234). The papyrus, as will be demonstrated more fully in the 

following chapter, was an exotic plant that can be connected with ritual imagery in other 

contexts and could possibly indicate that this room was used for cult activity. From 

Archanes Tourkoyeitonia pieces of both miniature and larger frescoes have been found 

in Area 19 with various images of nature, including a dolphin, birds and assorted plant 

life (Sakellarakis 1997, 496-9; Plate 47d-e). Area 19 is recorded by the excavators as 

being important due to the various finds made there, such as figurines and pieces of 

steatite vases, and they suggest that it was probably used for various purposes, although 

they fail to identify any specific functions (Sakellarakis 1997, 111). On the other hand 

at Palaikastro a floral image incorporating either vetch or wild pea was found in

Cameron mentions that this piece is in low  relief o f  3mm (1976 , n .20), but Kaiser fails to mention it in 
his work on M inoan relief decoration.
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Building 6 (Plate 47b). The excavators have been unable to assign this building a 

specific purpose because of its unusual architectural form, but suggest on the basis of 

the architecture that it probably had a special function (MacGillivray et al. 1992, 128, 

151). At Kommos in the Late Minoan House X, room XI were found pieces of a fresco 

showing white lilies and polychrome rocks (Plate 47c). This room was used for storage, 

but it seems the paintings were discarded here, so their original location in the house is 

unknown (Shaw & Shaw, 1993, 155). Although a ritual element is not immediately 

clear in such nature scenes, either through content or context, the images from Ayia 

Triada (with the goddess/priestess) and Amnisos (with the libation table/cups of 

offering) demonstrate the strong link of nature and religion and it is probable that on 

viewing these images the Minoans would have recalled this link with ritual.

That is not to say that all the rooms decorated with images of nature were used for 

cult activities. As has already been noted Evans thought the stepped pavilion of the 

Caravanserai was a refectory and Schofield who has more recently studied the 

Caravanserai argues that the building cannot be interpreted as a sanctuary and agrees 

that the pavilion could be a refectory or perhaps a rest area (1996, 32). Interestingly, the 

image from Prasa came from Room A and Platon interpreted this room as having a 

ritual use on the basis of the ceramics and especially the large number of conical cups 

found here (1951, 250). However, conical cups alone are not enough to indicate a 

religious use for a room, as they may easily have been used for consumption of wine at 

feasting. This raises interesting considerations about the use and purpose of fresco 

decoration and the rooms it decorated.

Very few of the frescoes that survive on Crete have been found in proper contexts 

and it is often difficult to tell what the room they originally decorated would have been 

used for. In the case of the villas on one level the rooms decorated with frescoes would 

have been an indication of the wealth of the villa owner who could afford such a luxury. 

Furthermore, Niemeier has suggested that villas were second-order centres within the 

emerging palatial system, where elite families carried out religious functions (1997, 18). 

Betancourt and Marinatos have taken this idea further, separating the villa into three 

types, manorial, country and urban (1997).^^ They stress that from the evidence of the 

architecture and the finds it is clear that the country and manorial villas fulfilled a range 

of functions including bases for religious activity and storage for the surrounding areas.

In this categorization the manorial type is connected with a village or town, the country type was 
situated alone in the countryside (Betancourt & Marinatos 1997, 92).

91



while the urban villas were more specialized in use (1997, 92-3). It seems likely that 

these villas carried out the centralized ritual role of the palaces on a more limited scale 

for their associated hinterlands and the nature frescoes, with their ritual association, 

would have decorated the room used for cult activity. However, while this was probably 

one of the functions of the Minoan villa, limited space in these buildings probably 

meant that the rooms decorated with frescoes would have been used for more than one 

purpose. Images of natural landscapes would have been sufficiently connected to ritual 

to be relevant to any cult activity that took place in such rooms, while not too 

overwhelmingly ritualistic to preclude the use of the room for more communal activities 

such as feasting. Furthermore, since the palace was probably the focus of major 

religious rituals at Knossos, where the Knossian townhouses are decorated, images of 

nature could have been considered more appropriate to decorate rooms used for private 

family ritual, but also for social events such as feasting. Hamilakis has identified 

feasting as an important social event, helping to define the social role of human beings 

(1998a, 115-6). He argues that there is evidence for feasting at palatial centres 

especially in the Neopalatial period (1998, 234). Such activity would be important for 

the elite, not only in the palatial centres but also in the more rural villas, to demonstrate 

their control of resources and possibly build a support base among other members of the 

elite or even the non-elite. The evidence from the Caravanserai suggests that scenes of 

the natural world were used in areas that were devoted to communal activities that 

didn’t have a ritual focus. M oreover, the Unexplored M ansion provides an interesting 

case which may serve to reinforce this idea. As has already been noted. Room P of this 

townhouse produced a floral fresco with no obvious links to ritual. Also found in this 

townhouse, and originating in different rooms from the floral fresco, were the remains 

of two painted animals that Cameron identified as the remains of two griffins (Cameron 

1974, 238).^"^ If Cameron’s interpretation is correct, this evidence could be taken as an 

example where the more overtly religious symbolism of griffins decorated rooms 

exclusively used for cult practice and the less overtly religious symbolism of the floral 

fresco decorated a room that could be used for more social purposes while at the same 

time subtly reminding visitors of the connection of the owner to ritual carried out 

elsewhere in the house.

It must be noted, however, that the excavator simply identifies these as couchant animals, in which case 
they may be part o f  a less obviously ritual nature scene (Popham et  al. 1984, 137, 150).
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The purpose of the frescoes in the palace at Knossos is undoubtedly more developed, 

since this building had such a large amount of painted decoration. In a study of the 

Palace of Nestor at Pylos, Davis and Bennet have identified the use of an overall 

programme of fresco imagery, whereby different aspects of the life of the palace are 

located in specific areas where they would best make the desired impact (1999). For 

instance, images of combat were placed in Hall 64 where they would have been visible 

to visitors both outside and inside the hall and since this would have been one of the 

first structures to confront a visitor to the palace it seems that the wanax wished to stress 

above all his martial strength (Davis & Bennet 1999, 109). Less accessible was the 

series of frescoes in the Main Building showing griffins and lions flanking the throne, a 

procession and a lyre player which connected the wanax with ritual practice and divine 

protection. Davis and Bennet suggest that one reason for this could have been due to 

different uses of the two areas, with the area outside Hall 64 used for large-scale 

feasting where the images could have impressed on the visitor the might of Pylos, 

whereas the more religious images in the Main Building would have been viewed by a 

smaller, more restricted group (1999, 116-8).

A similar consideration of the locations of frescoes within the palace at Knossos is 

made difficult by the poor preservation of most of these areas, but some interesting 

results emerge about the visibility of the different types of fresco. A visitor on first 

entering the Palace at Knossos from the west or north sides would be confronted with an 

image of a large-scale bull or bull leaping/catching scene. The bull at the west entrance 

was obviously clearly visible and Shaw points out that the decoration of the loggias 

above the North Entrance would have been visible to anyone leaving the palace by this 

access (1995, 99). It is also possible that the bull decorating the west porch may have 

been visible from the west court. This suggests that the first and last overriding 

message that the decorators of the palace wished the visitor to recognise was the 

strength of the palatial elite, represented through this bull imagery, which, as has 

already been discussed, would have indirectly represented the martial skills and strength 

of the participating elite. Further examples of bull imagery would also have been more 

visible to the visitor than some of the images representing specifically ritual action. For 

instance the bull in the anteroom of the Throne Room would have been visible from the 

Central Court. The Great East Hall, where relief bull imagery was found most likely 

representing bull games, was one of the largest rooms in the palace. The size of this 

room compared with the size of other rooms known to have been used for ritual, such as
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the throne room or room decorated with the miniature Sacred Grove and Temple 

frescoes, suggests that the East Hall may have been a venue where the audience was 

less restricted in numbers. It is possible that this room could have been used for 

communal gathering, whether this concerned large-scale cult activity or a more social 

event like feasting.

Procession frescoes also would have been visible to the visitor to the palace. 

Cameron suggested that these images would have acted as ‘sign-posts’, showing 

participants in ritual the direction to follow to their destination (1974, 140). They 

would also have perpetuated the act of procession with luxury objects in the minds of 

those who saw them, emphasizing both the act of ritual and the wealth of the elite 

involved. Furthermore Peatfield has argued that the Procession fresco represents the 

bringing of the goddess into the palace and notes that access to the goddess was thus 

only possible through this institution (1990, 129). As Gesell has pointed out, restriction 

of access at all the palaces to the central courts would have meant that the participants 

of the rituals once inside the palace were probably limited to a select group (1987, 125). 

Control of physical access allowed control of spiritual access, which in turn allowed the 

elite to use religion to maintain their privileged position in society (Peatfield 1990, 130). 

Thus the procession frescoes would have emphasized the role of the palatial elite in 

ritual events in a way that did not expose restricted ritual knowledge or practice.

Other images of ritual seem to have been more restricted. W ithin the palace at 

Knossos the miniature frescoes would have decorated a small room where limited 

numbers could have been accommodated. The throne room would also have held only 

small numbers and Gesell estimates that it could have held at most 52 people, but just 

32 comfortably (1987, 125). Other preserved contexts beyond Knossos also suggest 

certain types of images decorated rooms where access would have been restricted. The 

dimensions of the room at Ayia Triada with the detailed frescoes have already been 

mentioned and the room is too small to have held many people at one time. At Pseira 

the unusual type of building that housed the relief fresco of the females suggests that 

this building had a specific use and again access to this may have been limited. Perhaps 

images of ritual activities that were probably subject to spectators, such as bull leaping 

and processions, were suitable for the decoration of visible areas where they could serve 

as permanent reminders of the wealth and strength of the elite, whether in palaces, villas 

or shrines controlled by the elite, while other images of more private ritual carried out 

by small numbers of the elite in restricted areas were only considered suitable to
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decorate those areas where only the participants in such rituals could view them. 

Frescoes in townhouses would have been visible to visitors of the owners and therefore 

scenes of the natural world may have reflected a ritual role for the owner without 

exposing any elements of ritual that were restricted to cult personnel.

Some commentators have suggested that there is a purposeful pictorial programme 

linking the different images in the different parts of the palace at Knossos into a 

coherent whole. Cameron believed that the images found in the palace were part of a 

festival for the ‘Great Goddess’ (1987). In his reconstruction the procession frescoes 

mirrored actual processions leading the goddess, summoned by the ritual of the 

miniature frescoes, into the palace and to a series of rituals culminating in a hieros 

gamos (Jewel Fresco) and the birth of a divine child (Throne Room). Such a detailed 

interpretation is difficult to support since so little is known about the exact content and 

pantheon of Minoan religion, but also since the surviving frescoes dated to different 

periods. Hagg has recognised within the images a series of pictorial programmes 

whereby the ritual images either perpetuated cult scenes, guided actual participants in 

ritual to the relevant areas or showed the presence of the divinity inviting the divine 

presence at actual ritual activities (1985, 214). W hether or not such a purposeful 

programme existed connecting all the examples of fresco decoration within the palace it 

seems that some types of images were more visible than others and that the visible 

images were meant to impress on the viewer the strength and wealth of the palatial elite 

as well as its connection with ritual.

The possible audience for the frescoes that do not portray restricted ritual practices is 

a matter still open to debate. In the case of the palaces there are a number of problems 

complicating the issue. Foremost of these is the fact that the purpose of these buildings 

is still a matter of some uncertainty, whether they had a residential function or were 

only used for ritual, production of luxury goods and administration. Although Evans 

identified ‘Domestic Quarters’ in the east wing of the palace, disagreement has arisen 

over this interpretation (1901-2, 85). For example, Nordfeldt has suggested that the 

architectural forms of the ‘domestic quarters’ and the finds discovered there suggest that 

these areas were used not as a residence but for the performance of ritual (1987, 193). 

However, the immense size of the palaces, especially Knossos, seem to suggest that 

some of the rooms should have had a residential purpose, perhaps for the elite who 

carried out the various palatial rituals. Other problems arise with the fact that many of 

the rooms originally decorated by the frescoes were upper rooms and no architectural
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evidence of them survives. Furthermore, it has already been noted that some of the 

rooms decorated with frescoes were relatively small, restricting the numbers of people 

who would have seen particular images. In these cases the propaganda message of 

these frescoes would be limited to members of the elite, since it would only be a small 

group of elite who would have had access to these rooms and participate in the ritual, 

while also perpetuating the ritual represented in a permanent form.

In contrast, on consideration of the location of many of the bull game and procession 

frescoes in areas clearly visible to any visitor to the palace, it seems clear that these 

images were meant to be seen and their ideology understood by a larger audience. If, as 

seems likely, the palace was not built or inhabited by a particular ruling family, but was 

a symbol of the power of the Knossian elite, then the ideology of these images in 

conveying a sense of the strength, both ritual and martial, may have been directed at a 

visiting elite from the other palatial and smaller sites or perhaps even beyond the 

boundaries of Crete. Moreover it was probably also aimed at the non-elite of the 

hinterland of Knossos. It seems likely that these palaces had a redistributive role in 

which case the non-elite would have needed to enter the building to store or retrieve 

such goods. Furthermore surviving evidence of workshops and storerooms provide 

evidence that members of the non-elite must have entered the palace for the purpose of 

work and thus would have had a clear view of the entrance frescoes. If the palace had a 

residential purpose, there may also have been domestic workers in the palace, while the 

upkeep of such a building would have involved repairmen. All of these non-elite 

workers would have seen the frescoes and understood their dominant message, an 

illustration of the right of the Knossian elite to their position in society because of their 

wealth, strength and control of ritual practices. The images would have become known 

to the non-elite outside the palace through the palace workers. If areas such as the Great 

East Hall were used for more social gatherings like feasting it seems likely that the 

participants, at least in some cases, would have been the elite of other Minoan centres 

and possibly visitors from abroad. By thus entertaining such visitors in the palace, the 

Knossian elite could stress their power to the visitors through the iconography of the 

fresco decoration and to the non-elite of Knossos by their entertainment of such guests 

in a restricted setting. In this way the message of the power and might of Knossos and 

the control of ritual by the elite associated with the palace, would have spread 

throughout the hinterland of Knossos and beyond, reinforcing the message of the right 

of the elite to rule.
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The case of the villas, both in towns and in more isolated contexts, is somewhat 

different. The example of Roman and Hellenistic art demonstrates how private art can 

be of paramount importance in displaying the status of the owner to other members of 

the elite. The decoration of Roman houses increased in quality and elaboration in the 

more private rooms and access to such rooms was limited to the most important guests, 

who were close friends of the paterfamilias (Wallace-Hadrill 1988, 59). Westgate notes 

that a similar picture of better quality painted decoration in upper rooms is found in the 

Hellenistic Delian houses and argues that this reflects the different status of guests, the 

more favoured guests being entertained in more private and luxurious rooms (2000, 

408, 414). Unfortunately, unlike the Roman and Hellenistic villas, the fragmentary 

remains of the architecture of villas and townhouses in Bronze Age Crete reveal little 

about the types of rooms the frescoes decorated. Furthermore, the use of painted 

decoration was much more limited in the Minoan period. However, it is notable that, 

where the context is known, the rooms that were decorated seem predominantly to have 

been upper floor rooms, arguing for a restricted audience for the images, probably social 

equals. Like the Roman villas the most exclusive decoration was limited to more 

private rooms. Images of nature suggest that ritual could have been carried out in these 

rooms, but it is worth noting that in villas space was much more restricted than in the 

palaces, and therefore in many areas these rooms were probably multi-functional. The 

paintings would have been a device to illustrate the wealth and status of the owners of 

the decorated villas to outsiders who saw them on certain occasions, especially in the 

rural villas where the painters would have been brought from central places like 

Knossos.^^ Furthermore the ritual nature of the images served as a reminder of the 

participation of the owners of the villas in the actual performance of the actions 

recorded in the paintings, actions of tantamount importance to the power of the 

hierarchy. Therefore, these frescoes would have affirmed to the audience, whether 

other elite or important members of the non-elite, the right of the villa owner to their 

position in society.

An interesting omission in the imagery of the townhouses and villas are images of 

bull games and human combat so common in the palace at Knossos. The only possible 

representation of such images outside this palace was found a Tylissos where one of the

A lthough H agg suggested that the paintings in villas, townhouses and the palace may all have been  
painted under the patronage o f  one official (1985, 214-216), Cameron argues more convincingly  that the 
varying details in the villas suggest freedom o f  choice by the owner o f  the villas and tow nhouses (1976, 
1 1 ).
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figures may be involved in boxing. It has been suggested that many of the images 

found in buildings from the area outside Knossos were painted by Knossian schools of 

painters, so the limitation of subject to nature scenes and large-scale figures was not due 

to lack of expertise and moreover, the elaborate detail of many of the frescoes found 

outside Knossos also argues against this. While the performance of bull leaping may 

have been restricted to the palatial sites for the reasons of space and resources, boxing 

could be held in a small area with minimal expense. Disinterest in such activities 

cannot be seen as the reason, since one of the best preserved records of both bull leaping 

and boxing is found on a relief carved stone vase from Ayia Triada. W hat then could be 

the reason for this restriction of imagery? An attractive, although tentative, explanation 

for this phenomenon could be that the martial aspect of such imagery was being used by 

the Knossian elite to reflect its military power, something that would not have been a 

major factor of the smaller villa sites.

What is more surprising and one of the most striking facts about the use of fresco 

decoration is the lack of figured decoration in the other major palatial sites of the 

Minoan period, at Phaistos, Malia and Kato Zakros. Although remains of fresco 

decoration have been found in each of these palaces, it consists almost entirely of 

decorative patterns. Painting of both floors and walls started in Phaistos, as with 

Knossos, in the Old Palace period, but did not develop beyond this in the Neopalatial 

period, with remains from this period showing geometric and nature images similar to 

those of the previous period (Pemier 1935, 172-3; Pem ier and Banti 1951, 60-2; Levi 

1976, 85, 106-7). The evidence for this type of decoration is even less common at 

Malia. Excavation reports for this palace record images of simple banded and hatched 

decoration (Charbonneaux 1928, 358; Chapouther & Demargne 1962, 25). Interestingly 

Charbonneaux also mentions a piece that appears to show a person wearing a high tiara, 

but this piece has never been published and so this interpretation cannot be confirmed. 

The most complex piece from Malia actually comes from one of the surrounding 

houses, Maison E, but again this is a decorative piece with geometric and abstract 

designs (Deshayes & Dessenne 1959, 138-9; Plate 51a). A similar picture arises from 

Zakros where the only image that suggests any development beyond simple decorative 

panels on the floors and walls is the image of horns of consecration from the lustral 

basin of the west wing of the palace (Platon 1971, 171, 182).

The lack of human imagery in Phaistos was explained by Pem ier and Banti as a 

purposeful development of simple and clear decoration designed to emphasize the
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architectural line, from which figural decoration would have distracted the viewer 

(1951, 484-5). In support of this argument they cite the decoration at Ayia Triada as 

proving that figured decoration was available if desired. Blakolmer likewise suggests 

that the lack of figural imagery in all three palaces is due to a preference for simple 

motifs, including stripes and floral motifs (1995, 465). Patianakou-Iliaki suggested that 

the ‘modest character’ of the palace at Malia could account for its lack of decoration 

(1983, 246). This argument is negated by the modest character of many of the villas 

and townhouses that show much more developed figural decoration. The lack of 

developed imagery in the painting of all three palaces led Cameron to suggest that 

Knossos from the MM Illb period onwards dominated Minoan life and interaction 

(1976, 250). It would certainly seem possible from the emphasis on imagery of bull 

games and athletic imagery with their indirect martial meaning that Knossos was 

advertising its military presence, which may have been greater than that of the other 

palaces. The Hallagers’ idea that bull imagery was directly associated with the political 

regime at Knossos would also explain the lack of this imagery at the other palaces 

(Hallager & Hallager 1995, 549). However, this does not explain the total lack of 

figured imagery with a martial aspect such as boxing in the other palaces. Evidence for 

administrative differences at the different palaces and their hinterlands has been 

identified by Schoep as indicating independent centres (1999, 212). While Knossos 

may have been militarily superior it seems likely that the other palaces also had a 

martial section to their elite. What seems even more inexplicable is the total lack of 

imagery of a definite religious nature at any of these palaces. The presence of large- 

scale female figures at villas near Zakros and Phaistos shows that this type of developed 

fresco was available and executed in the areas surrounding these palaces. That Knossos 

dominated these other palaces and therefore controlled what type of imagery they 

utilized is an attractive theory and one that would seem to explain the total lack of 

figured imagery that could convey messages of power in these palaces, but is difficult to 

accept based on the evidence of the independence of the other palatial centres.

Before concluding this chapter on frescoes the examples that survived from the 

palace at Knossos that are generally dated to the Postpalatial period, but with details 

found in Neopalatial art, must be considered. These later paintings are useful because 

although the style of painting has changed in the LM II period, some of these images 

show a definite continuation in theme, and it is also possible that those with no 

surviving antecedents are stylized descendants of images that were part of the pictorial
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repertoire of the Neopalatial palace. Indeed, the presence of these Neopalatial elements 

has in some cases led to disagreements over the dating of the frescoes. This is clearly 

demonstrated by the Chariot and Palanquin frescoes, found in separate contexts and at 

different times, but clearly part of the same image (Plate 48). The Chariot Fresco was 

found in three different areas of the Palace, the area of Stone Amphora, in the North 

Threshing floor deposit and in the Lapidary’s workshop, while the Palanquin fresco 

came from the nearby Area of the Clay Matrix. The Chariot fresco was reconstructed 

by Cameron and shows a male figure in a long cloak and possibly wearing a sword sling 

across his body, driving a horse drawn ‘Dual Chariot’ and leading a bull tethered to the 

back of the chariot probably to sacrifice (1967a). The Palanquin fresco shows a male 

figure seated on a stool on a raised surface and surrounded by other male figures, all 

clothed in long robes. Evans believed this was a scene of an important priestly person 

carried in a Palanquin by other priestly figures (PM n.2, 771). Cameron’s 

reconstruction is perhaps more convincing, with the figure seated on a platform 

enclosed by a palisade, and he also suggested that the Chariot fresco was part of a 

procession that was being witnessed by this seated figure (1974, 72, 185).

What has led to the most controversy in the dating of these two connected images is 

the context of the Palanquin fragments, which were found along with a clay matrix for a 

signet ring in a stratum dated by Evans to the LM I period (PM 0.2, 770). Platon, who 

excavated some of the Chariot fresco, dated it to the LM I period, although it is unclear 

if he assigned this date because of the context or the style (1955, 565). Certain stylistic 

traits have been used to confirm this LM I date for these paintings. Alexiou points out 

the similarity between the pattern above the head of the driver of the chariot and that on 

the LM I Partridge Fresco (1964, 797). The long cloak worn by the figures surviving is 

also known from earlier images as has already been demonstrated in the discussion of 

the Procession fresco. In contrast, other stylistic elements point to a later date of 

execution. A common reason for dating these frescoes to the LM II or Ilia period is the 

presence of the so-called ‘Dual Chariot’, a vehicle thought to have been first used in the 

LM II/IIl period, since evidence for it first arises in LM II iconography, such as cylinder 

seals (Cameron 1967a, 343). A simpler form of chariot was known in Minoan Crete in 

the Neopalatial period, as suggested by two ring impressions from the same ring found 

at Sklavokambos and Ayia Triada on which a male figure is suspended behind two 

harnessed horses and goads them on with a whip. Although in this image no chariot is 

clearly represented, Crouwel argues that a faint line at the waist level of the male figure
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is the top of an open rail chariot (1981, 74). Furthermore, Hazzidakis records 

osteological evidence of horses found at TyUssos (1921, 76). Such evidence suggests 

that the horse-drawn chariot was known in Neopalatial Crete. Alexiou has gone as far 

as to propose that the ‘Dual Chariot’ was developed in Crete and adopted by the 

Mycenaeans from there (1964, 794). Indeed Cameron records that evidence for these 

chariots does appear to start at Knossos and then moves to the M ainland (1967a, 343). 

However, there is no evidence to place the ‘Dual Chariot’ in the Neopalatial period. 

W hat speaks most against the interpretation of this image as a Neopalatial fresco is the 

plain background against which both the Chariot and the ‘Palanquin’ are set, a stylistic 

feature that would seem to indicate a later date, at least in the LM II period. Moreover, 

the LM I date awarded to the context by Evans has been called into question, for 

example by Younger who argues that no secure date can be assigned to the 

stratigraphical context of the Palanquin fresco (1979, 261). The lack of evidence for an 

earlier version of this scene and indeed the lack of evidence for the use of the elements 

that did have earlier prototypes in a recognisable way argues against the inclusion of 

these images in a discussion of Neopalatial iconography.

On the other hand two paintings that have direct antecedents in earlier frescoes are 

the Taureador and Procession Frescoes. Both of these have been mentioned above, but 

it is worth expanding on the descriptions. The Taureador frescoes came from the Court 

of the Stone Spout, but probably originally decorated an upper floor (PM III, 210; Plate 

39b). These fragments were reconstructed by Cameron and it is thought that at least 

seven panels would originally have existed (Evely 1999, 167). These panels all showed 

images of bull leaping against a blue or yellow ground with a leaper in mid-leap and a 

figure at either side of the bull. Interestingly Cameron has suggested that the best 

preserved and best known image actually shows the start of an accident, arguing that the 

arms of the leaper are too far down the sides of the animal and that there is not enough 

space for the leaper to flip himself over successfully (1974, 154-155). This has parallels 

in earlier art where the scene on the Boxer Rhyton shows the leaper being gored. O f the 

Procession Fresco only the feet and lower edges o f the garments of the processing 

figures are preserved, with two female figures and numerous males divided into two 

groups, one wearing kilts, the other wearing long robes. The kilt-wearing figures are 

paralleled closely by the earlier Grand Staircase Procession and while the exact content 

of the image may not be reflected earlier, the theme certainly is. These two images give 

us a more complete idea of how earlier images with the same theme may have looked.
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The other main images preserved from the LM II-III period are the Griffin, the 

Shield, the Dolphin and the Campstool frescoes. The Griffin Fresco from Knossos is 

one of the most famous of all of the surviving images (Plate 49a-b). Although it was 

originally argued that the Throne Room at Knossos was a Mycenaean innovation in the 

palace, this argument has been shown to be incorrect and there is a clear Minoan 

antecedent for the structure of this room.^^ Thus, a forerunner for the decoration would 

also be a possibility, although there is no surviving indication of an earlier version of 

this painting. Continuation of Neopalatial imagery is demonstrated by the bull in the 

antecham ber of the Throne Room, an enduring theme in the palace. As has already 

been demonstrated in the discussion on the agrimi fresco from the House of Frescoes, 

the image of two animals flanking a central figure or object is known from Neopalatial 

sealstones, while on two different sealings the griffin is associated with the palm and the 

p a p y r u s . I n  wall painting the three symbols are closely related in a LM la period 

painting from Akrotiri where the plants provide the appropriate landscape setting for the 

griffin. The connection of the three elements in the postpalatial period is thus in no way 

an innovation. Neopalatial paintings with griffins were found in the so-called ‘Little 

Palace’, where the preserved fresco fragments include part of a griffin in relief, possibly 

originating from a shrine above the south-west pillar room (Cameron 1974, 237) and 

also possibly in the Unexplored Mansion. Furthermore the type of ritual that appears to 

have taken place in the Throne Room also played a major part in Neopalatial imagery, 

that of epiphany. Reusch convincingly suggested that the symbolism of the griffins 

flanking the throne meant that the person who sat in the throne became the living 

embodiment of the deity, representing the ritual of epiphany whereby the deity appeared 

to its worshippers (1958, 356). Niemeier argues that the actual appearance of the 

summoned goddess could have been enacted by the appearance of a priestess in the 

door at the back of the room, also flanked by griffins (1987, 165). From the imagery on 

the signet rings and sealstones it is clear that epiphany was a major element of 

Neopalatial religion and thus the ritual carried out in the Throne Room and the imagery 

of the frescoes that enhanced the ritual were clearly perpetuating a Neopalatial 

ceremony. It is therefore not beyond the realms of possibility that a similar image 

existed in fresco in the Neopalatial period.

The evidence for this was first put forward by M irie (1979 ) and later taken up and expanded on by 
N iem eier (1987).

CM S II.6 102 show s griffins flanking a pole topped with a papyrus m otif, w hile CM S II.7 87 has a 
griffin in front o f  a small palm tree.
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The Shield fresco came from the area of the Area of the Demon Seals and was 

thought by Evans to belong to the Loggia of the Hall of Colonnades (PM  III, 302). It 

consists of the remains of relief figure of eight shields, decorated with a dappled pattern, 

presumably meant to represent the animal hide that would have covered actual 

examples of these objects (Plate 49c). Although Hutchinson dated this to the LM la 

period, it is generally thought that this fresco came from the LM II period (Cameron 

1974, 142; Immerwahr 1990, 177). Cameron suggested that it represented the way 

actual shields were stored when not in use, in other words, they were hung on walls 

(1974, 141). Figure of eight shields are known in Neopalatial period iconography and 

Danielidou notes that this type of shield originated in Crete (1998, 51). Therefore, the 

use of similar imagery in an earlier period is not improbable.

Although marine iconography flourished on Minoan stone vases and also ceramics 

from the Late Minoan period, evidence for it in the frescoes is limited. The Dolphin 

Fresco, although originally thought to be a wall painting, is now recognised as part of a 

floor decoration, from the T reasury’ in the ‘Q ueen’s M egaron’ (Koehl 1986a, 414; 

Plate 50a). It is thought to date to the Postpalatial period, although Hiller has pointed 

out that the dolphin is a traditional m otif in Minoan art and thus stylistically it is 

difficult to date this fresco (1985, 165). W hile there are no exact parallels for this 

painting in any period, complicated floor designs are known from the M iddle Minoan 

period, for example that from the Royal Road North site with the floor fresco decorated 

with a zebra and leopard skin pattern. No wall painting precedent survives for the 

dolphin design, although fish were the subject of a fresco from Phylakopi. The use of 

marine decoration in the Postpalatial period, not only at Knossos but also at Ayia Triada 

in a LM III floor fresco from Shrine H suggests a later extension of the marine imagery 

found on ritual objects like the stone vases in the Neopalatial period.

Evidence for an earlier precedent for the Campstool fresco is less obvious (Plate 

50b). This image shows figures wearing long robes and seated on a kind of stool also 

used in the Palanquin fresco, who were involved in a drinking ritual. The use of the 

kylix as one of the drinking vessels firmly dates this image to the Postpalatial period, 

but does not rule out Neopalatial antecedents. Although the majority of figures 

involved are male, there are also two female figures involved. Indeed it would appear 

from the larger size of the two female figures that the hierarchy of important females 

found in earlier images was again reflected in this scene. Cameron also notes that the 

females are more finely painted and suggests that they were the more significant of the
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figures in this scene (1964, 50). Indeed M arinates suggested that ‘La Parisienne’, the 

more famous of the two females, was a priestess representing the goddess (1989, 46). 

Platon argued that the basis for this image can be found in the offering and procession 

scenes on signet rings and sealings from the Neopalatial period, although he does admit 

that there are no exact parallels (1959). Evidence that drinking rituals may have been a 

part of cult activity in the Neopalatial period and earlier comes from two areas where 

wine-making was carried out in ritual settings, an EM  II shrine at Myrtos and a LM I 

shrine at Phoumi cemetery, and evidence for consumption of drink is found in many 

Minoan sanctuaries (Palmer 1994, 135). W hile the ritual shown on the Campstool 

fresco may not have an exact predecessor in Minoan ritual, the evidence suggests that 

something along these lines could well have been part of Minoan cult activity, and the 

image itself preserves the hierarchy of women above men seen in Neopalatial Minoan 

ritual imagery.

What all these later images show is that there is a continuation of the emphasis on 

ritual imagery into the later period and this in itself is a significant continuation of 

tradition. If a new hierarchy took control at Knossos in the LM II period then it is 

significant that images similar to those from the Mycenaean palaces, of hunts and 

warrior-like activities, do not appear in Cretan frescoes. Clearly there was an attempt to 

provide a sense of continuation between the different time periods, with the later 

paintings replacing earlier damaged ones either almost exactly in content or at least in 

theme. The later images can therefore be seen to provide a continuation of the painted 

images from the Neopalatial period, with a different style but similar content and 

provide us with an insight into the less well preserved earlier images.

The dominance of the female figure preserved in the images of ritual from the Palace 

at Knossos and elsewhere on Crete is an interesting phenomenon and emphasizes the 

important role that actual females must have played in the ritual of Minoan society. 

W hile it is possible that some of the large-scale figures found at non-palatial sites may 

have been goddesses, in scenes where more than one figure was recorded, for example 

Pseira, the second female is likely to have been a human attendant rather than a second 

goddess. Immerwahr has suggested that this predominance of female imagery is 

connected to the dominance in religion of a female divinity and, in association with this 

divinity, priestesses and female votaries (1983, 146). Further she argues that the images 

on the wall paintings are portrayals of actual people or types of people involved in real 

activities (1983, 149). Reusch suggested that the occupant of the throne in the Throne
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Room at the palace of Knossos was Hkewise female, based on parallel imagery of 

griffins flanking female figures (1958, 356-7; Plate 64b). This predominance of the 

female in ritual is important in that it reflects a position of power held by Minoan 

women. Women in other ancient societies held positions of power and influence, for 

example in Egypt in the Old Kingdom their most powerful position was in the 

priesthood and in the New Kingdom as the head of musical troupes attached to temples 

(Robins 1993, 142-9). However, in Egypt the role of priestess did not include a public 

function like the priestesses or votaries identified in the Minoan paintings. In the Old 

Hittite kingdom the Tawannana was a female who had religious, economic and 

administrative power and was a potential rival to the power of the king, while females 

in Ugarit and Mari also fulfilled cultic, economic and administrative roles (Marinatos 

1989, 35-7). However, the positions held by these women appears to have been a result 

of their relationship with the king, which would have undoubtedly restricted their 

independence of action. It is hardly surprising that in a society where relations with the 

Near East and Egypt were strong that select women in Minoan Crete also occupied 

significant positions in society. Indeed the large amount of Neopalatial imagery with 

females involved in ritual has led to suggestions that Minoan society was a matriarchy, 

although this argument is not generally accepted. The male focus of the imagery on the 

stone vases argues rather that there was a different subject focus in different media, with 

the stone vases recording the important roles of the male and the frescoes the important 

roles of females in Minoan society. What can be safely deduced from the frescoes is 

that females in Minoan elite society played a societal role equal in importance to that 

played by the males, and that this societal role focused on their ritual status.

As with the stone vases two main themes are reflected in the imagery of the wall 

paintings that concentrate on ‘local’ activity, scenes of ritual activity and imagery with a 

ritual and martial element. While Marinatos believes that the miniature frescoes reflect 

a festival related to harvest, she does this on analogy with the Theran paintings and 

there is no real indication in the Knossian imagery that this is related to harvest (1987, 

142-3). As a result it is possible to say that none of these images appear to be connected 

to economic activity. Therefore, two of the main sources of power identified in the 

methodology are the focus of the frescoes of the Neopalatial period, religious and 

martial imagery. The following chapter concerning exotic images will demonstrate that 

the third source, economic power is intertwined with the demonstration of esoteric 

knowledge and thereby is also visible in the frescoes of this period.
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CHAPTER 4; THE POWER OF THE EXOTIC

This chapter will consider the use of exotic imagery in Bronze Age Crete, an 

interesting facet of Minoan art preserved in the wall paintings from Knossos and on the 

sealings of signet rings. The word ‘exotic’ is used in this context to describe objects 

which are not indigenous to the island of Crete, but may have been purposefully 

introduced from areas outside the island. These exotic images fall into three general 

categories: animals - the lion, the monkey and the antelope; plants - the papyrus and the 

palm; and North African human figures. Under the heading of animals the griffin will 

also be included, not because it is considered to be a real animal, but because it is a 

mythical animal whose imagery seems to have been introduced from Syria or Egypt into 

Crete and is therefore an exotic image (Frankfort 1936-7; Evans PM I, 709-13). For this 

discussion the well preserved paintings from Akrotiri are especially useful, since the 

exotic imagery was used in similar contexts at Akrotiri and Knossos, the parallels being 

clearer in these images than in other examples. Thus the Theran frescoes can give us a 

fuller picture of the uses of exotic imagery.

A concise summary of the importance of the exotic in traditional societies, outlined 

fully in the methodology, will be useful here. Goods and images from areas beyond the 

normal bounds of civilization, were considered to possess special qualities because of 

their origin in a cosmologically distinct locale (Helms 1993, 198). Possession of such 

goods conferred prestige and status on their owners. This prestige and status could be 

further enhanced by travel to foreign countries to acquire such objects, journeys which 

in the Bronze Age would have been hazardous and fraught with potential danger. The 

ability to deal with foreign cultures would have been a special skill limited to a small 

number of individuals, requiring specialized knowledge (Helms 1988, 11). This 

esoteric knowledge could be used and manipulated by the elite to augment their 

standing in society, whether they themselves carried out the journeys or simply 

patronized the traders who did. Knowledge and possession of the exotic could therefore 

strongly enhance the position of members of the elite within traditional societies 

(Renfrew 1986, 144). The appeal of using the exotic to differentiate between 

themselves and the non-elite of society seems to have presented itself to the Minoan and 

Theran elite as it did to those of other societies. Even with the fragmentary state of the 

Knossian frescoes examples can be observed that fall into this category.
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One of the most well-known paintings surviving from the palace at Knossos is the 

so-called ‘Saffron Gatherer’ from the area of the Early Keep, originally interpreted by 

Evans as a boy picking crocuses (PM I, 265; Plate 51b-c). The image shows at least 

two monkeys, either picking crocus flowers from, or placing them in, a basket or bowl 

decorated with white spots on a dark ground with a red band around the rim .' The best 

preserved monkey is wearing a red harness around its waist, arm and chest. Fragments 

of at least one other monkey belonging to this painting also survive. This fresco is 

dated to the MM  Ilia period by Hood, based on his dating of the red background which 

he argues is an early convention, and on the decoration of the monkey’s bowl or basket, 

which he argues was the fashion for actual clay vases of the MM III period (1978, 49). 

However, other commentators have placed this image as late as the LM Il-IIIal period 

(Cameron 1974, 462). Even if this monkey is of a later date it clearly reflects an 

iconographical image that has a long history in Minoan art, as shown from evidence 

such as an Early Minoan sealstone carved in the form of a monkey (CMS II. 1 20, 435).

A second, more complete image of monkeys survives from the House of the 

Frescoes, situated along the Royal Road in the town of Knossos (Plate 44a). This fresco 

is dated to LM la and has been reconstructed by Cameron from the surviving fragments 

as showing a rocky landscape with streams and waterfalls, various vegetation including 

papyrus, blue birds flying and roosting, and a number of monkeys seemingly foraging 

for food. A similar scene was preserved in Room Beta 6 in the Building Beta complex 

at Akrotiri showing a group of monkeys, with fragments of eight animals remaining, 

running through what appears to be rocky terrain (Plate 52a). Doumas suggests that 

these rocks in both colour and morphology are reminiscent of actual examples from 

Thera (1992, 111). Unusually in this image one of the monkeys is depicted en face, 

looking out of the composition towards the observer. Morgan has discussed the 

symbolism of the en face  convention on glyptic images concerning lions and bulls and 

connects these scenes to sacrifice (1995). The lion in such a representation fulfils the 

role of sacrificer, while the bull represents the role of the sacrificed. However, the 

monkey does not appear to fit into either of these roles and there is no evidence that this 

animal was involved in the ritual of sacrifice. The use of en fa ce  in the image from Beta 

6 must remain unexplained for the present.

‘ The image was first interpreted as a monkey by Pendlebury (1939 , 131-2) and the first reconstruction o f  
it as a m onkey was published by Platon (1947).
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Three other scenes incorporating monkeys survive from Akrotiri, two from Xeste 3, 

the most elaborate type of building found in Akrotiri. The painting from Room 3a of 

Xeste 3 shows a monkey standing upright on its hind legs offering saffron to a large 

female figure seated on a raised dais, behind whom stands a winged griffin (Plate 53). 

Goodison and Morris convincingly argue that the combination of elements within the 

scene, the fem ale’s special seat, her association with an exotic and a supernatural 

creature and her elaborate clothing and jewellery, allow her identification as a goddess 

(1998, 126). The ritual nature of this scene is further confirmed by the fact that it is part 

of a suite of rooms clearly used for cult activities. A similar image is found on a gold 

ring from Tomb 2 of the Tombe dei Nobili at Kalyvia, where a monkey stands in front 

of a large seated female figure, separating her from a human female (Plate 68a). These 

two images show that on both Crete and Thera the monkey had a special role as an 

intermediary between the goddess and her mortal worshippers (Marinatos 1993, 200). 

The connection of the monkey to saffron is also extant in both societies, with the Xeste 

3 image and the ‘Saffron G atherer’ from the palace at Knossos. The Xeste 3 painting’s 

explicit connection of saffron presented by the monkey to the goddess can be used to 

argue for a ritual meaning for the ‘Saffron Gatherer’ fresco.

In the second image from Room 4 of Xeste 3, parts of three monkeys remain, one 

playing a harp, while the two others appear to be involved in swordplay, with one of 

them brandishing a sword in one hand and a scabbard in the other (Plate 52b). No 

comparable image survives from Crete. Finally from Thera comes a fragment from the 

area of Sector Alpha which shows a monkey outside an architectural feature consisting 

of a column topped with papyrus-shaped capitals, on which rests a roof topped with 

horns of consecration (Plate 54a). The monkey raises its arms towards this feature as if 

in a gesture of worship. To the right of the column is another m onkey’s tail, suggesting 

that there is a second animal inside the feature.

Surviving images of the monkey show that this animal was used to convey similar 

messages on both Crete and Thera. This still leaves the question of why a foreign 

animal like the monkey would be chosen as an appropriate theme for the wall paintings 

of Crete and Thera? The evidence of these paintings suggests that the monkeys which 

are represented were actually seen by the artists. Doumas points out that the tail 

positions for the painted monkeys in Building Beta, both stationary and in motion, 

accurately mirror the tail positions of real monkeys (1992, 111). Immerwahr was able 

to identify the species from their painted characteristics as members of the
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Cercopithecidae family (1990, 208 n.3). Cameron also interpreted this monkey as the 

Cercopithecus aetliiops aethiops or C. aethiops tantalus because of the white band on 

the forehead and indication of side-whiskers (1968, 5). This family of monkey, 

commonly known as the Vervet or Green Monkey, is found south of the Sahara and 

Central W est Africa.^ The most likely source of images of these animals for the Aegean 

world would have been Egypt, which itself imported monkeys from other areas of 

Africa via Nubia from as early as the Old Kingdom (Janssen 1989, 20; Plate 54b). 

Indeed monkeys being brought into Egypt as gifts or tribute by Nubians can be seen on 

Egyptian tomb paintings such as that in the tomb of Rekhmire o f the Dynasty XVIII, 

where in a procession of tribute bearers a small green Vervet clings to the neck of a 

giraffe and a baboon walks by itself. In Egyptian paintings the monkey is painted green 

to show its natural colour, but the use of blue in Minoan and Theran images simply 

reflects the more limited palette of the Aegean artist. Despite the fact that no physical 

evidence exists for the presence of monkeys on the islands of Thera or Crete, it seems 

probable that these animals were imported to these islands from Africa and the artists 

would have observed them firsthand.

The Vervet appears to have had no important symbolic role in Egyptian art, whereas 

the Baboon was considered to be a worshipper of the sun god Amun-Ra (Janssen 1989, 

20). However, from Egyptian wall paintings it is clear that the Vervet monkey was 

highly valued as a pet, indeed so valued by some that the remains of these monkeys 

have been found mummified with their owners in their tombs. It is possible that 

monkeys were originally introduced into the Aegean for a similar purpose. Certainly if 

monkeys were imported to Thera and Crete, they must have been kept in captivity. 

Being an exotic and precious import, it would not have been allowed to roam wild 

around these islands. The red harness that the best preserved monkey in the ‘Saffron 

Gatherer’ fresco wears, lends credence to the idea that on Crete at least these animals 

were kept as pets. As Strasser has noted, groups of monkeys running wild could 

damage crops and he also suggests that winter housing would be necessary for an 

animal from a tropical environment (1997, 348). So although the scenes from Building 

Beta and the House of Frescoes show groups of monkeys apparently running wild, it is

 ̂ V anschoonw inkel suggests that the m onkey o f  R oom  3a, Xeste  3 is possib ly a baboon, due to its 
elongated m uzzle and kind o f  mane (1990 , 336), but there are no other possib le  representations o f  this 
species in either M inoan or Theran art.
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probable that these paintings show either gardens or parks where these animals were 

kept, or else represented the artist’s idea of how the monkeys would act in the wild.

The novelty value of having such an unusual pet may have appealed to the Aegean 

individual just as much as it did to an Egyptian. However, even as a pet these animals 

would have been indicative of the resources and wealth of those who owned and/or 

imported them. The Egyptian Pharaohs kept menageries of exotic animals as a symbol 

of their mastery over foreign countries (Houlihan 1996, 196). While neither the 

Minoans nor the Therans were likely to have been asserting their mastery over foreign 

powers, by keeping such an animal they were asserting their mastery over knowledge of 

foreign countries and their contact with and possibly travel to such foreign countries. 

The presence of such an exotic animal in the house, or perhaps the garden, of any 

individual would be a constant reminder to the rest of society of these contacts with 

foreign, exotic places, since even if the animal was not on view to the general public, it 

would undoubtedly have been heard. Moreover, the monkey was a portable resource 

and could have been taken beyond the confines of the house for the purpose of display. 

This animal is a perfect example of a commodity which fits into Appadurai’s idea of 

specialized knowledge being an indication of conspicuous consumption (1986, 38). The 

knowledge which would be needed to look after one of these animals would be 

restricted to those who had imported it and those who owned it.

However, the imagery from the Aegean of the monkey suggests its role on both Crete 

and Thera went beyond that of the simple pet. Many of the scenes which include 

monkeys are connected with ritual activities, the role filled in Egyptian iconography by 

the baboon and possibly this idea of a sacral function was imported with the animals. 

However, even if the idea of the monkey having a religious function did come from 

Egypt, the Aegean peoples clearly defined the role of the monkey in society to fit their 

own ideas of its purpose in the religious sphere. In the scene from Room 3a in Xeste 3 a 

monkey is offering saffron to a goddess or the representative of a goddess. The other 

scene from Xeste 3, where the monkeys are playing an instrument and brandishing a 

sword, is more puzzling. It may be that this scene is the Aegean version of the Egyptian 

scene where monkeys are commonly represented involved in human activities, such as 

dancing (Janssen 1989, 59). However, M arinates argues that this scene has a religious

 ̂ Unfortunately what was thought to be a m onkey skull petrified by the eruption on Thera and identified  
by Poulianos (1972 , 230), has since been reidentified as sim ply a piece o f  pum ice. Personal 
comm unication from Mrs. A lex Doum as.
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meaning pointing out that in the same room as these fragments were found, were also 

found fragments depicting swallows and crocuses growing among the rocks. She 

argues that the association of monkeys and crocuses indicated that this scene had a 

religious tone and suggests that the monkeys may be involved in ritual contests to 

honour the goddess (1984, 113). Saffron is also the key element in the Saffron Gatherer 

fresco from Knossos, where the monkeys are picking the crocus flowers from which the 

saffron would have been extracted. Finally, in the scene from the area of Sector Alpha, 

one monkey is outside a sacral architectural feature topped with horns of consecration, 

while another monkey is inside. Marinatos argues that the monkey had three main 

purposes in Minoan art, as worshippers of a divinity, being worshipped itself as a 

special servant of the divinity and engaging in ritual activities (1987b, 419). She also 

suggests that the monkey’s role as an attendant of the goddess may have been borrowed 

from the Egyptians representations of the Baboon as a sacred animal (1984, 112-3). 

The importance of the monkey in this ritual sphere is characterized most clearly by the 

fact that this animal itself is worshipped by a human on two sealings, one from Zakros 

and one from Knossos (Marinatos 1987a, 127).

Even those images that appear on the surface to have no religious meaning may in 

reality have had a ritual significance. Hood has suggested that the scene from the 

House of the Frescoes may have come from an upper room set aside for cult use (1978, 

52). Marinatos also sees this as a ritual scene, depicting a symbolic or ideal landscape 

(1987a, 129). The unusual nature of this animal and the fact that it came from a foreign 

country may have added to its potency as a religious figure, with its exotic origins 

giving it an almost supernatural aura. Parker argues that the foreign origin of the 

monkey gives this animal an ‘intrinsic power’ (1997, 348). The added religious 

significance of the monkeys’ persona, whether the idea came with the monkey or grew 

up around it over a period of time in the Aegean, would in turn have further enhanced 

the value of this animal, thereby increasing the status and prestige of anyone who 

owned such an animal.

Another example of this use of exotic animals is seen in the use of the antelope. The 

antelope or gazelle is used possibly as early as the M iddle Minoan period on sealstones, 

yet neither species was indigenous to the fauna of Crete or Thera (Vanschoonwinkel 

1990, 329). The only preserved example of its use in wall painting is from Room B1 in 

Building Beta at Akrotiri where six antelopes or gazelles are painted on the walls of the 

room, along with two boxing children (Plate 55). The animals are shown in two pairs

111



on the north and south walls, with two single animals flanking the window and are 

drawn in black outline on a white background. Sp. Marinatos suggested that the species 

of antelope represented here was the Oryx Beissa (1971, 47). He also argues that the 

artist must have known these animals well and points out that both monkeys and 

antelopes were known to have been presented as gifts in the Bronze Age in the Egyptian 

and Assyrian worlds and since Crete had strong links with Egypt, possibly this practice 

extended to there (1973, 200). Morgan furthers this argument by pointing out that the 

behaviour of the antelopes in the Theran painting closely mirrors the reality of ritualized 

contest between young antelope, suggesting that the artist had actually witnessed such 

events (1995a, 183-4). In opposition to this N. Marinatos argues that this species is a 

hybrid of Thompson and Grant Gazelle and Oryx Beissa and that the artist probably 

never saw the actual animal, but more likely drew upon traditional decorative schemes 

from pattern books or travelling artists (1984, 106-9). Saflund also believes that these 

animals were adopted from Egyptian art (1986-90, 189).

Interestingly this wall painting is found in a room which appears to have had a cultic 

function. Finds from this room include two tables of offering found in situ, repositories 

covered with white stucco for the storage of sacral equipment and pottery such as ewers 

and goblets (Sp. Marinatos 1971, 29-31). Since this room possibly had a function in 

cult, the paintings can also be expected to have some sort of ritual significance. N. 

Marinatos has suggested that the antelopes shown in pairs are two males involved in 

ritualized fighting competing for status and also argues that the scene of boxing boys is 

an example of ritualized aggression, rather than a spontaneous fight, especially since 

one of the boys wears luxurious jewellery (1984, 106-9)."^ Morgan has developed this 

argument suggesting that the ritualized action of the boys and the antelope pairs are 

deliberately compared (1995a, 180-4). Interestingly Pollinger Foster has suggested that 

the swallows in the image from Delta 2 commonly interpreted as being involved in a 

mating ritual, are in fact involved in scenes of ritualized aggression (1995). She 

compares the actions depicted here with the actions of real swallows who exhibit such 

aggressive behaviour. As with the monkey imagery, there must be a reason for 

choosing to represent a non-indigenous species such as the antelope in a ritual scene, 

when there is no known evidence for its physical presence on the island and where birds 

known on the island may have been used in this way. Once again it appears to be the

“* The other boy is not well enough preserved to know if he wore jewellery.

112



exoticism of this animal that would have been one of the main reasons for its use, with 

its origin in a physically removed area strengthening its link to the cosmologically 

removed space of the sacred.

A relatively common exotic animal found in Minoan art, but one that was unlikely to 

have been kept as a pet, is the lion. Images of this animal appeared in Bronze Age 

Crete as early as the Early Minoan period, such as the ivory seal carved in the shape of a 

lion from the Tholos tomb of Kalathiana in the Mesara (CMS n.I, 130). As with the 

antelope there are no surviving examples of this animal in Cretan wall paintings, but it 

does occur on the smaller scale images of sealings from signet rings.^ In these images 

the lion appears to have two main functions in Minoan imagery, companion of a male or 

female figure, either a deity, a deity’s representative or a powerful member of the elite 

emphasizing their status, and as the predator in hunting scenes. The M other of the 

Mountain sealing is probably the best preserved example of the former, with a female 

deity standing on top of a rise heraldically flanked by two lions (PM II, 808). On a 

sealing from Ayia Triada, however, the lion accompanies a male figure, a deity or a 

priest in the guise of deity, or a powerful member of the elite (CMS II.6 36). Sealings 

from Myrtos-Pyrgos (CMS II.6, 233), Tylissos (CMS II.6, 274) and Knossos (HM 

1032) all have images of lions hunting animal prey.

The only surviving image of the lion in wall painting comes from the M iniature 

Fresco in Room 5 of the West House in Thera, giving us a more developed picture of 

how the lion could be represented (Plate 56a). In one image the lion is seen in the 

mountains above the ‘Departure’ Town, fulfilling its role of predator as it hunts deer. 

More interestingly it is also used as a figurehead on three of the ships travelling between 

the two towns on the south wall of the same painting, possibly in a protective role. 

Clearly the imagery of the lion had an important and similar role to play within both 

societies.

There is some disagreement among scholars as to whether the lion actually lived in 

Greece in the Bronze Age. Physical evidence for the presence of lions on M ainland 

Greece from this period is relatively small. It consists of two lion’s foot bones from a 

grave at Tiryns of ca. 1240 BC and a lion’s tooth found on Kea (Catling 1978-9 16, & 

1980-81 16; Younger 1988 xi). Felsch mentions bones found at Kastanas and Kalapodi 

in Late Mycenaean contexts, but unfortunately gives no further details of these (1990,

 ̂ The lion is also a com m on m otif on sealstones, for exam ple lentoids from Kalyvia (C M S II.3 99 ) and 
Katsambas (CM S II.3 129) show  im ages o f  lions hunting.
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147). Trantalidou also notes that lion bones were found dating some time between 1200 

-  800/700 BC at Kastanas and to the LM Ib/LH II period on Kea (2000, 716 n .l9). 

Boessneck and Von Driesch originally argued that the bones from Tiryns were either 

imported talismans or from an imported captive animal (1979, 448-9). Younger also 

believed that rather than Greece having wild lions, it was more likely that they were 

brought to certain palaces as gifts from other countries and probably kept in the palace 

as a showpiece (1988, xi). However, in a later article Boessneck and von den Driesch 

argue on the basis of a find of part of a lion humerus bone at Tiryns that the lion did in 

fact live on Mainland Greece in the Bronze Age and they go as far as to suggest that the 

flesh of the lion may have been eaten there due to cut marks found on the bone (1981).  ̂

Such a small number of remains cannot be taken as conclusive proof that wild lions 

once roamed around Greece and the remains of bones may have as easily come from 

animals held in captivity.^ W hile the evidence for M ainland Greece is limited, there is 

as yet no physical evidence that lions existed on either Bronze Age Crete or Thera. 

Bloedow suggests that a man shown binding a lion on a lapis lazuli lentoid from the 

South House at Knossos is evidence that some lions may have been kept in captivity in 

Crete (1992, 298). However, Ballintijn disagrees with this interpretation suggesting that 

lions shown with human figures were ideological concepts used to emphasize the power 

of the accompanying figure (1995, 27). He argues that the idea that lions lived wild in 

Crete can be discarded and that the life-like images seen on seals and other media came 

from observation of these animals on the Mainland (1995, 37). W ithout conclusive 

evidence of the presence of the lion on Crete the balance of evidence remains in favour 

of a rejection of its physical existence on the island, while Trantalidou notes that the 

Cycladic islands were not home to any large animals in the Bronze Age (2000, 710).

^ Furtherm ore, M y lo n a s argues for their e x is ten ce  on  M ain land G reece , qu otin g  the e v id e n c e  o f  
H erodotus and P ausan ias w h o m ention  lio n s in T hrace and M aced o n ia  during the 5 *  C entury B C  and a lso  
the rep resentations on  the ste la e  from  G rave C ircle  A , w h ich  he b e lie v e s  rep resent actual e x p e r ien ce s  o f  
the m en buried there (1 9 7 0 ) . B lo e d o w  a lso  fo llo w s  this interpretation and further su g g ests  that the lion  
w as hunted as a threat to the inhabitants o f  M ycen a ea n  G reece , h en ce  the p rev a len ce  o f  hu nting  scen es  
in v o lv in g  lio n s in the M y cen aean  per iod  (1 9 9 2 , 3 0 1 -3 ) . H o w ev er , V erm eu le  p o in ts  out that G rave  II at 
M ycen ae w h ich  is f illed  w ith im a g es o f  lio n s is the grave o f  three w o m en  and tw o  b a b ies, c a llin g  into  
qu estion  the idea  that this art rep resented  acts o f  the d ecea sed  (1 9 7 5 , 3 5 ). B allin tijn  b e lie v e s  that 
M ainland rep resentations are so  a n a tom ica lly  correct and the sty le  o f  hunting represented  is s o  c lo s e  to 
reality that the artist m ust h ave seen  the lion , probab ly  in a fen ced  in area or garden w h ere  th e  anim al 
cou ld  be seen  m ore ea s ily  (1 9 9 5 , 2 3 -6 ) . P in i no tes the reality  o f  the p o ses  o f  the hunting lio n s  o n  sea ls  
and su g g ests  the e x is ten ce  o f  m o d e l b o o k s w ith d ifferen t p o ses  based  o n  sc e n e s  from  n e igh b ou rin g  
cultures (1 9 8 5 , 1 6 5 -6 ).
’ A lthough the M y cen aean s h ave a w ord for lion  in L inear B script it appears to be used  to  d escr ib e  
d ecorative in lays o n ly  and as such  d o e s  not g iv e  us any ev id en ce  for the e x is te n c e  o f  th is anim al in 
G reece (C h ad w ick  &  V entris 1 9 7 3 , 3 4 4 -3 4 5 ) .
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Why then would this animal play such a prominent part in the symbolism of an area 

where there is no definite evidence for its existence? It must be noted that simply 

because an animal did not inhabit a certain region does not mean that it could not have 

an important symbolic significance in that area. A good example of this phenomena is 

the use of the jaguar in Pre-Columbian art where this animal is represented as a 

companion of the gods and as a symbol of the power of rulers and is used as frequently 

in areas where these animals were not found, as in areas in or near a natural jaguar 

habitat (Benson 1998, 53). The lion played a similar role, as a symbol of rulers, in 

many cultures over a long period of time, for example in Hebrew writings where it 

represents the power of the kings or to represent the kings themselves, and in medieval 

England and Scotland as a symbol of the monarchy, despite not being indigenous to the 

British Isles (Ruel 1970, 54).

In the Near East and in Egypt during the time of the Greek Bronze Age the lion was 

already a well-established iconographic symbol, valued for its strength and power. In 

both, the lion was associated with a goddess of war, Istar or Inanna in the Near East and 

Sekhmet in Egypt, Sekhmet meaning ‘powerful one’ (Hart 1990, 49). Sekhmet also had 

a protective role, guarding the head of Ra the sun god and she had a lion-headed son 

Nefertum, who shared this protective role as the ‘W atcher at the Nostrils of R a’ (Ions 

1982, 104). This protective role is reflected in the use of the lion in Egypt and also in 

the Near East to guard temple and palace entrances. For example a temple of the 

fertility goddess Ninhursag at Tell al-Ubaid dated to around 2500 BC had bitumen lions 

coated with copper guarding the temple (Collon 1995, 63). In Egypt chairs, thrones and 

beds were often carved in the form of standing lions because of its potency as a symbol 

of defence and strength (Wilkinson 1992, 69). Furthermore, the lion in Egypt was 

closely linked with the royalty. This is most clearly manifested in the image of the lion

bodied sphinx, used from the 5'*’ Dynasty on, especially in the New Kingdom, to depict 

the king trampling his enemies (Wilkinson 1992, 69). In the New Kingdom, and 

especially Ramesside art, the Pharaoh is often shown standing beside a lion (Janssen 

1989, 18). New Kingdom Pharaohs are also shown battling lions in a conventionalized 

manner often armed with only one weapon, while hunting the lion appears to have been 

a royal prerogative (Houlihan 1996, 70-3). Similar iconography is found for Near 

Eastern rulers and the battle against the lion is symbolic of the ruler’s ability to protect 

his people from the strongest enemy (Plate 56c). If the lion did exist on Mainland 

Greece it is possible that some Minoans observed this species there. However, the close
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connection of the application of lion imagery in the Near East, Egypt and Crete, both in 

its role as companion and protector of a deity or powerful ruler and as an animal of 

power and strength to be overcome in the hunt, could also be used to suggest that the 

imagery was brought to Greece from one of these two areas. The few individuals who 

may have seen such an animal had to travel overseas to do so and thus, since it would 

not have been an animal well known to the population it can be described as ‘exotic’ in 

the Minoan repertoire. The symbolic significance of the lion cannot have been lost on 

the Minoans, especially if many of them had never seen a real example of this species.

In Mycenaean iconography the appropriation by man of the power of the lion is an 

important area of imagery, while scenes of one man fighting a lion are a common image 

on seals of the Mycenaean period (Morgan 1995a, 172). Although the imagery on Crete 

and Thera is less direct, the use of the lion in the iconography of these two areas show 

that the Minoans and Therans also valued this animal above all for its strength and 

power. This is obvious from the parallels drawn between the lion and the supernatural 

griffin. On Minoan sealings from signet rings the griffin and the lion fulfil the same 

roles, hunter and companion of a deity, deity’s representative or powerful member of 

the elite. In the West House paintings the lion is also strongly paralleled with the image 

of the griffin. Above the ‘Departure’ Town a lion hunts deer, as does the griffin in a 

scene from the east wall. As a symbol on the ships the lion holds the same position as 

the griffin, also used as a figurehead on three of the ships (Plate 56b, d).* Finally the 

lion and the griffin were represented as living in similar exotic landscapes. In the East 

wall of the West House at Akrotiri the griffin runs through a ‘N ilotic’ riverine landscape 

dotted with palm trees, while on a signet ring sealing found at Ayia Triada, the Knossos 

East Hall Borders Deposit and Kato Zakros, two lions are shown running past a palm 

tree (Plates 57a, 76d-f). On the M other of the Mountain sealing the lion heraldically 

flanks the goddess, while the griffin flanked the throne in the throne room at the palace 

of Knossos, acting respectively as companion to the deity and to the deity’s 

representative on earth. The lion seems to rank closely in power and importance to the 

mythical griffin in both societies.

It seems conceivable that the lions and griffins on the ships’ stems were used as a 

symbol of the strength and power of the individuals in the ship, most probably reflecting

* Pollinger Foster suggests that these figureheads are snakes rather than griffins (1988 , 16). H ow ever, the 
clear beak and paw o f  the animal on the second closest ship to the ‘Arrival T ow n ’ argues for the 
interpretation as a griffin.
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to its greatest extent on the figures in the cabins, who are placed closest to this stem 

decoration. By using these symbols man is appropriating the power of the lion or the 

griffin and through this also showing his domination over the animal (Morgan 1995a, 

172). The lion hunting above the town reminds the observer of one of the main reasons 

for its use as a symbol of power and strength. However, it may also be possible that on 

these ships, as in Egyptian and Near Eastern images, the lion played a protective role as 

well. Sea crossings, even today, can very easily turn to tragedy with unpredictable 

weather and thus if the image of the lion played a protective role as well as symbolising 

power, it could only be of benefit to the passengers and crew of these ships. 

Furthermore, Morris has suggested that the relative rarity of the lion could only serve to 

enhance and enlarge its metaphorical power (1990, 152). Tambiah has shown in his 

anthropological study of the Baan Phraan Muan in Thailand that it is the almost 

mythical status which is accorded to the lion that gives it its symbolic importance (1985, 

190-191). For the Minoan and Theran people the lion would have been a rare and 

exotic creature and may have been considered by them to have a semi-mythical 

character, especially when the close connections of the lion and the griffin in these 

paintings is considered. This exotic, semi-mythical status would increase the symbolic 

effectiveness of this animal, making it much more potent in its role than a common 

well-known Aegean animal.

Of course the griffin is even more obviously exotic, being a mythical creature and 

thus it is certain that the Minoans would never have encountered this animal in real 

life.^ As with the lion it was the exotic nature of this beast that gave it its distinctive 

place and important role in Minoan iconography and like the lion there would be a 

measure of appropriation of the griffins’ power and strength by the occupants of the 

ships on the W est House Miniature Fresco, a power and strength which may have been 

even greater than the lions since this creature was purely mythical. The use of the lion 

and the griffin on signet rings could also be explained in this way, with these creatures 

conferring their power and strength on the owner of the ring or acting as symbolic 

metaphors of that power and strength.

Finally in the category of exotic fauna must be mentioned the large blue cat which

 ̂ Younger (1995a) has suggested that the M inoans may have thought o f  the griffin as a real creature 
which they had never seen, but even if  this idea is considered as possib le , this w ould still allow  the griffin 
to possess great strength and power, even beyond that o f  the lion, since it seem s probable that at least one 
or two M inoans may have seen actual lions, whereas none o f  them could have seen a griffin.
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hunts the wildfowl in the same scene as the griffin on the east wall of Miniature Fresco 

in the West House at Akrotiri (Plate 57b). This is the only example of this animal and is 

not of any obviously distinguishable species. Davis and Morgan have both identified 

this as a serval, an animal only found today south of the Sahara, but one which may 

once have been indigenous to North Africa. However, Morgan cautions against too 

definite an interpretation because of the blue colour of the animal (1983, 6; 1988, 41-4). 

Morgan proposes that this species of cat may have been seen by Minoans through their 

Egyptian contacts and argues that the anim al’s characteristics, such as the signals of its 

aggressive mood of the tail raised and ears forward, show that the artist knew the animal 

(1988, 44). Otherwise the person who commissioned the painting may have seen the 

animal and described these features to the artist. Phillips, however, prefers to argue that 

the image of the cat in the Aegean grew up from the indigenous feline population (1995, 

764). However, since the cat in the miniature fresco is featured in an exotic landscape 

along with the griffin, its origin in Egypt rather than the Aegean is more likely, making 

it suitably exotic to accompany the griffin.

All of these exotic species of animal were often placed in landscapes that were 

presumably designed to complement their exotic nature. The griffin and cat from the 

east wall of the Miniature Fresco in the W est House at Akrotiri run through a landscape 

dotted with palm trees and papyrus. The papyrus in this landscape is relatively 

schematized, with a brown stalk and bracts, a blue umbel and brown dots above the 

umbel, possibly representing anthers (Plate 57b). In addition, Morgan identifies this 

scene as belonging to a genre of landscape scenes, the inspiration for which was 

Egyptian scenes of fowling found in Royal and private tombs. In this genre a wild cat 

hunts wildfowl in a landscape which includes papyrus. Examples cited include the 

fresco fragments from Room 14, Villa A at Ayia Triada and the well-known inlaid 

dagger from Shaft Grave V at Mycenae (1988, 146-7). Certainly in the W est House 

landscape the cat and papyrus are closely connected, with two out of three of the 

preserved papyri depicted directly behind the cat. Despite Televantou’s reconstruction 

of a fourth surviving fragment of papyrus associated with a duck in a different part of 

the fresco (1994, folded drawing N o.2), the image of the papyri and the cat are too 

closely associated for it to be merely coincidence, which would reinforce M organ’s 

suggestion that the idea for these images came from Egypt.

However, despite having Egyptian parallels, the Aegean examples differ significantly 

from the common type of landscape scene which was found in Egypt and clearly fulfil a

118



different function. The Egyptian scenes tended to decorate tombs and the most 

important function of these scenes was to show the tomb owner involved in a hunt in 

the marshland which would be thick with vegetation and teeming with wildfowl. The 

purpose of these scenes was to show m an’s domination over nature. One of the best 

preserved examples of this type of scene comes from the tomb of Nebamun, where the 

deceased stands poised to kill various species of birds (Plate 59a). However, in direct 

contrast to the Egyptian paintings, no preserved example from the Minoan world shows 

human activity in these landscapes. A significant point has been noted by Phillips, that 

surviving Egyptian scenes of this type come from wealthy tombs and these were 

unlikely to have been seen by any M inoans travelling to Egypt (1991, 306). Therefore, 

if this genre of scene was imported into the Aegean from Egypt, the only possible 

sources for it would appear to have been oral transmission or transmission in ‘pattern 

books’, although no evidence of such an object has survived. The landscape from the 

West House expands on the typical formula in which a cat hunts wildfowl in a 

landscape that includes papyrus, with the use of the griffin as a predator and the 

inclusion of date palms at different stages of growth in the scene. The use of these 

features as well as that of the papyrus, which would originally have been imported from 

Egypt, suggests that an attempt was being made by the artist to emphasize the exotic 

nature of this scene and situate the landscape in Egypt, rather than the recreation of a 

genre scene which he was unlikely to have seen.

At this point it is pertinent to address the issue of whether papyrus can actually be 

considered to be an ‘exotic’ plant in the Bronze Age Aegean in the sense that the word 

exotic is used in this work. The question of whether papyrus grew in the Aegean in this 

period has been addressed by a number of scholars. Lewis, in his work on the papyrus 

in classical antiquity, states unequivocally that ‘the papyrus plant does not and did not 

grow in the Aegean area’ (1974, 11). Warren has successfully negated this statement 

for modem day Crete by pointing out that papyrus can be found growing in the garden 

of Chania museum (1976, 94). Unfortunately the problem cannot be so easily remedied 

for the Bronze Age period. Lewis based his statement on the fact that written sources 

from classical Greece suggest that papyrus was imported in order for the Greeks to 

make paper (1974, 12-13). However Warren convincingly argues that the fact that the 

Theran artists depict the whole plant, the flower head, stem and leafy base suggests that 

they knew the entire plant, not just the part which produced paper and he also argues 

that the variation in renderings is further evidence that painters were fam iliar with the
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actual plant (1976, 92). Nibbi advances this argument by pointing out that once the 

papyrus is picked it loses its basic living characteristics within a few hours, making it 

difficult for an artist seeing a picked plant to visualize how it would appear when alive 

(1995, 146). Warren also notes that all other identifiable plants depicted by Aegean 

artists grew in the Aegean (1979, 123). Betts agrees with this argument noting that 

representations of papyrus on talismanic seals ‘represent stylized versions of objects 

familiar in Minoan life or ritual rather than artistic im ports’ (1978, 74). It appears 

likely, therefore, that the papyrus did grow in the Aegean in the Bronze Age. This, 

however, begs the question of whether papyrus was indigenous to the Aegean or 

whether it was introduced specially from elsewhere.

It is impossible to prove for certain one way or the other whether papyrus did grow 

indigenously in the Aegean in the Bronze Age. A consideration of the use of papyrus 

preserved in Theran and Minoan art clearly shows that the M inoans and Therans 

considered this plant to have a special nature. Certainly in the ‘N ilotic’ scene from the 

West House the presence of the hunting griffin in the landscape with the papyri makes 

this image unlikely to have been considered a normal Theran landscape. The papyrus is 

a common motif on Minoan talismanic seals and the room with fresco of the large 

papyri from the House of the Ladies at Akrotiri (discussed below) seems to have had 

special significance (Plate 58c). A consideration of the conditions necessary for this 

plant to grow can be used to assess the probability of this plant growing wild in the 

Aegean. The Cyperus papyrus is a freshwater reed and needs large quantities of water 

to grow successfully. In the wild therefore it is found in the shallows of marshlands 

(Parkinson & Quirke, 1995, 9-10). Furthermore it will only grow in still water, not 

along a flowing stream or river (Nibbi 1995, 140). W hether the necessary marshlands 

existed on Bronze Age Crete and Thera is open to doubt. It is noted that pollen core 

samples from W est Crete have indicated that in the Bronze Age the climate in West 

Crete was more temperate than in modem times. However, circa 2000 -  1700 BC there 

was a marked decline in deciduous trees such as the oak, birch and lime, indicating a 

change to a drier climate during the Protopalatial period (Moody et al., 1990, 21). It 

must also be taken into account that while the geological formation of Thera today 

causes the potential ground water to be very low and unable to satisfy the basic 

necessities of the island, the potential ground water and the overall water situation was 

better before the major eruption in the Bronze Age (Marinos & Marinos 1978, 304). 

So the evidence suggests a greater abundance of water on these two islands in the
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Bronze Age. However, this does not necessarily lead to the conclusion that the 

marshland favoured by the papyrus was available on either Crete or Thera, although 

Abramovitz interprets a scene from the preserved fragments of the wall paintings from 

Ayia Irini on Kea as a ‘marsh landscape’ (1980, 74). Rackham, using recent scientific 

evidence, points out that Thera would not have been geologically high enough to attract 

substantial rain and that even in the most favourable reconstruction it would only have 

had average fertility for the Cyclades (1990, 388-9). It seems highly unlikely that a 

plant such as the papyrus would have flourished in such conditions without special 

treatment.

The picture for Crete is less clear. The possibility that the environment for papyrus 

to grow naturally did occur cannot be ruled out completely. Yet in this regard Lewis’ 

statement must be considered. If papyrus did thrive indigenously on Crete, it is strange 

that no ancient author mentions it as growing there, even authors like Pliny and Strabo, 

who both talk about papyrus in their w o r k s . I t  would seem that if the papyrus was 

indigenous to Crete in the Bronze Age it had died out by the Classical period. This 

scenario would seem more likely if the papyrus was purposefully cultivated on Crete in 

gardens, as Morgan has suggested, which fell into neglect and quickly died out with the 

end of prosperity in Crete (1988, 21). Rackham dismisses the possibility of papyrus 

ever growing wild in not only Thera, but also Crete, due to the lack of wetlands in these 

areas in the Bronze Age (1978, 757). If this evidence is accepted, the papyrus must 

have been introduced to Crete purposefully in the Bronze Age, and it seems most likely 

that the papyrus would have been introduced from Egypt. In such a case it would 

certainly be seen as an exotic plant by Bronze Age Aegean artists and certainly would 

have been an uncommon and unusual sight for the Bronze Age non-elite.

In Aegean art the papyrus is always rendered in a relatively schematized way, 

generally as a single plant with a fan shaped flowerhead on top of a long stalk and long 

leaves at the base of the stalk, not in the luxuriant clumps seen in similar scenes from 

Egyptian tombs. This may simply be due to the poor preservation of the frescoes in 

which it is found, or it may reflect the artist’s unfamiliarity with this type of plant. This 

unfamiliarity is further suggested by what Morgan calls the hybridization of the papyrus 

in Minoan paintings with features familiar to indigenous flowers, such as the leafy stem 

and anther-like dots on the umbel in the West House example which reflect the native

Strabo (17 .2 .4 ) notes that the papyrus (called byblus in his work) is found on ly  in Egypt and India, 
w hile Pliny (13 .22) notes its growth in Egypt and Syria.
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lily (1988, 23). How ever, hybridization is not an uncom m on feature in M inoan 

paintings, even o f well-known plants, so its use cannot rule out the possibility that the 

artist had first-hand experience of this plant. A lthough papyrus is used in landscape 

im ages along with typical Aegean flora this cannot take aw ay from  its special exotic 

and foreign nature, em phasized in the W est H ouse painting by the use o f the griffin and 

palm  tree in the sam e com position.

The schem atization o f the representation o f the papyrus has led to som e problem s in 

the identification o f this plant. In the west section o f R oom  1 o f the H ouse of the Ladies 

at Akrotiri, preserved on the southw est and north w alls, are plants that have been the 

cause o f som e disagreem ent (Plate 58c). All together four plants are preserved, each of 

them  nearly identical to the others. Each plant consists o f six long curving pointed 

leaves, three pointing to the left, three to the right, from  the m iddle o f which rise three 

long stalks, each crow ned with three yellow calyx tubes, tw o sm all blue bracts and a 

large umbel topped with what appear to be seven yellow  anthers. The leaves, stem s and 

umbel are all blue with black outlines. The plants rise from  an undulating thick brown 

band. Both Sp. M arinatos and D oum as identify this plant as the Pancratium  Lily or Sea 

Daffodil (1972, 39; 1992, 35). The sea daffodil was given this nam e largely because it 

grows on sandy beaches. It is im possible to say w hether in this scene this plant is on a 

sandy beach, although the brown wavy line suggests to N ibbi that this is brown soil not 

sandy beach (1995, 141). Furtherm ore the Pancratium  Lily has w hite flow ers and each 

stalk holds m ore than one flower, unlike the papyrus (Plate 58a). The lily has a trum pet 

like that of the daffodil, thick at its base then curving in and w idening at the top, 

surrounded by long petals which curve back from  the base o f the flow er head. It also 

has long yellow stam ens which curl out beyond the end o f the trum pet. W hen the 

painting is considered closely the identification o f these flow ers as the sea daffodil 

seem s flawed. M ost im portantly the plants in this painting are not white, bu t blue. 

From  each stem  only one flow er blossom s, with a fan-shaped rather than trum pet

shaped head. The small bracts below these flow er heads are m uch too short to represent 

the petals o f a sea daffodil. It seem s unlikely that the plant painted  in this room  w ould 

be changed to so great an extent if it was m eant to represent the sea daffodil, a plant 

which grew on Thera and w ould have been known to the artist. W arren argues instead 

that these plants are actually papyri (1976, 91). M organ agrees with this identification, 

pointing out the sim ilarities with an actual papyrus plant, such as the bracts under the 

umbel and the bunching o f the leaves at the base o f the plant. She also notes the
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similarities between the depictions of papyri in Theran paintings and those of Egyptian 

paintings, including this scene from the House of the Ladies (1988, 22). It seems more 

probable, therefore, that the plant featured in this painting is the papyrus and this 

argument is strengthened by the similarity of these plants to the representations of 

papyri in images such as the ‘Monkey and Birds’ fresco from the House of Frescoes in 

Knossos and in the West House Miniature landscape frieze (Plates 44a, 57b).

If one accepts the interpretation that these plants are papyrus rather than the sea 

daffodil, this raises the interesting question of why such a plant would be used in this 

painting and given such an obviously important position. The east section of Room 1 

has a wall painting after which this House is named, a scene of almost life-size ladies, 

of whom two survive in an almost complete form, along with one fragmentary figure 

(Plate 58b). The dress of the surviving figures is very similar to that worn by female 

figures in Minoan wall paintings involved in ritual activity, such as those in the Sacred 

Grove and Dance. This image from the House of Ladies has been interpreted as 

showing part of a ritual and this theory is supported by the finds discovered in this 

room. Sp. Marinatos lists a hoard of handleless bowls peculiar to sanctuaries,'' small 

ivory slabs and ivory fragments from inlaid decoration, along with a triton shell and jar 

found under a slab in the North-east com er of the room (1972, 13). Furthermore four 

sacral repositories in the west section of the room contained goblets, ewers, a rhyton, 

handleless bowls, a three-legged cooking pot and other remains, evidence he argued that 

identified beyond doubt the room’s sacral nature. Doumas argues that the scene of the 

ladies represents a scene of ritual, either religious or possibly representing an important 

stage in the life of a woman (1992, 35). Sapouna Sakellarakis suggests that the two 

standing women are priestesses, while the seated figure represents the goddess (1981, 

507). Clearly the scene of the ladies had a ritual significance and the fact that the papyri 

decorated part of the same room argues that they cannot be considered in isolation from 

this scene, despite Immerwahr’s suggestion that they are two distinct scenes of two 

different locales (1990, 49). Marinatos suggests that the papyri here depict a religious 

landscape and goes on to argue that the papyrus plant may have been associated with 

fertility in the Aegean (1984, 95-6). For the Egyptians, the probable source of papyrus 

in the Aegean, the plant was a symbol of fertility and rebirth (Yoyotte 1962, 206). It 

was also an attribute of certain Egyptian deities, Hathor, Bastet and Neith (Wilkinson

" These may be conical cups, they are certainly the correct shape, but unfortunately M arinatos’ 
illustration has no scale so the identification cannot be certain (1972 , plate 6a).
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1992, 123). In all these Egyptian guises the papyrus had a religious significance. It is 

possible this idea of the papyrus as a plant with a sacral nature was imported to the 

Aegean along with the plant itself. The religious significance of the papyrus on Thera is 

again demonstrated in the use of papyrus capital on the religious building in the 

fragment of a scene from Sector A of Area Alpha (Plate 54a). The capital belongs to a 

building which has horns of consecration on the roof, a clear indication of its ritual 

nature. It seems likely that the only reason that this plant would be chosen over a native 

flower such as the lily'^ for ritual scenes, would have been because it was exotic and 

with this exotic nature it was seen as more powerful in its symbolism of the religious, 

‘other’ world.

That the papyrus also had a ritual significance on Crete is demonstrated on a gold 

signet ring now in Berlin, but originating from Crete. On this ring a priestess or female 

deity sits on a tiered structure holding a round object, possibly a mirror, while her 

attendant stands in front of her (Plate 88d). A papyrus plant is growing behind the 

attendant. The tiered structure is an important object in a number of scenes on signet 

rings and will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter, but it must be 

recorded here that the female seated on such a structure is usually interpreted as a 

goddess or priestess (Niemeier 1990, 167; M arinatos 1993, 161). If the female on the 

ring is holding up a mirror it would seem that she is involved in her toilette, although 

this identification is not certain. It has been suggested that the female in the fresco from 

the House of Ladies is handing a skirt to a second figure to robe herself for a ritual, 

since the flounced skirt is known to have been worn for ritual activities (Doumas 1992, 

35). Possibly these two images, connected by the use of papyrus, show different parts 

of a similar type of activity. A sealing from Ayia Triada of a papyrus plant flanked by 

two griffins strengthens the argument of the sacred meaning of this plant on Crete, and 

Warren has suggested that the papyrus here symbolizes the goddess (1985, 201). This 

occupying the position of the papyrus (PM IV figs. 130-1).

The palm tree, unlike the papyrus, is not part of any genre scene and is little 

preserved in the wall paintings of the Bronze Age Aegean. It does however, appear in 

many Minoan seals with homed animals and M arinatos suggests that this type of image

The lily clearly had a ritual significance in M inoan and Theran art. In the im age from X este  3 the 
goddess has lilies embroidered on her dress, w hile the altar in the scene below  is decorated with this plant 
as well as dripping with blood. The so-called ‘Priest-K ing’ figure wears a necklace o f  lilies and as we 
have seen this figure had a ritual significance. Marinatos identifies lilies as having a ritual function as 
offerings to the divine (1993 , 195).
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is connected with cult and sacrifice (1984a). In two of the preserved painted images, 

one from Crete and one from Thera, the palm is closely associated with the figure of the 

griffin. When the Throne Room at the palace of Knossos was excavated two painted 

palms were extant, one on either side of the throne, although the reconstruction 

commissioned by Evans inexplicably omits these details (Plate 59b). Beyond the trees, 

traces of couchant griffins were found also flanking the throne. The example from 

Thera is, of course, the exotic landscape from the West House.

Rackham believes that the palms shown in the exotic landscape are cultivated and as 

such are unlikely to have been the native Cretan palm Phoenix theophrasti. He argues 

that this species is hardly edible and was therefore unlikely to have been cultivated 

purposefully (1978, 757). The fruit bearing date palm needed high temperatures and 

low humidity for fruit ripening and depended on a steady water supply, which would 

explain the need for the flowing stream along which they are growing (Zohary & Hopf 

1988, 146). Morgan also argues that these are cultivated palms in different stages of 

growth and suggests that the date palm was imported into Crete sometime during the 

Bronze Age (1988, 26). This is supported by the identification of fruit on the palm tree 

on a fragment from Sector Alpha at Akrotiri, specifically identifying this as a date palm. 

Since both Puyeme and Rekhmire record in their tombs that they brought trees from 

Punt'^ in the time of Tuthmosis 111, and reliefs from the mortuary temple of Hatshepshut 

show trees in baskets being imported from Punt (Wilkinson 1998, 83-4), this possibility 

of importing trees and plants cannot be overlooked. The fact that in glyptic art, such as 

the ring from Mochlos, a boat is sometimes shown on which a tree appears to be being 

transported, may be evidence that the Minoans were able to transport living flora from 

place to place. It must be noted, however, that these scenes may be representations of 

religious ritual and as such not necessarily borrowed from an actual occurrence.''^ 

Although the palm trees in the Throne Room image do not appear to bear fruit, their 

association with the griffin argues for their interpretation as exotic images rather than 

typical Minoan flora. The primary purpose for the palm appears to have been to 

represent a suitable landscape for exotic creatures such as the lion’  ̂ and the griffin. The

The exact location o f  Punt is still disputed with som e scholars suggesting the area o f  modern 
Som aliland, others Eritrea and Nibbi suggests the east coast o f  Sinai (all cited in Shaw  2 0 00 , 273  & n.8).

Perhaps as Sourvinou Inwood has suggested the scene from M ochlos represents a goddess in a boat 
with a sacred shrine going to or com ing from a ritual on land (1 973 , 154-7).

For exam ple in a sealings taken from one ring found at K nossos, A yia Triada and Kato Zakros (CM S  
II.7, 71) show ing two lions running side by side beside a palm tree.
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presence of both the papyrus and date palm in an image can be taken as an indication 

that a non-Aegean, exotic landscape is being represented.

It is worth considering here the evidence for the existence of gardens in Minoan 

Crete and Bronze Age Thera. If the papyrus and palm were cultivated then a suitable 

environment must have existed for this. Morgan has suggested that the landscape seen 

in the West House painting actually existed on Thera, in a cultivated garden or park 

(1988, 39). The garden is a common feature of the ancient Egyptian landscape with 

gardens attached to tombs, temples and estates. These gardens had not only practical 

but also symbolic value. Unsurprisingly they were used for growing fruit, vegetables 

and flowers and offerings for temples, but gardens also had a symbolic nature, 

especially those around Pharaonic tombs representing the ‘M ound of Creation’ 

associated with the tomb of Osiris and linking the Pharaoh in death with Osiris, the 

Egyptian god of the Underworld (Wilkinson 1998, 63-66). That extensive gardens were 

also thought to represent the power and splendour of the pharaoh is shown by the 

extensive gardens around the temple of Amun at Kamak and the funerary temples at 

Deir el Bahari (W ilkinson 1998, 13). The garden also had a symbolic role in the Near 

East. At Babylon Merodach-Baladan, ruler of this city from ca. 721-710 BC, is 

recorded in later tradition as being a collector of exotic garden plants, while a stone 

relief from Ashurbanipal at Nineveh depicts gardens on a slope and Sennacherib, the 

king of Assyria from 704-681 BC, records planting exotic trees and constructing 

complicated works to water them at Nineveh (Oates 1986, 115; Collon 1995, 22n8). 

The use of water resources for such an unnecessary luxury was as much a 

demonstration of the power of the king, as the collection of exotic plants and the wealth 

expended to create and upkeep a garden. The fact that the Hanging Gardens of Babylon 

were considered to be one of the Ancient W onders of the W orld is an indication of the 

resources that a Near Eastern ruler was prepared to expend on a garden.

It would not seem unlikely therefore that the elite of Crete and Thera could have 

owned gardens, although not on the scale of their Egyptian and Assyrian counterparts. 

The wall paintings themselves certainly seem to suggest that the M inoans cultivated 

plants. In the fresco from the villa at Amnisos, already discussed in the previous 

chapter in relation to images of ritual, the irises and mint grow out of man-made 

containers and the lilies grow in front of architectural features (Plate 43a). Schafer 

interprets what he calls the battlement m otif behind the white lilies as borders of a 

waterpool, similar to those known from Egyptian New Kingdom representations. Of
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the HHes themselves, he notes that in their symmetrical design they are structurally 

related to the conventions for plants such as papyrus and bushes in Egyptian gardens 

(1991, 86). He also suggests that the containers, which hold the red lilies and what he 

interprets as mint, may have been imported from Egypt due to their similarity with the 

Egyptian hieroglyphic shapes used to represent MR and MR.W. However, it is unlikely 

that Minoans could read or interpret hieroglyphs and this is more likely to be a simple 

coincidence. This painting would appear to contain clear evidence of the cultivation of 

plants by the Minoans in a garden environment. A scene from the villa at Ayia Triada 

seems to confirm this conclusion in two contrasting scenes. On the north wall a woman 

kneels in a formally landscaped setting, while on the south wall there is a scene of 

agrimia and cats moving among a much less structured natural area. The two scenes are 

separated by a panel where another woman sits on what appears to be a bench (Plate 26- 

28). Shaw convincingly suggests that the landscape in the north wall has been tamed 

and cultivated as a garden and argues that this explains the presence of the woman in 

this scene (1993, 673). The Saffron Gatherer from the Palace at Knossos may also 

show scenes of cultivated plants (Plate 51b). While some of the containers in this scene 

appear to be baskets with handles, other more square, undecorated objects with crocuses 

growing out of them would appear to be some sort of plant pot from which the monkeys 

are picking the flowers. Finally there appears to be some physical evidence for the use 

of gardens by the elite. In the southeast com er of the East Court of the palace at 

Phaistos there is a rock outcrop with roundish holes in the part of its surface nearest the 

courtyard. Shaw argues that these holes had pots filled with planted flowers in them, or 

possibly plants planted directly in the holes (1993, 683).

Other evidence of Minoan and Theran interest in the cultivation of plants comes from 

the flowerpots or vases which are seen in the wall paintings from the West House at 

Thera and which may also be represented in the archaeological record. W hat appear to 

be two flowerpots or vases are painted on opposite sides of one of the window jambs in 

Room 4 of the W est House (Plate 60a). These rest on painted flat stone areas and from 

both of the vessels rise five stalks crowned with red lilies. Both of the pots are 

represented as having painted decoration, the one on the north jam b has blue, yellow, 

brown and wavy red lines alternating down its length, while that on the south jam b is 

painted with what appears to be an attempt to render a certain type of stone, similar to 

the areas on which the two vessels sit. It is difficult to know whether the lilies are 

growing in these pots or have been cut and placed in vases. However, the length of the
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stalks showing above the rim of the vessels would suggest that these flowers are more 

likely to be growing here, since if they had been cut and placed in these vases the stems 

would have to reach to the bottom of the vessels making them unusually long. Also the 

flowers appear to be rising straight up from the vessels rather than leaning against the 

edges, as cut flowers tend to do. In the archaeological record, Platon has identified 

vessels which she argues were used as flowerpots and flower vases (1987, 229-30). She 

suggests that vessels with a flat base and a large hole in the base, such as those found in 

the excavations of the palace at Knossos are perfectly designed to be flowerpots, while 

interpreting two vessels from Room 4 of the W est House each with a large hole in the 

top surrounded by a series of smaller ones as flower vases. Similar examples were 

found at Zakros. Certainly vessels with a hole in the bottom would seem to have little 

practical use other than the hole being used for drainage for plants in the pot. The 

identification of other vessels as vases must of necessity be more tentative, as there are 

no definite indications that a pot may have held cut flowers. Decoration of vessels with 

flowers, one of Platon’s criteria, can not be taken as a reliable indication for use of a 

vessel for this puipose, as this decoration is used for vessels of various shapes and 

sizes.

It may be argued that these gardens were simply a place for the elite to relax. Yet 

with all the evidence for gardens from elite contexts, the palaces and villas, it seems 

entirely possible that the garden on Crete and Thera was a symbol of elite status. Mark 

Leone has put forward the argument that the garden can be an instrument of ideology as 

much as an area of pleasure. He suggests that control of nature is used as evidence of a 

certain ability or learning, certainly in later periods (1984). This idea has already been 

shown to be applicable to the case of Egyptian and Near Eastern gardens, where the 

garden had religious connotations and were a mark of power. Hodder has questioned 

Leone’s ideas, noting that we have no way of knowing if subordinate groups ever saw 

or fully understood the ideology of the garden (1986, 70). However, it would not be 

necessary for these subordinate groups to understand the full details of the ideology, 

simply the idea that the ability to own and control a part of nature was an indication of 

the superiority of elite groups. The control of water to nourish gardens would also be an 

important indication of the power of the owner to expend such a precious element on an

For exam ple a conical rhyton decorated with crocuses, an alabastron decorated with o live sprays and 
crocuses and a ewer decorated with papyri all dated to LM  Ib and found at Palaikastro are all types o f  
vessels that would be unsuitable for holding flowers (Betancourt, 1985, pl.21).
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unnecessary luxury commodity, an idea that will be explored in more detail below. 

Furthermore, if such gardens existed in the Minoan world it may be that the ideology 

was not aimed at any subordinate group, but at individuals of the same status. In this 

sense the garden could be used by individual members of the elite to justify and enhance 

their position within the elite by physically proving their superior knowledge and 

control over nature. The more exotic the plants were, the greater the prestige gained 

relative to the difficulty of acquiring both the plants and the knowledge to successfully 

cultivate them. Once again restricted knowledge can be translated into status.

In relation to the landscape scene from Thera, the existence of such a landscape in 

reality would significantly enhance the status of its owner in proving his knowledge of 

and contacts with Egypt, from where the papyri and palms would most likely have been 

imported. If such a feature existed on Thera it was likely to have been used exclusively 

by the elite, although it may have been visible to the entire population, as there is no 

evidence in the painting of a wall around it. W hether or not this was the case, the exotic 

nature of such a garden, and of the painting in the W est House, could only increase the 

prestige of their owner. Davis does not believe that the landscape could be a garden, 

because the papyri are not rendered naturally as they would grow, in clumps, but are 

shown in individual stalks (1983, 6). However, it must be remembered that Aegean 

artists often stylized representations of native Aegean plants and so could easily have 

done so with the papyri here. Shaw also disagrees with the theory, arguing that 

cultivated palms were shown because they were more familiar to the artist than 

uncultivated examples (1993, 666 n29). If this is correct, it does at least reinforce the 

idea that cultivated exotic plants did exist on Thera, most likely in a special area, and 

therefore suggests that even if this exact landscape did not exist, something similar did. 

Whether or not this garden or park actually existed, the scene on the east wall of the 

West House was undoubtedly intended to represent an exotic locale, contrary to 

W arren’s argument that this image could be one of any perennial stream in Crete (1979, 

122). To paint a typical Cretan or Theran scene here would have been to decrease 

dramatically the symbolic significance of this painting and the elements within it.

One final suggestion must be added to this discussion. If the ‘N ilotic’ landscape is a 

representation of an actual area on the island of Thera, then it could be suggested that 

the riverine setting is important for one other reason. W ater was often the central 

feature of Egyptian gardens (Wilkinson 1998, 10). Morgan believes that control of the 

water in the Theran scene is virtually implicit (1988, 39). It may be suggested.
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therefore, that the garden or park in this scene may have been built up around the stream 

itself and, if this is so, that the inclusion of the stream in the picture is an indication of 

elite power in itself. The Greek climate in the summer is warm and dry and the islands 

receive even less rainfall than M ainland Greece. Both M arinates and Morgan believe 

that the scenes of the miniature fresco are set some time in the spring (1984, 60; 1983, 

105). If so then the control of such an abundant water source, for a luxury area such as 

a park or garden with little practical use, would indeed indicate the high status of 

whoever commanded this resource. A major piece of evidence that water could be used 

by the elite for display purposes comes from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos, 

where Evans found fragments of what he considered to be a wall painting depicting a 

fountain (PM II, 461). He interpreted the largest preserved fragment as showing a 

column of blue water and falling drops against a white background, rising from a forked 

base (Plate 60b). Evans believed that an object sketched to the right was a rock boulder 

and that the fountain may have been surrounded by ‘natural scenery’. Cameron, in his 

reconstruction of this scene, disagrees with Evan’s interpretation of this water feature as 

a fountain (Plate 60c). Instead he argues that the fragments which Evans took to be the 

je t of the fountain was in fact a flow of water falling down the side of a grey area, which 

he suggests was rockwork. He therefore suggests that this water is a waterfall, rather 

than a fountain (1967, 58-9). Cameron does not make clear in his article whether he 

believed that this waterfall was actual or artificial, but he does point out that the 

parabolic construction of the open drain at the side of the staircase in the East Bastion of 

the Palace of Knossos proves that the Minoans had the ability to construct a series of 

artificial waterfalls (1967, 61-2). The fact that there are monkeys and papyrus in this 

scene, neither of which were indigenous to Crete and were probably imported from 

Egypt, suggests that the environment shown in this painting was a controlled area where 

these animals were kept. If this is accepted, then it is possible that this water feature 

was artificial, specially constructed for this area. Platon suggests that two clay pipes 

with ends shaped as zoomorphic heads from Building BA from the town of Zakros were 

used as fountainheads supplying spring water (1995, 770-1). Unfortunately these pipes 

were found in a secondary context and so where they were originally used is unknown. 

The wall painting fragments and the decorated pipes from Zakros suggest that the 

Minoan elite may have used water for display purposes and there is no reason why the 

Theran elite could not have done the same.
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The date palm is seen in one final piece of fresco connected to the last category of 

exotic images in Minoan art, the image of the figure of the North African, which 

appears to be extant in three wall paintings from Bronze Age Crete and Thera. Before 

describing these pieces the criteria for identifying these figures as North African must 

be considered. The typical Aegean adult male is represented in both Theran and 

Minoan painting with red skin, a long aquiline nose, either rounded or pointed at the 

end, and fine lips whose colour is not differentiated from skin colour. Hairstyles vary 

from long wavy locks, such as those seen on the male figure who is leaping over the 

bull in the Taureador Fresco, to a variety of short styles as seen in the Miniature Fresco 

from Akrotiri, which includes short and straight, short and spiky and short with a 

topknot worn by some of the ships’ helmsmen. Other types of hairstyle can be seen on 

other objects, such as the curly hair of the acrobat from the roundel of the sword 

pommel from Malia. In order to identify the three images which are considered to be of 

North African type, they must differ in significant details from these typical Minoan and 

Theran figures. The criteria for identifying these North Africans shall be as follows; a 

brown skin colour, thick curly black hair, a snub nose (by which is meant a shorter, 

more rounded and slightly upturned nose than that of the Aegean figure), thicker lips 

and any unusual attributes which are not normally associated with Aegean figures.

The most obvious painting in which one of the figures fulfils these criteria is the so- 

called ‘Captain of the Blacks’ fresco found above the House of the Frescoes near the 

Palace at Knossos, in a Roman or Hellenistic stratum (Cameron 1974, 187; Plate 61c). 

Due to its context no secure date can be given for this fresco, although Hood suggests 

from the subject that this probably came from the palace (1978, 71). Unfortunately 

what survives of this fresco is very fragmented, but enough remains to show that two 

different ethnic groups are being shown. The so-called ‘Captain’ of this fresco is a 

typical Minoan figure with red coloured skin, a long aquiline nose and short dark hair. 

Only two fragments of the figure behind the ‘Captain’ are preserved, part of a thigh and 

the back of the head and neck. In both these pieces the skin tone of the second figure is 

a very dark brown, almost black colour, highlighting more clearly than any other feature 

could, the fact that this figure is not from the Aegean. With such a dark skin tone there 

can be little doubt that the second figure in this scene came from the continent of Africa. 

The short curly black hair of this figure further enhances the likelihood of this being an 

African male.
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The second im age which appears to represent an A frican m ale com es from  the area 

o f Sector A lpha in Akrotiri. Again this piece is very fragm entary and all that is 

p reserved is the head of the figure beside the top o f a date palm  (Plate 61a). A 

com bination o f features suggests that this figure is not m eant to represent a typical 

M inoan. F irstly the skin tone of this man is m uch brow ner than m ost o f the Theran 

figures which are preserved, although the right hand child  from  the B oxing Boys fresco 

from  B uilding Beta appears to have a sim ilar skin tone. The shape o f the m an’s nose is 

m uch shorter and rounder than what w ould be expected in a Theran figure, what Sp. 

M arinatos calls a ‘pug’ nose (1969, 54). This figure’s lips are also fu ller than usual, 

while his eyebrow is thicker and longer than in any o f the other surviving m ale figures 

painted in Thera. The hair is thick, black and curly and the m an is w earing in his ear a 

large gold hoop ean ing . The only other known representation o f an Aegean m ale figure 

wearing such a decoration is that of the left-hand child  in the Boxing Boys fresco. 

Finally there is the fact that this figure is standing beside a palm  tree which is bearing 

f r u i t . I t  is worth noting the fact that in both M inoan and Theran painting the palm  tree 

is associated with the griffin and the lion, both exotic anim als. It can be argued that the 

point o f the date palm  in the fragm ent from  Sector A lpha, a plant probably im ported to 

Crete from  Egypt, is also to em phasize the exotic nature of the figure associated with it 

(M organ 1988, 25).'* W ith all these details taken into consideration there seem s little 

doubt about the identification of the figure in this scene as one o f African origin.

Unlike the o ther figures identified as Africans, the th ird  scene which is known as the 

‘Jewel F resco’ does not show an actual African person, but rather gold beads fashioned 

in the shape o f the head o f an A frican (Plate 3 4 b ) . T h i s  piece has already been 

m entioned in the Chapter 3, but is also relevant in this context. The beads them selves 

were painted in yellow to represent the material used, m ost probably gold, and were part 

o f a necklace consisting o f globular beads and those in the shape o f heads. Only one of 

the anthropom orphic beads is fully preserved and show s a hum an face with full lips, a

Marinatos does not believe that this is an African and suggests that the thicic lips and nose are sim ply an 
idiom o f  the artists (1988 , 137-38). H ow ever, she also states that this scene is them atically related to that 
o f the m onkey scene at the altar and since the m onkey is a definite exotic im age, surely a man 
thematically related to the m onkey would also be exotic.

C. Sourvinou Inwood has suggested a similar use o f  the palm tree on Athenian fifth century vases 
(1991 , 118).

A gold bead in the shape o f  a human head has been found at the M inoan co lony  o f  Kastri on Kythera. 
H ow ever this bead differs significantly from those represented on the Jew el Fresco. Here the face has 
high eyebrow s m eeting at the bridge o f  a long, straight nose. T he face is triangular in shape and has 
pronounced cheekbones. (H uxley 1972, 208, pi.59 no.63)
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wide flat nose, large bushy eyebrows and thick, curly hair. The head also wears an 

earring consisting of three large gold hoops hanging from its right ear. Such a piece of 

jewellery is not known from Crete, but is seen in the Egyptian tomb paintings of 

Africans bringing tribute. Again it is the combination of features that suggests these 

beads represented an African rather than someone of Aegean extraction.

Other possible representations of Africans in Aegean art come from what are 

considered to be luxury goods. A shell inlay dated to MM I-II, acquired by Evans in 

1894 and probably from a circular tomb at Ayios Onoufrios, and shaped as a human 

head with thick lips and a turned up snub nose was suggested by Evans to represent a 

figure of African extraction ( PM n, 45-6; Plate 61b).^  ̂ The set of faience plaques from 

an MM II context known as the Town Mosaic includes a number of fragments of human 

forms, which Evans believed were of African ethnic origins (PM I, 310). Three figures, 

grey rather than brown in colour, contrast with the pale yellow figures on other 

fragments. Waterhouse explains the grey colour of these figures as being connected to 

the fact that they were in the water and argues that the profile head, which Evans saw as 

having African features, is similar to the head of the ‘Young Prince’ on a sealing from 

the Hieroglyphic deposit from Knossos (1994, 170). However, Pollinger Foster 

disagrees with this interpretation and argues that the dark grey body colour and 

anatomical features suggest that the figures represent Africans (1979, 100). The figures 

floating in the water on the north wall of the Miniature Fresco from the West House, 

whether they are dead or simply swimming, retain the normal red colour of Aegean 

males. There is no reason to believe that an artist would change the colour of a figure 

simply because they were immersed in water. It seems more likely that the Town 

Mosaic figures are being differentiated in ethnic origin from the others in the scene by 

the use of a different colour. Sp. Marinatos suggested that a figure shown on a pictorial 

vase from Thera may be of African origin, because of the figure’s thick lips and the 

curls on its forehead, but the surviving piece of the vase is too fragmentary to accept 

this as a certainty (1971a, 74 & fig.25). Karo goes as far as to suggest the three figures 

carrying large rectangular objects on the Chieftain cup were ‘negro soldiers’ with a 

white officer, although since so little of the figures remains, this impossible to 

substantiate (1959, 77).

Shackleton et al. argue that white shell would be inappropriate to show  an African and also that the 
plaque does not have supposed African traits, ie. prognathous jaw s and full lips (1987 , 290 , 295).
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The significance of images of Africans and the identification of the particular figures 

in Aegean art are not completely understood, since the evidence is so fragmentary. The 

fresco of the ‘Captain of the Blacks’ was given this title by Evans, who believed that 

this was a scene of a Minoan captain leading his African mercenary soldiers and he 

suggested that the idea of using African troops may have come from Egypt, where this 

was a common practice from the Old Kingdom onwards (PM II, 755-6). Yet both the 

‘Captain’ and the African behind him carry two spears and wear a small cap with two 

horns protruding out of it, suggesting that they shared a similar status. Another scene of 

an African wearing unusual headgear comes from the Palace of Nestor at Pylos where 

in a procession scene at least two African figures are portrayed (Plate 62a). The best 

preserved of these wore a yellow headdress with horizontal red wavy lines on it and a 

kilt of Minoan type. Lang interprets this procession as having a sacred character and 

points out that since the African figure wore a Minoan kilt it is likely that the African 

had arrived on the M ainland from the Minoan world (1969, 61). Certainly whether or 

not this figure arrived on the M ainland from the Minoan world, the Mycenaeans 

perceived a direct link between Africans and Minoans, suggesting that Africans did 

travel to Crete and possibly from there to Thera and the Mainland. All the preserved 

Mycenaean figures in this scene wear animal skins and a similar cap, which led Lang to 

interpret them as ritual figures involved in a cult procession (1969, 61). If the African 

from the Pylian scene wore unusual headgear and was involved in a ritual procession, it 

is also possible that the figure from the ‘Captain of the B lacks’ may have been involved 

in Minoan cult. In this case it could be suggested that rather than showing a Minoan 

Captain leading his troops, this could be a scene of ritual contest in honour of a divinity.

Both the scene from Thera and the Jewel Fresco from Crete would appear to 

corroborate the involvement of the African in the religious sphere of these two islands. 

Firstly let us consider the fragment from Thera. The figure in this scene wears a 

headdress with plumes. In a fragment of wall painting from Tell el D ab’a or Avaris in 

the Nile Delta, a similar image can be found. The wall paintings here are considered by 

the excavator Bietak to be at least influenced by M inoan art or perhaps even painted by 

Minoan artists (1996, 73). Here an acrobat wearing a plum ed headdress stands on his 

hands beside a palm tree. In Minoan glyptic art a sim ilar scene of acrobats performing 

beside palm trees survives.^' As has already been noted the palm tree is associated both

Kenna no. 204, is a flattened cylinder seal found ‘in the K nossos district’, with a scene o f  tw o acrobats 
standing on their hands and wearing plumed headgear (1960 , 118). B etw een the two who are placed is a
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on Crete and Thera with the Griffin, a supernatural creature which is often associated 

with divine figures, for example in the scene from Room 3 in Xeste 3. The palm itself 

has religious connotations, with many glyptic scenes associating this species of tree 

with altars, horns of consecration and cult s c e n e s . I t  seems reasonable therefore to 

argue that this scene from Thera has a religious connotation.

With the Jewel Fresco identification of a ritual aspect is more difficult due to the 

fragmentary nature of the preserved piece. Cameron suggested that this scene was part 

of a ritual thematic sequence, which began with a procession, recorded in the Procession 

Fresco, and ended with a fertility festival which involved the shedding of blood, 

recorded in the Taureador Fresco. The Jewel Fresco fitted into this succession of events 

as a disrobing scene in the prelude to a sacred marriage (1987, 324-5). While this 

interpretation relies on frescoes from different periods and remains highly speculative, 

the ritual nature of the scene is suggested by the probable presence of a sacral knot 

behind the neck of the female, as seen on La Parisienne. To further this sacral 

interpretation of the Jewel Fresco, the construction of the piece itself becomes 

important. This fragment was part of a relief fresco and, as has already been recorded 

in the previous chapter, all other examples of surviving relief frescoes appear to 

illustrate ritual activities or activities with a ritual aspect.

Again these images raise the question of why figures of a non-indigenous nature 

were so important in Minoan and Theran images? The African figure’s involvement in 

Aegean ritual imagery is difficult to explain, especially since it is unlikely that African 

and Aegean populations had the same belief systems. However, Helms has pointed out 

that in many traditional societies ‘barbarians’ from areas outside recognized socially 

ordered space ‘may convey or encapsulate a concept of the original and primordial or 

anonymous outside power that preceded the creative transformations of personalized 

ancestors’ (1993, 185). If this is how the Therans and M inoans viewed the African 

figure, his involvement in religious Aegean imagery could stem from the fact that he 

was seen as a particularly potent force to create connection to the supernatural. Again 

the most plausible explanation for the use of such an exotic image in Aegean art seems

small plant crowned with a triple motif. Evans records this sealing along with a second which he believes 
is a derivative (PM IV, 502). H ow ever, this second seal (CM S I 131) was found in Chamber Grave 91 at 
M ycenae. The plants are identified in CM S as ‘lotus-like’.

C. Sourvinou Inwood has noted that the altar + palm tree is an established sign in Attic iconography, 
the altar’s connection with the palm tree representing its association with A pollo , Artemis, Leto or 
D ionysus (1991 , 99). Could the use o f  the palm tree in the C lassical period as a cultic sym bol be a 
continuation o f  the B ronze A ge use o f  this tree for a similar purpose?
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to be the idea that plants and animals, including humans, from outside the Minoan and 

Theran homeworlds had added power because of the fact that they came from exotic, 

relatively unknown worlds, beyond the limits of accepted civilization and thus beyond 

the limits of ‘norm al’ society. To have these images painted on a wall was to 

emphasize the extent of one’s knowledge of the cosmographically different outside.

It is interesting that while some of the exotic imagery in wall paintings comes from 

the palace at Knossos, it is also found in less elaborate architectural settings both at 

Knossos and on Akrotiri. Examples of this include the monkeys from the House of 

Frescoes and the cat and papyrus scene in the villa at Ayia Triada. However, these 

buildings are obviously owned and occupied by the elite, and these images must be of 

relevance to their owners. A similar picture arises from Akrotiri, for example with the 

West House, one of a group of buildings which Marinatos calls large independent 

buildings; these tended to have service quarters on the ground floor and ceremonial and 

residential rooms on the upper storey. Although the West House flanked the Triangular 

Square and had a large window on the upper storey, Marinatos believes that this type of 

building did not have a major public function (1984, 11&15). Doumas confirms this 

view with the statement that weaving activities were carried out in the room with the 

large window, using the large number of loom weights found in situ in the room as 

evidence of this (1992, 45-6). Clearly this house was the residence of a wealthy citizen 

of Thera. It can be argued that the use of exotic imagery by the elite in their own homes 

was an attempt to demonstrate their superior knowledge to the members of their own 

class more so than to members of the non-elite. Certainly in the both the House of the 

Frescoes and the West House the fact that these paintings decorated one of the upstairs 

rooms suggests that access would have been restricted to more important guests, who 

would have been of the same status as the owner.

One other aspect of the Miniature fresco from the W est House will be considered 

here, which, although not exotic in itself, is related to the display of exotic images and 

the acquisition of knowledge and luxury items from foreign, cosmologically removed 

areas. The ‘N ilotic’ landscape on the east wall is only part of a larger image which 

continues around the four walls of this room. A major part of what is preserved comes 

from the south wall and this shows part of a maritime journey, although interpretations 

of what this journey represents differ. The journey appears to start on the west wall, the 

most poorly preserved side with only meagre remains of a town surviving. On the north 

wall are scenes of a meeting on a hill, a shipwreck, warriors with oxhide shields and
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spears walking across the land and everyday life scenes of women collecting water at a 

well and men herding cows. Finally on the south wall is a flotilla of eight ships 

travelling from a departure town towards an arrival town, where the people wait to greet 

the ships (Plate 63a).

A good model for the importance of sea-faring to an island is that of the Keros-Syros 

culture of the EB II period. Cyprian Broodbank has studied the representations of 

longboats from the Cycladic islands and their find contexts (1989). His studies show 

that representations of longboats come from two sources, inscribed decoration on the 

so-called ‘frying pans’ and a series of lead models, these examples providing some of 

the earliest representations of specific boat forms known in the Aegean (1989, 319). 

Seven of the thirteen representations of longboats on ‘frying pans’ come from 

Chalandriani, and it is suggested that up to four of the unprovenanced examples also 

originated here (Plate 62b). These objects are found in wealthy graves, while the only 

lead model with even a partly secure context was found with two marble folded arm 

figurines. Since these representations appear to be associated with especially rich 

graves and since ‘frying pans’ are likely to have had some sort of religious or symbolic 

function, Broodbank argues that the primary purpose of the longboat was not the 

transporting of goods but rather its use as a symbol of status and prestige. Goodison has 

expanded on the ritual nature of the ‘frying pan’, connecting this type of object to 

funerary cult involving the idea of the travel of the dead from one cosmological zone to 

another, analogous to a journey over a body of water, mirroring the journey of the sun 

over the horizon (1989, 38). The link between wealthy graves and depictions of 

longboats suggests a community leadership of the ‘big m an’ type, who would have 

controlled the use of the longboat in the community. In this capacity the longboat may 

have been used in warfare and raiding, which would have acted as an im portant factor 

in the determination of regional exchange (1989, 336-7). Even if the longboat did not 

function as a carrier of trade, its role in warfare may have meant that it was im portant in 

the control of trade. If Broodbank’s ideas are accepted, they are a clear indication of 

how the control of ships, and through this trade, can be an important resource in the 

control of society of an island culture.

The ships represented in the scene from the W est House at Akrotiri appear to be 

involved in travel over a short distance, since only one has its sail raised and the rest 

appear to be propelled by rowers (Plate 63b). The rows of brown circular objects along 

the length of the six largest ships have been interpreted by many scholars as
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representing men with oars propelling the ships (Tilley & Johnstone 1976, 286; 

W achsmann 1980).^^ W achsmann argues that these ships are suited to piracy, war and 

coastal raids over short distances (1980, 294). However, the presence of the sail on one 

of the ships argues for the possibility that these vessels could also be used over longer 

distances. Buchholz states that the vessels depicted in this scene were strong enough for 

long voyages (1980, 227). Doumas has calculated the minimum length of the vessels in 

reality and argues that they could easily have undertaken voyages between the islands 

(1983, 118-9). It seems likely that all the larger ships in this painting could have been 

fitted with masts when necessary, and indeed two of the ships, the so-called adm iral’s 

ship and the one behind it, appear to have their masts raised even though they are not 

under sail.^‘' The attachments to these ships that probably had a ceremonial significance 

could have been removed for day-to-day use. W achsmann suggests that the stem 

device was attached only for cult processions (1980, 291). The cabins or ikria on the 

ships also appear to have been removable, suggested by the large-scale images of free

standing ikria painted in Room 4 of the West House. The ships in this painting seem 

suited to a number of roles in sea-faring, one of which would have been inter-island 

travel for the purpose of trade.

From the Early Minoan period onwards shipping would seem to have been a concern 

of the Minoans, with a seal from Platanos showing a ship and a small clay model from 

Palaikastro Siteias surviving from this period. W hile no painted scenes involving ships 

survive from Minoan Crete, a large number of sealings survive with ships or parts of 

ships engraved on them. The largest group of sealings comes from the T alism anic’ 

group, and these would have had ‘magical protective qualities’ (Betts 1973, 331). 

Talismanic seals engraved with ships indicate an interest in sea-faring, as the protection 

offered by such seals must relate to the image they portray. Some of these images have 

a superstructure on the boat similar to the ikria from the Thera painting, and Betts 

suggests that they were also cabins or a related deck structure (1973, 338). A similar 

interest in sea-faring is illustrated in a number of signet rings from Crete. The images 

on these artefacts appear to show sea-faring in connection to ritual. On a ring from 

Mochlos a female figure in a boat with one end carved in the shape of an animal head

G iesecke interpreted these objects as shields slung along the edge o f  the ships (1983 , 141), but the fact 
that som e o f  the objects are edged at the top with black, w hich w ould appear to indicate hair and that all 
the objects have what would appear to be arms, the interpretation o f  these as oarsm en seem s more likely.

G. Kopcke has suggested that the fleet shown in the W est H ouse frieze is evidence o f  palatial control 
on Thera, because o f  the quality o f  the boats shown in the fresco (19 8 7 , 256)
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and the other in a fan-shape, possibly a tail, approaches a shrine (Plate 68c). The ritual 

nature of this scene is identifiable through the built structures, the tree carried on the 

boat and the symbols floating in the air above the s c e n e . T h e  Oxford Ring and the 

Ring of Minos^*’ also have images of boats connected with ritual on them (Plates 88b, 

68f). As with the ceremonial aspect of the West House image, the existence of a ritual 

involving travel by sea expresses the importance of this activity to the two societies.

This fresco and its context can also provide an idea of who was involved in such 

trade. External contacts would have been unnecessary for a subsistence economy and 

suggest an outside interest on the part of a specialized group who had the wealth and the 

power to involve themselves in outside cultures for a return of high prestige objects. 

The representations of the figures on the ships suggests that they belong to a privileged 

class. While the helmsman and many of the figures that are seen at the ‘Arrival Tow n’ 

and in the scenes set on land behind the fleet wear what appears to be the typical 

Minoan loincloth, all the passengers on the ships, whose clothes can be seen, are garbed 

in robes. The robe is a specialized garment in Minoan iconography largely worn in 

scenes of a ritual nature, and its only other preserved use on Thera is in the ‘Assembly 

on the Hiir (Plate 64a). Morgan suggests that the same men are represented on the hill 

and in the ships, and that this group are a priestly class (1983, 100-1). However, the 

helmets hanging above the heads of some of the passengers on the ships appear to 

indicate their connection to martial activities as well as ritual. Indeed, this martial 

element in the ship procession and the scene of the warriors marching on the north wall 

has led to attempts to identify the nationality of the participants as Mycenaean because 

of the military a s p e c t . H o w e v e r ,  as has already been argued in the previous chapters 

martial activities were not exclusive to the Mycenaeans and there is no reason to 

suppose that the figures in this painting were not Theran. M arinatos argues that the men 

are probably Therans who, having just won a naval engagement and successfully 

defended the settlement, are displaying their strength peaceably and that the same 

Theran warriors are later involved in the flotilla scene (1985, 212). Amongst the 

participants of the flotilla there would also appear to be a certain hierarchical ranking.

Platon went as far as to argue that this figure is the Great G oddess in her role as Sea goddess (1984 , 
67). H ow ever, there is no evidence that the M inoans ever worshipped a Great G oddess.

T hese rings w ill be considered in more detail in Chapter 5.
Laffineur argues that not only the martial elem ent, but also various elem ents o f  the decoration and the 

presence o f  the ikria  or cabins on the ships are all indicative o f  the M ycenaean elem ent o f  this im age and 
suggests that the ‘admiral’ o f  the fleet is in fact M ycenaean (1984 , 134-7). H ow ever, N iem eier refutes 
this argument by illustrating Minoan parallels for all Laffm eur’s ‘M ycenaean’ elem ents (1990a).
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The fact that some of the men sit apart in special cabins is suggestive that they are of 

higher rank than the rest of the ships passengers. All of the seated figures involved in 

this scene would appear to be of elite status. From these interpretations it could of 

course be argued that the ships merely served as transport for the elite. Furthermore, if 

M organ’s suggestion that this is a marine cult festival is accepted (1978), then it could 

also be argued that the elites involvement was strictly as part of the ritual and 

unconnected to a broader interest in seafaring.

However, the context of this painting must also be considered. It was found in situ 

on the walls of an upstairs room (Room 5) in the West House, a house thought to be a 

private residence. The function of Room 5 has often been considered to be ritual 

largely due to the presence of a young female figure painted entering the room, who 

was immediately interpreted by the excavator as a priestess (Sp. Marinatos 1972, 43). 

This, combined with the interpretation of the ship fresco as a religious festival, seemed 

to leave no doubt about the ritual nature of the room. However, Doumas has challenged 

the general trend that has led to the interpretation of many areas in Thera as sacred, 

arguing that there is little evidence for such interpretations (1983, 54). Morris proposes 

a practical function for the so-called ‘Priestess’, either that she is fumigating the area 

because of its connection to the lavatory, or that she is applying make-up, both suitable 

activities for a private area (1989, 514). Indeed, M orris’ interpretation of the whole 

West House frieze must be mentioned at this point. She argues that the whole painting 

could be an epic narrative and illustrates thematic links between this scene and 

conventions used in Homeric epic (1989). In a private room this explanation is as 

possible as a scene of cult or it may be that the image was working on more than one 

level and had both ritual and narrative elements.

The fact that this scene came from a private room suggests that the content depicted 

is of special relevance to the owner of the West House, clearly a member of the Theran 

elite. Morgan has pointed out that the major focus of this painting is the shipping and 

sea faring and she argues that the welfare of Thera depended largely on the sea (1978, 

641). While this may be over-emphasizing the importance of this activity for the whole 

island, it is certain that the owner of the West House considered shipping an important 

part of his life. Negbi suggests on the basis of the painting that the owner of the W est 

House was a wealthy ship owner involved in trading abroad (1994, 88). Shaw interprets 

the large-scale ikria painted in Room 4 as a symbol of naval power and authority (1980, 

178). A further suggestive piece of evidence supporting this theory is the observation
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by Sp. M arinates when the West House was excavated, that in Room 5 an unusually 

large amount of Minoan pottery was found (1974, 33). This includes a broad-mouthed 

jug, two-spouted skyphoi, an askos and a pear-shaped alabastron. Davis has also argued 

that the scene of the ship flotilla is concerned at least partly with trade and she uses the 

large amounts of Minoan pottery found at Akrotiri as supporting evidence for this, 

proposing that this trade was important enough to the owner of the W est House to have 

it included in his wall paintings (1983, 9). Giesecke furthers the idea that the ships in 

this fresco could have been used for trading by suggesting that the figure on the third 

ship whose head appears to be looking out from a box, is emerging from the cargo hold 

of the ship (1983, 139). This idea is supported by Raban’s argument that the ships 

represented both on Minoan seals and in these paintings, with a mast and rigging shown 

on many, imply a development from earlier Cycladic representations with a new 

emphasis on sea transportation and commerce (1984, 12). In a study of the stone 

vessels from Akrotiri, Warren has identified a large number of Minoan vessels as well 

as a small number of Syro-Palestinian and Egyptian jars (1989). Clearly Thera had 

strong trading links with the outside world.

Although interpretations of its meaning differ, the exotic landscape may also 

reinforce the idea of the involvement of the ships from the painting in trading. Since the 

nautical procession on the three other walls of this room appear to create some sort of 

narrative, the landscape cannot be interpreted in isolation from the rest of the paintings 

in this room, despite the fact that this frieze is narrower than those on the other three 

walls. Davis argues that this is a break in the narrative because of the size of this frieze 

and also its ornamental character (1983, 6). However, it seems more likely that its 

different size is simply due to the design of the room itself, with the wooden beams of 

the ceiling decreasing the space for painting on the east wall (Doumas 1992, 47). If this 

scene is an integral part of the W est House frieze, then why does it differ so 

dramatically in content from the other preserved sections?

When this painting was originally found, Sp. M arinates interpreted it as an image of
28Libya, to where the fleet had travelled during the course of its journey (1974, 44-56). 

However, Immerwahr suggests that this scene was intentionally ‘N ilotic’, although 

painted by someone who had never seen the Nile (1990, 73-4). She proposes that the

A possible reason for the Therans to go to Libya has been suggested by Fabricotti, w ho proposes that 
one o f  the purposes o f  the later Theran colony on the Libyan coast may have been their involvem ent in 
the silphium trade (1993 , 28-9).
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image was used to suggest the geographical distance travelled by the fleet shown on the 

south wall, possibly as part of the establishment of colonies or settlements. Televantou, 

in her reconstruction of this fresco, has placed the preserved fragments of Town III at 

the start of the east wall and argues that the landscape represents the surrounding 

environment of this town as part of a geographical map illustrating the countries and 

cities visited by the fleet (1990, 322-3). Doumas interprets it as an image of a landscape 

at which the fleet actually sojourned, inserted as a description of this hinterland by the 

artist in an almost Homeric way (1992, 48). Morgan sees it as an interlude which 

reflects the themes of the other scenes, the aquatic activity implicit in the nautical 

scenes and also the theme of animal hunting animal as a m etaphor for human warfare 

(1988, 160). Warren argues that the intention was to give a generalizing picture of more 

than one actual voyage incorporating the main types of incidents which occurred on, or 

the main purposes of, such voyages (1979, 120). The problem with any literal 

interpretation of this ‘N ilotic’ scene as a scene of an everyday landscape in Egypt is that 

it forces the conclusion that the artist considered an encounter with a griffin as a 

possible occurrence.

Yet, as has already been discussed, the ships on the south wall do not appear to be 

travelling over a long distance. The scene can therefore be interpreted as a country to 

which the fleet could travel, or had travelled in the past. W hile there is no physical 

evidence of contacts between Thera or Crete and Libya, there is extensive evidence that 

the Minoans had strong connections with the Egyptians and indeed probably travelled to
29Egypt, as evidenced by the Tel el D ab’a paintings and representations of the Keftiu. 

Such connections would at least partly have been for trading purposes. Unfortunately 

the painting cannot illuminate the exact nature of the W est H ouse ow ner’s involvement 

in trade. Warren has considered the question of who would have been involved in 

overseas trading in Bronze Age Crete. Taking the evidence of Egyptian stone vessels 

found at Knossos, he believes that the most likely form of overseas trading for this 

period is that of semi-independent merchants, who would have operated as free agents 

and agents for the palace authority and suggests the Ugaritic tamkaru  as a likely model 

(1991, 298). It must be noted that the tamkaru was a subordinate member of palace 

personnel and in commercial activity, especially in the sphere of foreign trade, was

H ow ever, M acGillivray and Sackett’s suggestion that Egypt dom inated Crete and the A egean in the 
Neopalatial period based on the Palaikastro Kouros and the Egyptian influence that they perceive in 
M inoan art seem s to be stretching the evidence beyond credibility (2000 , 169).
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financed by the palace and therefore their actions were controlled by the elite 

(Zaccagnini, 1977, 173). In the case of Minoan Crete commentators such as W iener and 

Branigan argue for palatial control over the import of prestige goods and metal (1987, 

262; 1982, 210). Alexiou suggests that one of the reasons that there was such a large 

amount of storage in the palaces was because they controlled all aspects of economic 

life, including trade (1987, 252).

Why would the elite involve themselves in trade? Appadurai points out that it is in 

the elite’s interest to control the flow of prestige commodities into society, either by 

freezing it or setting strict regulations. The availability of an object is often important 

in determining its value. (1986, 57, 4). Control of wealth through control over 

prestigious articles that constitute wealth has been identified by Melas as a key factor in 

building political power (1991, 388). Helms argues that long-distance trade is 

important, because it involves contact with cosmographical distances which gives 

objects derived from their extraordinary qualities and therefore increases their value. It 

was not altogether necessary for the elite to do the travelling and acquiring themselves 

in order to share in the prestige of these actions; “ ...persons of influence, as acquirers 

and persons of accumulated wealth are personally honoured and granted political 

legitimacy for their exceptional understanding and cunning manipulation of outside 

powers, such that more than most individuals they are able to rise above the mundane 

and the ordinary aspects of mere survival.” (Helms 1993, 165). However, travel to such 

foreign countries would have served to further enhance the status and prestige of an 

individual and Helms notes that the ability to successfully acquire goods from such 

places is a reflection of the personal skills of the participants (1993, 96-106). Since 

Crete and Thera were islands any journey of this type would of necessity involve travel 

by sea, thus highlighting the importance of shipping and sea-faring to the elite. Indeed 

Manning et al have noted that these paintings tell us more about Theran social strategy 

of using the idea of overseas contact than about how this contact was actually carried 

out (1994, 222).

Maritime affairs clearly played an important part in both the Theran and Minoan 

world. Physical evidence proves that both societies were involved in trade with other 

Mediterranean countries. The West House flotilla, whether a ceremonial procession or 

an epic naixative, emphasizes the importance of this element to at least one member of 

Theran society, while the large number of Minoan talismanic sealings with parts of 

ships engraved on them and the scenes of ritual associated with boats on gold rings and
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ring sealings illustrate the importance of sea-faring to the Bronze Age Cretans. That 

one of the main reasons, if not the only one, for this sea-faring was the acquisition of 

prestige exotic items seems clear not only from the numbers of imports on both islands, 

but also the evidence of the wall paintings. The paintings also illustrate an important 

aspect of such journeys that does not leave physical remains, the acquisition of 

specialized knowledge restricted to a limited body of individuals.

Clearly the exotic image was an important way for the Bronze Age Theran and 

Minoan elite to reinforce their superior knowledge and influence in their society. The 

question remains as to who would have seen these paintings and any exotic objects 

which the elite may have owned. Unfortunately the poor condition of the remains of the 

areas where these paintings were found means that it is impossible for us to say whether 

these paintings would have been visible from outside the houses through the windows. 

If this was the case then the paintings would have been visible to any member of society 

who walked past the house. There is also the problem that we have no way of knowing 

how actual objects, such as Egyptian stone vessels, were displayed by those who owned 

them. If these objects and paintings were not on public display then it is probable that 

they were seen by other members of the elite who visited the house, reinforcing the 

status of the owner within the elite itself. Knowledge of the paintings and objects could 

also have been spread to the non-elite, by word of mouth, either by the artisans who 

painted the images or if a patron-client system existed whereby clients would have 

visited their patrons and seen these objects. Furthermore such exotic items could have 

been given as gifts to reinforce relationships. Brumfiel records the use of elite craft 

products in exchange to validate status, reward clients and reinforce socio-political 

relationships among the Aztecs (1987, 111-112). A similar system could well have 

existed on Bronze Age Crete and Thera. O f course the most obvious way for elite 

individuals to call attention to overseas links, would be to travel there themselves, or at 

least patronize expeditions to other countries. The ownership of a ship would be a very 

visible means of making sure that every member of society was aware o f your contacts 

with the exotic, unknown, and cosmographically different outside world. It is 

impossible for us to know exactly who would have seen the images and im ported goods, 

but it is clear that a major reason for commissioning images of such relatively strange 

animals, plants and humans and for collecting objects from overseas, must have been in 

order to emphasize the elites advanced knowledge and wealth, and to maintain their
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position both in the eyes of the non-elite, but also in the eyes o f their fellow members of 

the elite.

The picture that has arisen from these two case studies of the M inoan frescoes is that 

all the different sources of power identified in the methodology are represented. The 

more ‘local’ imagery stresses the religious and martial strengths of the elite, while the 

exotic imagery in a more subtle way would recall the elite’s involvement in overseas 

trade, while also demonstrating their superior knowledge to other members of the elite 

and probably also the non-elite, enhancing their status and prestige within Minoan 

society as a whole. It now remains to be seen if a similar picture arises from the final 

set of artefacts to be studied, signet rings and sealings from signet rings, which not only 

are the largest set of artefacts to be studied, but also the most private.
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CHAPTER 5 -  SIGNET RINGS

The final category of objects to be studied is that of signet rings and sealings from 

signet rings often preserved by the same fires that destroyed the buildings where they 

were found. The few examples mentioned in the previous chapter are only a small 

number of a relatively large body of surviving artefacts, the largest of the chosen case 

studies.' Images on Minoan signet rings are astonishing in their detail, since the largest 

bezels are only 35mm in length and the majority much smaller than this. The amount of 

information that the engraver was able to place on such a small canvas is often almost 

unbelievable. In fact the detail and picturesque quality of many of these rings led Evans 

to suggest that the images were copied from large scale wall painting (PM HI, 135). 

This idea denigrates to some extent the skills of the ring maker and cannot be proven, 

since none of the surviving images on wall paintings can be matched to surviving rings, 

but the tiny images are of as great importance as the frescoes for the consideration of 

imagery of power.

Signet rings fall into Peregrine’s category of elite personal ornaments that represent 

the authority of the possessor (1991, 3). The possession and display of this type of 

object would by itself have indicated the involvement of its owner in the upper echelons 

of Minoan society. The majority of the surviving examples were either solid gold or 

gold-plated, while the iron example found at Anemospilia is the first example of the use 

of iron in Bronze Age Crete (Sakellarakis, 1997, 651). Gold was a prestige metal on 

Minoan Crete, used for elaborate jewellery, metal vessels and the hilts of swords. The 

only known Greek source of gold is Laconia and while Crete may have had some small 

deposits, the majority of its gold would have been imported. Effinger suggests that the 

gold used in Bronze Age Crete was probably largely imported from Lakonia, 

Macedonia, Bulgaria, the Troad or the Orient (2000, 162). The use of such a rare 

material would have enhanced the status conferred by the possession of these rings. 

Clark, in a study of the prestige value of precious materials, notes that the possession of

' The im ages on the rings and sealings present a wide range o f  subjects, and are too numerous to fully 
catalogue and describe every individual exam ple in this chapter. Thus a table o f  rings (T able 3) and a 
table o f  sealings (Table 4) are included in the thesis, recording all exam ples o f  known signet rings and 
sealings o f  signet rings from Neopalatial and Third Palace contexts. The sealing table includes all 
sealings that have been identified as im pressions or possible im pressions o f  rings, those that are possible  
or doubtful are marked by an asterisk. Unfortunately for the K nossos sealings, no com plete catalogue yet 
exists and it was necessary to rely on partial publications and the writings o f  Evans as sources for these 
sealings. It is therefore necessary for the reader to realise that the list o f  K nossos sealings may be 
incom plete.
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precious substances can define the position of the individual in their society and points 

out that using such materials for symbols of office can enhance the esteem in which the 

incumbent is held (1986, 93). Younger has suggested that the gold for these rings was 

allotted by the palace allowing control over the ownership of such articles (1983, 133). 

Signet rings made of less valuable materials, such as the bronze ring from Knossos or 

the example in breccia from Chania^, may indicate an attempt to emulate the gold 

examples.

Although the signet rings are a relatively well-known group of artefacts, individual 

examples are often studied in isolation with little attempt being made to address the 

subjects depicted as a coherent group, a problem also encountered with the relief-carved 

stone vases. The sealings are less well-known and consequently are often ignored in 

studies of ring imagery. Yet the different sources of power identified in the 

methodology, martial and economic strength and control of ritual, are all visible to 

differing degrees in the preserved images of the rings and the clay sealings. The 

presence of these images on such personal ornaments suggests their direct relevance to 

the owner of the ring, whether it reflects a position they held in society or an activity in 

which they were involved that was felt to be worth commemorating in such a permanent 

manner. The particularly small scale of the images and the restricted use of the rings for 

sealing purposes suggest that, more than on any of the other considered artefacts, the 

images on these rings would have been seen by a restricted group of people, probably 

from the same social group as the owner of the ring.

Despite their importance for this thesis, the study of these rings can often be 

frustrating, due to the lack of proper context and provenance of many of them, 

especially some of the more famous examples. This not only leads to complications in 

considering who may have owned and used such rings, something a burial context for 

example would be very informative about, but raises doubts about the authenticity of 

many of the rings. Some of these rings were bought by Sir Arthur Evans and other 

collectors at the beginning of the twentieth century and it is these exam ples which 

arouse the most controversy. It is likely that those bought before the first signet ring 

with a secure context was published are not forgeries. No forger would be likely to 

create their own type of artefact in the hope that it will be accepted as authentic, but 

rather arc more likely to copy an already existing object. Biesantz has argued that any

 ̂CM S II.3 38 &. C M S V Suppl la 197.
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ring dating after 1876 is a possible fake, since by that time this type of artefact had been 

mentioned in publication and also because forgers could sell such items to men like 

Schliemann for a profit (1954, 97-8). However, it seems likely that it would take 

detailed pictures of this type of artefact to be available before it could be copied, and 

this seems not to have been available until 1900 when Fiirtwangler published his three 

volumes of Antike Gemmen (1900). If this argument is accepted, then the authenticity 

of rings like the Danicourt ring, purchased in the 19*'’ century when no gold signet ring 

had yet been found in excavation, can be accepted (Plate 67a).^

Unfortunately for the rings purchased after the engraved signet ring had become a 

well-known Minoan and Mycenaean artefact type, judgements have to be made on style 

and such judgements are not always guaranteed to be correct. Various authors disagree 

on the authenticity of different rings without a secure context. An example of this is the 

so-called Ring of Nestor, supposedly from a tomb near Pylos (Plate 67b). This ring has 

been discussed in a large body of literature, none of which provides a completely 

decisive argument to prove its authenticity or fabrication, although the majority of 

authors have dismissed it as a fake.'^ Certain elements are found that are paralleled on 

other rings, but as an overall composition it is unique. However, this fact alone would 

not necessarily condemn it as a forgery, as sealstones from properly excavated sites 

have time and again proved the eclectic nature of the subjects chosen for such items and 

it is possible that some of these sealstones would have been discounted as forgeries if it 

were not for their incontestable context. An example comes from the Nichoria Tholos 

Tomb, with a face in frontal view that is unlike anything found on the large body of 

seals in both the Minoan and Mycenaean repertoire, but whose context makes it 

undeniably genuine (CMS V.2 Nr. 431). It is, therefore, impossible to be entirely sure 

when considering the rings without a secure context if they are authentic or clever 

forgeries.^ Even when a ring without a context is accepted as genuine, the loss of its 

context diminishes the value of the ring for study since no information survives 

concerning its use or its final deposition.

 ̂ This ring is said to com e from a tomb at Thessaloniki and is dated to LH II. It was published years 
before Schliem ann found the rings at M ycenae (Boardman, 1970a).

Evans (1925) and Sakellarakis (1973a) are the exceptions and both argue for its authenticity, but their 
arguments are unconvincing.
 ̂ The difficulty o f  telling a forgery from a real ring is illustrated by Pini, w ho tells o f  how at a conference, 

when shown a genuine ring from Aidonia without being given its history, the delegates were united in 
their condem nation o f  it (1987 , 442).
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W here the rings do have a specific, secure context, the published information about 

them is often unsatisfactory. There is a distinct lack of interest in the majority of early 

published excavations in the skeletal remains that survived with these artefacts. For 

example in his publication of the tombs at Mavro Spelio, Forsdyke fails to mention if 

these objects were found with skeletons at all and does not record their findspots within 

the tombs (1926-27). W ithout such data, much of the important information these rings 

could provide about how and by whom they were worn is lost.

However, where this data is recorded some interesting facts emerge. Two rings 

from the necropolis at Zapher Papoura were found near the hands of the deceased. A 

ring from Pit Cave 7 was found beside where the hand of the skeleton would have been 

if it had survived according to the plan and a ring from Shaft Grave 2 was found near 

the right hand of the skeleton (Evans 1906, 22, 25). Unfortunately Evans does not tell 

us whether these skeletons were male or female. Two engraved rings were found by the 

left hand of Burial 1 in Sellopoulo Tomb 4, the grave of a male warrior according to the 

excavators (Popham, Catling & Catling 1974, 210, 214). M ost conclusively, one of the 

male skeletons from Anemospilia was actually wearing a signet ring on his left hand 

(Sakellarakis 1997, 650). Not only men were entitled to wear such items, as a fresco 

from Ayia Triada showing a female wearing a signet ring on her finger proves (Plate 

67c). The size of the hoops of the majority of surviving rings is relatively small and this 

fact led Evans to suggest that the rings had a mortuary use and were placed on the 

fingers of the dead once the flesh had decomposed (1914, 13). However, the fact that 

rings have been found in residential contexts, in both the ruins behind H ogarth’s House 

A at Knossos and House Aa at Malia (Hood 1958; Kopaka 1984), and also the 

functional use of many of these artefacts as seals, proves that these rings were not made 

for burial practices. Furthermore, rings found near the head and breast of the deceased 

were probably suspended around the neck of the individual, such as one found on the 

breast and two in the area of the breast of a female skeleton from Archanes 

(Sakellarakis 1997, 654). Another example was found near the skull of a skeleton in the 

Tombe dei Nobili 2 at Kalyvia (Savignoni 1904, 529). Younger has even suggested that 

some o f these rings were worn tied around the wrist like a sealstone, although the 

evidence cited is rather inconclusive (1977, 152). Clearly Evans’ theory is incorrect and 

the rings were worn by the living either on the hand or suspended around the neck.*’

 ̂ Indeed Evans h im self later changed his mind about this proposed mortuary use (PM  III, 144).
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The rings found in tombs were deposited there as grave goods, but this was not their 

original purpose.

The finds associated with the fully published surviving rings also give us some idea 

of who they would have belonged to. Many of these rings come from disturbed 

contexts, but a small number where the context remains intact have been found in 

association with female burials. In Tholos A at Archanes Phoumi three rings were 

found with the female skeleton in the side chamber, although Sakellarakis believes that 

the most elaborate example with the cult scene was an heirloom and may therefore have 

originally belonged to a male (1997, 609). However, there is no reason to suppose that 

the original owner was a male, since this is not the only ring found with a female 

skeleton. In Grave 11 of the Tombe dei Nobili at Kalyvia a ring also bearing a cult 

scene was found with a female burial, separated from other burials in this grave by its 

placement in a special pit, suggesting a person of importance (Savignoni 1904, 534). In 

Pit Cave tomb 8 from Odos Palama a silver ring bearing a badly degraded image of a 

human was found associated with a female burial in the grave itself, while in the 

corridor leading to the grave another silver ring associated with a female burial was 

found, with an image of an animal engraved on it (Hallager & McGeorge 1992, 16-17). 

The hoop of a gold-plated bronze signet ring found in Sarcophagus 3 in the Karteros 

Mapheze Chamber Tomb was thought by the excavator to belong to a female, because 

he classified all the other grave goods as female (M arinatos 1927-8, 77). The fact that 

these rings were owned and presumably worn by females may account for the small size 

of the hoops of the majority of rings. Only one ring was found associated with a male 

burial, in a grave at Sellopoulo, while it should also be remembered that the male from 

Anemospilia was wearing a ring on his finger. It is interesting to note here that the 

image on the Sellopoulo ring contains a male figure, whereas the main figures in the 

rings from the Archanes burial and the Kalyvia burial are female. Could there be some 

link between the gender of the figures on the images and the owners of the rings? 

Unfortunately the majority of rings come from disturbed contexts where the tomb has 

been looted or has fallen in, thus disturbing the burials. In consequence little 

information is available on which gender possessed the majority of these rings or on 

whether a correlation exists between the gender of the ow ner and that of the figures in 

the human scenes. It is apparent from the richness of burial goods and the construction 

of the tombs in which they are found that the owners of these rings were important 

members of society and that this importance extended to both men and women.
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One of the biggest problems that arises in the study of these artefacts is the 

differentiation between Mycenaean and Minoan rings. The origin of the signet ring has 

been studied by Branigan who concluded that the type is a Minoan invention of MM I 

period and that figured decoration first appeared on these rings in the Neopalatial period 

(1976, 162-3). This would suggest that these rings were designed with a specific 

purpose in mind, for which a new and different shape of sealing was needed, or as 

Evans suggested, it may be a transformation of an older type of ivory seal with a large 

hoop and oval bezel, used for the same purpose over centuries (PM III, 139). It is 

probable that engraved rings travelled to the Mainland from Crete along with other 

types of artefact and that the Mycenaeans produced their own versions.

Rings found on Mainland Greece will not be considered in the present discussion. It 

is possible that some of the rings found on the Mainland were of Minoan manufacture, 

especially since it appears that the art of ring-making was introduced to the Mycenaeans 

from Crete. Younger has identified a stylistic grouping created by the ‘Mycenae- 

Vapheio’ master, whom he argues worked first on Crete and then emigrated to the 

Mainland and worked there (1984, 47). However, the majority of the rings found in 

Mycenaean contexts are stylistically too different to use them in a study of Minoan 

examples. One of the important stylistic indications of this difference is the presence of 

facial features on female figures in cult scenes, such as is seen on the famous ring from 

Mycenae, but largely absent from Cretan examples (Tamvaki 1989, 265; Plate 65a). 

This is not a hard and fast rule, with a small number of rings on the M ainland showing 

figures with no facial features, such as the ring from Grave 8 in the Athenian Agora, 

while some sealings from Cretan contexts have finely modelled facial features, such as 

on sealing CMS II.6 11 from Ayia Triada (Plate 67d), but it can be taken as a general 

rule. Moreover, Biesantz argued that some Mycenaean rings have a different stylistic 

structure than Minoan rings and therefore, that the Mycenaean rings should be 

considered as separate artefacts (1954, 70). Higgins suggested that these rings were 

made by Cretan artists, but to Mycenaean specifications and that while rings like this 

show Minoan elements, the structure of the image is completely of Mycenaean taste 

(1967, 184, 188). Niemeier argues that the images on these rings are an integrated part 

of Mycenaean religious belief and prove only that the M ycenaeans either had adopted 

some aspects of Minoan religion or took a different meaning from these images (1990, 

166). The rings from Mainland Greek contexts appear to record images that are
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relevant to and fit into the Mycenaean circle of ritual and belief and must be considered 

a separate artefact type to their Minoan counterparts.

Moreover, there are indications that the Mycenaean rings fulfilled a different role 

than the Minoan examples. Hood has pointed out that all the signet rings from the Shaft 

Graves at Mycenae were found with female burials, including those with battle scenes 

(1978, 225-6). All rings found with female burials on Crete have images considered to 

be ritual scenes. This may suggest a differentiation in the relationship between the 

images on these rings and their owners in the two cultures. There is substantial 

evidence that women played an important religious role in Minoan society, but there is 

no evidence to suggest that Mycenaean women fought in battles. Moreover, this type of 

artefact seems to have had a different practical purpose on the Mainland, since only at 

Pylos is there any evidence that they were used for sealing and Pylos appears to have 

been more influenced by Minoan practices than any other part of the Mainland.^ Many 

commentators have pointed out the Minoan influence and origin of certain objects from 

the Shaft Graves, which suggests the possibility that the rings from these graves are 

Minoan. Certainly, some elements seen on Mycenaean rings are of Minoan origin, such 

as the scene of tree worship on a ring from Chamber Tomb 91 at Mycenae (Plate 67e). 

However, on examination these rings are generally judged to be of Mycenaean creation. 

This includes those with themes related to those on Minoan rings and sealings, such as 

CMS 116 showing a scene of battle similar to one on a sealing from Ayia Triada, but 

argued by Stiirmer to be Mycenaean in style (1982). Although similarities exist in the 

details of some images on the Minoan and Mycenaean rings, there are too many 

differences in both the imagery and the perceived use of these artefacts for them to be 

considered a cohesive group. The Mycenaean examples must therefore be excluded 

from any discussion concerning Minoan iconography.

The exception to this are the rings from the LH II Tholos Tom b at Vapheio. The 

best known of the two rings is generally accepted as a Minoan ring, manufactured for 

the Minoan market, that made its way to Mainland Greece sometime during its active 

life. The identification of this ring as Minoan is based on style and comparison with 

other known examples. What reinforces the ring’s Minoan origin is the use of aniconic 

heads on the different human figures, who are involved in a scene of religious ritual, the 

elements of which are mirrored in numerous other examples of Minoan imagery. The

’ Tamvaki d iscusses M inoan influences found in the Pylos sealings, but also points out that M ycenaean  
elem ents were present too (1985).
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probable Cretan origin of the two Vapheio rings is further reinforced by the large 

number of other objects found in the tomb that seem to have also come from Crete, 

especially the gold cups with the scenes of bull capture and a set of Minoan lead 

weights (Kilian-Dirlmeier, 1987).^ At least one of the sealings from this tomb was of 

definite Minoan manufacture and Kenna argues that the stylistically poor gems from 

this tomb are Mycenaean attempts to copy the better quality M inoan ones (1960, 52-4). 

The similarities between the different elements of the iconography of the ring with the 

ritual images and other Minoan examples argues that this ring was created for a Minoan 

and not a Mycenaean audience. It seems plausible therefore that the second signet ring 

in this tomb was also of Minoan origin.

A large number of the best preserved rings found on Crete come from LM III 

graves. Since this is the period of the probable Mycenaean presence on Crete and since 

some of these rings have been found in so-called ‘W arrior G raves’, often identified as 

being the graves of Mycenaeans, it could be suggested that these rings were also 

Mycenaean. However, a LM III context does not necessarily mean that these rings were 

created in this period. Context dates provide us only with a terminus ante quern, not a 

terminus post quem. Furthermore, Niemeier points out that the late dating of looted 

graves can be problematic (1981, 98). As an example he cites the Isopata tomb where 

he notes that no material survives to date it and so the LM Ilia date generally assigned 

to it is simply a terminus ante quem. It is possible that the ring associated with this 

tomb was deposited in an earlier burial. Context dates cannot be used to securely date 

the manufacture of artefacts. It is also possible that these rings were created in an 

earlier period and survived as heirlooms into later periods. Indeed Younger has argued 

from collections of sealstones and rings found in later tombs that these objects were 

collected by ‘connoisseurs’ from the LH II onwards and buried with them as heirlooms 

or antiques (1977, 158). If this argument is accepted the rings would provide 

information on the original Neopalatial owner. However, the idea of collecting 

‘antiques’ for their aesthetic value is a relatively modem one and if the rings found in 

later graves were heirlooms they could reflect a continued part played in society by 

different generations of one family. If collected by ‘connoisseurs’ they could reflect a 

less personal, but equally important interest in appropriating M inoan status symbols to

* Interestingly Kilian Dirlm eier notes that the offerings in this grave show  the occupant’s interest in 
military, econom ic and religious spheres in society (1987, 208), the three sources o f  pow er identified in 
the m ethodology as the most effective basis o f  elite power.

153



stress connections with previous generations. The sustained use of such rings could 

have been a continuation of prior administrative and ritual practices, part of an attempt 

to legitimate the rule of a newly arrived elite group by connecting it with the island’s 

previous ruling elite. If the Mycenaean presence on the island comprised a small group 

of elite, as Niemeier has argued (1983), then this show of continuity in the ruling elite 

would be even more important to justify the new hierarchy. The use of pre-existing 

signs of status would be a useful way for the M ycenaeans to assimilate themselves into 

society as part of an established elite and there can be no doubt from the expensive 

grave goods found in these graves that they belonged to the elite. Recently Kilian- 

Dirlmeier has convincingly argued that none of the grave goods in these tombs imply a 

foreign element and suggests that the weaponry and jewellery are all successors of 

earlier Minoan artefacts and that the occupants of the tombs were therefore also 

successors of earlier Minoans (1985, 209). There is no way of proving definitively if 

the occupants of these graves were Minoan or Mycenaean. Yet if they were Mycenaean 

the artefacts buried with them show how M inoanized they had become, arguing for a 

conscious attempt made by them to fit into Minoan society. As we have already seen, 

this phenomenon is clearly visible in the frescoes where continuity of image types is 

evident in the Postpalatial images. The signet rings would have been part of this 

attempt and can thus be used as evidence for Minoan iconography even if they were 

created in the Postpalatial period. This would be still more effective if the rings were 

heirlooms from the Neopalatial period.

Pini has argued that stylistically the majority, if not all of these rings date to LM I, 

with their various features represented on sealings that have definite LM I contexts 

(1983, 43). He points out that the tendency to render figures aniconically is seen on LM 

1 seals and sealings, as is the inclination towards narrative scenes (1983, 44).^ 

Unfortunately for dating purposes such stylistic details could have been passed down 

from period to period and thus their use on the rings cannot be taken as a definite 

indication of a LM I date for these artefacts. Yet Pini is not the only one to argue for an 

earlier date for these rings. Tamvaki has argued that the rings and sealings from the 

Armeni cemetery are considerably earlier than their contexts (1981, 208-9). Kenna, in

 ̂ Morris has recently suggested that this aniconic rendering o f  heads in ritual scenes is a representation o f  
the physical experience o f  trance states achieved during ritual (2001 , 245). This theory cannot be applied 
to other scenes, like bull leaping, where heads are rendered in this w ay, as a trance state would be 
impractical in that case. Tamvaki argues that it is a sim ply a result o f  the sim plification o f  the human 
figure to basic conventions, som etim es more, som etim es less elaborated (1989).
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his reconsideration of the Mesara tomb finds, suggests that the two signet rings with 

scenes of cult from Kalyvia should be dated to the early LM period (1963, 329). 

Younger has suggested the attribution of the Isopata ring to the same hand as the agate 

cushion seal from Anemospilia, thus dating this ring considerably earlier than its LM III 

context date (1983, 134). W hether the rings are of LM I origin or simply reuse earlier 

stylistic details they are all useful for this study, since they all reflect Minoan 

iconography to some extent, whether it is in its original sense, or being used by the 

Mycenaeans to fit into Minoan society. Gosden and Marshall have called attention to 

the fact that the accumulated history of an object, its biography, and the persons and 

events to which it was connected in the past, can reflect beneficially on the prestige of 

the owner in the present (1999, 170). The rings found in LM III contexts could easily 

be objects adopted by the Mycenaeans to connect them to their predecessors. It is, 

therefore, possible for all examples of these rings to be accepted as either productions of 

the LM I period or so heavily influenced by LM I iconography as to be relevant to the 

discussion of Neopalatial imagery.

When studying these artefacts it is imperative also to consider the sealings made by 

rings found in many of the major sites on Minoan Crete. Especially important are the 

groups of sealings found at Zakros, Ayia Triada, Chania, Sklavokampos and Knossos. 

These artefacts provide useful information about the use of the rings and preserve a 

large range of images not found on the surviving rings. It is fortunate that the majority 

of the hoards of sealings that have been found can be safely dated from their context to 

the LM I period, except for the Temple Repository and the Archives Deposit at Knossos 

dated respectively to MM III and LM Ib-H. Those dated to LM I or before can be used 

as totally secure examples of imagery important to the Minoans in the Neopalatial 

period, unaffected by any change that came about from the LM II period onwards. 

W eingarten has used their find locations as an indication that there were four major 

administrative centres in Late Minoan Crete, one for the north, south, east and west 

(1990, 110). The distribution, however, may simply be an accident of preservation. 

Unfortunately it is almost impossible to discover what the ring making the impression 

was made of, so it is difficult to know if there were rings of more and less precious 

materials belonging to individuals at different levels in the administration. There is also 

some doubt, when only a fragment survives, as to whether all the sealings identified as 

being impressions of rings are actually impressions from rings or from seals with a 

shape similar to signets. Since the identification of such impressions is a technical skill
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which the author does not possess, I will include only those sealings already identified 

by various experts as ring impressions.

What these sealings actually sealed has been closely studied by various scholars. 

Many of the flat sealings have impressions preserved on the back of the sealing of the 

cord or ties that they were attached to, for example the M aster Impression has string 

impressions on its back. Schoep suggests that flat-based nodules were likely to have 

been used for diplomatic and legal documents concerning inter-site relations (1999, 

216-7). Hanging nodules are thought to have sealed small containers, probably 

containing high-value goods (Weingarten, 1990, 108). The lack of any material found 

with the sealings at Ayia Triada led Pope to suggest that these sealed documents of a 

perishable nature, destroyed by the fire that preserved the seals (1960, 201). Hallager 

has suggested that the roundel was used to record a transaction between a central 

administration and the owner of a seal (1987a, 348). Sealings from Knossos that show 

no sign of having been connected to an object may also have been used for this purpose 

(Popham & Gill 1995, 58). Clearly the sealings had a range of uses, but it is difficult to 

be more specific. It is interesting that none of the surviving sealings are stamped with 

any of the surviving rings, but this cannot be taken as evidence that the surviving rings 

had a different purpose to those used for sealing, rather it may simply be a bias of the 

surviving evidence. In fact in many cases the ring surface is worn from use, such as 

rings from Kalyvia and Sellopoulo (Plate 68a-b). However, whether all the rings were 

used for sealing is unclear, since some examples such as the Isopata ring are remarkably 

unworn suggesting infrequent or lack of use for this purpose (Plate 65b).

Relevant to this point is the long-standing question concerning the rings with ritual 

scenes, that is whether the images on the rings or the images on the sealings were the 

‘correct’ image, or to put it another way, whether the ring bezels or the sealings showed 

the actions in the way that they would have been carried out in real life.’*̂ Resolution of 

such a question could prove definitively whether the rings were all intended to be used 

for sealing, since if the ‘correct’ view was represented in the sealing then this would be 

the most important way in which the image was supposed to be seen. The solution to 

this question would seem to lie in the gestures made by the figures, whether they are 

using their right arm or left arms for the various gestures. It is clear from a perusal of

Fiirtwangler as early as 1900 raised the question by declaring that the ‘correct’ im age was the one on  
the ring bezel itse lf (1900  V ol. I ll, 31). Persson on the other hand argues for the im pression as being the 
im age meant to be seen (1942 , Ch.2 30).
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the collections of figurines from any site in Crete that in the majority of these where 

only one arm is raised in a gesture, it is the right arm that is raised. Thus it is suggested 

that in the images from the rings the same principle should apply. Biesantz developed a 

lengthy set of details arguing that the ‘correct’ view was that on the ring bezel, 

concentrating on the position of the arms and the fact that he believed that the images in 

the reverse, on the sealing, simply did not work artistically (1954, 9-15). He argues that 

the right arm should always be the one making the ritual gesture. Those which did not 

fulfil his criteria were considered to be forgeries. However, there is at least one ring 

which does not fit Biesantz’s criteria yet has a secure Minoan context, that is the ring of 

Mochlos (Plate 68c). Here the female figure in the boat holds her left arm out towards a 

shrine and her right arm is placed beside her, supporting her. Does this mean that this 

ring was meant to be viewed in impression rather than in the original? In a recent 

reconsideration of Biesantz’s hypothesis, Pini applied the same idea to fighting scenes 

and concluded that there is no clear preference in the seals and signet rings for 

reproducing the ‘correct view’ on the seal or the impression (1989). A definite answer 

to this question thus seems unlikely and so it is not possible to tell from the image 

whether the rings were all intended to be used for sealing.

Finally Morgan has identified a series of problems in the study of the images on 

Minoan glyptic, including the rings and sealings, that can cause an ambiguous 

interpretation of the images presented (1989). M ost notably in the sealings is the 

problem of poor preservation leading to the observer having to reconstruct the image 

themselves from an image that only partially survives. In both the rings and the 

sealings abbreviation of form and spatial ambiguity can limit the ability of the modem 

scholar to understand an image, as can the problem of whether one or more time periods 

is represented, to whom gestures are directed and finally w hether the characters are all 

different or sometimes the same figure represented more than once in different poses. 

Morgan concludes by suggesting that solutions to these problems are only possible if 

the scene is represented in large scale in a different medium, which none of them appear 

to have been. Cain, in her recent reconsideration of the Isopata ring, discusses the 

possibility of narrative in scenes on signet rings, suggesting that these rings are telling 

the story of an event that actually happened (2001). She too identifies many problems 

in the attempt to understand these rings as narrative, noting that for the modem observer 

to understand where these images fit into a chain of events in a story, they must have 

prior knowledge of that story, something that is impossible w ithout written documents.
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and concludes that it is almost impossible for us to identify the meaning of the narrative 

in these scenes (2001, 38, 46). Even small details can be problematic, such as in the 

scenes where aspects of facial features are not rendered, thereby making it almost 

impossible to tell which way the figures are looking and who or what they are looking 

at. These small details may cause essential divergences in the meaning of the scene, 

that are hidden to the present day observer (Sourvinou-Inwood 1989, 242). This can 

lead to confusion about who or what the focus of the scene is. Cain also points out that 

small floating objects probably helped elucidate the meaning of the image for the 

Minoans, but simply allow the modem scholar to identify the images as representing 

ritual activity (2001, 45). A ritual meaning is awarded to these floating objects in the 

absence of any indication of what else they could represent. Regardless of all these 

problems the rings and sealings can still provide enough infonnation to make them an 

important set of artefacts for this thesis.

It is not the aim of this thesis to present new, detailed interpretations of the images 

on the signet rings or the sealings, as such specific interpretations must remain tentative. 

What is possible, despite the extensive problems associated with the study of the 

iconography of this group of artefacts, is the identification of the general subject matter 

of these images. In the case studies considered so far the sources of power identified in 

the methodology, ritual, economic and military control are all identifiable to different 

degrees, and all are clearly part of the Minoan elite’s ruling strategy. The signet rings 

and images on sealings impressed by these rings are the most valuable source for 

imagery on personal artefacts, artefacts that would have played an integral part in their 

owner’s representation of themselves to other members of the elite. Even without 

detailed interpretation the range of subjects chosen to adorn these rings provides 

important information about what was personally important to the Minoan elite.

First let us consider the rings with secure contexts and the sealings, all of which 

were found in sealed deposits. The majority of scenes found on surviving rings, both 

those with secure contexts and those without, appear to show images of ritual or images 

connected to religious beliefs and these will be considered first. These images are 

identifiable as having a ritual or religious nature by a range of factors. Some show 

creatures that are identifiable as supernatural, or are known to have religious 

connotations from other sources such as frescoes. The presence of architecture with 

religious attributes such as horns of consecration is also a good indication. Finally, the 

action depicted in these images can identify their ritual nature, activities intended to
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summon a deity in epiphany or offerings being made to a deity or the representative of a 

deity.

The earliest surviving gold ring with a ritual image is that from Archanes Phoumi 

Tholos B dated to MM II -  LM la, showing a griffin with a female figure behind it 

(Plate 65c). The griffin is a magical creature and is associated with divine figures rather 

than mortals. It is therefore likely that the female figure on this ring is a goddess rather 

than a human. Marinatos believes this to be a depiction similar to that on the Ayia 

Triada Sarcophagus where two women are seen in a chariot pulled by a pair of griffins, 

only here the chariot is omitted (1993, 164). Although no element of a chariot or 

harness is indicated, the image may be an abbreviated representation of a chariot scene, 

or an abbreviated version of a different ritual scene. W hether or not this is the case, 

what can be said with some certainty is that this is a representation of a female divinity 

with a supernatural companion.

However, the majority of religious scenes on these rings have a stronger narrative 

thread and fall into one of two categories, the first of these being appearances by the 

divinity to their adorants, otherwise known as epiphany. Hagg has suggested two 

different types of scenes of epiphany (1986, 46). The first of these is ecstatic epiphany 

where the deity appears, identifiable by the figure floating in mid-air, who is unlikely to 

be human and can thus almost certainly be identified as a deity appearing as a result of 

ecstatic ritual. Large-scale figures who are not floating can occasionally be identified as 

deities by their accompanying attributes or position, such as being flanked by lions, but 

in the majority of cases it is almost impossible to distinguish whether large-scale figures 

are deities or mortals. The second type of epiphany is performed or enacted, where the 

role of the deity is played by a human. Reusch suggested that the Throne Room could 

be an area of enacted epiphany, where the figure occupying the throne embodied the 

divinity (1958, 356). Niemeier elaborates on this idea by suggesting that the priestess 

would have appeared from the ‘inner sanctuary’ to represent the sudden appearance of 

the goddess (1987a, 165). Hagg also attempts to identify architectural areas where 

performed or enacted epiphany rituals could be practiced and identifies the East Hall in 

the palace at Knossos and rooms in the House of the Chancel Screen, the High Priest’s 

House and the Royal Villa as areas where this could have taken place (1986, 48-54). 

However, identifying a human figure enacting a god or goddess in the imagery is not 

possible unless the figure has an attribute or physical position that strongly suggests one 

or other interpretation. Niemeier has shown that it is almost impossible to differentiate
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deities and humans because they are all represented in human form wearing the same 

clothing (1990, 166). In images of large-scale figures all on the same ground line it is 

impossible for the modem observer to identify with any certainty whether a deity or 

priest/priestess is represented, but this does not affect our ability to identify them as 

important cult figures involved in ritual action.

A scene of epiphany is found on one of the most famous of the surviving gold rings 

the Isopata ring (Plate 65b). Tomb 1, the tomb of the Double Axes where this ring was 

found, had been looted in antiquity so the ring was not associated with a skeleton, but 

was definitely part of a rich burial deposit and was found at the western border of the 

chamber of the tomb, lying on the floor (Evans 1914, 9-10). Five female figures are 

present in this image, four large and one small. In the centre is one large female, raised 

above the level of the other three large females. To her right floats the small female and 

to her left are a group of floating symbols. The three large females on the lower level 

all raise their arms above their shoulders in a variety of gestures which are all 

considered to be related to worship or dance. Unfortunately it is unclear whether the 

gestures are aimed at either of the two central figures. Early interpretations of this 

scene labelled it as a scene of ecstatic dance. Evans regarded this as a scene of orgiastic 

dance carried out by four votaries in a field of lilies, with a small goddess descending in 

response to the dance (1914, 10).”  Coldstream suggested that the wavy line is a snake 

and thus that the descending female is a household goddess (1977, 4). However, Evans 

interpreted this line as a delineation between earth and sky (PM III, 68) and the 

labelling of Minoan divinities as Household or Snake goddesses is a practice that arose 

in modem times with Evans (PM I) and Nilsson (1950) for example and there is no way 

of knowing if such categories of divinites existed in the Minoan period. More recent 

debate about the ring has not led to any further consensus on its interpretation. 

Niemeier argues that the larger central figure is the goddess and the sm aller figure 

presents a temporally earlier image of her descending (1990, 168). This interpretation 

does not seem entirely implausible, especially with the discovery of the Poros ring 

where two figures in the scene are undoubtedly divine (Plate 68d). However, Cain 

points out that the different dress of the two figures on the Isopata ring would suggest 

two different figures (2001, 43). An interesting suggestion by Krattenmaker, that this is 

a circle dance, would explain the different perspectives used for the large females, but

" The idea that this shows a dance is also advocated by Higgins (1967, 185) and Boardman (1970, 91).
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does not further the understanding of their identity (1995a, 125). Rehak has recently 

suggested that none of the figures are divine and that the small figures in such images 

are either a child or a figure on a different horizon level (2000). This interpretation is 

difficult to accept, however, since clearly in some scenes where a similar small figure is 

shown, there is a larger figure making a gesture of worship or adoration directly towards 

it, identifying the floating figure as a supernatural being. W hat can be said with some 

certainty is that this scene shows a number of females involved in a ritual that has led to 

the epiphany of a divinity, who is either floating above her adorants or descending 

towards them.

The use of different gestures in ritual contexts has become the focus of much recent 

discussion. It is clear that the gestures made by the various parties in these images are 

of major importance for the interpretation of a scene. M om s has pointed out that 

embodied practices are connected to specific relations between groups or individuals, 

whether human or supernatural, and that gesture was an important part of this embodied 

practice in Minoan ritual (2001, 245). Unfortunately it is difficult for the modem 

scholar to interpret these gestures without a great deal of speculation. This is made 

more difficult by the large range of gestures used by figurines, on sealstones and on the 

signet rings. Furthermore, M orris notes that these images show arrested movement, 

thus isolating the gesture from a wider set of movements and making it impossible to 

tell if other actions that could affect the meaning, such as chanting, were occurring 

contemporaneously (2001, 247).

While it is generally accepted that gestures made in ritual contexts must have had a 

ritual function, a number of works have attempted to provide a set of standardized 

categories and meanings for Minoan gesture. In a study of Neopalatial bronze figurines, 

Hitchcock has used six of Verlinden’s categories of gesture'^ in an attempt to identify 

the purpose and context of each different gesture, such as the identifying the raising of 

the right hand to head height as a gesture of worship (1997). Niem eier outlines six 

categories of gesture that he argues can be applied to the majority of Minoan examples 

and attempts to use these to differentiate worshippers and deities (1989). However, the 

same gestures are used by different types of individual in different contexts, illustrating 

a serious problem for a standardized interpretation of gesture, namely that the same 

gesture could be used in more than one situation. W edde has noted that gestures can be

Taken from V erlinden’s study o f  anthropomorphic Cretan statuettes (1984).
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used in so many different contexts it is impossible to use these to recognize whether the 

figure making the gesture is a deity or mortal (1995a, 496). He has also recently 

presented a study of Minoan and Mycenaean gestures, attempting to outline a 

standardised system of classification (1999). However, he points out in that the glyptic 

representations two-dimensionality allows only the imperfect reproduction of actual 

stances, while there is a lack of standardisation in the use of the different postures in 

different types of scenes, and concludes that specific interpretations of these gestures, 

such as ‘gesture of adoration’, are inappropriate in light of the evidence (1999, 913 & 

918). One gesture that has been generally interpreted from the various represented 

examples is where the arm is bent at the elbow and raised in front of the body. This 

gesture is thought to signal interaction between a worshipper and a supernatural being 

(Morris 2001, 249). With other gestures caution must still be exercised in their specific 

interpretation. W hat is certain is that all gestures used by human figures dressed in 

ritual attire must have had a ritual purpose and their use in a scene can confer a religious 

meaning on an image. Unfortunately they are not well enough understood to be used to 

identify the human or supernatural status of a figure without further evidence.

Two of the Tombe dei Nobili at Kalyvia have produced gold rings with scenes of 

cult on them. In the first of these, discovered in Tomb 2, a large female figure on the 

left is seated in front of a pillar or column facing two standing figures, one a human 

female and one a monkey standing upright on its back legs with its arms raised towards 

the seated female (Plate 68a). The presence of the monkey and the gesture that it makes 

with the arm held up and bent towards the figure argue for the interpretation of the 

seated female as a divinity. The fact that the monkey stands between the deity and the 

standing female reflects its role as an intermediary between gods and humans, most 

clearly illustrated on the wall painting from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri (Plate 53). This ring 

clearly shows the epiphany of a goddess, who appears before two adorants, both of 

whom raise their arms in the gesture made by a worshipper interacting with a divinity.

Probably the most unusual scene of epiphany comes from a recently published ring 

from Poros which Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis have called the ‘Sacred 

Conversation’ Ring (2000). In this image, as in other scenes of epiphany, a small 

female figure hangs in the air above the worshippers (Plate 68d). However, a second 

larger figure must also be interpreted as a deity, since she either floats above or is seated 

on the back of two birds. Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis propose that this is a 

narrative scene showing the goddess in two stages of appearance, first descending and
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then appearing in front of the worshipper, a scheme that they suggest can also be seen in 

the Isopata and Mycenae rings (2000, 53-4; Plates 65a-b). The large female is faced by 

a male with one arm stretched straight out towards her. The male is obviously a figure 

of importance since he is standing on a platform, suggesting that he is at least an elite 

member of society, if not a male consort of the goddess. Dimopoulou and 

Rethemiotakis argue for his divine nature, interpreting this part of the scene as a 

conversation between divinities (2000, 55). A male figure to the right grasping part of a 

tree is similar to that seen on the rings from Archanes and Vapheio considered below 

and is likely to be a mortal involved in ecstatic ritual. Above all the figures float a 

number of indeterminate objects, although Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis suggest that 

they represent a vegetation cycle, with two of the objects representing a germinating 

seed and an ear of wheat (2000, 52). The worn and indistinct nature of these objects 

means that any interpretation must remain tentative, but their presence adds to the ritual 

nature of this epiphanic scene.

Epiphany of a deity could be represented in ways other than the deity’s actual 

appearance. On a ring in Burial 1 at Sellopoulo the male leans over a large oval object 

while holding his arm up towards the bird flying towards him (Plate 68b). Popham, 

among others,’  ̂ regards this as the scene of an epiphany of a deity in the form of a bird, 

summoned by the male worshipper (Popham, Catling & Catling 1974, 217). A second 

ring from Kalyvia, from Tomb 11, has a similar image with a female to the left grasping 

the trunk of a tree, while in the centre a bird flies towards a figure bent over a large rock 

(Plate 68e).''^ Savignoni and Persson both believed that the figures are m ourning the 

death of a god (1904, 582-4; 1942, 35). However, modem scholarship has convincingly 

dismissed this idea, suggesting that both images are linked to the summoning of a deity 

(Warren 1990, 201). The rocks have been identified by Rutkowski as baetyls, used in 

ecstatic ritual that leads to an epiphany (1986, 109). Warren agrees with this 

identification and adds that such stones may even have become the aniconic 

representation of a deity, although possibly only temporarily (1990, 197). The 

connection between the bird and divine figures has recently been made more explicit by 

the Poros ring, where a female figure floats above or is seated on the back of two birds. 

On the evidence of this ring Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis suggest that the bird may 

be the forerunner of the summoned goddess or a message of acceptance of a divine gift

Others who advanced this idea included Persson (1942, 36), Nilsson (1950, 334).
The birds in both these scenes have been identified by Ruuskanen as doves or swallows (1992, 56).
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(2000, 52). This suggestion would appear to be supported by the images on the 

Sellopoulo and Kalyvia rings, where the ritual carried out by the human figures has led 

to the appearance of a bird. The bird would appear to either herald the coming of the 

deity or represent the deity itself, allowing these scenes to be classified as scenes of 

epiphany.

A complicated image of epiphany is recorded on the so-called Ring of Minos, 

originally found near the Temple Tomb at Knossos, subsequently lost and recently 

recovered. In this image a female figure and a male figure are involved in two separate 

instances of ecstatic tree shaking to the right and top centre of the ring (Plate 68f). To 

the left of the ring a female is seated on a tiered structure holding her left hand to her 

shoulder and in front of her floats a small female figure, an epiphany of a goddess. On 

the lower level in the centre of the ring a female in a boat approaches the shore, with 

another structure positioned behind her in the boat. Clearly the image on this ring is 

connected to cult with the presence of a floating deity, although its complexity means 

that a specific interpretation of events is difficult. The ring combines elements not seen 

together in any other image, with an ecstatic epiphany and a boat scene, while the 

images of worship all seem to be independent of one another, lacking the unity of all the 

other images on such rings. This led to doubts about the authenticity of the ring, for 

example Nilsson contended that it was an amalgamation of parts of other rings (1950, 

42). However, as early as 1931 Majewski argued for its authenticity, dating it to the 

LM I period (1931). Other authors have more recently convincingly argued for the 

acceptance of this ring as genuine, including Platon (1984, 69), Warren (1987, 493) and 

Pini (1987). On the rediscovery of the ring this year the Greek Archaeological Service 

also declared it authentic and so it would appear that the ring is not a forgery 

(Kathimerini 4/1/2002). In contrast, the interpretation of the various elements of the 

ring remain an area of dispute. Sourvinou-Inwood has argued that the favoured side for 

placing divinities in the ring imagery was on the left side of the image (1989, 249-50). 

Further, as has already been seen with the frescoes and stone vases, the tiered structure 

is connected with divinities and supernatural demons like the T a’Urt. However, the 

small floating figure must be interpreted as a goddess. One possible explanation is that 

this is a narrative scene showing temporally different events as Evans suggested (PM 

IV, 951). In this case, as has been suggested for the Poros ring, the larger female would 

be a later representation of the descending floating figure. It is also possible that the 

female seated on the tiered structure is a priestess and the two tree shakers are adorants
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helping summon the goddess. The figure in the boat could also be either a priestess or 

goddess arriving at a ritual by sea, as is also the case for the M ochlos ring considered 

below. Such complicated iconography is a perfect example of the limitations on the 

modem scholar’s ability to interpret Minoan imagery, beyond identifying its religious 

character.

Scenes of epiphany are also found on the sealings. An example from Ayia Triada 

shows a small floating female figure in front of a tree, undoubtedly a deity, faced by a 

large standing female figure, who stretches one arm out towards the appearing deity 

(Plate 69a). The epiphany of the deity is possibly a result of ecstatic ritual involving the 

tree, although any indication of this is omitted and it may be that the tree simply 

represents a sacred place of this goddess. Another preserved scene of epiphany on the 

sealings comes from Kato Zakros (Plate 69b). Here a small figure, probably female 

since it is wearing a short skirt although no breasts are indicated, floats in front of a 

built structure of two levels. In front of this floating figure stands a large male figure 

with his right arm held up towards the floating figure. Earlier writers suggested that this 

figure could be interpreted as a suspended idol, rather than an actual epiphany, similar 

to a figurine from Ayia Triada that hangs from two supporting posts by a string 

(Herkenrath 1937, 417; Delvoye 1946, 123-4; Nilsson 1950, 283). However, the setting 

of this scene outside a structure with a ritual function indicated by the horns of 

consecration on top, the gesture of the male figure and comparison to other examples of 

floating figures, would suggest rather that this is an image of epiphany and that the 

small floating figure is a deity.

As with the rings, the epiphany of a deity on sealings could be represented without 

the physical presence of the deity. A sealing from Ayia Triada shows a female figure 

crouching over a large round object, raising her arm to a pair of butterflies (Plate 69c). 

A similar image survives from Zakros where a butterfly flies towards a figure leaning 

on an oval object, again with its arm raised towards the butterfly (Plate 69d). Both 

recall the ring images where a bird either represents or is one of the forms of the 

divinity, and Warren has argued that the similarity of the pose of the butterfly on these 

rings to that of the birds in other epiphanic scenes suggests that the butterfly could fulfil 

the same role as the bird, representing an approaching divinity (1990, 196).'^ The

The use o f butterflies and the chrysalis in Minoan art was suggested by Evans to represent the souls o f 
the dead, based on the imagery o f the Ring o f Nestor and beliefs about butterflies from other countries 
(1925, 53ff.). However, the Ring of Nestor is almost certainly a forgery despite recent attempts to
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similarities between the images where birds and butterflies are represented would seem 

to confirm this interpretation.

A possible epiphanic scene is the M other of the Mountain sealing from Knossos, 

reconstructed from fragments of sealings found with various parts of the same image 

(Plate 69g).'^ The interpretation of the female figure as a goddess is undisputed due to 

the combination of two lions heraldically flanking her and the gesture directed at her by 

a male figure emphasizing her superior status. The religious element is further stressed 

by a building topped by horns of consecration to the side of the scene. Peatfield notes 

that the mountain on which the female stands could be a representation of a peak 

sanctuary (1990, 128). The gesture of the female in this scene, holding out a staff or 

spear in one hand, is a gesture of power and status identifying her as the most important 

figure in the s c e n e . H o w e v e r ,  interpretations of the male figure differ. Sourvinou- 

Inwood argues that he is a deity, proposing that the building with the horns of 

consecration is a shrine representing the mortal aspect of worship and thus the male 

figure must belong to the divine sphere (1989, 248-50). She also suggests that his 

position on the left of the original ring marks his divinity, because this is the favoured 

side of the goddess in ring images. In this case the image would not show a scene of 

epiphany, since the goddess would not be appearing to a human. On the other hand 

Burkert has used the gesture of the goddess to suggest that the male is a king being 

handed the symbol of his power by the deity (1985, 27). Palaima notes that in Homer 

the sceptre transmitted divine power to the king and suggests a similar idea in 

Mycenaean times, possibly originating from Minoan tradition (1995, 135-6). The 

gesture made by the male figure of the hand to the head does not help illuminate the 

problem since Wedde, in a study of this type of gesture, notes that it cannot be used to 

determine the identity of the person making it (1995a, 496). The exact religious ritual 

occurring in this image and the exact identity of the figures must remain uncertain, but 

it is clear from the numerous examples of this type of epiphanic image that religious 

legitimacy was considered by the Minoan elite who would have worn these rings to be a 

major element in the maintenance of their power.

rehabilitate it, for instance Sakellarakis (1973a). There is no other com pelling ev idence to support 
E vans’s idea.

Evans notes that other fragments found near the fragments o f  this sealing, show  variant versions o f  the 
sam e image. Unfortunately he does not give any further details (PM III, 808).

This gesture has already been discussed in Chapter 2 in relation to the Chieftain Cup.
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The other main category of religious scene is enactment of various rituals, although

Niemeier connects the two categories, suggesting that all the images show attempts to

summon the epiphany of a deity (1989, 183). Indeed, the first example to be considered

will illustrate the difficulty of separating the two categories. A ring from Tholos A at

Archanes Phoumi shows a scene involving ecstatic ritual, with a male figure clutching a

tree, another leaning on an oval object, probably a baetyl, and a large female standing

between them (Plate 66a). Around the female are a number of floating objects, two

butterflies, an eye, a long vertical object with horizontal lines at each end that is
18possibly a column and an object identified by Sakellarakis as a chrysalis (1997, 658). 

Sourvinou-Inwood has argued that the central place in any scene denotes the superiority 

of the figure in relation to the rest of the scene (1989, 246). This can certainly be 

argued for Minoan cult scenes, but it is not clear if these central figures represent deities 

or priestesses, unless further elements clarify the image. For the Archanes ring 

Sakellarakis interprets the female as a deity in an attitude of blessing, comparing her 

with the snake goddess from Knossos and the central figure on the Isopata ring (1997, 

656). He also argues that a series of dots above her head are a hat like the one worn by 

the Snake goddess and that the wavy line in her right hand may be a snake. Niemeier 

believes this type of scene shows the epiphany of a goddess and that the objects floating 

around the central figure prove her divinity (1990, 168-9). However, from the evidence 

of sealings already mentioned, it is the butterflies that probably represent or precede a 

deity. The lack of interaction between the female and the male figures on the Archanes 

ring may be further indication that this female is a priestess enacting the part of a deity. 

It would seem unlikely that the two male figures involved in activities geared towards 

summoning a goddess would keep their backs turned to her when she arrived. This 

problem may be explained by suggesting that the different events are temporally 

exclusive, but the gesture of the female with one arm held to her shoulder, the other by 

her side, is made by mortal females in their roles as offerants or worshippers (Cain 

2001, 42). Although the identification of this female remains unresolved, her important 

ritual status is obvious and this image is an important illustration of cult action, one that 

could be fitted into either of the religious categories identified.

Since it is generally accepted that the rings from the tomb at Vapheio are of Minoan 

origin they must also be included in this discussion. One has a cult scene very similar

D im opoulou and Rethem iotakis have recently argued that im ages identified as chrysalises are in fact 
germinating seeds (2000 , 52).
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to that on the Archanes ring (Plate 69e). In the centre stands a large female gesturing 

with both arms and to the left a male involved in ecstatic ritual clutches at the branches 

of a tree.'^ On her other side is a figure-of-eight shield with some sort of garment 

draped over it, probably a sacral knot. Again floating symbols appear around the 

female, a double axe, an ear of a cereal plant and a conical object. Evans believed this 

was an epiphany scene, with a large central goddess involved in an ‘orgiastic dance’ 

(PM III, 141). However, as with the Archanes ring, this female could be either a 

goddess or priestess and again the fact that the male figure has his back to her may 

indicate that the latter interpretation is the more likely.

An interesting component of some of the images discussed so far is the presence of 

a figure shaking a tree. The importance of the tree for Minoan religion was first realised 

by Evans, who believed that the tree was a personification of the deity (1901, 106). 

Nilsson argued that it is difficult to identify whether the tree was a personification, or 

whether it simply belonged to the sacred grove representing the shrine of the deity 

(1950, 262). Most recently Wedde has suggested that trees and also pillars mark the 

spot where the deity is likely to appear during epiphany rituals (1995a, 498). It is worth 

remembering that during the course of the study of the stone vases and the frescoes it 

has become clear that Minoan images could have layers of meaning and it seems 

possible that the tree could have fulfilled all those different functions according to the 

context. In many of these scenes the trees are being clutched or shaken as part of an 

ecstatic ritual, which appears from these images to be connected to the summoning of 

the deity. Sealstones show branches from trees placed between horns of consecration 

and having libations poured over them, reinforcing the importance of trees in ritual. 

Trees are also seen growing in or behind sacred buildings and enclosures, for example a 

bronze ring found in LM Ib rubbish behind Hogarth’s House A (Plate 69f). This shows 

a female figure with her left arm raised to her left shoulder facing a structure that has a 

tree growing out of it. The gesture made by the female towards the structure and the 

connection of the tree with cult in other scenes gives this image a ritual frame of 

reference and suggests that the building is a shrine or sacred enclosure. Although there 

does not seem to be any standardized tree represented and as a result no one specific

M ylonas suggests that the male is not clutching the tree but that the tree is sim ply drawn in this position  
due to constraints o f  space (1966 , 144). How ever, other exam ples where the tree clearly is grasped would  
seem  to negate this argument.
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species can be connected to cult practice, trees certainly played an important role in
?0Minoan ritual.

On a ring from Mochlos, a female figure in a boat is portrayed approaching a shrine 

on the right (Plate 6 8 c ) . T h e  female on the boat raises her left arm towards this shrine, 

and uses her right arm to support her. The importance of the sea for the Minoans, 

already discussed in Chapter Three, is supported by the inclusion of boats in religious 

scenes like this ring and that of the Ring of Minos. Behind the female, also on the boat, 

is a second built structure, with a tree growing out of it. As has already been noted, the 

presence of the tree connected with a built structure suggests that this is a ritual 

building, similar to those portrayed in images of ecstatic ritual. Symbols floating in the 

air above the female further reinforce the ritual meaning of this image. The boat is 

carved at both ends, one end in a fan shape, the other in the shape of an animal head. 

Various attempts have been made to identify the animal, for example Seager suggested 

a dog’s head, while Sp. Marinatos preferred to identify it as a horse (1912, 89; 1933, 

233). Sourvinou-Inwood suggests that it was meant to represent a sea monster and that 

it was inspired by Egyptian sacred boats with prow and stem carved in the likeness of 

snakes (1973, 152-3). The small scale of the ring and the inability to study the original 

makes it difficult to completely accept any of these identifications as certain. The 

identity of the female in the boat is again open to interpretation, although she is largely 

considered to be a female divinity. Niemeier argued that the gesture she makes 

identifies her as a goddess, while Platon identified her specifically as the ‘Great 

G oddess’ in her guise as sea goddess (1989, 183; 1984, 67). Sourvinou-Inwood 

suggested this was a divinity arriving by sea and furthers this argument by proposing 

that the double round and smaller oval objects in front of the shrine are cult objects 

placed on the shore to convey the idea of a recently enacted ritual (1973, 156-8). 

However, there is no certain indication that this is a goddess and it could be a priestess 

involved in ritual activity, possibly personifying the goddess. There is a large body of 

literature discussing this ring, comprehensively summarised by Jung and the only point 

of agreement is that this image shows a female enacting ritual or a goddess in epiphany 

or on a journey (1989, 92-97).

The importance o f  trees in religion continues into the C lassical Greek period from w hich references to 
sacred trees survive, such as the worship o f  Helen as Dendritis in R hodes (W ebster 1958, 42 ).

Unfortunately this ring was stolen from Heraklion M useum and its whereabouts are still unknown. The 
fact that this ring was stolen has been used to suggest that it was a forgery and it was stolen to prevent this 
fact being discovered. H ow ever, this theory is convincingly d ism issed by modern scholars such as 
Sourvinou Inwood (1973 , 149).
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It is worth here considering the large double round object situated in front of the 

shrine on the Mochlos ring. A similar double round object is seen in a larger form on a 

sealing from Chania where a male figure and a female figure stand on either side of an 

upright pole or column too abraded to be identifiable as a particular object (Plate 70a-b). 

Behind the male figure is a round object with a line carved down the middle and tendrils 

rising from its centre. Papapostolou suggested that it marks the grave of a young god 

involved in a vegetation cult, but does not identify the object itself (1977, 82). The 

most accepted interpretation of this type of object was first suggested by Sp. Marinatos, 

that this symbol represented the plant scilla maritima (1933, 224). Warren has 

comprehensively argued the case for this identification, noting that the sea squill is a 

symbol of immortality and regeneration, even in modem Greece, and was also believed 

to have therapeutic purposes in the ancient world (1984, 17-18). Although opposition to 

this interpretation still exists (Jung 1989, 97-105), Warren convincingly identifies the 

images on the rings as squills and suggests that they are probably connected with ritual 

concerning the annual regeneration of vegetation (1984, 21). This identification, along 

with the connection of this image to a shrine on the Mochlos ring, certainly awards this 

object a ritual significance and its appearance in other scenes can be used to identify 

their ritual nature.

Another image of a boat with an occupant survives on a sealing from Ayia Triada, 

although in this case the figure stands in the boat (Plate 68g). The head of the figure is 

not preserved on the sealing, and indeed may not have been part of the original 

engraving, making it difficult to identify if this figure is male or female. Again the two 

ends of the boat are carved, at one end there is a bird or griffin’s head, at the other a 

three-pronged device that may represent a b ird’s tail. W hat would appear to be a wing 

is carved down the side of the boat. M arinatos identifies this form of boat as sacred and 

suggests that this type of scene shows a divinity on a journey across the ‘celestial ocean’ 

to the ‘blessed isles’ (1933, 224-5). Certainly the form of boats used in this scene and 

the Mochlos ring point to a special event, connected with a maritime divinity, but rather 

than the ‘blessed isles’, a shrine or enacted ritual seems the more likely destination for 

the Ayia Triada image based on the evidence of both the M ochlos ring and the Ring of 

Minos.

Much discussion has arisen about the type of structure that is recorded in cult 

images. No temples of the type found in the contemporary Near East or Egypt, or in 

later Greece have been recognised in M inoan architecture. Collins has argued that
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religious ceremonies in numerous societies are often carried out in quiet and secluded 

buildings or in remote countryside to prevent distraction from the ritual and ‘enhance 

the m ood’ of the ritual (1975, 95). This would help increase the sense of mystery and 

separateness of the event, placing it in a special time and place of its own distinct from 

the real world. From the evidence of the surviving images, Minoan practice would 

appear to follow this idea. Hagg and Marinatos have pointed out the fact that all scenes 

of cult that survive show ritual taking place in the open air rather than in buildings 

(1983, 190). However, it must be noted that in certain scenes of cult taking place 

‘outside’, there is evidence that it is taking place in a specially constructed area, with 

paving shown beneath the feet of the worshippers, such as on the Archanes ring from 

Tholos A (Plate 66a). These activities may be taking place in the open air, but the space 

is still carefully delineated. The apparent use of ashlar masonry in some of the 

constructions, such as that on the Ring of Minos, em phasizes further the investment put 

into these buildings, since ashlar masonry was reserved for the most important 

buildings. Sourvinou-Inwood stresses two spatial areas used for cult, inside sacred 

enclosures and outside (1989, 254). She suggests the two types can be differentiated by 

the type of landscape used; with outside enclosures the landscape is wild, such as on the 

Sellopoulo ring where the tree and rocks are placed in a ‘wilderness’ and the peribolos 

wall is seen from outside, or inside enclosures where the environment is controlled, for 

example on the rings from Archanes and Kalyvia. It seems unlikely that trees would 

grow on top of buildings and thus images of trees above walls must be taken as 

enclosures. An example of an actual enclosure has been identified at the Kato Syme 

sanctuary, where a large open area surrounded by a massive wall of well cut limestone 

blocks has been discovered, inside of which there is evidence that sacrifice and 

deposition of offerings took place and cultic vessels have been discovered (Lebessi & 

Muhly 1990, 319-24). There can be no doubt of the ritual function of this space. 

Concerning other types of structure, Nilsson suggests that quadrangular constructions 

with nothing superimposed on them must be altars (1950, 117). Krattenmaker argues 

that the more elaborate structures, such as that on the M other of the Mountain sealing, 

represent palaces or villas (1995a, 130). The interpretation of the structures in cult 

scenes as temples can be excluded. Rather they should be classed as either shrines, 

altars, sacred enclosures, or surviving buildings known to have incorporated a ritual 

function, like palaces or villas. Hood suggests that public shrines in towns could have 

stood in open space (1977, 158). The few details of landscape around the shrines, altars
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and enclosures make it difficult to know whether they are situated in rural or urban 

sites.

A very common image on the seahngs is that of processions, often with the figures 

carrying cult objects, such as the double axe^^. On a sealing from Ayia Triada there is a 

scene very similar to the central scene of the Procession Fresco at Knossos, with a 

female figure in long skirt flanked by two male figures both facing her (Plate 70c). The 

two male figures wear an ‘apron’, a knee-length rounded garment that is thought to be 

made of an animal skin. Nilsson suggests that it is possible to see a short tail on some 

of these ‘aprons’ and that the origin of the garment is a sign of religious conservatism 

harking back to more primitive times (1950, 155-6). This garment is seen on male 

figures on a number of sealings showing processions from both Ayia Triada and Kato 

Zakros (Plates The ‘apron’ is not the only ritual garment in these scenes. It is

sometimes combined with a short fringed cloak that hangs to the waist, such as on CMS 

II.6 N r.II (Plate 70f). Levi argued that the representation of this cloak indicated that it 

was in fact made of metal, some kind of cuirass (1929, 131). However, Barber notes 

that the zig-zag pattern used for the cloak is more likely to represent the basic twill 

pattern used in weaving (2001). As with the apron this garment appears to be largely 

for the use of male figures. Ankle-length robes are also worn by some figures and again 

this garment would appear to have a ritual function. Figures wearing such cloaks have 

been identified as priests by Davis for example (1995, 15). In the Syro-Palestinian area 

robes were worn by persons of high status, including gods and kings (Karageorghis 

1959, 194). An example of the important status conveyed by these robes comes from 

Akrotiri, in the miniature fresco from the W est House (Plate 64a). On a scene dubbed 

the ‘Meeting on the H ill’, two types of figures are represented, the more important 

males at the top of the hill with long robes and their subordinates behind them wearing 

loincloths, while in the flotilla it is the important seated figures who wear this long robe. 

All the figures wearing such specialized garments appear to have been of high status, 

with a connection to ritual.

An unusual aspect of the figures from these ritual processions is the presence of 

head gear on a number of both the male and female figures. In one of the scenes from

The reason for the ritual significance o f  this object is unclear. B linkenberg unconvincingly suggested  
that the axe functioned in the sam e way as it did in the Near East, representing a thunder god (1 911 , 19- 
20). N ilsson  suggested that it was an instrument o f  sacrifice (1950 , 227). H ow ever, surviving exam ples 
vary in size and weight and are unsuited to this purpose.

The garment is not exclusively  worn by males however, as one o f  the fem ales making an offering on 
the Ayia Triada Sarcophagus wears the sam e garment.
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Ayia Triada a male wears a hat with a large brim, while in another two females wear tall 

cylindrical hats, similar perhaps to the one worn by the Snake Goddess (Plate 71a-b). 

On a sealing from Kato Zakros two figures wear a flat cap, one is female, while the 

other is probably male since he is wearing the short cloak (Plate 71c). Two females on 

a sealing from Knossos wear conical hats, although these figures do not appear to be in 

procession, while a probable male on a sealing from Kato Zakros also wears a conical 

hat (Plate 71d). The middle figure of three females on a ring found in House Aa at 

Malia, room 8, appears to wear a high hat or tiara. This image shows three female 

figures in long skirts walking to the right with their left hands held to their heads (Plate 

7Ie). This gesture is repeated on numerous other images and figurines, although the 

right hand is more usual, and it would appear to be a gesture of worship or adoration. It 

is likely that these females are involved in a ritual procession to a shrine, similar to that 

seen in a ring from Chamber Tomb 71 at Mycenae, showing three females approaching 

a religious structure (Plate 71f). Alternatively Kopaka suggests that they are dancing in 

a line (1984, 7). Either way this would be an image of ritual activity. The careful 

representation of hats in these images argues that they are an important part of the ritual 

attire of the processing females, despite the fact they are rarely mentioned in discussions 

of these artefacts. The range of styles may indicate that the wearers are involved in a 

particular type of ritual, or perhaps since the different types come from sealings found at 

different locations they reflect regional differences. The obviously religious nature of 

the images on all these examples again reflects the importance of this aspect of power to 

the owners of these artefacts, who were demonstrating their place in the elite through 

their knowledge of and probable participation in ritual.

Not all the images connected with cult activity fit into the two categories of 

epiphany and enactment of ritual. Worship at a structure that appears to be a shrine or 

altar is found on three sealings from Ayia Triada, possibly the conclusion of the 

procession scenes. In the first of these a large female figure flanked by two smaller 

ones, all in an identical position with their hands on their hips, stand beside a built 

structure and either within or behind this structure grows a tree (Plate 72a). Levi 

proposed that these females were dancing and that the smallness of the flanking figures 

was due to distance or suspension (1929, 141). It seems unlikely that the smaller 

figures are suspended since the bottom of their skirts are at the same level as that of the 

larger figure. Hitchcock has argued that the gesture of hands on hips is one expressing 

power and she identifies the middle figure as a goddess and the smaller figures as minor
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deities or priestesses (1997, 119). Evans suggested that the small figures were 

handmaidens of the goddess, like the AidaKoupai of later Greek religion (1925, 14). 

The size of the middle figure undoubtedly indicates her greater importance, but her 

identification as a goddess is not certain and she could equally be a priestess 

accompanied by two attendants.

A sacred structure with a tree growing out o f it or behind it is also found in the 

second of the Ayia Triada sealings (Plate 72b). Only one female figure worships here, 

as does one in a similar sealing from Chania, who also stands in front of a similar 

building and tree (Plate 72c). In certain contexts trees appear to be objects of 

veneration without the cult structure, as a sealing from Ayia Triada with a female 

making a gesture of worship to a tree in rocky landscape shows (Plate 72d). On the 

third scene from Ayia Triada the religious function of the building is indicated by the 

fact that the female holds her two arms upwards towards the building in a gesture 

connected with worship (Plate 72e). Four spearhead-shaped objects on top of the roof 

were identified by Rutkowski as stalactites like those worshipped in cave cults (1986, 

109). They are more likely to be horns of consecration, often associated with ritual 

buildings and emphasizing their ritual character.

A variation on this type of scene is found on a sealing from Kato Zakros. In this a 

female and a male figure stand in front of a group of objects (Plate 73a-b). The objects 

consist of a figure-of-eight shield and a curved pillar with three small horizontal lines 

on top. Levi suggested that this pillar could be a tower shield with a conical helmet on 

top, although pillars do seem to have been part of Minoan religious worship (1929a, 

183). The gestures of the humans, the female with one hand held to her chest and the 

male with one arm stretched out towards the group of objects, are both seen in other 

religious iconography, and thus the objects themselves must have had a ritual 

connotation. Furthermore, the presence of the figure of eight shield also recalls the 

military aspect of the elite’s power and this image appears to be combining two aspects 

of the power of the elite in one image.

A unique object found in the Lower Floor sealings deposit of the palace at Knossos 

is a clay matrix for a signet ring. This would have been used as a pattern for gold rings 

produced with this image (Betts 1967, 21). The image on the matrix shows a large 

female seated on a tiered platform with a second female carrying a vessel towards her, 

perhaps presenting the seated female with a liquid offering (Plate 73c). Sealings made 

by a ring with the same image have been found in the Archives Deposit and Deposit D
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at the palace (Plate 73d). A very similar impression came from House A at Kato 

Zakros, so similar in fact that it was identified by Betts as coming from a replica of the 

matrix (1967, 22; Plate 73e). However, W eingarten has identified small differences in 

the scene, the size of the original ring, the position of the arms of the seated female and 

argues that the scene from Zakros did not come from the Knossos matrix, but rather is a 

‘look-alike’ ring made to look intentionally similar to exercise the same authority as the 

original ring (1991, 308). This raises interesting questions about the dissemination of 

ring imagery and also about who used these rings, where they were based and whether 

the ring images were connected to specific powerbases. The sealing from Zakros 

suggests various scenarios; that a Knossian official worked at Zakros or was visiting on 

official business; that the ring sealed official or private correspondence between the two 

sites; or that the image was connected to a particular administrative post. Interestingly a 

similar image with a large female seated on a tiered structure and attended by a smaller 

female was found on a sealing from Chania, although the details are different (Plate 

73f). Perhaps the most likely solution is that the owners of these rings were all involved 

in a similar ritual carried out at the various centres and the sealings record this 

participation by showing a scene from the ritual.

In these sealings the seated female is much larger than the offerants, emphasizing 

her importance, arguing for her interpretation as a goddess, or an important priestess, 

possibly in the guise of a goddess. Niemeier claims this type of seated figure has been 

‘unanimously’ interpreted as a goddess, but gives no supporting evidence (1990, 167). 

Marinatos argues that the imagery arose from actual Cretan practice and that the 

goddess was impersonated by her priestess (1993, 161). She identifies a series of actual 

incurved bases at Archanes as being part of a platform where this ritual could have 

taken place (1995a, 43). A painting from Xeste 3, Akrotiri with a similar image, 

undoubtedly shows a goddess, since she is flanked by supernatural and exotic creatures, 

but without the presence of such companions, there is no reason to assume that all these 

figures are actual goddesses. It is worth noting that a priestess who was impersonating 

a goddess would take on the aspects of the deity, thereby making them more difficult to 

separate in the iconography, but also perhaps lessening the need to do so.

Finally there is a group of sealings that fit into a category of their own where a 

female figure is associated with different animals. In two scenes from Ayia Triada the 

female stretches out one arm to a goat standing beside her, a similar scene from Kato 

Zakros is too abraded for the animal to be identified (Plate 74a-c). On a sealing from
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Chania a female seated on a tiered platform feeds a leaf to a goat (Plate 74d). In another 

sealing from Ayia Triada a female figure stands leaning over an animal from behind, 

similar in theme to the earliest ring from Archanes (Plate 74e). The authors of the CMS 

have identified the animal as a probable lion (CMS II.6 Nr.35). A series of sealings 

from the Temple Repositories at Knossos show a female figure with a lion. A variation 

on this theme is seen in a sealing from Ayia Triada and one from Kato Zakros where the 

female figure rides on the back of the animal (Plates 75a-b). On the image from Ayia 

Triada the animal appears to be leonine, but is too worn to allow for a positive 

identification, although Levi interprets this as a Minoan Dragon comparing it to Near 

Eastern representations of the Babylonian dragon (1945, 273-4).^'^ The scene from Kato 

Zakros shows a small figure standing on the back of an animal that appears to be 

standing still rather than moving. These cannot be considered scenes of epiphany as 

there would appear to be no audience for the appearance. The female figures associated 

with the goats do not necessarily represent a deity, the animal could be destined for 

sacrifice and, as noted above, the presence of a platform cannot be taken as a definite 

sign that this is a deity. Younger has argued that anyone associated with a lion may 

simply be its keeper in a conventionalised scene and that the lions in these scenes may 

be gifts from abroad (1988, x-xi). However, as has already been discussed in Chapter 

Four there is no evidence for the presence of any lions on Crete, but even if these 

images showed animals that were gifts from abroad the persons shown with them are 

likely to be of elite status, since the lions would have been a gift to the elite. The attire 

of the figures discounts the idea that the people shown with the animals were simply 

their keepers. W here the figure is associated with or riding a lion, leonine animal or 

Minoan Dragon it is more probable that a deity is represented, since such a pursuit 

would be extremely dangerous for a mortal figure. Indeed, Palaiologou has suggested 

that it is a vegetation goddess carried by the dragon (1995, 199). However, our 

knowledge of the divinities of Minoan Crete is too limited to support such a specific 

interpretation. The lion was an exotic creature from lands outside the known world of 

the Cretans and therefore claimed supernatural status, while the Minoan Dragon is 

definitely of supernatural s t a t u s . I t  seems more likely that anyone associated with a 

supernatural or exotic animal would have supernatural status or acquire it through their

Levi mentions that a sealing from Gournia showed a similar scene, but vanished before publication  
(1 9 4 5 ,2 7 4 ) .

Poursat has recorded the instances where this animal is associated with a fem ale deity in M inoan and 
M ycenaean glyptic (1976 , 463-4).
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personification of a deity and that one of the Minoan deities, or an aspect of one of the 

deities, was their role as a ‘Mistress’ of the animals.

Lions appear associated with male figures also. In a scene from Ayia Triada a large 

male figure wearing a conical hat stands beside a small lion (Plate 75c). The relative 

smallness of the lion compared to the male figure would suggest that this figure 

symboHzes someone of great importance, either a god or a priest representing a god. 

On a series of sealings from the Temple Repositories at Knossos a similar scene with a 

male figure in a knee length kilt accompanied by a small lion is preserved (Plate 75d-e). 

In a scene also from the Temple Repository in the Palace at Knossos a male figure is 

flanked by two en face  lions, this heraldic scheme suggesting the importance of the 

figure. As with the female figures the presence of the lion would argue for the presence 

of a deity or a human figure personifying the deity.

A number of other rings and sealings show images of mythical creatures or the lion, 

all associated closely with the religious world, without a human or divine presence. On 

a ring from Seliopoulo, Burial 1 we see a regardant griffin and a similar scene appears 

on a ring from Tomb 9 at Kalyvia (Plate 76a-b). The griffin also appears on a ring from 

Armeni, where the creature stands in front of a tree. Finally on a ring from Zapher 

Papoura, pit cave 7, a sphinx is shown with its wings spread and legs extended (Plate 

76c). The sealings echo this range of animals with a number of images of griffins and 

lions. A sealing with two lions running past a palm tree was found in Ayia Triada, the 

Knossos East Hall Borders Deposit and Kato Zakros (Plates 76d-f), while griffins are 

found on sealings from Kato Zakros and Knossos among others. There is also the 

Minoan dragon, for example from Ayia Triada where they are shown in a landscape 

with papyrus plants, emphasizing their otherworld status (Plate 7 7 a ) . A  sealing of a 

monkey from an unknown context may also be placed in this category of creatures with 

religious connections.

While ritual imagery is undoubtedly the main focus of the images on the rings and 

sealings, other aspects of Minoan life are also represented, aspects that are often ignored 

in scholarly discussions of this body of evidence, especially those which do not fit in to 

the category of ritual iconography. As with the other categories of artefacts studied, 

both military and economic imagery is found on the rings and sealings, in fact these 

aspects are more blatantly represented in this body of artefacts than any of the others.

In fact som e comm entators believe this to be the principal M inoan deity, for exam ple Picard (19 4 8 , 77).
The exotic nature and its connection to a mythical landscape is d iscussed fully in Chapter 4.
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Indeed, the unusually obvious nature of these images makes the lack of discussion of 

them by other scholars particularly surprising, since they would seem to provide an 

important contrast to the largely ritual character of the majority of the imagery on the 

surviving rings and sealings.

The figure-of-eight shield is found on its own on three rings from Archanes and one 

from Kalyvia (Plates 66c, 77b). While this symbol has often been accepted as having a 

purely ritual purpose, in a new study Danielidou has identified both ritual and martial 

functions for this type of shield (1998). The use of this symbol on these rings could be 

symbolic of the role played by their owners in religious or martial activity, but quite 

probably the image was intended to recall both aspects of this symbol, with the martial 

aspect as important as the ritual. This combination of various sources of power in one 

symbol would allow the owner of the ring displaying such symbolism to express their 

access to more than one source of power.

Bull leaping is one of the most common scenes found on sealings from all sites. Six 

definite and two possible bull leaping scenes were discovered at Ayia Triada, all 

different, with the six definite images all showing a leaper in the process of jumping 

(Plates 77c-f, 78b, 79b). A further five scenes were discovered at Sklavokampos, two 

of these identical to scenes from Ayia Triada, again all showing the leaper in mid jump 

(Plates 78d, 79d, 80a-c). Unusually one of these images shows the bull en face, a 

decorative scheme that Morgan has connected with the idea of sacrifice of the animal 

and this image may connect bull leaping and bull sacrifice (1995). Impressions of the 

same rings that produced the identical sealings in Ayia Triada and Sklavokampos were 

found in Goumia (Plates 78c, 79c). One of these rings is again reproduced among the 

scenes of bull leaping found at Kato Zakros, totalling four places where a seal made 

from the same ring is found. Interestingly, many of these scenes show a horizontal 

ground line, often divided as if representing paving. This would suggest that the 

activity took place on paved or at least specially prepared ground, possibly in one of the 

palace courtyards, although as already noted it is unlikely that this was the central 

courts. One bull leaping scene survives at Chania and a possible scene at Knossos, 

while a scene from Chania with a bull in flying gallop over a paved ground line has all 

the elements of a bull leaping scene without the leaper. The Hallagers suggested that 

these sealings were the official insignia of Knossos because of the concentration of bull 

leaping imagery in the frescoes at this site (1995, 550). This is an interesting suggestion 

supported by Betts’ observation that the palace at Zakros was unlikely to have had

178



direct connections with the small villa of Sklavokampos outside Knossos and suggests 

rather that the rings belonged to officials who travelled around, probably based in 

Knossos (1967, 24-6).

No complete images of bull leaping have been found preserved on surviving rings, 

except on a ring thought to be from Archanes, but without a secure context. Two other 

partly surviving rings also appear to be connected to this activity. On a ring from 

Kalyvia Tomb 9 a bull in flying gallop in a rural landscape lacks only the leaper to 

make it a classic bull leaping scene, while a running bull appears on a ring from Armeni 

Grave 43 (Plates 80d-e).^* Tamvaki suggests that the ring from Armeni was a scene of 

a lion attacking a bull or bull leaping, but contends that the second interpretation is the 

more likely explanation (1981, 215). The owners of such rings probably participated in 

these events, and again the use of these images which had both ritual and martial 

connotations would have recalled to the viewer the participation of the owner of the ring 

in both martial and ritual activity and thereby their connection to more than one power 

source.

More explicit scenes of fighting are found on a limited number of sealings. Two 

scenes involving combat between humans have been found at Ayia Triada(Plates 81a, 

81c). The first of these shows one man to the right on the ground, presumably injured 

or dead, while two males face each other, the figure to the right ready to plunge his 

spear into the figure on the left. The presence of a column between the two standing 

figures suggests that this scene of combat was taking place in an architectural setting. 

Levi suggests that it was taking place in a space equivalent to the Greek palaestra  

(1929, 122). If this is correct then this is likely to be a mock military exercise rather 

than an actual fight, but the architectural setting may relate the scene to an actual fight 

that occurred in a built up area. A sealing from Kato Zakros shows a very similar image 

to this (Plate 81b). Again we have a fallen figure to one side with a second male 

standing over him holding a spear ready to thrust into his opponent. In this scene the 

opponent is down on one knee, but is retaliating by thrusting his weapon towards his 

enemy’s head. Again it is unclear if this is a military exercise or an actual battle. As 

Marinatos has pointed out such scenes presuppose training in the use of arms, a military 

side to Minoan society (1993, 216).

A ring with an im age o f  bull leaping was also found at A sine on M ainland G reece, although the bottom  
part o f  the ring is not preserved. H ow ever, bull leaping was adopted by the M ycenaeans as part o f  their 
iconographic repertoire and there is no reason why this should be thought o f  as a M inoan ring.
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The second scene from Ayia Triada shows what would appear to be a full scale 

battle in deadly earnest (Plate 81c). Two male figures are running to the right, the one 

behind has grasped the figure in front by the hair and is about to deliver the killing blow 

with his upraised sword?^ The two figures appear to be running over the bodies of 

other men. Fragments of the same sealing have been found at the Little Palace at 

Knossos. The fact that the second man is shown en face  suggests that he is about to die. 

As we have already seen, Morgan has written about the use of the en face  for animals 

and has suggested that this use is connected to the death of an animal, with the en face  

used either for the prey or occasionally for the lion in its role as predator. It seems 

reasonable to consider its use here as also signalling the death of the protagonist. On 

these rings martial iconography is graphically represented and it seems likely that the 

owners of these rings were involved in the military part of the Minoan elite and this 

involvment was sufficiently important to make it worth recording in such an obvious 

way on a personal item like a signet ring.

On a sealing from Chania Kastelli is found a possible scene of a different aspect of 

military activity, the taking of prisoners (Plate Sid). In this a male figure runs to the 

left, carrying a staff or spear. In his right hand are held two long ropes attached to the 

necks of two figures behind him. A similar scene was found on a ring in the Athenian 

Agora in a Mycenaean grave, originally interpreted as a scene of the Minotaur in the 

Labyrinth with two of his victims (Leslie Shear 1935, 318). However, this 

interpretation is highly doubtful, given that this figure has no attributes supporting this 

explanation (Plate 81e). Since this is one of a very small number of examples found on 

the Mainland where the figures have no facial features, it seems possible that this ring is 

Minoan, possibly an heirloom. Furthermore, Younger points out its similarities with the 

Isopata ring, strengthening the case for a Minoan origin (1985, 63). It seems more 

likely that both these images show the taking of captives during or after a military 

engagement. It is difficult to think of a different rational reason for the attaching of 

ropes to the two figures lead along by another.

A further scene found at both Ayia Triada and Sklavokampos may be connected to 

military activities. In this scene there is a male figure behind two horses, who is 

encouraging the horses by cracking his whip over their backs (Plates 82b-d). Although 

no chariot is clearly shown here, Crouwel argues that a faint line at waist level is the top

M arinatos suggests that this scene must have had an Egyptian prototype, as it reflects the idea o f  
Pharaoh sm iting his enem y (1995 , 581).
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of a chariot. Chariots were used for combat in various places during this time period, 

and although there is no indication here of a military purpose it may have been implied 

and recognisable to the Minoan viewer. Certainly the ownership of a chariot and 

horses, implied by having such an image on a ring, would have reinforced the elite 

status of the owner.

The demonstration of ritualised aggression, already shown to be part of Minoan 

iconography in the stone vases and frescoes, is not excluded from the imagery on rings. 

A sealing from the Temple Repositories of Knossos palace shows a victorious boxer 

with his arm still outstretched and his opponent on the ground in front of him (Plate 

82a). A column with a square attachment marks this action out as being set in similar 

surroundings to the scene on the Boxer Rhyton.

Hunting scenes between men and animals are not shown explicitly on these sealings, 

but there are images which may be connected to such activity, and animal hunts are also 

shown. Three sealings survive from Ayia Triada with two dogs apparently at play 

(Plates 82e-f). In all of these images the dogs have lines around their necks that 

probably represent collars. If this is so, then it is most likely that dogs were kept by 

individuals for hunting and the presence of these animals on these sealings and the 

original rings, may have indicated the possessor’s personal involvement in hunting, an 

elite activity. A possible scene of a dog being used in a hunt has been found at 

Palaikastro, where a large animal, probably a bull or deer, is grabbed by a smaller 

animal, probably a dog, while a male figure stands behind the prey (Plate 83a). The 

involvement of the male is unclear, although Sackett and M acGillivray believe this to 

be an early Zeus clutching lightening bolts in a M aster of the Animals scene (1989, 30). 

However, the sealing is very abraded and it is perhaps over-ambitious to put forward 

such an elaborate interpretation. Two other hunt scenes suggest human involvement in 

this activity. These are a scene from House A at Kato Zakros showing a hom ed animal 

with a spear in its back and from Chania Kastelli showing a young bull with an arrow in 

its side (Plates 83c-d). Both animals have been felled with human weapons. Finally a 

scene from Kato Zakros, with a male figure holding a long spear or staff ready to throw 

or thrust, may also be a scene of hunting (Plate 83b). The large plant behind him would 

suggest that he is walking through undergrowth looking for his prey and would seem to 

negate Levi’s proposal that this is a hunter in a desert (1929a, 181). Of course the man 

could also be stalking a human enemy. Either way, it falls into the category of martial 

activity.
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Animal hunts are found on a number of sealings from various sites, but it must be 

pointed out that the predators in these scenes are often lions or griffins, both animals 

with close connections to a Minoan deity. Lion hunting is a popular theme in ring 

imagery, with examples of this found in Myrtos-Pyrgos, Tylissos and the Domestic 

Quarter of the Palace at Knossos (Plates 83e-f). On a very abraded sealing from Ayia 

Triada what appears to be a lion or griffin holds its prey in its mouth while the 

predator’s two young look on (Plate 84a). A ring from Vapheio and a sealing from 

Chania Kastelli show animal hunts, although the attacking animals are not identifiable 

(Plates 84b-c). The prey on the Chania sealing is a deer and since Crete did not have 

indigenous predatory animals large enough to kill a deer, the predators are again likely 

to be lions or griffins. An unusual image appears on a sealing from the Domestic 

Quarter of the Palace at Knossos where a griffin is attacked by a lion. It is possible that 

this type of image was linked to religious imagery, rather than simply being scenes of 

hunting, since the lion and griffin had religious connotations. The use of such exotic 

and mythic animals as the predator could also have been linked to the idea of expressing 

esoteric knowledge, while also acting as a metaphor for the power of the ring’s owner.

The martial aspect of Minoan society is much more evident in this type of artefact 

than in any of the others considered. These sealings provide us with irrefutable 

evidence that Minoan society did have a military aspect and that this aspect was 

important enough to be illustrated and promoted by certain individuals in this society. 

Possibly these rings belonged to significant members of the military elite organisation 

of Minoan societies and the rings from which these sealings came may even have been 

used for military documents, although this can only be speculated upon.

Finally there are a small number of scenes that are connected to economic activities. 

The most obvious of these are the scenes of milking found at Chania Kastelli and 

Knossos (Plate 84d). In the first of these scenes is an elaborate symmetrical scene of 

male figures milking what appear to be sheep, while in the second scene a male figure 

milks a cow. It is difficult to imagine the elite doing this type of activity themselves, so 

it may well reflect an economic activity that they had control over, or an area of 

administration that they were involved in. In a scene from Kato Zakros a male figure 

with two baby goats and two adult goats may be part of a pastoral scene (Plate 84e). 

Although it is not clear what exactly is happening, it is difficult to see what other 

category this image could fit in to. Other images may also have had an economic aspect 

shown in a less obvious manner. Images of suckling animals are common for instance
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(Plate 84f). While such images seem to have had a religious connection since faience 

plaques showing similar scenes were found in the eastern Temple Repository, there is 

no evidence to support Papapostolou’s arguement that they recall the nurturing aspect of 

the goddess (1977, 54), since there is no strong evidence for the existence of a nurturing 

goddess in Minoan religion. However, these images may have conveyed more than one 

message and it seems possible that when used on the sealings they could also have had 

an economic aspect connected to animal husbandry. Furthermore in some of these 

images the mother is wounded by a spear or arrow, revealing another possible aspect of 

these images by recalling hunting. This set of images seems to have been multivocal 

and on one level its meaning was probably economic. A fragmentary scene of a male 

figure leaning on a El-shaped object watching a bull is difficult to interpret (Plate 85a). 

Although the bull is commonly associated with either bull leaping/catching or sacrifice, 

there is a certain docility to this image. The male figure appears to be holding one arm 

towards the bull and the animal looks up at the male as if lying down and Evans 

produced an interesting interpretation, suggesting that it was an image of a man looking 

at his prize bull (PM IV, 564). None of these images necessarily reflected only 

economic interests, except possibly the milking images. However, it appears likely that 

they do reflect the importance of economic activity as part of their message, and, 

whether the interest was personal or administrative, they reinforce the evidence of the 

elite’s interest in economic activities.

It is necessary to mention here one of the most famous of the sealings, but one 

which has numerous interpretations, all of them possible explanations of the image. 

This is the M aster Impression found in Chania, showing a large male figure in a 

loincloth standing on the top of a tower that looms over a town, below which is a 

seascape (Plates 85b-c). The figure wears a necklace and bracelet and holds out a staff 

or spear in front of him, in a similar pose to the female in the M other of the Mountain 

sealing. Around him float indistinguishable objects. As Niemeier has pointed out the 

floating objects identify a cult aspect to this image (1988, 241). He also argues that the 

pointed objects adorning the buildings were horns of consecration, thereby 

strengthening a ritual interpretation for the image. In contrast, Strasser argues that these 

objects are rooftop domed granaries, citing parallels in Egypt, M esopotam ia and 

possibly the Aegean, and the evidence of rooftop processing of grain from Chania 

where handstones and querns were found in rooftop fill (1997a). The building on which 

the figure stands has been identified as a palace by Krattenmaker (1995, 55) and a
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shrine by Davis (1995, 18), both possible interpretations. The figure himself is often 

interpreted as a god on the basis of his stance, attire and the obvious ritual aspect of the 

image (Niemeier 1989, 182; Krattenmaker 1989, 57; Davis 1995, 18). However, 

Hallager, who produced the most detailed consideration of this image, argues that the 

symbolism of the ring is too complex to allow the modem scholar to reach a conclusion 

on the identity of the figure beyond the fact that the was a figure of power and that the 

image had ritual elements (1985). Various possibilities exist for the interpretation of 

this sealing. The figure could be a god giving his protection to the town or palace on 

which he stands, or simply illustrating his dominance over mortal things. Alternatively 

it could be a mortal ruler indicating his religious importance, his military role as 

protector of the settlement and/or his economic interests. Floating objects, as has been 

seen already, certainly give a religious feel to the image, but this does not preclude the 

possibility that the image could reflect more than one source of the male figure’s pow'er.

More abbreviated images found on rings and sealings are more difficult for the 

modem scholar to interpret, since they would have stimulated connected images or 

memories in the minds of Minoan viewers to which the modem scholar has no access. 

However, the use of these details in other iconographic media allows for educated 

suggestions to be made. One of the earliest surviving Neopalatial signet rings is from 

Knossos Ailias Chamber Tomb 7 showing two stylised lily flowers. Because lilies are 

known from other iconographic sources to have a religious significance, the image on 

this ring can be assigned a ritual meaning. Another of the earliest rings, that found in 

Grave IX at Mavro Spelio, has a spiral design with nineteen Linear A characters placed 

around it (Plate 85d). Davis interprets this as the claim of an individual to ownership of 

the ring (1974, 111). As well as identifying its owner, this Linear A design may also be 

emphasizing the ow ner’s involvement in administration through the use of the written 

language. Furthermore it is clear that literacy in the M inoan period was limited and the 

use of Linear A motifs to spell a name would appear to be a demonstration by the owner 

of the ring of their ability to understand writing and through this their superior 

knowledge. The ability to read would have placed them in a small elite group and the 

limitation of literacy may have even imbued the knowledge of how to read and write 

with a supematural quality, whereby this capability was seen as somehow magical. 

This idea is reinforced by the fact that Linear A script has been found on a num ber of 

ritual objects found at Knossos, for example a libation table from the House of Frescoes 

(PM II, 438). The ring with the Linear A inscription could, therefore, evoke a
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connection to both rehgious and administrative power by its use of the written script. A 

ring from the Isopata necropohs Tomb 6 showing two female figures standing facing 

each other and an image of a woman with upraised hands surrounded by oval shapes on 

a ring from Sphoungaras provide few clues to their interpretation (Plate 86a-b). Yet the 

flounced skirts of the females on the Isopata ring suggest a ritual connection and the fact 

that all other images of female figures on the rings are connected with ritual activity 

suggests that these images record cult action in an abbreviated form. A standing bull 

found on a breccia ring from the Tholos at Chania Phylaki could have recalled bull 

leaping, hunting, sacrifice or economic activities, but there is no indication allowing 

identification of either meaning (Plate 86c). Perhaps the image was deliberately 

ambiguous and meant to call all these meanings to mind.

A similar problem arises with the sealings, where a large number of images survive 

whose significance is simply not readily comprehensible to the modem observer. 

Images of animals, like the goat leaping into the air on a sealing from Sklavokampos, 

two bulls facing each other from the Archives Deposit at Knossos, or the numerous 

scenes of birds in flight, like that from Ayia Triada, must have had a meaning for the 

Minoans, but it is unlikely that this meaning will ever become clear to us, although 

Laffineur has suggested that images with domestic animals are connected to breeding 

and herding activities (1990, 140; Plates 86d-e). A unique scene from Kato Zakros 

shows one male figure prostrated before a second who is holding a staff or spear (Plate 

87a). Two further male figures stand behind the prostrated figure. There could be 

various explanations for this scene, for instance a supplicant kneeling before a ruler or a 

priest, or an offender waiting to hear his punishment, but the modem scholar’s inability 

to fully understand the gestural language of such images means that they remain open to 

various interpretations.

There are also a number of rings and sealings where the image has simply become 

too degraded for us to fully understand what was originally intended to be shown. For 

example, on a ring from Chania Odos Palama pit cave 8 a four legged animal reclines 

with two dots above its back. It is impossible to identify the animal species or what the 

two dots signify. Many rings are so badly degraded it is impossible to say anything 

other than there originally was an engraving, including rings from Kalyvia, Archanes, 

Mochlos and Mavro Spelio. The problems with the preservation of the sealings is even 

greater. Although baked hard by the fires that destroyed the buildings where they were 

found, many of the sealings are too broken or extensively abraded for their images to be
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properly deciphered and understood. The same is true where only a small part of the 

sealing survives. A good example is a sealing from Ayia Triada where the surviving 

part of the image shows three men apparently grasping another male standing in the 

middle. The fact that the middle figure wears a long cloak associated with ritual 

imagery allows us to assign this a ritual meaning, but exactly what is going on is 

unclear, as only the middle section of the seal is preserved. A sealing from the Archives 

Deposit at Knossos preserving part of a shrine topped with double horns, and a human 

arm wearing a bracelet held up towards it allows us to interpret this as a scene of ritual, 

but does not even allow for the identification of the sex of the figure.

Finally, in any consideration of this group of artefacts the rings that supposedly 

come from Crete but have no secure contexts must be considered. A large amount of 

the scholarship concerning signet rings has been concentrated on proving whether or not 

certain examples acquired from dealers and not excavation are genuine or fake, but it is 

clear that a number of these rings are almost certainly genuine examples of Minoan 

artefacts and fit into the subject groups already identified.

The authenticity of a ring obtained by Evans in 1894 at Knossos is rarely 

questioned. This shows a scene of epiphany with a large female figure standing in front 

of a built structure, above which rises a tree (Plate 87b). Between the female and the 

structure is a tall column and in front of this floats a small male figure holding out a 

staff or spear. Unfortunately the image is too small to indicate clearly what the male 

holds, whether it is a staff denoting his authority or a spear symbolizing a military 

purpose. Within the doorway of the structure is a small pillar/column, possibly a 

baetyl. The female raises either one or both of her hands in front of her face, the same 

gesture made by the male on the M other of the M ountains sealing. Evans believed that 

the female was a goddess summoning her male consort (PM I, 160), while Dimopoulou 

and Rethemiotakis have suggested that this is a scene of sacred conversation similar to 

that on the ring from Poros (2000, 49). However, when the evidence of similar scenes 

is considered, the most likely interpretation of this scene is the epiphany of a deity to his 

priestess or adorant.

The significance of the pillar in Minoan iconography was, like the tree, argued by 

Evans, who believed it acted as a type of baetyl (1901). He suggested that the pillar 

could be a manifestation of the presence of the divinity, such as the pillars in the House 

of the Double Axes at Knossos which he called aniconic images of the god, modelled 

after stalactites worshipped in cave cults (1901, 111-12). Warren has argued that pillars
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in scenes of ritual action could have fulfilled the same role as baetyls (1990, 193). The 

pillar, therefore, would have marked an area where ecstatic ritual could be carried out 

and possibly also serve as an aniconic representation of the deity. The purpose of the 

free-standing column on the Knossos ring is less clear. Evans believed it to be ‘the 

earthly tenement’ of the appearing god, while the pillar was the ‘tenem ent’ of a goddess 

(1901, 171). Other suggestions for the purpose of free-standing columns in ritual 

images include N ilsson’s, who suggested that, in association with a shrine, they fulfilled 

a role similar to stalagmites in sacred caves (1950, 255-8), while Rutkowski argued that 

they were short-hand for the sacred tree (1981, 73). All of these interpretations are 

equally possible, so until further evidence is uncovered the purpose of the column must 

remain uncertain.

Two other rings purchased by Evans also seem to be largely accepted as genuine. A 

solid agate ring, recorded as coming from Avdou south of Malia, shows a scene of a 

chariot carrying two male figures drawn by two wild goats and is reminiscent of the 

chariot on the end of the Ayia Triada sarcophagus generally identified as carrying two 

goddesses (Plate 87c). Since wild goats would be difficult to train this image is likely 

also to show a supernatural occurrence, although Evans considered the men to be 

human (PM IV, 823). It is interesting to note that one of the figures may be wearing a 

sword attached to his waist and this could be taken as another indication of the military 

aspect of Minoan society, although this identification is tentative. A hoard from Avgo 

produced a signet ring with a scene of epiphany (Plate 87d). A small female figure 

floats on one side of the tree in the centre of the bezel and on the other side of the tree is 

a female worshipper. Younger has assigned this ring to the same hand as the ring found 

behind Hogarth’s House A and dates both pieces to around 1500 B.C. (1983, 135).

Two gypsum casts of metal rings from the Rethymnon area survive in the British 

School at Athens museum (87e-f). Although both rings have subsequently disappeared, 

the images appear to be from genuine examples. One of these fits into the group of 

female figures with animals, with a female figure seated on a raised platform flanked 

heraldically on both sides by a leonine animal standing with its feet on the platform. 

This figure is most likely a deity or a priestess in the role of a deity as the m otif is 

similar to that on the M other of the Mountains sealing. The second scene shows a male 

and female figure approaching in procession a small tripartite structure, a shrine of 

some sort. This is topped by flame-like appendages, possibly a very schematic 

rendering of horns of consecration.
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A more controversial ring, dismissed by a number of scholars as a forgery, shows a 

scene of the epiphany of a male god (Plate 88a). This ring came from the collection of 

E.P. Warren and Evans suggested its origin as the Vapheio T h o l o s . T h e  lack of facial 

detail, the close similarities with other Minoan scenes, especially the female leaning on 

the rock and the lack of parallels in Mycenaean art certainly suggests a Minoan origin. 

In the scene a female figure kneels, leaning on a squill, while behind her floats a small 

male deity with a bow held in one outstretched arm and an indistinct object held in his 

other raised arm. It is interesting that the male god holds a bow, suggesting that he was 

connected in some way to hunting. Behind him stands a second female figure with her 

right arm raised to her chest and the other held out behind her, a gesture directed at the 

deity and therefore one of worship or adoration. An eye^' and an ear float above the 

kneeling figure, while the flat divided ground line indicate that this ritual took place in 

an architectural setting. Kenna dismissed this ring in his list o f Gemmae Dubitandae, 

although he failed to elaborate on his reasons for doing so, merely stating unusual 

technique and the fact that the elements all came from other scenes (1960). Biesantz 

also listed it as a fake, on the grounds that the scene is in the ‘correct view ’ on the ring 

and not in the impression as he believed it should be and also on his belief that it was 

made by the same modem forger as the ring of Nestor and the ring of Minos (1954, 

115-6). Yet the M inos ring is not a fake, nor is it by the same hand as the Nestor ring 

(Pini 1987, 447). More recently Sourvinou-Inwood has argued for the authenticity of 

this ring, convincingly dismissing both Biesantz’s stylistic arguments and Kenna’s 

objections by citing parallels from Minoan rings for all the elements of this image, 

while pointing out that some of the features on this ring, like the floating eye and ear, 

appear on accepted pieces that were found after this ring was published (1971). On the 

balance of evidence this ring should surely be accepted as genuine.

The so-called ‘Oxford Ring’ is another of K enna’s Gemmae Dubitandae, because of 

its lack of parallels in other Minoan art (1960). Evans’ records it as ‘found near Candia 

and apparently derived from the harbour town of K nossos’ (PM II 250). Marinatos 

dismisses Kenna’s reasons citing other examples of rings from secure contexts that have 

no stylistic parallels on other artefacts (1958, 3). This ring shows a boat with seven or

Sourvinou-Inwood prints the entry for this ring in the A ccession s Register o f  the A shm olean, where 
Vapheio is suggested (19 7 1 , 60).

The eye, also seen on the ring from Archanes T holos A , has been interpreted as representing the all- 
seeing deity by Sakellarakis (1997 , 658). N ilsson  preferred to interpret these and im ages o f  ears as 
amulets (1950 , 322).
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eight rowers either just arriving or just leaving shore (Plate 88b). Above this boat floats 

a small female figure and what would appear to be a tree. The female figure holds one 

arm stretched out towards a large male figure standing on the shore facing her. The 

male repeats the gesture, while with his other hand he holds the hand of a female 

standing behind him. To the very edge of the scene is a large object shaped like a 

pithos. Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis believe that this ring shows a scene of epiphany 

similar to the more recently found ring from Poros (2000, 54). They suggest that the 

two female figures are one and the same in different stages of epiphany and that the 

large couple are a divine couple about to embark on a sacred voyage. Marinatos 

suggests an early version of a part of the Argonaut story with the large figures identified 

as Jason and Medea, with the boat attacked by a monster (1958, 5).^^ The majority of 

commentators, including Biesantz and Nilsson, accept this ring as genuine and there 

seems to be no reason to disagree with them.

Kenna also dismissed a ring acquired by Evans in 1925, supposedly just after it was 

taken from a tomb at Archanes. In contrast, Sakellarakis accepts this ring as genuine 

and includes it in his discussion of the Archanes jewellery (1997, 654). This shows a 

scene of bull leaping with the bull in a flying gallop running over paved ground and the 

leaper in mid-flight (Plate 66b). Unusually the leaper has short hair and a sacral knot 

hangs in front of the bull. These unusual details are not unknown in Minoan 

iconography, but leave doubts about the authenticity of the ring. This is especially true 

of the short hair since in all other images the long flowing locks of the leapers are 

carefully rendered.

Three rings made their way to German museums. One of these is said to be from 

near Sestos, while the others lack a provenance, but all are thought to be genuine 

examples of Minoan rings. On the ring from Sestos a male figure stands in front of a 

sacred structure enclosing a tree and stretches his left arm straight out in the gesture of 

authority seen for example on the Chieftain Cup (Plate 88c). Facing him is a female 

figure and above the two figures is a probable sun motif. The male figure is clearly the 

more important figure and his gesture and position in front of the shrine point to his 

identification as a priest or god with a female adorant in attendance.

The second ring was purchased in Paris in 1886, the early date strengthening the 

acceptance of its authenticity (Greifenhagen 1975, 69). As in other Cretan images a

N u m erous m yth o lo g ica l interpretations ex is t o f  this ring, all o f  them  c ited  in M arinatos 1958 .
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priestess or goddess is seated on a structure of two tiers, while a smaller female figure 

stands in front of her with one arm bent and held up towards her (Plate 88d). The 

structure is crowned by horns of consecration leaving no doubt of the sacral nature of 

this scene. Unusually the large female holds up what appears to be a mirror in one 

hand, leading to her identification by Fiirtwangler as Aphrodite (1900, 10). However, 

as Reichel pointed out mirrors have been found in many wealthy graves and could be 

interpreted merely as an attribute of an important female (1897, 62). The identification 

of the object as a mirror is too insecure to allow for an interpretation to be built up 

around it. What can be said is this image shows an important female figure involved in 

an activity significant enough to be recorded on a ring and emphasizing the female’s 

powerful status in society.

Pini argues for the authenticity of the third ring from Berlin showing three female 

figures, one of whom leans on a baetyl, and a male figure holding a bow (1981). The 

hollow construction of the ring, its early purchase and parallels with rings from 

Vapheio, Phoumi and Sellopoulo are all put forward as reasons for its legitimacy. The 

male figure being given the bow by the female may be a hunter or warrior, or 

alternatively may represent a male god with a hunting aspect, the M aster of the 

Animals, or a war god (Plate 88e). The presence of the female leaning on the baetyl 

places this image in the category of ritual.

Finally, three rings claimed to be of Minoan origin can be dismissed as fakes. The 

first comes from the Mitsotakis collection and shows a scene of a large central female 

towards whom a second female makes a gesture of worship, while a third female shakes 

a tree (Plate 89a). Although Pini in CMS I has attempted to rehabilitate this ring, 

Sourvinou-Inwood dismisses his arguments and argues that the elements of the ring are 

a combination of those taken from other rings and applied incorrectly to the type of 

scene shown (1990). The second example is dismissed by Biesantz and the CMS 

authors due to the presence of a female figure with full breasts, naked except for a male 

loincloth (Plate 89b). No other female in Minoan iconography wearing a loincloth has 

full breasts and there is no reason to refute the label of forgery. The third is a jasper 

ring now in the M useum of Copenhagen (Plate 89c). On this a large female totally in 

frontal view is flanked on one side by two kneeling men and on the other by two 

females with their arms. Sargnon believes this to be authentic because of the presence 

of lilies and the arrangement of the scene (1987, 101). However, the idea of kneeling
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before a deity appears to be a much later idea and is otherwise never used in the Bronze
33Age, suggesting a later date for the creation of this ring.

There can be no doubt that these rings must fit into the category of private art and 

that they belonged to an elite group. Firstly the majority were made of gold, a precious 

metal limited in distribution in Minoan Crete. Secondly, the imagery found on them is 

an obvious indication of this, with elite activities like bull leaping represented. 

Participation in ritual activities like those recorded on the rings has already been shown 

by the fresco evidence to have been restricted to the elite. Compared to the other 

objects considered in this thesis, the images on the signet rings must have been the least 

visible to other people and thus the question must be addressed, of what part these 

artefacts played in the propaganda of the elite. Certainly anyone who wore such a ring 

would be recognised to be part of the elite, simply from the fact that they owned such a 

prestige item, and the fact that it could be worn visibly would have meant that it was a 

very public symbol of the wearer’s position in society. However, while the artefact 

itself would undoubtedly have been seen when worn on the finger or around the neck, 

the images would certainly have been almost invisible except close up. It is clear from 

simply looking at the rings as they are displayed in various museums that these images 

are not visible from any distance. Furthermore rings worn around the neck would have 

been hung from a cord of some type and the bezel would have been facing the ground, 

while the images of any ring worn on the hand would be upside down as long as the 

hand was held at the side of the person wearing the ring. It would seem, therefore, that 

it was the impression of the ring that would be more widely seen. Undoubtedly the 

people who would have seen the impressions of these rings were those involved in 

administration, or whoever was receiving the sealed object, probably another member of 

the elite. It is therefore important to understand who would have been involved in 

administration in order to understand who this imagery was aimed at.

The fact that a large number of preserved sealings have Minoan Hieroglyphic Script 

or Linear A inscriptions suggests that the people involved in administration would have 

had to have been literate and this in turn suggests members of an elite class or 

specialized administrative class. The sealings in Chania were found along with archival 

tablets and Papapostolou has suggested that these sealings were used to safeguard

M itropoulou notes that in later Greek periods fem ales are on ly  seen kneeling before a deity on votive  
reliefs and suggests that the idea o f  kneeling before a deity was a later introduction from the Orient (1975 , 
90-92).
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documents in use in the administration, necessitating the abiHty of the person sealing to 

be able to read the documents to check that they are correct (1977, 19). Weingarten 

argues that the few individuals who dominated the sealing system at Ayia Triada could 

be considered to be an administrative elite (1987, 2). Furthermore, the presence of 

Minoan sealings at Akrotiri on Thera, some identical to examples from Ayia Triada and 

Sklavokampos, are further evidence of the elite nature of the possessors of these rings. 

Overseas trade or political connections, which these sealings suggest, would 

undoubtedly have been limited to the elite of society. The use of gold for the signet 

rings would argue for the elite position of those who possessed them and suggest that at 

least the higher echelons of administration in Minoan Crete was a position o f authority 

reserved for the elite. It seems therefore that the intended audience for these images 

were the elite rather than the non-elite and this may have affected the type of image that 

was displayed on the rings.

Since comparisons between Near Eastern administration and that of Minoan Crete 

have often been drawn, and indeed it seems more than likely that the Cretan system was 

originally based on Near Eastern examples,^"* it is worthwhile considering the evidence 

from the Near East to see if it can help shed some light on Minoan administration and 

the reasons behind the choice of imagery for the signet rings. The U r 111 state 

administration shall be taken as an example, because of the comprehensive study 

available of this system. W inter has shown that the imagery on the seals used by the 

administrative class in the Ur HI state shows that these officials ranked just below the 

king in the hierarchy (1991, 80). The people who would have seen the sealing 

impressions would have been other members of the elite and this would be particularly 

important in reinforcing the prestige and status of the owner of the seal. However, the 

imagery on the seals was standardized to a large extent and always included the name, 

patronym and office of the owner, allowing them to be identified easily. This is in 

complete contrast to evidence of the Minoan rings and sealings, except the ring from 

Mavro Spelio with the name engraved on it in Linear A, a unique occurrence in the 

known Minoan repertoire.

Despite this W inter outlines two interesting conclusions concerning the images on 

the Ur ni seals that may be useful in illuminating the Minoan material. The first is that 

the images on the sealings had personal meaning for the possessor. Records show that

Papapostolou claim s for exam ple that the ancestry o f  the M inoan system  is Anatolian (1977 , 26).
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the careers of at least twelve individuals spanned two or more reigns. Since certain Ur 

III seals had the royal name inscribed on them, seals were recut or reissued with new 

reigns where necessary. Yet for the individuals in all of these cases the same imagery 

was kept or repeated and W inter contends that the images had a personal meaning for 

the holders and that the legend on the seals were at least in part the choice of the 

individual (1991, 65, 69). Secondly she argues that there are also examples of images 

representing an office with individuals using their predecessors’ rings, since they would 

be known and recognised as belonging to a particular office (1991, 71). In a further 

example of this Rothman has suggested that the seals from Tepe Gawra with geometric 

designs are not lower in status than those with more complicated designs, rather they are 

generic designs used to represent various institutions (1994, 106). W inter’s two 

suggestions should not be regarded as mutually exclusive. The images on seals or rings 

may originally have been the choice of the owner and later become associated with the 

office held by this person without removing the personal relevance of the image. This 

image would have been kept by their successors and through their tenure of the office 

the image on the seal or ring would have become of personal significance to the new 

owner, particularly if the office was hereditary. Collon points outs that in the case of 

Near Eastern cylinder seals when a new owner took possession of a seal connected with 

a particular office he would usually make some small change, such as recutting the 

inscription or part of the design, thereby personalizing the imagery (1987, 120). Clearly 

the personal association of the imagery was important to Near Eastern seal owners and a 

similar interest may be identifiable in the Minoan rings. If such an interest can be 

identified, it could provide important information on how the rings owners perceived 

their own status in society beyond the administrative role indicated by their ownership 

of such a ring.

It is striking that the type of ritual event recorded on the Minoan rings appears to be 

different to those found on the frescoes and stone vases. The epiphanic scenes on the 

rings are more personalized than the possible epiphany in the miniature Sacred Grove 

and Temple fresco from Knossos. It could be argued that this was due to the small size 

of the rings, but in addition to the limited participants the settings of the majority of 

these images would appear to be small rural shrines rather than a palatial setting. It 

seems likely that these images were emphasizing the ring owners personal participation 

in rituals of epiphany and through this their personal connection with the deity. The 

fact that the majority of images showed participation in ritual action or symbolism with
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a distinct ritual significance, such as the griffin, suggests that on a personal level 

participation in ritual events was considered by the elite to have a special significance 

for their position in society. Moreover, it also implies that involvement in such 

activities was a role to be aspired to by members of the elite (Baines 1991, 143). 

Perhaps this was because religious experience was a power that could not be 

appropriated by others, unlike military and economic power. However, it is also 

noteworthy that it is in the ring and sealing imagery that the most explicitly militaristic 

images are also found, with overt images of battle. Once again the fact that these 

artefacts and their imagery would have been seen by only a small number of elite 

individuals may have allowed for this explicit military imagery, whereas on the more 

visible images, like the frescoes and also possibly the stone vases that could have been 

carried in processions, the military message was conveyed in a more subtle manner so 

as not to appear overly aggressive, by using less directly militaristic imagery such as 

boxing. The more explicit imagery on the smaller scenes is probably an expression of 

the competition between different members of the elite for positions of power and status 

and military success would have been an important element of this. It seems likely that 

the imagery on the Minoan rings was of a personal nature at least to those who first had 

the ring created. Unlike the Near Eastern seals, however, the imagery of the rings could 

not be changed if they were passed down and therefore the rings from later contexts 

may not have had such a close personal association for their later owners.

One interesting consideration raised by the idea that the imagery on the rings had a 

personal aspect is that this may help in the identification of the figures on these rings. 

The M other of the Mountain sealing provides a suitable example. As has already been 

noted in the discussion of this sealing, general disagreement remains over the 

identification of the male figure on the ring, human worshipper or male god. It is 

possible that if this image was chosen because it had a personal relevance to the ring 

owner and reflected a role he played in society, it could suggest that the male figure is 

more likely to be a human involved in an epiphany, a role which the owner of the ring 

could have fulfilled and then represented on a ring as an expression of his power. 

Although this suggestion cannot be proven it does not seem to be an unlikely conclusion 

and may help clarify the human or divine nature of figures on other rings and sealings.

The idea that the images on the rings were personally chosen by the original owner 

should not exclude the idea that these images could have also have become associated 

with a particular office or area of administration. The discovery of images made from
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the same rings in different areas, as far apart as Sklavokampos and Ayia Triada may 

help illuminate the importance of different types of images in the administration of 

Neopalatial C re te .B la s in g h a m , in a study of seal images from the M esara tombs, 

suggests that the use of similar or the same motifs would allow the smooth development 

of a complex system of government, by associating the same or similar images with 

certain areas of the system (1983, 18). The suggestion that certain images may have 

become associated with certain offices is supported by the evidence of look-alike rings. 

The clay matrix found at Knossos that provided the pattern for sealings from Knossos 

and Zakros suggests that similar matrixes may have existed that could have been used 

for the creation of a set of similar rings. This idea is reinforced by the fact that the 

sealings show slight differences and were therefore made by two different rings, that 

were almost, but not quite, identical. This points to a development relatively quickly of 

the use of a particular image for a particular office. This suggestion is also supported by 

the close similarity of the bull leaping images found on sealings from a number of 

different sites, which again may be connected to a particular part of the Minoan 

administration. Alternatively it could be argued that the close connection of the bull to 

Knossos means that these images were used by the Knossian elite to advertise their 

connection to that place. However, these two ideas are not mutually exclusive and the 

bull leaping imagery could have advertised the ow ner’s position connected both to 

Knossos and the administration there. Papapostolou notes that of the 32 Chania sealing 

designs, only three were found on both discs and prismatic sealings and one on both 

simple and disc sealings (1977, 28). The rest of the rings were limited to sealing one 

type of document, arguing for specialization in the different branches of administration. 

Significantly W eingarten in a study of the Zakros evidence has identified two distinct 

groups of sealings for which distinct groups of seals were used (1983, 7). The fact that 

there is virtually no overlap suggests that different ring and seal bearers played different 

roles in the system. Weingarten has noted this phenomenon in seals at Ayia Triada also, 

but suggests that the devices could be family badges or represent the village of origin 

rather than badges of office (1988, 107). She further suggests that similar images seen 

in the Zakros sealings reflected fixed relationships, such as family, workshops or 

merchant groups, and the same could be suggested for similar images on rings, like the 

taurokathapsia series (1983, 45). Betts also argues that it is unlikely that small

Betts has argued conclusively  for these im ages com ing from the sam e ring, despite som e earlier doubts 
on the part o f  other scholars (1967a).
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differences in the content of the scene would be noticed, making it difficult to 

differentiate the various owners and thus suggests that the ring is likely to represent a 

position or group rather than a person (1967, 21). Possibly the positions represented by 

these rings were hereditary and thus the images became not only a badge of office, but 

also a symbol of particular family groups and the image could therefore have grown to 

represent a family group.

However, if the images on the Minoan rings became associated with offices, it does 

not exclude the likelihood that the individual images were also associated with the 

figures who owned them. The image on the ring would be identified with the owner, 

because it would reflect their role in the bureaucracy. Thus, for instance, images of 

ritual could reflect the actual religious role that a person played within society and the 

ring’s image would remind those who saw it of that individual’s role, both in the 

administration and in general ritual practice. It may also have suggested that their 

various societal roles were divinely legitimated. Hallager has argued that if the 

roundels are documents recording a transaction then the administration must have 

known the individual behind the seal (1988, 108). Hiller suggests that discs with seal 

impressions and phonetic symbols, usually numbers, are a type of receipt (2000, 125). 

Tliere would be little point in recording a transaction in this way if the seal owner was 

not known and therefore could not be traced. A specialized administrative staff 

increases the chances that seal owners were known as individuals. Pope suggests that 

12-19 scribes or officials were employed to countermark sealed documents at Ayia 

Triada and probably also Zakros (1960, 201-3). Weingarten suggests that the findspots 

of the Ayia Triada sealings imply an internal storeroom administration, presumably 

with limited personnel (1986, 293). These officials would surely learn to associate 

different sealings with their owners. If this is accepted then the images are personally 

associated with the individual and the individual is associated with whatever subject is 

portrayed on the ring, whether military, religious or other.

No agreement has yet been reached as to how the system of Minoan sealing practice 

worked. Weingarten suggests that the different regions had different sealing practices 

(1987, 40). However, Schoep argues that such regional differences are difficult to 

identify, citing various problems such as the different contexts in which they were 

found and different chronologies for the various deposits (1999, 205-6). Betts argued 

that all the sealings with the same images are stamped on the clay of the local area, 

suggesting that the official or their representative travelled to these places or was
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stationed at different places at different times and therefore the individual may have 

been associated with the image as well as the office (1967, 25). W eingarten, who also 

studied the clay, disagrees with this conclusion and suggests these sealings have a 

Knossian source and were sent attached to documents (1991, 308-9). Schoep points out 

that the majority of these repeated images were found on flat-based nodules, thought to 

have been used for diplomatic and legal documents concerning inter-site relations 

(1999, 216-7). If this is so these sealings would have been sent to the various sites from 

one centre, probably Knossos. Schoep in her analysis of distribution of sealings has 

suggested that there were three types of sealing practice, centralized, decentralized and 

private (1999, 206). Unfortunately she does not go on to consider if certain images 

belonged to the different categories. Papapostolou suggests that sealings made with 

signet rings were probably attached to letters to be exchanged between the elite (1977, 

30). The only agreement is that different rings and seals appear to have been used for 

different jobs, but with the limited surviving evidence identification of the different jobs 

is problematic.

The picture that arises from the use of these rings and the appearance of sealings 

made with the same ring in different areas of Crete is one of an elite who had a network 

of connections throughout the island (Weingarten 1991, 310). W hether the image on 

these rings represented a particular office or group, or a subject relevant solely to the 

possessor of the ring, in either case the image would have reinforced the reputation and 

position of the individual by demonstrating their importance within the administrative 

system, or in some other significant sphere of social life. It would seem more than 

likely that this reputation and position was being demonstrated to persons of their own 

social standing, other members of the elite, rather than to the non-elite. The images 

chosen would demonstrate the status of the owner to other members of the elite 

involved in bureaucracy and would serve to further enhance the ring ow ner’s reputation 

and standing within their own stratum of society, ensuring their continued importance in 

the hierarchy. Once again the possessors of such artefacts are emphasising their status 

within the system to those who are likely to challenge that position.

In any study of this type of artefact caution must be exercised when drawing 

conclusions. The large number of images preserved on the rings and sealings that are 

too badly preserved or too abbreviated to be fully understood by the modem scholar 

means that no general conclusion can be applied to the full body of evidence. However, 

for those images where the general interpretation is understood the iconography does
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appear to reflect the three main sources of pow er identified in the methodology, that is 

ritual, economic and martial control, with the ritual aspect dominating. Furthermore, 

this imagery would have been chosen by the original owner and probably reflected a 

role played by the possessor within society, allowing the modem scholar to identify 

what the Minoans themselves considered an important, if not the most important, aspect 

of their personal power.
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CONCLUSION

Before the MM III period there was little interest in the role of the human in the 

artistic media of Bronze Age Crete and those images that do survive, for example on 

sealstones, are relatively rudimentary. This changed with the Neopalatial period and 

Crowley suggests that it is indicative of a change in perception of the human role, where 

humans now believed themselves important enough to ‘take the centre stage’ (1989, 

211). It could be suggested that this development is a sign of the elite’s growing 

confidence in their position in the hierarchy and also indicative of a certain stability in 

society allowing the development of luxury arts to an extent not known before this 

period.’

This thesis has explored the idea that the newly developed figural Minoan imagery 

represented the sources of the ruling elite’s power, rather than emphasizing a particular 

individual who could be considered a king or supreme ruler. By using anthropological 

and sociological studies identifying aspects of power that are of paramount importance 

to the maintenance of a stable hierarchical social system in traditional societies, a 

methodology has been developed to approach the material from a this new perspective. 

The different Minoan artefacts that the methodology has been applied to have provided 

significant results. Throughout the course of the case studies it has become increasingly 

apparent that no individual ruling figure can be identified on the studied artefacts and 

that instead the imagery on elite objects focuses on the different aspects of power 

identified in the methodology.

It is interesting that, even if the Minoans did not have one particular ruler, there is no 

apparent attempt to individualize particular members of the elite group. Even on the 

signet rings, where actual activities of the original owners are probably represented, no 

attempt is made to make the figures recognizable as a particular person. The repeated 

formulations of Minoan art for certain types of images, such as the grasping of trees in 

scenes of epiphany and the bull leaper in mid-leap in scenes of bull games, emphasize 

the formality of Minoan art and play down any individualizing aspect of the imagery. 

Zanker notes that on the Ara Pacis, an important example of Augustan Imperial art, only 

the most important figures, the Emperor and his immediate family, were individualized. 

He argues that the standardization of the other figures and the careful depiction of

‘ Although a series o f  destructions is known to have occurred in both LM  la and LM Ib, these appear to 
be largely due to natural disasters rather than warfare (D riessen & M cD onald 1997, 96).
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attributes of their different offices allowed the importance of the position rather than the 

person to be the focus of interest (1990, 121). This proposal would also seem to be 

applicable to the Minoan imagery, that it was the position and not the individual that 

was the aspect being stressed in imagery and strengthens the idea that the Minoan elite 

were emphasizing the sources of their power, rather than depicting any single ruling 

figure.

The types of power identified in the methodology as particularly important were 

economic control, military strength, control of ritual and religion and also the 

demonstration of esoteric knowledge, whether of actual foreign lands or ‘otherworld’ 

locations. It has become abundantly clear from the case studies that all these sources of 

power can be identified in the Minoan frescoes, relief-carved stone vases and signet 

rings, although the amount of emphasis on each aspect varies in the different types of 

artefacts. Notably it is the ritual element that is the most obvious in all of the studied 

artefacts. Indeed it is this bias that has led some scholars to the conclusion that 

Neopaiatial Crete was controlled by a theocracy. However, despite the apparent 

emphasis on ritual action and symbolism connected to religion, the presence of other 

types of power in the imagery is too strong to be ignored in the way it so often is.

The dominance of the ritual aspect in the imagery can be explained without 

excluding the importance of other types of power to the elite of Neopaiatial Crete. This 

dominance is apparent in all the artefacts studied, although the aspect of ritual shown 

seems to depend on the visibility of the medium. The frescoes that may have been 

visible to the general population through their location, appear to concentrate on the 

public aspects of ritual, such as processions, or on images that were not overtly ritual 

but were subtly linked to ritual practice, while in areas of restricted access the religious 

imagery appears to concentrate on representing the occurrence of restricted cult activity. 

Thus images of processions are found in corridors and on stairs, as on the Grand 

Staircase, while the miniature frescoes showing scenes of ritual dance decorated a small 

room on the upper floor of the palace at Knossos. W here the imagery is understood, the 

stone vases also appear to concentrate on aspects of ritual activity that would have been 

of a more public nature, processions and the making of offerings. This is perhaps linked 

to the function of the stone vases, which were portable objects and could have been 

carried in processions, or displayed for visitors to observe in the houses of the elite. On 

the other hand the ritual images on the signet rings appear to focus more on the
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individual’s role in ritual, such as the numerous scenes of epiphany and ecstatic ritual, a 

fact that is perhaps not surprising considering the more private nature of these artefacts.

A reason for the dominance of ritual imagery in all these cases can be suggested. 

Earle points out that public involvement in ritual action involves everyone in the system 

thereby making religion a more inclusive type of power than either military or economic 

power (1997, 152). Although it is clear that not all ritual action in the Minoan period 

was public, it cannot be denied that the non-elite must have been involved in some type 

of ritual activity, whether this involved public ceremonies or more private worship. No 

matter how the non-elite were involved, the elite would have controlled the main 

religious practices and only through their agency could the supernatural be contacted 

and appeased. Moreover, power perceived to have been granted and supported by a 

supernatural entity is more difficult to oppose than power gained through human acts. 

In times of relative stability it would, therefore, not be surprising that the ritual side of 

the elite’s power would be stressed above all others. The martial aspect of the elite’s 

power would be less to the forefront, since the coercive nature of military power would 

undoubtedly be less acceptable to the general population than the more inclusive 

religion. Furthermore it must be remembered that many images from the Neopalatial 

period appear to have had multiple layers of meaning and it may be that while the 

religious aspect is the most obvious to the modem scholar, other meanings would have 

been derived from the imagery by the Minoans themselves.

Yet the martial element is still visibly present in Neopalatial imagery in all of the 

artefacts studied. The physical strength and martial skills of the elite are conveyed by 

the imagery of bull games and boxing, events which clearly took place in reality and 

were perpetuated through the recorded images. These images would have served as a 

relatively subtle reminder to all who viewed them of the potential military power of the 

elite. That this power was sometimes exercised is suggested by the small number of 

battle scenes found on the more personal images of the signet ring impressions. It is 

particularly noteworthy that it is this aspect of the imagery that is especially emphasized 

in the palace at Knossos and indeed images of the bull would have been the first fresco 

that any visitors entering from the west or north sides would have encountered. The 

Hallagers’ suggestion that this is because the image of the bull was the symbol of power 

of the palace at Knossos is an attractive one, although not conclusively proven (1995). 

However, it raises the question of why the bull and bull leaping would have been 

chosen to represent this palace. It seems likely that one reason at least would have been
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the fact that this imagery recalled the strength and skill of the elite in their ability to 

master the bull through successful bull leaping and as a result recalled the martial 

strength of the elite without the tacit threat implied by scenes of battle.

The evidence of elite interest in representing their economic power through imagery 

is limited in all the artefacts to a relatively small number of images. This does not 

suggest that elite interest in the economy was limited, rather that other sources of power 

were considered more appropriate for representation on the artefacts studied. The 

Harvester Vase and a small number of the ring impressions on sealings show that 

interest in representing control of the local Minoan economy did exist to some extent. 

This control appears from the iconographic evidence to have been exercised through 

ritual and administrative practices rather than in any practical involvement. What seem 

to have been of greater significance were connections with overseas powers and luxury 

goods acquired through trade with Egypt and the Near East. These connections were 

stressed by the use of exotic imagery in the frescoes, in the flora and fauna represented 

that were not indigenous to Crete. From this evidence it could be suggested that the 

model of economic power most applicable to Minoan society is that of wealth finance, 

whereby the elite would have collected only a surplus of local goods to support itself 

and its personnel, turning part of this surplus into luxury goods to exchange and trade. 

However, while this is the aspect that is apparently emphasized in the iconography 

through the exotic imagery, these images would also stress the superior knowledge of 

the person who commissioned the artefact. Since knowledge of the ‘other’ would 

increase the prestige and status of the possessor of the knowledge, this could be a major 

reason for the focus on representing external trade links rather than involvement in the 

local economy. Furthermore, the exotic images would seem to have a distinct ritual 

aspect, as well as stressing outside contacts and esoteric knowledge, and it was probably 

the combination of these factors that encouraged their proliferation in the imagery.

Broodbank makes the interesting point that the agricultural season falls at the same 

time as the sailing season and argues that those involved in overseas trade could not 

have been involved in agricultural production (2000, 289). This may help explain the 

prevalence of exotic imagery in townhouses at Knossos, a site with its own harbour 

town at Poros and thus with easy access to the sea, but also a site large enough to be 

able to provide enough of an agricultural surplus to support those members of the elite 

involved in overseas trade who may not have been able to provide for themselves 

agriculturally. The focus on natural imagery in the villas from more rural areas may not
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only reflect the performance of ritual action at these villas, but also may indicate the 

importance of the agriculture cycle to these villas and the surrounding population. So, 

for instance, images of monkeys come from the House of Frescoes and the Palace at 

Knossos, where overseas trade and contacts are likely to have been a concern and 

agricultural surplus would have been available to those involved in such activities. In 

contrast in the villas at Amnissos and Tylissos, for example, the frescoes discovered so 

far have all focused on scenes of Minoan nature, supporting the idea that it was local 

environmental issues that were the concern of the owners of these more rural houses. It 

seems likely therefore, that a combination of staple and wealth finance was probably 

used by the Minoan elite, since although it plays a minor part in the imagery, an interest 

in harvesting, milking and possibly also animal husbandry is expressed and the 

architectural evidence for storage reinforces the fact that the Minoan elite must have had 

an interest in staple finance as well as wealth finance. Again perhaps the reason for the 

seeming lack of economic imagery focusing on the local economy may be explained by 

the fact that it could be seen as an exploitative power and less inclusive than that of 

religion and ritual.

In the course of the case studies important information has been identified 

concerning the possible intended target audience for the different types of imagery. 

While it may be expected that the imagery would most likely have been used to ensure 

that the non-elite accepted their position in society without question, it has become clear 

that some of the imagery was intended rather to reinforce the position of certain 

members of the elite in the eyes of their fellow elite. In the case of the frescoes the 

more public message that was conveyed in the palace at Knossos through images of bull 

games and boxing was one of the strength of the elite, and, through procession frescoes 

and the probable ritual aspect of the bull games, one of control of ritual. A similar 

picture emerges from the relief-carved stone vases, where the imagery appears to focus 

on activities em phasizing martial skills, boxing and bull leaping/catching, and more 

public aspects of ritual, procession and offering. In contrast, images showing restricted 

cult action or symbolism appear to have been restricted in audience to a small group, 

their purpose being to perpetuate the action and provide a suitable location for ritual 

events. Frescoes found in villas and townhouses appear to have had a less direct ritual 

aspect, in that they may recall ritual associations through their choice of imagery and 

thereby indirectly represent the ritual participation of the house owner, but do not show 

explicitly ritual activity. Exotic imagery was also found mostly in these private
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contexts and would have fulfilled a similar function, whilst also drawing attention to the 

knowledge and also possibly trade links or interests of the villa owner. The 

representation of knowledge of the exotic was an expression of power, since it was 

difficult to obtain and restricted to a small number of people.

The images on the signet rings and the sealings made by ring impressions would 

have been limited in audience to other members of the elite who were involved in 

administration or who had personal connections with the ring owners, since they would 

be the only people to get close enough to see the images on the rings. It is hardly 

surprising, therefore, that some of the images preserved on these rings and sealings 

appear to be of a more personal nature than the larger scale imagery that would have 

been more visible. The ritual images probably show cult actions that the ring owners 

would have been involved in and could have derived an authority from that could not be 

challenged. Personal experience of an epiphany was an experience that could not be 

taken away from the participant, while bull leaping or boxing success could be equalled 

or surpassed by others and positions within the ritual sphere such as priesthoods could 

be competed for. It is interesting that more explicit scenes of military activity are 

preserved on the rings reinforcing the idea that the elite had a military function that they 

were keen to record, yet only did so on a type of artefact not visible to the non-elite. 

This supports the argument that overtly military imagery was not used in large-scale art, 

not because M inoan society had no martial side, but rather that this side was not 

emphasized to society as a whole in order to play down the coercive side of the elite’s 

rule. That it was recorded on the rings suggests, however, that martial activity was 

important in the competition that could occur between members of the elite, with 

military success being a potential source of status and prestige.

The evidence of these artefacts may be useful in illuminating the type of ruling 

structure in Neopalatial Crete. The fact that sources of power rather than a single ruling 

figure are represented argues that the main powerbase at this time was an oligarchic 

group, who may or may not have had an individual figurehead. Indeed Marinatos 

suggested that the evidence of the iconography and the architecture on Crete supports 

the idea that groups of important families were in power rather than one all-powerful 

figure (1993, 74-5).^ Power was clearly shared among an elite group and rested on the 

bases of military strength, religion and economic control, but the imagery and the

 ̂ Marinatos later appears to change her mind on this suggesting a Priest-K ing or Priestess-Q ueen (1995), 
but the author is more persuaded by her earlier argument.
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frescoes in particular suggest that competition existed among the elite, presumably for 

positions of power within the ritual, martial and administrative spheres. However, the 

images found in the palace at Knossos would have presented the picture of a strong and 

united local elite, both to the local non-elite and to visitors from other areas. This 

makes all the more inexplicable the lack of figured decoration at the other palaces, 

especially when it is clear from sealing evidence that all these centres had an active 

administration and elite.

The images considered also express clearly the division of power between female 

and male members of the elite. That this division was a conscious part of the elite’s 

composition is reflected in the fact that frescoes appear to emphasize important female 

activities, while the relief-carved stone vases exclusively record male activity. From the 

evidence of the imagery the focus of female power would appear to be their 

participation in ritual activity as priestesses and adorants. However, unlike their 

Egyptian and Near Eastern counterparts, the Minoan female also appeared to have 

derived legitimation from the more martial activity of bull leaping. This is not to 

suggest that females played a military role in Minoan society and indeed there is no 

evidence that females took part in the more overtly martial sport of boxing or in actual 

military engagements like those recorded on a small number of signet ring impressions. 

Clearly the military side of Minoan society was the domain of the male elite. Yet the 

involvement of female figures in bull leaping suggests a possible wider role for females 

beyond that of participants in cult activity. There is no reason to suppose that females 

could not have been involved in Minoan administration, since a number of signet rings 

have been found associated with female burials. Females in some Near Eastern 

kingdoms could have economic and administrative roles in addition to their 

participation in ritual. For example in M esopotamia the naditu were females who were 

dedicated to the god Shamash of Sippar, but who also engaged actively in business, 

building upon their dowries and could own property in their own right (Kuhrt 1995, 

115). However, the position of females in the Near East was closely linked to their 

relationship with powerful males, a situation that cannot be explored in Minoan Crete 

due to the lack of written sources. Since the majority of Minoan images closely 

connected with economic power show not human figures, but rather the acquisitions of 

trade and images connected with livestock, there is no reason to believe that females 

could not have been involved in the economic sphere. The only exception to this is the 

Harvester Vase, but since the relief-carved stone vases have exclusively male

205



iconography, this exception does not negate the argument. The role of members of the 

female elite in the Neopalatial period was seemingly as important as that of the male 

and indeed if the figure who sat on the throne of the palace at Knossos was a female, as 

is suggested by the iconography of the flanking griffins, it seems the M inoan female 

could equal or perhaps even exceed the M inoan male in terms of importance in the 

hierarchy of Neopalatial Crete.

Finally it is worth considering a problem that has been a focus of much attention in 

recent years and one which the author finds indicative of the static nature of much 

consideration of Minoan iconography, the identification of whether humans or deities 

are represented in different images of ritual. Despite attempts by Nilsson (1950) to 

identify a Minoan-Mycenaean pantheon and Persson (1942) to relate Minoan religion to 

to Near Eastern, Egyptian and later Greek beliefs, in reality very little is known about 

the actual composition of Minoan religion, such as what deities existed and what 

attributes such deities might have had, questions which are unlikely to be answered 

without the full decipherment of Linear A and even then the surviving tablets may not 

enlighten us. However, the question needs to be addressed of whether such a separation 

of identification is as important as the volume of literature concerning it suggests. If 

modem scholars are able to identify the figures in scenes of epiphany as definitely 

goddesses or priestesses in the guise of goddesses, how much further along will our 

understanding of Minoan religion actually be? In the author’s opinion the answer to 

this question is that such division of identification will not in fact greatly add to our 

knowledge of Minoan religion. A human in the guise of a deity takes on the attributes 

and power of this deity temporarily and thus the distinction between the two is blurred, 

diminishing the importance of identification. Furthermore, it is almost certain that the 

modem scholar will never be able to confidently categorize represented figures such as 

the male on the M other of the Mountain sealing as deity or human. As Krattenmaker 

has pointed out about the M other of the Mountain and M aster Impression sealings, ‘the 

ultimate identification of the figures ... does not affect their message, one of legitimized 

rule’ (1995, 57). It is perhaps time to accept this for all the figures on the sealings and 

rings and to start to approach Minoan iconography from a different perspective and with 

different questions in mind.

This thesis has presented a new and different methodology for the study o f Minoan 

iconography. In doing so some important similarities between the power sources of the 

Minoan elite and those of other traditional hierarchical societies have been identified.
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Furthermore, in approaching the material in this way, it has become obvious that 

scholars must look beyond the ritual aspect of Minoan imagery if they wish to gain a 

complete understanding of Minoan Neopalatial society. The idea that Neopalatial Crete 

was ruled by a theocracy must be reconsidered in light of the strong martial and 

economic aspects of the imagery which, despite being often ignored in the literature, 

make up a notable part of all the artefacts studied in this work. Clearly, although 

religion was an important aspect of the power of the Minoan elite, it was not their 

exclusive concern. The results of my research also add to the growing body of evidence 

that the M inoans were not the peaceable society that Evans and many scholars since 

have suggested. It would be interesting to extend the methodology to other artefacts, 

particularly the sealstones and their sealings to see if they too reflect a broader range of 

subjects than is generally discussed. However, it must be remembered that a large 

amount of preserved Minoan iconography is still not accessible to the modem scholar 

and so a certain amount of caution should be expressed in the application of this or any 

other methodology. W hile such models can help open different ways of approaching 

and studying Minoan iconography, they should not be used to form elaborate 

interpretations of partially preserved or incomprehensible images, some of which will 

probably never be fully understood by modem scholars.

Despite the numerous problems associated with the study of all these artefacts, 

problems that have been clearly outlined in the case studies, the picture that emerges 

from the evidence of the imagery is that the same aspects of power that have been 

identified by anthropologists and sociologists as conceming rulers of traditional 

societies in all areas of the world, were also the concem of the Minoan Neopalatial elite. 

The balance of images showing economic, militaristic, ritual and exotic imagery is 

different to other traditional societies, with the ritual aspect being the most strongly 

emphasized, but all of the different aspects were used in Minoan art to reinforce the 

status and position of the elite in society and maintain the hierarchical structure of 

Minoan society. Furthermore, the same factors were used by the elite of Postpalatial 

Crete in their imagery. Despite a greater military visibility in the remains of this period, 

no substantial changes appear to have been made to the basic elements stressed by their 

iconography. This must have been a purposeful decision made by the Postpalatial elite 

and suggests that the Neopalatial imagery was successful in keeping the non-elite 

reconciled to their position and continued to do so under a new ruling elite.
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Table 1; Stone Vases with Relief Images*

Context Date
(Stylistic/
Context)

Material Vessel Type Description of image 111. N r.

Chieftain Cup. 
From the upper 
stratum of 
room 38 or 43 
o f the south
west quarter o f 
V illa A, Ayia 
Triada

LM  Ib 
context

Serpentine 
or steatite

Conical Cup, 
back missing. 
Ht. 11.5 cm

To the right o f the scene is the threshold o f a building made up o f  ashlar blocks. In front o f this stands 
a male figure wearing a short kilt with a pronounced phallic sheath and decorated border, and a pair o f 
boots which reach to his mid-calf and are decorated with horizontal lines. Around his neck are three 
necklaces, while he wears a bracelet on both wrists and an armlet on both upper arms. A dagger is 
tucked into the waistband o f his kilt. The figure’s long hair falls in tresses down to his waist. His right 
arm is held out straight in front o f him and in his hand he holds a long staff or spear haft which is as 
tall as himself. His left arm is held behind his body. Opposite and facing this figure is a smaller second 
male figure who wears an undecorated short kilt and boots and has short hair. He wears only one 
necklace and bracelet and rather than standing straight, he appears to be leaning back slightly. He holds 
both hands at waist level, with a sword clasped upright in his right hand and resting against his right 
shoulder and a long pole with a hooked end in his left hand, resting against his left shoulder. Behind 
him stand three more male figures, o f which two are reconstructed. O f these figures only the heads are 
visible, the rest o f their bodies are hidden behind a large rectangular shaped object with rounded 
corners.

Plate 12

Harvester Vase 
from Room 4 
o f the north 
west quarter o f 
Villa A,
Ayia Triada 
Halbherr notes 
that this vase 
was found in a 
stratum which 
must have been 
com posed of 
material from 
the upper floor^

LM Ib 
context

Serpentine Ovoid Rhyton,
bottom
missing.
Ht. ca. 9.6 cm

A procession o f male figures, preserved from knee level up, marches around the body o f  the vessel. 
The procession is physically dominated by a single figure, individualized by shaggy shoulder length 
hair, a cloak or robe decorated with a scaly pattern and a tasselled fringe at the bottom  and also by his 
position alone at the front o f the procession. This figure carries a long pole over his right shoulder. 
Behind him march 26 other male figures mostly in pairs, all but the singers wearing stiff loincloths and 
codpieces and flat caps. All the figures carry a large pole over their left shoulders, on the ends o f which 
are fastened a short curved blade and three tapering rods. They also have bags attached to their left 
thighs. The figures who march on the right side and whose entire torso can be seen all hold their right 
fist against their chest. The middle o f the scene is broken up by a group o f  singers all with their mouths 
open in song. One o f  the singers marches by him self in front o f  the three others, shaking a rattle or 
sistrum in front o f him. This figure has a paunch belly and wears a kilt rather than a loincloth like the 
rest o f the figures. The other three singers appear to be wearing long cloaks, rather than the loincloths. 
None o f  the singers appear to be wearing caps. In the procession behind the singers, one o f  the 
marchers appears to be stooping or falling, while the figure ju st in front, probably his partner, turns 
back to look.

Plate 18



Boxer Rhyton 
From Portico 
11 o f the north 
west quarter 
and the upper 
courtyard of 
Villa A, Ayia 
Triada

LM Ib 
context

Serpentine Conical 
Rhyton 
Ht. ca. 
44.85cm

The decoration is divided into four registers. The lowest register shows a male figure involved in a 
boxing bout. This figure wears a stiff loincloth, boots and a necklace and has short locks o f hair on top 
o f his head and long tresses hanging down his back. He stands with his right arm bent behind him and 
his left, only partially preserved, thrust out in front and is striding forward with his left leg. Enough is 
preserved o f a second figure to show that he has been knocked to the ground by the first, so hard that 
his legs and lower back are in the air. The scene above also shows a boxing match. Those involved are 
wearing helmets with cheek guards and boxing gloves, as well as the loincloth and boots. On this 
register two figures are preserved, but they are involved in different matches. To the right the figure’s 
posture matches almost exactly that o f the standing figure in the register below, striding forward with 
one arm extended in front and one bent behind. Behind him a second male appears to have been 
defeated. His upper torso and head survive showing him crouched against the ground holding him self 
up with his gloved hands. He has fallen in front o f a pillar topped by a rectangular feature decorated 
with circular designs. Just beside this rectangular feature is the thrust out arm o f  a third figure who has 
presumably just knocked the crouching man to the ground. The next register shows an image o f bull 
leaping. Two bulls run in the flying gallop, one behind the other. The second bull has a leaper caught 
on its horns. The top register again shows a boxing scene, although it is very fragmentary. In one 
preserved piece two figures advance one behind the other with arms upraised. In front o f  these two 
figures the legs of a third figure are preserved, bent as if  kneeling. Behind them another fragment 
shows a pillar the same as that in the second register and beside this a fourth figure m oving in the 
opposite direction. All the figures where the neck has been preserved are wearing necklaces and all 
have long hair.

Plates
14-15

Palace o f 
Kato Zakros. 
Pieces found 
in lightwell and 
workshop 'P 
connected to 
the Hall o f the 
Ceremonies, in 
the first o f the 
basement 
storerooms of 
the west wing 
and at the 
entrance o f the 
north portico

LM Ib 
context

Chlorite 
Traces of 
Gold leaf

Ovoid Rhyton, 
almost 
com plete 
Ht. 31.1cms 
(without neck)

The entire body o f this vessel is carved with a scene o f  a tripartite m ountain-top shrine. The wings 
consist o f a lower ashlar section and an upper opening. Each has two pairs o f horns o f consecration on 
top and a pole or mast with a rectangular feature on both sides. The entire central section is decorated 
with a series o f spirals. Leading up to the shrine is a staircase with six steps and in the middle o f  the 
bottom step sits an incurved altar. To the left o f this, on the ground in front o f the first step is a two- 
level built altar. On top o f the higher part o f this altar is a small pair o f  horns o f consecration and two 
branches with leaves. In front o f  the staircase is a courtyard, in the middle o f  which is a large 
rectangular built altar. The courtyard is surrounded on the outside by a staggered wall, each part with 
horns o f  consecration on top. The shrine is set in a rocky landscape with some grassy plants and 
crocuses. Six agrimia are also featured, four reclining on top o f  the middle part o f the shrine flanking 
an object with wavy edges, possibly a baetyl. O f the two others, one rests its front legs against the left 
wing o f the shrine and the last leaps down through the rocky landscape to the bottom right o f  the 
shrine. A bird perches on top o f  one o f the pairs o f  horns o f  consecration on the left wing o f  the 
building and on the right wing another bird appears to be either landing or taking o ff from one pair o f 
horns o f consecration.

Plates 
4, 7, 8a



Kato Zakros, 
‘Building of 
the Turret’^

LM  la 
context

Chlorite Conical or 
Oblong 
Rhyton 
fragment

The head o f one dolphin overlaps the body o f  a second. Both dolphins are decorated along the body 
with a series o f wavy lines. The fm and back o f a third dolphin can be seen at the bottom  edge o f the 
piece. Above the three dolphins is an arched design, sim ilar to the sign designating the shoreline on the 
Theran miniature wall painting.

Plate
11a

M alia Triton 
outside north
east part o f the 
Palace'*

LM la 
stylistic

Chlorite
Schist

Triton Shell 
1. 26.8cm 
b. 12.5 cm

The entire body o f the triton is covered by a series o f  incised bands and between each set o f bands are 
a series o f pairs o f semi-circles. On the largest part o f  the shell is a scene o f two genii standing on the 
upper level o f a two-stepped construction. The smaller genius on the right is pouring liquid from a 
double-spouted jug  onto the paws o f a slightly larger genius on the left, who bends his head down as if 
drinking the liquid from  his paws. This image is framed by rockwork, which overlaps the stepped 
structure.

Plates 
9c, 10

Palace of 
Knossos, north
east area

LM  Illa l 
context

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 2.95cm

A bearded archer wearing a pair o f short leggings or M inoan kilt is crouching in a rocky landscape 
with a bow drawn and ready to shoot.

Plate
13a

Palace of 
Knossos, Court 
o f the Stone 
Spout

LM  I lla l 
context

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 6.6cm

A male figure wearing a stiff loincloth with long flowing hair stands with his left arm thrusting 
forward in a punch, his right arm held behind him. He is striding forward with his left leg. To the right 
o f this male is the leg o f a fallen figure.

Plate
16a

Palace of 
Knossos, north 
o f  the South 
Propylaion

LM Illb  
context

Serpentine Possible 
rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 3.5 cm

Rectangular feature, similar to that seen on colum ns, with circular decoration around it. On top o f this 
is a flat surface and resting on the top o f this surface is the leg o f a reclining animal, possibly a bull or 
agrimi.

Plate
20b

Palace o f 
Knossos, 
Throne room

LM  Illa l 
context

Chlorite Possible 
rhyton /triton 
shell fragment^ 
mpd. 9.5cm

‘Am bushed’ octopus fragment. An octopus hides behind a pattern o f  rockwork, with one eye peering 
through a hole in the rocks and its eight tentacles curled above it.

Plate
11c

Knossos, north 
or north-west 
o f the palace

LM II 
stylistic

Steatite or 
Serpentine

Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 4.8cm

Two levels o f decoration. On the lower part is a crested helmet. On the upper part is a male figure 
preserved from the chest down, wearing a loincloth. He has one arm  outstretched behind him holding 
the horns o f a goat, either dragging it with him or fending it o ff

Plate
20a

Knossos, south 
o f the Palace

LM Ib- 
LM II 
stylistic

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 5.8cm

Two male figures in procession. Both wear a loincloth and the figure whose head is preserved has long 
hair down to their waist. The figures hold their arms straight out in front o f  them and each holds in his 
hands a bowl. Behind the figures, on a higher level are two pillars or poles with rectangular features 
half way up their length. Between the two poles is a m asonry wall on top o f  which rests a pair o f horns 
o f consecration. The right pole is set lower than the left giving the im pression that they are part o f a 
rising structure, as does the small part o f a second wall preserved on the extrem e left upper corner, 
with its bottom edge set significantly higher than that o f the first wall.

Plate 9a



W est o f the 
Little Palace, 
Knossos

MM  Ilia  -  
LM la 
stylistic

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 2.3cm

The torso and leg of a male figure on the left is preserved with one arm drawn back and bent at a right 
angle. Pressed against his waist and lower torso is the thigh o f a second figure wearing a phallus 
sheath.

Plate 
16c

Little Palace, 
Knossos

Serpentine Cup or Dish 
fragment 
mpd. 3.9cm

Fragm ent showing two rows o f dentals and under these are an oval shaped object Plate
20c

Unexplored
M ansion,
Knossos

LM III 
context 
M M  Ilia  -  
LM la 
stylistic

Serpentine Ovoid rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 8.2cm

Two joining fragments showing the back end o f a bull m oving forward with its tail held upright. In 
front o f the bull is a rope net, while above its back are two human feet.

Plate
16e

Knossos, Royal 
Road

LM la 
context

Serpentine Unclear 
mpd. 2.8cm

Very small fragment with curved line across it.

Knossos,
findspot
unknown

L M I
stylistic

Serpentine Lid fragment 
mpd. 10cm

An elaborate cult knot on a wavy background. Plate 9b

Knossos,
findspot
unknown

M M  Illb- 
LM la 
stylistic

Serpentine Possible 
rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 4.3cm

The torso o f a male figure viewed from behind, is shown with shoulder muscles and spine deeply 
carved. He wears a loincloth and his left arm is held bent beside him with the hand against his waist. 
The right arm is not preserved but appears to be thrusting upwards. The angle o f  the figure’s upper legs 
and torso suggest that the figure is travelling forward at some speed.

Plate
16b

Knossos,
findspot
unknown

LM II-
I lla l
stylistic

Serpentine Possible 
rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 5.2

Fragm ent with lower part o f dolphin’s body above a representation o f marine rockwork.

Knossos
findspot
unknown

M M  Illb- 
LM la 
stylistic

Serpentine Triton shell 
fragment 
mpd. 5.8cm

Part o f a torso and fin o f dolphin below marine rockwork.

Knossos
findspot
unknown

LM  Ib- 
LM II 
Stylistic

Serpentine Triton Shell 
fragment 
mpd. 8.8cm

Tentacles o f an octopus between marine rockwork.

Knossos
findspot
unknown

Chlorite Pear shaped 
rhyton

M arine rockwork.

Knossos,
findspot
unknown^

LM II-
I lla i
stylistic

Limestone Rhyton
fragment

Two figure-of-eight shields one above the other, separated by two curving lines.



Knossos
findspot
unknown^

Chlorite Possible
Rhyton
fragment

A series o f thick raised bands with rows o f recurring ovals between them, which W arren describes as 
rows o f grain (1969, 90).

Gypsades, near
H ogarth’s
Houses

LM  I b -  
LM  II 
stylistic

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 7.6cm

Two joining fragments showing the facade o f  a building and a male figure in front o f  it. The figure 
appears to be placing something in a basket in front o f  the building. The building is tripartite in form 
with a high middle part and two lower wings and rests on a platform  o f isodomic construction. On top 
o f each o f the wings is a pair o f horns o f consecration, while in front o f each is a colum n with a 
rectangular feature part way up. The scene is set in a rocky landscape.

Plate 8b

Gypsades area? 
-  given to 
Evans in 1894

M M  Illb- 
LM  la 
stylistic

Serpentine Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 8.85

To the left a man is running forward with his right leg forward and left arm held bent behind him. The 
figure’s head is destroyed. Behind this figure is a built altar with a set o f horns o f  consecration on top 
and to the right o f this is a second male figure who appears to be crouching or sitting. This figure is 
largely destroyed but holds one arm in front o f him with the forefinger and thumb o f the hand pinched 
together. Above the altar is a built wall behind which is visible a tree and behind and above the tree is 
another wall. To the right o f the tree is a pole.

Plate 8c

Gypsades, near
H ogarth’s
Houses

Serpentine Possible 
rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 4.8cm

Fragment with the tail o f a dolphin or fish.

M avro Spelio W hite
limestone

Pear-shaped 
Rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 18.4cm

Two octopus tentacles with suckers.

Zapher Papoura LM  Il-IIIa 
Stylistic

Serpentine Probable lid 
fragment 
mpd. 8.5cm

A series o f thick raised bands with rows o f  recurring ovals between them. Kaiser suggests a snake 
(1976, 18)

Area 0  
Palaikastro

M M  III 
Evans, LM 
Ib (Kaiser)

Serpentine 
Traces of 
Gold leaf

Conical rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 6.5cm

Fragm ent showing the front o f a running boar with its two front legs stretched out in front o f  it and its 
rough hair shown by small lines in a semicircle round the back o f  its head. The surface over which the 
boar runs is represented by two wavy lines.

Plate
13b

Palaikastro*^ 
Area 6, Well 
605

LM  Ib- III 
context

Serpentine Base of 
conical rhyton

Three dolphins swimming above rocks. Two o f the dolphins face the third, all are swimming 
downwards towards the rocks which circle the base o f  the rhyton.

Plate
11b

Katsamba LM  II-
I lla i
stylistic

Chlorite Handle, 
probably from 
a conical 
rhyton. 
mpd. 4.9cm

A line o f two argonauts. The edges o f the handle are carved with series o f relief lines.



Mycenae, 
Chamber Tomb 
26

LM III 
context

Serpentine Enclosed
vessel
surviving in 
two parts 
Ht. 10.5cm

The decoration shows an octopus with its head at the base of the vessel and its tentacles curling around 
the vessel among a seascape of rocks and seaweed. The tentacles of a second octopus survive.

Plate 6a

Tiryns'^ L M I Steatite Fragment of 
rhyton 
mpd. 3cm

Fragment showing part of a building.

Epidauros, 
Sanctuary of 
Apollo 
Maleatas

LH III 
stylistic

Serpentine Two non-joining fragments. The upper fragment has two levels o f decoration. On the upper part is a 
row of figures preserved from the waist down. Each of the figures wears a knee-length robe and where 
preserved they hold their right forearms level with their waists. They walk over a rocky ground line. 
The lower level is difficult to decipher. On the left are the upper parts of two figures. Their torsos are 
covered by rectangular shields or cloaks, and the front figure holds up a staff or sword in front of him. 
Behind these two figures is an en face  human head tilted to one side. To the right of the image is a 
rectangular object with the head of a male figure looking over it. In front o f it is the upper part o f a 
dolphin and in front of this is one long and two round objects. The second fragment also has two levels 
of decoration. On the top are two human legs wearing short leggings. Where the torso would be is 
covered by a panel of lozenge pattern.

Plate 6c

Athens,
Acropolis

Persian
debris

Serpentine 
or steatite

Possible
rhyton

Fragment of bull leaping scene, now lost. The preserved drawing shows a male figure in the air above 
the horns of a bull.

Plate 6b

Findspot
Unknown
(Knossos?)

Serpentine Probable 
conical rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 7.8

The hands of a leaper are shown just above the back of a bull -  only a very small piece is preserved. Plate
I6d

Findspot 
Unknown 
Probable fake

Serpentine
or
Chlorite

Conical rhyton 
fragment 
mpd. 7.5cm

Man with long hair and ringlets.

Findspot 
Unknown 
Probable fake

Probable cup 
fragment

Head of a man wearing a turban, with one hand held up in front of an architectural feature.

Findspot 
Unknown 
Probable fake

Head of a male figure with large curls of hair, wearing a necklace.



' T he  in form ation  in th is tab le  is largely  taken  from  K aise r 1976. W hen the inform ation  is en tirely  draw n from  ano ther source  a reference  w ill be  g iven a t the start o f  the 
record , o therw ise  the reference  w ill be p laced  in the ap p ro p ria te  section.
^H a lb h err 1903 p. 15 
 ̂ Inform ation from  P la to n  1971a

* In form ation  from  B aurain  &  D arque 1983.
 ̂B aura in  and D arque 1983 suggest the iden tifica tion  as p art o f  a triton  shell.

® Inform ation  from  W arren  1969 p .85-6 
 ̂ In form ation  from  W arren  1969 p .90

* Inform ation  from  M acG illiv ray  e t al. 1998 p l.49  a& b, p .226  
 ̂ In fo rm ation  from  S akellarak is 1973.

T h is p iece  and the fo llow ing  p iece  are  illu stra ted  in P M  III F ig .308. N o o ther de ta ils  are recorded  about them , and th e ir w hereabou ts rem ain  unknow n.
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Different Human activities on Relief-Carved Stone Vases

□  Ritual □  Boxing □  Bull leaping/catching □  Other

TABLE 2.1

Types of Image on Relief-Carved Stone Vases

16 1

Marine Imagery Human Imagery Other

Type of Image

TABLE 2.2



Types of Relief-Carved Stone Vases

■  Rhyta ■  Possible Rhyta □  Cup
□  Possible cup or dish ■  Triton Shell B  Lief
■  Handle □  Enclosed Vessel ■  Unknown
■  Possible Triton Shell or Rhyton

1 1

TABLE 2.3



Table 3: Cretan Signet Rings
Ring Context Context

Date
M aterial Description Dim ensions in 

mms'
111.
No.

Ayios
Ciiaralambos,
cave
CMS V Suppl. la 
45

Late
Neolithic- 
M M  III

Bronze Round bezel. Linear design with four sets o f three parallel lines stretching to the edge o f  the 
ring forming a diamond shape in the middle. Inside this diamond is another smaller diamond 
filled with vertical lines.

Bezel D: 16-17 
Hoop D: 14

Ayios
Charalambos,
cave
CMS V Suppl. la 
46

Late
Neolithic- 
MM  III

Silver Round bezel. Five flowers grow from a rocky mound. The flower heads are fan shaped, with 
small leaves all the way up each stem, possibly meant to be papyrus. The middle flower is the 
tallest, the rest get smaller to fit the bezel.

Bezel D: 15.9 - 
17.3
Hoop not 
preserved

Ayios
Charalambos,
cave

Late
Neolithic- 
MM  III

Gold Fragm ent o f a gold ring with a sea m otif in re lief"

Krasi Pediados 
Tholos

EM Silver,
chased.

Undecorated. Almost circular bezel.

M ochlos House 
Tomb 22

EM  II -  MM 
lA  + LM  I

Bronze Badly corroded, impossible to tell if originally engraved. D: 15
(Effinger -  no 
mention if 
hoop or bezel)

M ochlos House 
Tom b 22

EM  II -  MM 
lA  + LM  I

Gold Undecorated. Only the bezel survives. Bezel D: 17

Ayia Triada, 
Tholos Tom b A 
HM nr. 226

EM  III - 
M M  I

Bronze Corroded, no surviving decoration.

Koumasa, Ayia 
Irini Tholos E 
HM nr. 1439

EM  -  LM 
III

Bronze Badly oxidised. Xanthoudides records the impression o f  a quadruped on this ring, which is 
not visible today (1924, 52).

Bezel L: 25 
B: 14
Hoop D; 18

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
Tom b E, Larnax 
5

MM  lA Bronze Bezel slightly diamond shaped. Divided into six parallel zones, five o f which are decorated 
with various linear patterns including triangles and lattice patterns. Sakellarakis records this 
as the earliest known signet ring on Crete (1997, 650)

L: 19.5 
B: 11.6



Archanes 
Phourni, Burial 
Building 6

Late
Prepalatial

Bronze Undecorated. Elliptical bezel shows antiquity o f this shape o f ring (Sakellarakis 1997, 650)

M ochlos House 
tomb III 
HM Nr. 376

MM  I Cast silver Bezel alm ost circular. Undecorated. Bezel D:10 
Hoop D: 14

M ochlos House 
tomb III

MM  I Bronze Badly corroded, broken. No traces of decoration. Bezel D: 13 
Hoop D: 16

Vorou, Tholos A MM  I Bronze Round Bezel, undecorated (Effinger 1996, 297) or decorated with spiral (M arinatos 1930/31, 
165).

Kamilari, 
M ylona Lakko 
Tholos

MM  II - III Cast bronze Undecorated.

Archanes 
Anemospilia, on 
the small finger 
o f a deceased 
m ale’s left hand

M M  IIB - 
IIIA

Iron leaf 
over a silver 
core

Badly corroded, no decoration visible.

Knossos Ailias, 
Chamber Tomb 
7, HM Nr. 738

M M  III Gold leaf, 
hollow bezel

Two stylised lily flowers in relief.

Knossos Ailias, 
Chamber Tomb 
7, HM Nr. 737

M M  III Beaten gold Undecorated.

Sphoungaras, 
necropolis, 
Pithos burial 
CMS II.3, 239

M M  III -  
L M I

Lead Very degraded, figure o f standing female with upraised arms and a line o f  oval shapes on 
either side o f her.

Bezel D: 12 
Hoop; 19

Plate
86b

Sphoungaras, 
necropolis, 
Pithos burial 
CMS II.3, 240

M M  III -  
LM I

Bronze with 
rock crystal 
bezel

In the middle is a small area o f lattice pattern surrounded by a triangle o f  thick lines, one with 
a line o f spikes along its outer edge. There is an additional thick line on the left o f the bezel.

Bezel L: 14 
B: 11; 

H oop 11-15

Sphoungaras, 
necropolis, 
Pithos burial

M M  III -  
L M I

Cast Bronze Round bezel. Undecorated. H oop D: 10



Sphoungaras, 
necropolis, 
Pithos burial

MM III -  
LM I

Cast Bronze Round bezel. Undecorated. Hoop D: 10

M avro Spelio 
necropolis Grave 
IX, Chamber E 
CMS II.3, 38

MM I - LM 
III

Gold Almost round bezel. The bezel is filled with a large spiral around which 19 Linear A 
characters are written.

Bezel D: 8.5- 
9.5
Hoop 13

M avro Spelio 
necropolis Grave 
IX, Chamber E 
HM Vit. VI 87

M M  I - LM 
III

Beaten gold, 
hoop gold- 
plated

Undecorated.

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
B Room 6 (pillar 
room), probably 
from a burial on 
the upper storey. 
HM Nr. 1017

MM II -  LM 
lA

Solid gold A large griffin, facing left, leaps into the air with its front legs raised and its back legs 
pushing o ff the ground, head thrust out in front o f it. A series o f spirals runs up the neck and 
the wing o f the griffin. Behind it is a female figure wearing a short knee-length flounced skirt 
and a bodice, with the ends o f the sleeves marked on each arm. Around each ankle and wrist 
is a line, those on the wrists are probably bracelets, those on the ankles either ankle bracelets 
or marking the top o f footwear. The female has one long thick tress o f hair, but lacks facial 
features.

Plate
65c

M ochlos Grave 
12

M M  II/III -  
L M I

Bronze Badly corroded, original engraving destroyed. Hoop D: 14

M alia, House 
Aa, Room 8 
CMS V Suppl la 
58

MM III-LM 
I

Lead Bezel only preserved. Three female figures in long skirts walk to the right. All have their left 
arm held up with their hand to their head and their right arm held out behind them. The 
central figure wears a hat or tiara.

Bezel L; 22.3; 
B:12.4

Plate
71e

M alia, House 
Z(3, Room 16

Neopalatial Silver Only hoop survives. H oop D: 16

Pyrgos Tem enos, 
Larnax burial 
Ashmolean 
1924.167

LM lA Gold Only casing for bezel survives. Bezel L: 23 
B: 15

M alia, M aison E LM lA  -  
IIIA l

Tin Only hoop preserved. Hoop max D: 
23



Knossos, under 
ruins beiiind 
H ogarth’s house 
A
CMS II.3, 15

LM  IB Bronze with 
two silver 
nails.

A large fem ale figure, with no facial features and wearing a long skirt, stands to the right in 
frontal view. Her left arm is bent with her left hand raised to her left shoulder, while her right 
arm hangs by her side. Lines on both her arms may be bracelets or sleeve ends. She faces a 
large structure with isodomic masonry above which a tree is visible. Two small pointed 
objects also rise above the level o f the wall, possibly horns o f  consecration. Behind the 
female is a long rounded object, possibly a vessel o f some sort. The scene is interrupted in the 
centre by the two large nails used to attach the hoop to the bezel.

Bezel L: 17 
B: 8
H oop 12

Poros, rock cut 
tomb on 
Leophoros 
Ikarou

LM  IB Gold To the right o f the scene is a male figure, wearing a loincloth and with long hair, grasping the 
top o f a small tree rising above a built structure with isodomic masonry. In the centre another 
male figure stands on a small raised platform, wearing a conical hat with a line o f dots falling 
from the top. He faces left and holds one arm straight out in front o f him, the other hanging 
down behind him. Facing him is a large female figure in seated position floating above the 
backs o f  two birds who are placed heraldically under her with their wings extended. The 
birds face away from each other, but turn their heads back to look up at the female. The 
female wears a long flounced skirt and holds her right hand to her chest, while her left arm is 
bent at the elbow with the forearm stretching towards the male figure in front o f her. 
Underneath the birds are two flowering plants. A small female figure in a bell shaped skirt 
floats in the sky above the outstretched arm o f the central male figure. She appears to have 
both hands held at hip level. Around the central figures float a slightly wavy line, an eye
shaped object, a small oval shape. Two very abraded objects float above the m ale shaking the 
tree.

Bezel L: 21 
B: 11 
Hoop: 14

Plate
68d

M ochlos, above 
Grave IX 
CMS II.3, 252

L M I Gold leaf On the right o f the bezel is part o f  a built structure and in front o f  this is a squill. 
Approaching the structure is a boat in which a female figure wearing a long skirt sits. Her 
torso is frontal, legs profile and no facial features are indicated. Her left arm  is raised towards 
the structure, bent at the elbow and with the hand bent to point upwards, while her right arm 
is held down behind her, possibly supporting her. On the boat behind the fem ale is a stepped 
structure with a tree visible above the tallest level. The boat’s left end is carved in the shape 
o f an anim al’s head and the right end fans out like a bird’s tail. Above the fem ale’s head is a 
symbol with one long vertical line and four smaller horizontal lines running parallel across it 
and to the right o f this is an oval object with a lip. The sea is marked with four pairs o f small 
vertical lines and the shore is delineated by four rounded shapes.

Bezel L: 19 
B: 10 

Hoop 11.5

Plate
68c

M avro Spelio 
Chamber Tomb 
VII, cham ber B

LM II -  III Bronze Badly corroded, impossible to see if originally decorated.



Praisos, Tholos 
B
HM Nr. 71

LM III Cast gold Undecorated. Bezel L: 24

Zapher Papoura 
necropolis, Shaft 
Grave 2 -  near 
the right hand

LM IIIA Gold Bezel broken.

Zapher Papoura 
necropolis. 
Shaft Grave 7 
CMS II.3, 39

LM IIIA l Gold-plated 
with bronze 
(?) centre

Sphinx with its wings spread out and its legs extended forward and down. In front o f  it is a 
three-leaved plant.

Bezel L: 31.5; 
B: 20.5;
H oop 18;

P late
76c

Zapher Papoura 
necropolis, 
Chamber grave 
21

LM III Gold Undecorated, round bezel. Hoop D: 10

Isopata 
necropolis 
Tholos tomb 1 
CM S 11.3 51

LM IIIA l Gold, bezel 
hollow

Four large and one small female figures without facial features are shown on different levels. 
The central figure wears a long skirt, a top with puffy sleeves which leaves her breasts 
exposed and a bracelet on her right arm. Her torso and head are frontal, but her feet are in 
profile. Her left arm hangs by her side, her right is lifted, the hand level with her head. She 
has a large, thick ponytail o f hair falling down her back. To her left floats a small fem ale 
figure with a long skirt and long hair. This figure holds an arm out towards the central female 
and the position o f her hair, almost horizontal behind her, suggests that she is descending. 
Two female figures on the left o f the ring are shown in profile holding their arms raised in 
front o f them. They raise both their arms towards the higher figures, but it is not entirely clear 
if the gesture is aimed at the larger or smaller female, or both. These two figures are 
differentiated by some small details. The one on the left has a flounced skirt, a row o f beads 
hanging from her right arm and her hair is shown only by a row o f dots. The one on the right 
has a plain skirt decorated by two vertical lines down the front, a thick ponytail and a strange 
object rising from the front o f her skirt, shaped like a phallus sheath. A female figure to the 
right o f the bezel is shown in frontal view, again except for her feet. She has both arms 
raised and bent at the elbows and wears a flounced skirt and a bracelet on her right arm. All 
the large figures have a line o f  dots rising up from their heads, possibly fringes o f  hair 
indicating movement on their part. The landscape around them is filled with small plants, 
including a lily between the three figures on the lower level. In the space beside the central 
figure are a number o f  symbols; a human eye, a long wavy line with a dot at one end, a 
conical object and an elongated cylinder divided along its length by lines.

Bezel L: 22.5; 
B: 16;
Hoop 13.5

Plate
65b



Isopata 
necropolis. 
Chamber Grave 
6
CMS II.3, 56

L M lllA l Electrum Two figures in profile, badly degraded, wearing a short, possibly flounced, skirt, face each 
other. Both have their arms stretched out in front and they appear to be holding hands or 
touching their hands together. Behind each o f them is an unidentifiable object.

Bezel L: 14; 
B: 9.5;
H oop 15;

Plate
86a

Sellopoulo Tomb 
4, Burial 1 
HM Nr. 1034

LM  llIA l Gold, filled 
with green 
powder-like 
substance

To the left o f the scene is a rocky knoll, out o f which grows a tree and flowers. In front o f the 
knoll is a large almost oval object, on which a kneeling man leans. This figure has no facial 
features and wears a belt and a bracelet on his left arm. He leans on the oval object with his 
right arm, the other is held up and out behind the figure towards a descending bird. The figure 
has turned his head to watch the bird approach. Just below the b ird’s beak is a small 
triangular object. To the right o f  the scene is a tall, thick pillar-like object behind which is a 
row o f dots.

Plate
68b

Sellopoulo Tomb 
4, Burial 1 
HM Nr. 1035

LM lllA l Gold plated 
bronze

Reclining griffin with its head turned backwards to look behind it. In front o f it, above it and 
behind it are small lines, possibly plant motifs.

Bezel L:24; 
B:15;
H oop D:8;

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
A on the breast 
o f the dead 
female in the 
side-chamber. 
HM Nr. 989

LM  lllA l Solid gold In the centre stands a large female figure wearing a long flounced skirt and bodice with 
elbow-length sleeves. Dots running down the outside o f the sleeves may be decoration on the 
sleeves or indicate the fem ale’s hair. The figure holds her left arm straight down by her side, 
her right is bent, held against her body with the hand to her shoulder. No facial features are 
depicted so it is impossible to judge which way the female is looking. A series o f  dots rise in 
a cone shape above her head, possibly indicating a hat. To the left o f the female are two 
butterflies, one in profile, one in frontal view. Above these float a long vertical object with 
two short horizontal lines at each end, an eye and an object which Sakellarakis identifies as a 
chrysalis (1997, 658). On the left o f the ring kneels a male figure, with his legs in profile and 
torso in frontal view. He wears a loincloth and belt and has long hair. H is right arm is bent 
with the hand to the chest and with this arm he leans on a large tilted rectangular object. His 
left arm reaches diagonally down to em brace the object. To the right o f  the female is a second 
male in a loincloth and belt. He stands with one leg bent up behind him and reaches up with 
his arms to grasp the branches o f  a tree visible above a built tripartite structure. None o f the 
figures have facial features. The whole scene takes place on a flat ground line o f two 
horizontal layers o f bricks or paving.

Bezel L: 34.5; 
B: 21
H oop Dia; 19

Plate
66a



Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
A, area o f  the 
breast o f the 
dead female in 
the side-cham ber 
HM Nr. 990

LM  IllA l Gold sheet,
hollow
inside

Two layers o f decoration separated in the middle by a deep horizontal groove decorated by a 
series o f small vertical grooves. The upper and lower scenes are symmetrical. Each consists 
o f a figure o f eight shield in the middle flanked by two sacral knots, which are in turn flanked 
by a smaller figure o f eight shield.

Bezel L:35; 
B :2I
H oop Dia: 19

Plate
66c

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
A
HM Nr. 1002

LM  IIlA l Gold plate, 
bronze core

Three figure o f eight shields in the centre and a series o f small lines decorating the edge o f 
the bezel.

Bezel L:34; 
B:25
H oop Dia:20

Plate
66c

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
A, side-cham ber 
SW corner, 
probably in a 
wooden pyxis 
HM Nr. 1003

LM IIIA l Gold plate, 
bronze core

Two figure o f eight shields. Bezel L: 29; 
B: 18
H oop Dia; 15

Plate
66c

Archanes 
Phourni, Tholos 
A, side-cham ber, 
SW  corner, 
probably in a 
wooden pyxis 
HM Nr. 994

LM IIIA l Gold plate, 
bronze core

Two figure o f eight shields separated by two vertical lines between which are a series o f 
smaller diagonal lines.

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tom be dei 
Nobili, G rave 2 
CM S II.3, 103

LM  IIIA l-2 Gold with 
bronze core

On the left is a large seated female figure. The image is worn and it is unclear if the female is 
naked or wearing a skirt. Her right arm is bent at the elbow, the forearm raised. Behind her 
is a tall pillar with double capital. In front o f the seated female stand two figures. D irectly in 
front is a monkey with a long tail standing on its back legs with its arms bent and raised in 
front o f it. Behind the monkey stands a second female figure wearing a long skirt, who has 
both arms up-raised. Above the monkey are floating symbols, one long and pointed at both 
ends, one shaped like the head o f a golf club, and two oval shapes, a third exam ple o f which 
can be seen behind the head o f the seated female. N o facial features appear to be marked 
although the ring is worn. The standing figures are in profile the seated one has a frontal torso 
but the legs and probably the head are in profile.

Bezel L: 17; 
B: 10;
H oop 13;

Plate
68a



Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tombe dei 
Nobili, grave 9

LM IIIA l-2 Gold leaf Reclining griffin, facing right, with small plant-like m otif in front o f  it. Bezel L: ca 18 
B; ca 11

Plate
76b

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tombe dei 
Nobili, grave 9

LM IIIA l-2 Gold Bull in flying gallop to the left, with head and tail raised. In front o f the bull and above its 
back are trees or bushes and below its feet is a curving line with small parallel vertical lines 
all along it.

Bezel L: 26 
B: 15

Plate
SOd

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tom be dei 
Nobili, grave 9

LM  IIlA l-2 Gold, inner 
part o f blue 
paste

Undecorated. D: 15

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tom be dei 
Nobili, Grave 10 
CMS II.3, 113

LM IIIA l-2 Gold-plated 
bronze and 
iron

Top half o f  gold on bezel missing. Three large figure of eight shields alm ost fill the bezel. On 
the right and left edges o f the bezel is a decorative pattern like the ear o f  a cereal plant. 
Below  the shields is a thick line and below this a row o f interlocking spirals.

Bezel L: 24; 
B: 15;
Hoop 17;

Plate
77b

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tom be dei 
Nobili, Grave 10

LM  IIIA l-2 Silver Badly dam aged, unclear if it was originally decorated.

Kalyvia 
necropolis, 
Tom be dei 
Nobili, Grave 11 
CMS II.3, 114

LM  IIIA l-2 Gold with 
bronze core

To the left o f the bezel is a small structure above which a tree is visible. A large standing 
fem ale figure, wearing a long divided skirt, grasps the trunk o f the tree. H er head is tilted 
back. In the centre o f the ring is a second figure kneeling and leaning on a large round object. 
N either figure has facial features, both are in profile. Behind the kneeling figure is a bird in 
flight and to the very right o f the scene is a tall rounded object with a lip at the top, possibly a 
pithos. A flat ground line is indicated.

Bezel L; 16.5; 
B: 13;
Hoop 11.5- 
13.5;

Plate
68e

Kalyvia 
necropolis, not 
associated with 
particular grave

LM  THAI-2 Cast iron Too corroded to identify if it was originally decorated. Bezel L: 23 
B: 13

Kalyvia 
necropolis, not 
associated with 
particular grave

LM IIIA l-2 Silver Fragmentary.



Kalyvia 
necropolis, not 
associated with 
particular grave

LM IIIA l-2 Gold leaf, 
over a 
bronze 
casing

Fragmentary, only the casing survives, bezel does not.

Katsambas 
Rock cut 
cham ber tomb 0

LM IIIA2 Silver Undecorated. L; 25

Chania, Odos 
Palama Pit Cave 
tomb 8
CMS V Suppl la 
111

LM IIIA2 Rem nant o f 
a silver ring

Badly degraded. Rudimentary human figure. Bezel L: 16.8, 
B: 11.1

Chania, Odos 
Palama Pit cave 
tomb 8
CMS V Suppl la 
112

LM IIIA2 Rem nant o f 
a silver ring

Badly degraded. Reclining four legged animal with two dots above its back. Bezel L: 19.8, 
B: 10.8

Chania, Tholos 
tomb
CMS V Suppl la 
197

LM IIIA-B W hite and
brown
breccia

A bull, facing left, stands with bowed head beside a tall plant which rises over its back. Bezel L: 27 
B:22
Hoop D 14.5- 
17.1

Plate
86c

Chania, Tholos 
tomb
CMS V Suppl la 
198

LM IIIA-B W hite and
brown
breccia

Two overlapping animals stand in front o f a tall plant. Their heads are turned away from  the 
plant looking back to the right.

Bezel L: 27.8 
B: 10
H oop D 14.6- 
16.1

M ochlos, 
Limenaria 
necropolis 
Cham ber Tomb

LM IIIA l- 
IIIB

Gold No details if the ring is decorated or not'".

Ayia Triada 
Grave 5

LM  IIIA2-B Cast gold Undecorated. Bezel L: 19 
H oop D: 14

Ayia Triada 
Grave 5

LM IIIA2-B Gold leaf Round bezel, undecorated. Bezel D: 7 
H oop D : 13-14

Ayia Triada 
Grave 5

LM  IIIA2-B G old leaf Round bezel, undecorated. H oop D: 13-14



Armeni Grave 78 
CMS V Suppl Ib 
208

LM IIIA2-B1 Lead, silver 
or an alloy 
o f both

Too degraded to interpret the motif. Bezel L: 18.2 
B: ca 12.5 
H oop max. 
dia: 20

Chania Palama 
Street Grave 4 
Chania Mus Inv 
Nr. M523

LM  IIIB l Silver Fragmentary.

Armeni Grave 43 
CMS V. 1 ,266

LM IIIB l Metal,
probably
lead,perhaps
originally
gold-plated

Griffin, facing left, stands in front o f a tree. Bezel L: 20 
B: 16.5

Armeni Grave 43 
CMS V .l 267

L M IIIB l M etal, 
probably 
lead,perhaps 
originally 
gold-plated

Bull running to the left. Bezel L; 28.5; 
B:20

Karteros 
M apheze 
Chamber tomb

LM IIIB Gold leaf, 
bronze core

Only frame o f  the bezel left. Bezel L: 23

M ouliana Mesa, 
Vourlia 
HM Nr. 192

LM  IIIB Gold. Outside o f bezel is framed with two lines o f granulation, one either side o f a wire. Inside 
these the bezel has irregular wavy wires, the spaces between which are filled with 
granulation. The two nails that join the ring to the hoop are visible on the surface.

Bezel L; 32 
H oop D: 18

Adromyli, 
Kandemi 
Kephala Larnax 
grave

LM IIIB -  
LM m e

Gold Undecorated

M ouliana M esa, 
Sellades, tomb 
A.
HM Nr. 191

LM  m e  -  
Geometric

Cast gold Undecorated.

Praisos, Photoula 
Tholos, larnax of 
young burial"' 
HM Nr. 765

LM m e Gold Two rows o f granulation run around the outside o f the ring with a wire running between 
them. The face o f the bezel is decorated with 4 symmetrical S-shaped motifs in the middle 
and two U-shaped motifs with curled ends, one either side. These motifs all consist o f  two 
lines o f  granulation separated by a wire.



Ayios Georgios, 
Volakas, 
Chamber Tomb 
B

LM Bronze Rhomboid bezel. Fragmentary. Est. L; 33 
B: 25

M ochlos Grave 
14

Cast silver Undecorated. Bezel almost round. Bezel D: 15

Siva Pyrgiotissis 
Ashmolean 
HMS 2665

Stone Almost round bezel. Reclining bull looking back over shoulder.''

Vapheio, Tholos 
tomb
CMS 1 ,219

LHII Gold In the centre stands a female figure wearing a long flounced skirt, with rows o f dots 
indicating her long hair. Her left arm is bent upwards beside her and her right arm is held 
almost straight out to the side with the hand bent upwards at the end. To the left o f the ring is 
a figure o f  eight shield in profile with a garment or sacred knot draped on it. To the right o f 
the ring is a male facing right, dressed in a phallus and puttees, with long hair. He steps 
forward with his left foot raised up onto a rock and grasps the branch o f a tree with his left 
arm, while his right arm is bent up behind him in a m irror image o f the fem ale’s right arm. 
Neither figure has facial features. The tree rises over a cylindrical shaped object. Above the 
female and the shield float three objects; a plant motif, possibly an ear o f a cereal plant, a 
small conical object with two projections at the top and a double axe shaped object with a 
curved line hanging from each side of the axe blade.

Bezel L: 21.5; 
B:13.8;
H oop 12;

Plate
69e

Vapheio, Tholos 
Tomb
CMS 1, 253

LHII Copper with 
steatite bezel

Badly degraded image o f animal hunt. One animal rears on its back legs attacking another, 
with palm leaves in the background.

Bezel L: 33; 
B: 19.5 
H oop 20;

Plate
84b

Berlin Staatl. 
M useen Antiken 
Abt. -  thought to 
have been found 
near Sestos 
CM S XI 28

Gold On the left is a built structure with isodomic masonry and a doorway flanked by two uprights. 
The doorway has a thick lintel and beneath this stand two tall poles. A tree is visible above 
the building. In front o f the structure stands a male figure with long hair wearing a loincloth. 
He stands with his right arm held down behind him and his left arm stretched straight out in 
front o f him towards a female figure. This female wears a long skirt and has long hair. She 
has very prominent breasts, but no visible arms. No facial features are visible on either 
figure. Above and between the two figures is a circular object with lines radiating out from  it 
all the way round, probably a sun or star m otif

Bezel L: 13 
B: 8.5
H oop Dia 12- 
13

Plate
88c

Berlin Staatl. 
M useen Antiken 
Abt. No 
provenance. 
CM S XI 29

Gold From the left a large tree curves around the upper edge o f  the ring. Below this tree is a 
kneeling female figure with long hair, leaning on a boulder. She wears a long skirt and two 
lines just above her right elbow may indicate bracelets or the end o f a bodice sleeve. Her 
upper torso and head are twisted to look back to the right. Her left arm is bent and leaning on 
the boulder, her right arm stretches to the right. To her right, but facing away from her is a

Bezel L: 2.7 
B: 13.5
Hoop Dia 11.6 
-16

Plate
88e



standing male figure. He wears a phallus sheath, belt and putties and has long hair. He holds 
his right arm straight down behind him and his left arm is held up bent around a bow held 
towards him by a second female. She wears a long skirt and on her left arm is a line, a 
bracelet or sleeve end. Her right arm is held straight towards the male touching his left arm. 
Behind this figure is a third female whose lower body is turned away from the scene but 
upper body is twisted to look back towards the centre, with the torso in frontal view the head 
in profile. This figure holds her right arm by her side and her left arm is bent with the hand 
held to the chest. None o f the figures have facial features and all three fem ales have ponytails 
that are tied in bunches rather than the free flowing hair o f the male. Above the middle pair 
are three small unidentifiable floating objects.

Berlin Staatl. 
M useen Antiken 
Abt. No 
provenance 
CMS XI 30

Gold On the left is a structure o f two levels. On the edge of the bottom  level sits a female figure 
wearing a long divided skirt, with her hair in a bun. She has her left arm resting on her knees 
and her right arm held up in front o f her, bent with the hand level with her face. In this hand 
she holds an object, with a handle and round top held in sem icircular frame. In front o f her 
stands a smaller female figure with long hair. She wears a long skirt and a ring at her neck 
may be a necklace or the top o f a bodice. She holds her right arm down behind her and her 
left arm is bent at the elbow and raised towards the seated figure. Both figures have facial 
features. Behind the standing figure is a papyrus plant. The structure consists o f  two open 
frames, inside the upper one is a short column with a triple capital. On the roof are two sets o f 
upright oblongs, possibly two pairs o f horns o f  consecration.

Bezel L: 22 
B: 15
Hoop Dia 14.5 
-15

Plate
88d

Cretan Rings without proper context
BSA nr. 136 
CMS V Suppl. 
lb  194 
(originally in 
Rethymnon 
mus.)

M etal -  
survives in 
gypsum 
impression

To the left is a small tripartite structure. The central part is topped by three oblong objects, 
the two wings by one. In front o f this structure is a male figure wearing a cod-piece, with 
both arms raised and bent upwards at the elbow. Behind him stands a female in a long skirt 
with her right arm hanging by her side and her left arm raised and bent upwards at the elbow. 
The torsos o f  both figures are frontal, the head o f the female is in profile with no features, the 
head o f the male does not survive. Above the structure is a series o f small objects, o f varying 
shapes, possibly a tree rising from the structure.

Bezel L; 32 
B: 19

Plate
87e

BSA nr. 135 
CMS V Suppl. 
lb  195
(originally in
Rethymnon
mus.)

Metal - 
survives in 
gypsum 
impression

Female figure seated in the centre o f the scene on a raised platform. She wears a long plain 
skirt, with her torso in frontal view and her legs and featureless face in profile. One arm rests 
behind her on the platform, the other is held up and bent at the elbow  towards an animal that 
flanks her. The female is flanked on both sides by a leonine animal standing on its back legs 
with the front legs resting on the platform.

Bezel L; 37 
B: 31

Plate
87f



Platanos, outside 
Tholos tomb 
H M N r. 1926

Bronze Undecorated. Bezel D: 13 
Hoop D: 15

From the 
Knossos district 
Ashmolean 
1938.1053

LM (Kenna 
CS)

Gold-plated
bronze

Stylized lily with four stamens growing out o f an upside-down ivy le a f  The petals o f the lily 
are circular. The lower part o f the field and the lily petals are decorated with spots.

Bezel L;22; 
B:12;
Hoop D:10;

From a rock 
tomb at Avdou, 
near Lyttos (sth 
of Malia) 
Ashmolean 
1938.1051

LM (Kenna 
CS)

Banded
Agate

A chariot drawn by two Cretan wild goats, in which stand two persons with short hair and 
large eyes. The front figure holds the reins and a long thin object with a long tassel-like end, 
probably a whip. A short pointed line emerging from his waist may indicate a sword. The 
second figure holds his right arm bent at the elbow with his hand at waist level. The chariot 
has one four-spoked wheel and its body is made up o f one solid piece with a back projection. 
The harness on the goats is decorated with tassels.

Bezel L: 28; 
B: 21;
H oopD ; 13;

Plate
87c

Obtained by 
Evans at 
Knossos 1894. 
Ashmolean 
1938.1127

LM  (Kenna 
CS)

Beaten Gold On the right is a built structure. W ithin the structure is a pillar with capital and base and 
visible above it is a tree. In the courtyard in front o f the structure stands a tapering pillar 
which has four rings round its base. In front o f this floats a small male figure holding a staff 
or spear in an outstretched hand. Facing him is a large female figure in a long flounced skirt. 
Behind her is a feature o f rocks and shrubs.

Bezel L: 22; 
B: 14;
Hoop D: 14;

Plate
87b

‘Ring o f M inos’ 
Found near the 
Tem ple Tom b, 
sold to Evans 
Ashmolean 
1938.1110

LM lA? Gold To the right o f the scene is a built two-tiered structure with isodom ic masonry, above which a 
tree is visible. Kneeling on the lower part o f the structure and clasping the trunk o f the tree is 
a female figure with long hair. She clasps the trunk with her left hand and holds her right arm 
out beside her bent upwards at the elbow. It is not clear if the figure is clothed and no facial 
features are shown. The structure is built out o f regular rectangular blocks. Below  the 
structure are two large oval rocks. To the left o f the scene is another sim ilar two tiered 
structure, lower than the first and crowned with a pair o f horns o f consecration. A female 
figure in a long flounced skirt sits on the upper tier o f the structure and rests her feet on the 
lower tier. She has long hair and no facial features, but appears to wear a necklace. This 
figure rests her right hand behind her on the structure and holds her left hand to her shoulder. 
Three large oval boulders are at the base o f this structure. In front o f her floats a small 
female in a flounced skirt, with her hair flying out in a row o f dots as if  she is descending. 
She holds her right arm down towards the seated female. The centre o f  the scene has two 
levels. In the lower is a female figure on a boat wearing a long flounced skirt with no facial 
features. At the left end o f the boat is a two tiered structure with horns o f consecration on the 
roof o f both tiers. Each tier o f the structure is made up o f four uprights. The left end o f the 
boat is shaped like the head o f a sea horse or stylised bird, the right end like a fleur-de-lis. 
The female stands at the right end and pushes the boat forward or steers with a long pole. The

Bezel L: 35.5 
B: 23.5

Plate
68f



boat is in a curved bay. On the land above the boat is another structure consisting o f four 
uprights and a flat roof. Another tree is visible above the roof o f this structure, while below it 
are three large oval boulders. To the left is a male figure wearing a loincloth, with long hair 
and no facial features. He reaches up with his left hand to grasp the tree by its branches and 
holds his right arm out behind him and bent upwards at the elbow. By his right hand is a 
small inverted drop shape.

Avgos Hoard 
Purchased in 
Kavoussi in 1901 
CMS II.3, 305

LMI Bronze To the right is a seated female wearing a long skirt. W hat she is seated on is not clear. The 
female holds up her left arm in front o f  her, bent so that her hand is ju st above face level. The 
position o f  her right arm is unclear. In front o f her is a tree on a rocky mound. To the left o f 
the ring is a small floating figure wearing a long skirt. This figure holds its right arm bent 
with the hand at the waist. Behind the figure is a row o f small horizontal lines. Neither figure 
has facial details. The small figure is in profile, the larger figure’s torso is in % view. Two 
nails fixing the bezel to the hoop disturb the image.

Bezel L: 24;
B: 15;
Hoop 10-20.5;

Plate
87d

Avgos Hoard 
Purchased in 
Kavoussi in 1901

L M I Bronze wire Bezel lost. H oop D; 17

Avgos Hoard 
Purchased in 
Kavoussi in 1901

L M I Bronze leaf Undecorated, H oop D; 15

Avgos Hoard 
Purchased in 
Kavoussi in 1901

L M I Silver leaf 
with bronze 
core

Bezel lost. H oop D: 14

Crete,
Munich Inv nr. A 
1200

Animal, probably a goat, with two short horns, runs to the right in a landscape filled with 
plant motifs.

H oop max 
D:14.5

‘Candia d istrict’ 
Seager collection

Steatite ‘a lily appears at the feet o f the enthroned goddess’ (Evans PM  II 776)

Crete, now in 
British Museum 
CMS VII 68

M M III-LM I
(Stylistically
dated)

Gold In a rocky landscape large male goat with long curved horns mounts a fem ale goat. Bezel D ia 16 
H oop D ia 14.5

Ashmolean
1919.56

Gold A large female figure wearing a long straight skirt leans over a squill. She as a long wavy 
tress o f  hair hanging down her back and may be wearing a topknot or hat on her head. Above 
her float an eye and an ear while behind her floats a small male figure. The male figure has 
one arm outstretched behind holding a bow and one above holding a long object -  an arrow?

Plate
88a



Behind the male figure stands a female figure wearing a long flounced skirt, with her right 
arm raised to her chest and her left arm held out behind her. None o f the figures have any 
facial features. The ground line is flat and divided by small vertical lines, possibly indicating 
pavement.

Oxford ring 
Acquired in 
Candia J927, 
origin Poros? 
Ashmolean 
1938.1129

Gold Two large figures stand to the left o f the ring, a male with a pronounced cod-piece and long 
hair, and behind him a female with a long, flounced skirt and her hair in a bun. The female 
figure appears to be looking away from the centre o f  the ring, towards a tall vessel. Her right 
arm is bent and held across her waist, her left arm hangs by her side. The male holds his right 
arm behind him and his left arm almost straight out in front o f him towards a small floating 
figure. The figure hangs in the air above a boat and wears a short skirt. It holds one arm 
straight out towards the male and its other is bent behind it with the hand at the waist. The 
boat has seven or eight rudimentary figures in it. The forem ost o f these is standing and holds 
a long pole for steering or pushing o f f  Below the boat are three dolphins or fish. Finally, 
behind the floating figure is a tree, either hanging in mid-air, or growing on land to the far 
side o f  the boat. None o f the figures have facial features.

Plate
88b

Archanes, 
purchased in 
1925 ju st after it 
was removed 
from a chamber 
tomb according 
to Evans

Solid gold Bull with its tail and head raised in flying gallop to the left with a leaper in mid-flight curved 
over its back. The leaper has short hair and wears a belt and loincloth. The leaper’s arms are 
on either side o f bull’s back and his back is curved with the legs hanging behind the bull 
ready to land. In front o f bull is a large sacral knot. The scene takes place on a flat ground 
line of two horizontal rows of paving or bricks.

Plate
66b

Ashmolean
1938.1125

Seated figure approached by two male figures, one o f  who carries a staff or spear and a figure 
o f eight shield. Behind them are stacked pots and behind the seated figure is a smaller 
attendant.

Ashmolean
1938.1121

Two seated females face each other. One reaches out to the other who is more central and 
holding up her two arms and holding poppy heads (?) in both hands. Between the two figures 
is a smaller female holding two poppy stems (?) towards the more central figure. Behind this 
figure is another small figure holding more o f  the poppy heads (?). None o f the figures wear 
typical M inoan clothing.

Ashmolean
1938.1128

A female figure holds up her arm to a structure on top o f  a rock pile in front o f  her. The 
structure is topped by horns o f consecration. Behind is a large plant m o tif



Probable fakes
Unknown, 
Iraklion mus. 
From the 
Mitsotakis 
collection. 
CMS II.3, 326

Gold with 
bronze core

In the middle of the scene is a large female dressed in a long skirt with long hair. Her body is 
in frontal view, but her head is in profile. She holds her left arm bent up at the elbow towards 
a second female to the right of the ring who is shown totally in profile. This second female 
wears a long skirt and has long hair. She holds both her arms straight up towards the first 
female. Behind this second figure is a small built structure with a tree growing out of it. The 
structure is made up of two uprights on either side and one in the middle. Between the 
middle upright and the outer ones are two v-shaped objects, possibly garlands. To the left of 
the ring is a third female figure who has her back to the other two figures. She wears a long 
skirt and long hair, and reaches out with both hands to clasp the trunk of a tree growing out of 
a second small built structure. Inside this structure is a very thin upright object, possibly a 
column or baetyl. All the figures have a clearly marked nose and eye. The middle figure is 
on a higher level than the other two figures. Below her skirt is a small plant.

Bezel L: 24; 
B: 15;
Hoop 14;

Plate
89a

Crete -  bought 
on Crete, 
claimed to be 
from there 
CMS I, 514

Gold A large female figure stands in the centre of the ring. With her right arm she stretches out to 
touch a tree bending towards her, her left arm is held up above her head. Her torso is in 
frontal view, the head in profile with a clearly marked nose and long hair. She wears a long 
skirt. On her left stands a second female in profile, who holds up her two arms bent in front 
of her towards a plant growing out of a rectangular object. This figure has breasts, but wears 
only a male loincloth. Her left leg is lifted towards the rectangular object. To the right of the 
middle figure is a male figure in profile and wearing a loincloth. He grasps a tree growing out 
of a stool-shaped object and lifts his right leg towards the stool-like object. All the figures 
have facial features.

Bezel L: 22; 
B: 14.5 
Hoop 17;

Plate
89b

Ring in the 
Museum of 
Copenhagen -  
acquired in East 
Crete

Green Jasper 
carved in 
one piece

In the centre of the scene stands a female figure wearing a long flounced skirt with bare torso. 
She is en face  and holds both arms bent upwards at the elbow. To her right is a group of two 
females in profile wearing long skirts and holding their arms straight up towards the middle 
figure. To the left are two male figures kneeling in profile, wearing loincloths and also with 
both arms held up straight up towards the central figure. One of these male figures kneels on 
a miniature figure of eight shield, another similar shield is seen behind the second male. The 
central figure has delicately carved facial features.

Hoop dia: 13 Plate
89c

Dimensions are provided where they could be found. Hoop Diameter is the internal diameter of the hoop.
ArchDelt 38 Part B p.375 -  there is no illustration.

"* BCH 118, 1994, 813. French (1993-4, 81) records no details of which burial the ring came from, but notes that it was found in a bronze bowl covered with a bronze mirror. 
These tombs were used for burials of couples.



''' Platon notes that this was found on the right o f  the skeleton, therefore possibly worn on the left hand. (1966a, 305) 
'' Hughes Brock argues for the acceptance o f  this ring as genuine (2000, 119)



Table 4; Sealings from Signet Rings
Sealing Context' Date" Description Dim ensions of 

bezel in mm
111.
Number

Ayia Triada (6)"'
Exact findspot unknown. 
CMS II.6, 1

LM  I suggested One large female figure with hands on hips in front view is flanked by two smaller 
female figures in the same position. They stand on a wavy ground line in front o f a 
palm-like bush, which grows in front o f a wooden construction with tree visible above 
it. The construction consists o f  two uprights and a ro o f Above the tallest fem ale’s head 
are a series o f wavy lines. No features are visible on the figures faces. All three wear 
skirts and bodices with high shoulders, while clutching a long segmented object in their 
right hands. The two smaller figures have no breasts indicated, the larger does. All the 
figures have their bodies in frontal view, their heads and feet in profile.

L: ca. 20.5 
B: ca. 10.5

Plate 72a

Ayia Triada (1)
Exact findspot unknown 
CMS II.6, 2

LM I suggested A female figure wearing a long skirt stands in front o f a squill. Behind the squill is the 
edge o f a built structure and above this hang two tree branches or large leaves. The 
structure is built on an uneven surface. The female has her left hand raised to her 
shoulder and her right arm held behind her with the hand held horizontally. She is in 
frontal view. Unfortunately the edges o f the sealing are largely destroyed so the 
fem ale’s head and a large part o f  the built structure is missing.

Estim ated 
L: 16.5 
B: 11

Plate 72b

Ayia Triada (3) 
CMS II.6, 3

LM I suggested A female figure wearing a flounced skirt, stands in front o f  a structure consisting o f one 
upright and roof. She has her two arms held bent upwards in front o f her and held 
towards the structure. Inside the structure is a hanging garland and on the roof are four 
spearhead shaped objects, possibly horns o f consecration. The fem ale’s head is an 
elongated oval and com pletely featureless except for a small dot which could be an ear 
or eye.

L: 14 
Estim ated 
B: 13

Plate 72e

Ayia Triada (2) 
CMS II.6, 4

LM I suggested A female figure kneels on flat ground line. Her right arm, bent at the elbow with the 
hand to her chest, rests on a large round object. The figure twists to look over her left 
shoulder and raises her left arm bent upwards at the elbow, towards two butterflies, 
represented in profile facing each other. Behind the two butterflies is a floating object, 
possibly a sacred knot, from which a large zig zag line extends around the upper edge 
o f  the sealing. The female wears a calf length divided skirt, a sleeved bodice and a 
beaded necklace. Facial features are indistinct.

L: ca .l7  
B; ca. 12.5

Plate 69c

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6,5

LM  I suggested In the centre o f the sealing a tree grows out o f a rocky landscape. To the left o f  the tree 
a female figure wearing a flounced skirt, holds both hands to her chest and faces the 
tree. To the right is a second female figure wearing a divided calf length skirt, whose 
bent legs suggest she is seated. She has her arms held out on either side bent upwards at 
the elbows, with the hands facing upwards. The heads o f the figures don ’t survive.

L: ca. 20 
B: c a .l2

P late 72d



Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 6

LM  I suggested The badly degraded right side has a rocky landscape and tree leaning towards m iddle of 
sealing. In front o f the tree floats a small fem ale figure wearing a skirt and holding her 
two arms out in front o f her with the hands at head height. The head o f this figure is 
not preserved. Facing her, on the left o f the sealing, a large female figure wearing a 
long skirt holds her right hand to her chest while stretching her left, bent at the elbow, 
towards the floating female.

L: ca .l6  
B: ca.15.3

Plate 69a

Ayia Triada (1) 
CM S II.6, 7 *

LM  I suggested Three male figures wearing loincloths, one to the left and two to the right, surround a 
figure in the centre wearing a long patterned cloak, with the two closest placing their 
arms around him. To the far right stands another figure in a knee length flounced 
garment. The upper parts o f all the figures are missing. A flat ground line is indicated 
by horizontal line.

Estim ated 
L: 15 
B: 10.5

Ayia Triada (5) 
CM S II.6, 9

LM  I suggested A female figure in long skirt is flanked by two male figures in rounded apron-like 
garments holding staffs. The male to the right wears a hat with a large brim, the head 
o f  the second male is not preserved. Both the males look towards the female, the one to 
the left twists at the waist to look back at her, presenting his torso in frontal view. The 
female has both hands on her waist and her head is bent backwards. She is wearing a 
tall hat and her skirt is divided down the middle, showing a decorative overskirt over a 
plain underskirt. No facial features are preserved except in the female where a small 
depression which may be an eye.

L; 20 
B: 13

Plates 70c, 
71a

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 10

LM  I suggested To the left a female figure walks forward in long skirt divided down the middle, 
showing a decorative overskirt over a plain underskirt. She carries in both arms a 
double axe, which also rests on her left shoulder, and looks back towards male figure 
behind her. The male figure wears an apron-like garment and is also carrying a double 
axe, held upright in front o f him. The female has long hair, but neither figure has 
distinguishable facial features.

Estim ated 
L: 19 
B: 16.5

Plate 70d

Ayia Triada (256) *(very 
probably a ring)
CM S II.6, 11

LM  I suggested Two male figures, one behind the other walk away from the front o f  a partially 
preserved structure on the right consisting o f at least four uprights on a raised base. 
The male in front o f the structure wears the apron-like garm ent and over this a long 
fringed cloak. The figure to his left wears the apron-like garment and carries a staff or 
sceptre over his right shoulder that curves at the end which he holds. H is left arm is 
held down in front o f him and his right arm with the sceptre is held raised to his chest. 
His back is in frontal view, the rest o f both the figures are in profile. Both figures have 
finely modelled eyes and noses.

Estim ated 
L: 23.5 
B: 13.5

Plates 67d, 
70f



Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 12

LM 1 suggested Procession with at least two figures, only one survives. This figure is dressed in an 
ankle-length cloak and carries a sceptre or staff over his shoulder held up with his left 
hand. He has short hair or wears a flat cap. Only the end of the staff of the second 
figure survives. A flat ground line is indicated by a horizontal line.

Estimated 
L: 14.5 
B: 12

Ayia Triada (6) 
CMS II.6, 13

LM I suggested Two female figures dressed in long skirts, bodices and tall cylindrical hats, walk in 
procession to the right with their left hands held to their foreheads and their right arms 
held out behind them. No facial features are recorded.

L: ca. 17.5 
B: ca. 12

Plate 71b

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 14

LM 1 suggested Two female figures wearing long skirts. The sealing is too abraded for any other 
details to be distinguished.

Estimated 
L: 17 
B;12.5

Ayia Triada (5) 
CMS 11.6, 15 
cf. HM 116, 369

LM I suggested Two male figures run to the right over a distorted groundline that may represent dead 
bodies. The figure on the right wearing only a belt has his two arms thrown up in front 
o f him and is en face. His pursuer, who wears a beaded necklace and loincloth, grasps 
him by the hair and prepares to deliver a killing blow with his sword.

Plate 81c

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 17

LM I suggested To the extreme right a figure lying on his front curves around the lower edge of the 
ring. This figure wears a plumed helmet and is totally limp, possibly dead. Behind him 
a second figure strides to the left. This figure also wears a plumed helmet and holds a 
spear in his right hand, stretched behind him ready to thrust it into a third figure, 
wearing a loincloth, who is running towards him from the left. These two figures are 
separated by a column which is divided by small horizontal lines all the way up. The 
head of the third figure is not preserved, but neither of the two preserved heads have 
features.

Estimated 
L; 31 
B: 19.5

Plate 81a

Ayia Triada (2) 
CMS 11.6, 19

LM 1 suggested A male figure stands on a raised level pulled by two horses. He bends forward over the 
backs of the horses with his right arm raised, presumably the whip, the ends of which 
can be seen touching the horses backs. The horses are harnessed with a line down the 
lengths of their backs connected to a harness round their shoulders. They move along a 
flat ground line indicated by a horizontal line. Little o f the figure is preserved.

L: ca 30 
B: ca 18.5

Plates
82b-c

Ayia Triada (45) 
CMS II.6, 20

LM 1 suggested A figure in loincloth stands in a boat, facing to the right. The head of the figure is not 
on the seal and may not have been engraved on the ring. The boat ends in a fleur-de-lis 
shaped feature on the right and a griffin or bird head with a plume on the left, while 
carved along the length of the boat is a wing.

L: ca.l9  
B: ca. 10.5

Plate 68g

Ayia Triada (1) * 
CMS 11.6, 25

LM I suggested A female figure in a long skirt stands with one arm stretched out behind her and the 
second raised towards her head, which is not preserved. In front of her are traces of a 
small round object.



Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 30

LM  1 suggested A seated female figure in long flounced skirt holds her left hand to her chest while 
holding out the right hand to an agrimi. Only the right half o f the sealing is preserved. 
Her torso is in frontal view, her legs and the goat are in profile.

L; ca.27 
B; ca .l7

Plate 74a

Ayia Triada (1) * 
CMS 11.6,31

LM  1 suggested A female figure wearing a flounced skirt faces left but stretches her left arm  back 
towards a wild goat. Her right arm is held out to the left. The female is in frontal view 
except for her face, which is in profile with no facial features preserved. The goat is in 
profile.

P late 74b

Ayia Triada (2) * 
CMS 11.6, 33

LM  I suggested A fem ale figure wearing a long flounced skirt rides on the back o f a leonine creature. 
Her head is not preserved. She holds one arm bent with her hand to her shoulder, down 
the outside o f the upper part ol' this arm are three dots, probably sleeve decorations. Her 
left arm is held out behind her and bent upwards at the elbow and from  her hand hangs 
a long pointed object. A similar object hangs to her right above the neck o f the creature.

Estim ated 
L: 23 
B: 12

Plate 75a

Ayia Triada (4) 
CMS 11.6, 34

LM  I suggested Two animals lie beside each other, only the neck and head o f the second is visible, 
turned to look back to the left. The other creature looks right towards two papyrus 
plants. The animals may be M inoan dragons.

Estim ated 
L: 17 
B: 17

Plate 77a

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 35

LM  I suggested A female figure to the right in a long skirt, with long hair, bends over the back o f an 
animal with a long tail that has a tuft at the end. She holds her right arm out over the 
back o f the animal. Her left forearm is held pressed to her side and bent up and 
outwards at the elbow. A groove indicates her nose and eye. Behind the female is a 
long wiggly line with a rounded end. Only the right half o f the sealing survives, 
therefore it is impossible to know what the animal is.

Estim ated 
L: 14.5 
B: 16

Plate 74e

Ayia Triada (1)* (very 
probable)
CM S 11.6, 36

LM  I suggested A large male figure wearing a M inoan kilt, beaded necklace, bracelet on the upper arm 
and conical hat, stands with his right arm bent behind him and his left raised in front. 
H is short hair, eye, mouth and nose are clearly defined. In his right arm he holds a long 
curving object with a rectangular attachment at the end. Beside him stands a small lion 
with a full mane. The figure stands on a flat ground line which seems to stop behind his 
feet and may be a pedestal.

Estim ated 
L: 21 
B; 14

Plate 75c

Ayia Triada (1) * 
CMS 11.6, 39

LM  I suggested A bull with its neck bent and head en face , stands facing to the right. A bull leaper with 
no facial features and wearing a belt, clings to the lower horn o f the bull and is bent 
backwards with one leg touching the neck o f the bull and the other in the air. It seems 
possible the leaper has been gored and is being thrown to the ground.

Plate 77c

Ayia Triada (1) 
CM S 11.6, 40

LM  I suggested The front end o f a bull in flying gallop runs to the right with its head down. A leaper 
wearing a kilt or loincloth with no facial features, hangs in the air with bull’s horns 
under their arms and their head between the horns. The body o f the leaper curves 
backwards so that the right leg is in the air, while the left leg is touching the animal.

Plate 77d



Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6,41

LM 1 suggested A bull runs in flying gallop to the right, the two feet of a leaper can be seen landing on 
its back. Only the middle of the sealing is preserved.

Estimated 
L: 23 
B: 16

Plate 77e

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 42

LM 1 suggested A bull runs to the right with its head en face. A  leaper in the middle of the leap, lands 
with two hands on either side of the neck of bull. The leaper is curved backwards and 
the feet of the figure can be seen further towards the back of the bull in readiness to 
land on the back of the bull. The leaper has a clearly marked eye and nose.

Estimated 
L: 18 
B: 12

Plate 77f

Ayia Triada (3) 
CMS II.6, 43 
cf. II.6, 161 & 259

LM I suggested A bull with its head thrown up runs to the left in flying gallop. A leaper wearing a 
loincloth, belt and necklace and in frontal view, is in mid leap, landing with both feet 
together behind the bull. The flat ground line is made up of two long horizontal lines.

L: 31 
B: 23

Plates 78a- 
b

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 44 
cf. II.6, 162 & 255

LM I suggested A bull with very short horns runs in flying gallop to the left. The ground line is marked 
by two horizontal lines.

Plates 79a- 
b

Ayia Triada (3) 
CMS 11.6, 45

LM 1 suggested Large animal moving to the left.

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 46

LM 1 suggested A deer runs to the right in a rocky landscape.

Ayia Triada (1)* 
CMS 11.6, 58

L M l A large animal moves to the right and the number of legs suggests that a second animal 
walks beside it.

Est. L: 17.5 
B: 16

Ayia Triada (43) 
CMS 11.6, 70

LM I suggested Two male deer run in a flying gallop to the right through a rocky landscape. One bends 
its head backwards to clash antlers with the second.

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS II.6, 72

LM I suggested Two wild pigs/boar lie next to each other on an uneven ground.

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 77

LM I suggested Two dogs play, the left one leaping above the right one. At least one of the dogs has a 
line on its neck probably indicating a collar.

Plate 82e

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 78

LM I suggested Two dogs play, the left one lies on its back and the right one stands on its chin. Both 
dogs have a line on their necks probably indicating collars. The dog to the right has a 
row of teats indicating female sex.

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 79

LM I suggested Two dogs play in very similar positions to CMS 11.6 78. Both dogs have a line on their 
necks probably indicating collars. The dogs play on a ground line of two horizontal 
lines.

Plate 82f

Ayia Triada (1) 
CMS 11.6, 96

LM I suggested A large animal to the right, lion or griffin?, holds a smaller animal in its mouth by the 
neck. The prey has its mouth open. To the left of this are two smaller versions of the 
predator standing in an enclosed space, possibly a cave. The three similar animals all 
have pointed muzzles which could be a griffms beak, but no wings. Above the larger 
animal is a crescent.

Plate 84a



Ayia Triada (1)* 
CMS II.6, 98

L M I A Minoan Genius in profile facing right, holds up a smaller en face  animal. Estimated 
L: 13 
B: 27

Ayia Triada (2) 
CMS II.6, 122*

LM I suggested One bird stands on the ground while to its left another bird flies almost upside down 
with wing extended. Above the standing bird is an unidentifiable object.

Ayia Triada (1)* 
CMS II.6, 123

L M I Round bezel with a bird in flight with its wings extended surrounded on both sides by a 
net. The front of bird and tips of tail feathers are free from the net.

Estimated 
Bezel D: 14

Ayia Triada (5) 
CMS II.6, 124

LM I suggested Four birds fly to the left. Behind them is a plant and the ground line is flat. Plate 86f

Ayia Triada (5) 
CMS II.6, 140

L M I Round bezel framed by a series of dots. The image shows three fan-shaped shells 
placed around the face with their narrow points facing inwards.

Estimated 
Bezel D: 14

Ayia Triada (8)* 
CMS II.6, 141

LM I Round bezel, three fan-shaped shells around the face, with their narrow points facing 
inwards.

Estimated 
Bezel D: 12

Ayia Triada (1) * 
CMS II.6, 147

LM I suggested The body of a large animal with two lines above its back is preserved. A possible bull 
leaping scene according to CMS entry.

Ayia Triada
Pigorini Museum
cf. II.7, 71 & Knossos East
Hall deposit

L M I Two maned lions run side by side in the flying gallop pose. Beyond them rises up a 
palm tree, the bottom of which can be seen below the lions outstretched hind legs. The 
ground is irregularly carved.

Plate 76d

Gournia (1)
CMS II.6, 161 
cf. II.6, 43 & 259

LM IB A bull runs to the left in flying gallop pose. The legs of a leaper about to land hang with 
both feet together behind the bull. The flat ground line is made up of two long 
horizontal lines.

L: 31 
B: 23

Plates 78a 
& c

Gournia, west of Palace (I) 
CMS II.6, 162 
cf. II.6, 44 & 255

LM Ib A bull runs in flying gallop to the left with its head up. The animal has very short horns 
that would be hard to grasp. A small part of a leaper in leap is visible above the 
animal’s back.

Plates 79a 
&c

Malia Hieroglyphic deposit 
(3)
CMS II.6, 169

L M I A bird with a long tail in flight to left. Underneath is an indistinct object, possibly a 
second bird.

Myrtos-Pyrgos, room 1 of 
the villa (1)
CMS II.6, 233

L M I Two lions attack a large animal, one is on the prey’s back grasping its neck, the second 
lies on its back underneath the front feet of the animal grasping its bent head.

Plate 83e

Sklavokambos, room I of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 255 
cf. II.6, 44, 162

LM Ib destruction A bull in flying gallop to the left, with very short horns. The leaper has the right arm 
down the side of the bull’s neck and is bent over backwards with legs about to land on 
back of bull. The ground line is marked by two horizontal lines. No facial features are 
clear.

Plates 79a 
&d



Sklavokambos, room 1 of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 256

LM Ib destruction A bull m flying gallop to right, en face. The hands of a leaper are visible between the 
bulls horns and the legs are coming down above the bull’s tail. The bull runs over a flat 
spiral decorated floor.

Plate 80a

Sklavokambos, room 1 of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 257

LM Ib destruction A bull is standing and facing right, looking up. A leaper with his hands on the bull’s 
neck, either side of the horns, bends with his legs poised to land in the middle of the 
bull’s back. The figure has long hair and a pointed nose.

Plate 80b

Sklavokambos, room 1 of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 258

LM Ib destruction A bull is in flying gallop to the right with head raised, a leaper’s legs are visible above 
the back of the bull, just behind the neck.

Plate 80c

Sklavokambos, room 1 of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 259 
c f  II.6, 43, 161

LM Ib destruction A bull runs to the left in a flying gallop to the right. The flat ground line is made up of 
two long horizontal lines.

Plates 78a 
&d

Sklavokambos room 1 of 
villa (1)
CMS II.6, 260 
c f  II.6, 19

LM Ib destruction A male figure wearing a kilt on a raised level is pulled by two horses. The figure bends 
forward over the backs of the horses with his right arm raised, presumably flicking a 
whip. The ends of a two ended whip can be seen touching the horses backs. The horses 
are harnessed with a simple line down the lengths of their backs connected to a harness 
round their torsos. They move along a flat ground line indicated by a horizontal line. 
The figure’s head is not preserved.

Plate 82d

Sklavokambos (1) 
Room 1 of villa 
CMS II.6, 262

LM Ib destruction A ‘Minoan dragon’ walks to the left over wavy ground. Behind the animal is a plant 
with three stems. The animal has cloven feet and lots of hair marked by small 
horizontal and vertical lines.

Sklavokambos (1) 
Room 1 of villa 
CMS II.6, 263

LM Ib destruction Animal, possibly a goat, leaps upwards to the right. Behind the animal is an indistinct 
object, possibly a plant motif.

Plate 86d

Tylissos (1) 
House A room 5 
CMS II.6, 274

LM Ib destruction Two lions attack a bull, one springs onto its back, the other is shown below it grasping 
it by its head which is twisted backwards towards the lion.

Plate 83f

Tylissos (1) 
House A room 5 
CMS II.6, 275

LM Ib destruction Back of two animals, only a small fragment survives.

Unknown 
CMS II.6, 282

A monkey is seated on sloping ground with its hands raised to its head.

Phaistos Palace, Room 25 
CMS II.5, 210)"'

MM Ib-MM Ila A lion stands surrounded by plants and rounded rocks. L: 20



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (3)
CMS II.7, 1

L M I To the left o f  the scene is a built structure, with two stepped layers. On the roof o f  the 
upper level are two pairs o f horns o f consecration. In front o f this level floats a small 
human figure wearing a knee length kilt/skirt with both arms bent and the hands at 
chest level. The sex o f the figure is not indicated. It has no facial features and is in 
frontal view, except for the legs. In front o f it stands a large male figure. He wears a 
belt and leans backwards, away from the smaller figure. He is also in frontal view with 
his left arm held out behind him and his right arm held above shoulder level is not 
preserved. His head is also lost. Behind him is another built, stepped structure, with a 
set o f horns o f consecration on the roof o f  the lowest level and a plant visible above the 
upper level. M ost o f the construction is missing.

L: 19 
B: ca. 15

Plate 69b

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (2)
CM S II.7, 2

L M I A central male figure stands on his left leg, while his right kneels on a stool beside him. 
He has a frontal torso and profile head and legs, wears a phallus sheath and belt and 
facial features are clearly marked. His left arm is held against his torso, with the 
forearm bent upwards from the elbow. In his left hand he holds a long slightly curving 
staff with a triangular appendage at the top. His head is turned back to look at second 
male figure standing behind him. This figure wears a belt and has his right leg raised 
with his foot on the stool also. He reaches out with one hand to touch the first male. 
The head o f  this figure is not preserved. To the right o f the scene stand two m ore male 
figures both wearing belts and phallus sheaths. Both have their legs in profile, torsos in 
frontal view and no head or right arm preserved. The torsos o f these figures overlap and 
one is taller than the other. The taller figure has his right hand held to his head, while 
the other has his right hand held to his chest.

L: 18.5 
B: 16.5

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CM S II.7, 3

LM  I To the left is a male figure with belt and phallic sheath and has long hair down his 
back. He stands with his torso in frontal view and legs in profile. The figure’s left arm 
is bent with the hand to the chest, the second is held behind him grasping a spear or 
s ta ff  In front o f him kneels a second male with his head touching the ground. H e also 
has long hair, wears a belt and a harness round his chest. Behind this figure are two 
others. The figure directly behind stands with his right arm raised to his face and his 
left touching his chest. He wears a kilt with double lines round upper and lower edges. 
Unusually this figure has a very pronounced stomach. The figure to the very right of 
the sealing is little preserved, with part o f  his right arm bent towards his face.

P late 87a

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CMS I I .7 ,4

L M I Only a fragment o f this sealing survives. A male figure wearing a belt stands with his 
left arm behind him holding a long spear or s ta ff  No facial features are preserved. He 
stands in front o f a tall pole, which possibly denotes a structure.



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 5

LM I To the left is a female figure in a long flounced skirt. Her upper body is not preserved, 
but her left arm hangs down slightly in front o f her and her right hand is raised to her 
waist. In front o f her stands a male figure whose head is not preserved and has one arm 
held behind him, while the position o f his other arm is unclear, but appears to be held 
out towards a group of objects. These consist o f a tall pillar topped by five flat lines 
which curve backwards, behind this a large figure o f eight shield in profile and behind 
this a long curving object with three ridges at its top end. Above this group o f  objects 
hangs the branch o f a tree.

Estim ated 
L: 15 
B: ca. 13

Plates 73a 
&b

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 6

L M I To the right o f the picture is a human figure leaning on a large round object with their 
chest and left arm which is bent with its hand placed at the underarm. The figure has 
large hips but no indication o f sex and the head is not preserved. The right arm is held 
out and bent upwards at the elbow. An insect, possibly a butterfly or dragonfly, flies 
towards the figure. The animal has four wings and an elongated, segmented body with 
head, torso and tail.

L: c a .l6  
B: ca .l2

Plate 69d

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (2)
CMS II.7, 7

L M I Two male figures walk in a procession, both in profile. Both wear a large round apron 
which reaches to the knees, decorated around the edge with a row  o f dots. Both have 
long hair and no facial features. The figure to the left wears a necklace and carries a 
large double axe in both hands. The figure in front holds his right arm bent with hand to 
his chest and with the other hand holds in front o f him a piece o f cloth, possibly a 
cloak, which is divided into three zones. The bottom is decorated with tassels, the 
middle with a wavy band and the top with some small vertical lines.

L: ca. 21 
B: c a .l4

Plate 70e

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 8
cf. Knossos clay matrix -  
similar image but not the
same

L M I To the right o f this scene is a large seated female wearing a calf length flounced skirt, 
with her right hand resting on her knee. The female is seated on a platform. H er head 
and part o f her torso are not preserved. To her left is a smaller standing fem ale wearing 
a sim ilar skirt, with both arms held out towards the seated figure. H er head is also lost. 
Behind this figure a third wearing a similar skirt crouches and leans to the left. Only the 
legs o f this figure are preserved.

L; ca. 20 
B; ca. 14

Plate 73e

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CM S II.7, 9

L M I To the left o f the scene is a standing figure in a long skirt and wearing a hat or flat 
hairstyle, with a featureless face. The figure has its right arm bent with its hand to the 
chest and its left arm held up in front o f  it, bent at the elbow, with the hand bent to 
point towards a second figure. The second figure wears a puffed knee length garment 
decorated down the front with a row of dots. From the waist o f this figure a long piece 
o f material flows out behind it. An arm in a puffed sleeve is held behind it. The head of 
the figure is divided into sections. Between the two figures is an unidentifiable floating 
object and behind the right figure is a right-angled object, the seal is broken here so this 
object is incomplete.

L: ca .l5  
B: c a . l l



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 10

L M I Very abraded sealing with two human figures. To the left one stands with its arms 
upraised and head tilted back. The second figure to the right is only preserved from the 
waist down and is standing with legs bent. It is not clear if either figure is wearing any 
clothes. Oval objects at the bottom o f the picture suggest a rocky landscape and three 
round objects beside the head of the first figure and two above the second figure may 
indicate trees.

L: ca. 21 
B: ca. 15

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room V ll (2)
CMS 11.7, 11*

LM  1 Badly worn sealing. Two figures facing left wearing large round aprons. The front 
figure has one arm outstretched in front.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS 11.7, 12

L M I Two figures in procession to the left. Both wear large aprons and the back figure has 
his left arm bent with the hand raised to the shoulder.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CMS 11.7, 13

L M I Two figures in a procession, both wearing a large apron, both with their right arms bent 
and hands raised to their chests.

Estimated 
L: 14.5 
B; ca. 12

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (15)
CM S 11.7, 16

L M I Two figures walk to the left. The front figure is female, with her torso in frontal view. 
She wears a long skirt decorated around the bottom by simple lines o f  decoration and at 
the top by two L-shape lines to the left and right. She also wears a necklace and has 
short hair or wears a flat cap. Her right arm is bent with the hand under her right breast. 
Her left arm is also bent, but it is not clear if the hand is held to her left breast or behind 
her, grasping the staff or spear emerging above her left shoulder. A strange rectangular 
object also em erges at the front o f her skirt decorated with small diagonal stripes. It is 
not clear if this is part o f the skirt or behind the skirt. The figure behind wears a long 
robe which is decorated in a similar way to the fem ale’s around the bottom. Around the 
shoulders o f this figure is a waist length cloak and over its left shoulder it carries a 
spear or staff with a small vertical line hanging from it ju st beside the figure’s shoulder. 
This figure also wears a necklace and has short hair or is wearing a flat cap. Both 
figures have eyes and noses marked. They walk along a flat, thick ground line indicated 
by two lines, in one place divided by three small vertical lines.

L: ca. 20 
B: ca. 12.5

Plate 71c

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (24)
CM S II.7, 17

LM  I Two figures walk to the left. The figure in front is a female, torso in frontal view, 
wearing a long skirt, necklace and with short hair. Her face is worn but the nose is 
clearly marked. The figure holds her left hand under her left breast and her right to her 
waist. The figure behind wears a long robe decorated at the bottom  with thick 
horizontal lines, and over this a waist length cloak. It also wears a pointed hat and over 
its left shoulder carries a pointed stick or spear with a pointed barb attached to it at 90 
degrees just behind the figure’s shoulder. This figure has a nose and eye marked.

L: 20 
B:12

Plate 7 Id



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 19

LM I A male figure stands with his left leg forward, one arm held out straight behind him 
ready to throw or thrust the long spear he holds. His other arm is bent and raised in 
front o f his chest. Behind the figure is a large plant.

P late 83b

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (8)
CMS II.7, 20

L M I To the left a large male figure strides forward holding in both upraised hands a spear, 
ready to thrust into his opponent. Below his feet lies a body on its back with its right 
leg raised in the air. To the right o f the scene is the opponent o f  the first figure, who 
has fallen or is falling to his knees. He also has his arms raised with a spear in his hand 
and is thrusting it towards the head o f his opponent. The sealings are badly abraded and 
no facial or clothing details are preserved.

Plate 81b

Kato Zakros House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS 11.7, 25

L M I Female figure in a long skirt stands with her knees bent and arms held up to either side, 
bent outwards at the elbows. The torso is in frontal view, the legs in profile.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 26

LM I Badly abraded. To the right a large female figure with frontal torso, profile legs, stands 
in front o f an object, o f which only the pointed top survives. The female wears a long 
skirt and holds her left arm up in front o f her bent at the elbow  and her right arm out 
behind her towards an animal there. The animal is badly abraded.

L: ca. 21 
B: ca.14-15

Plate 74c

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room V ll (1)
CMS II.7, 28

LM I A bull stands looking back over its shoulder. V isible above its back is a tree. Estim ated 
L: 21 
B: 14.5

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS 11.7, 29

L M I An anim.al stands with its head bowed towards the ground. On its back stands a small 
figure wearing a long skirt with its arms outstretched to either side o f it.

Plate 75b

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (3)
CMS II.7, 30

L M I A male figure stands to the left o f the scene wearing a belt, with short hair and facial 
features. In his right hand he holds a baby goat by the neck, the anim al’s head hangs 
limply. To the right o f the man are two goats side by side both with their mouths open 
and one stretches its head towards the animal the male holds. Between the man and the 
goats on a higher level hangs a second baby goat. The m an’s left arm stretches across 
behind the second baby goat, but it is not clear if  he is holding this animal or not.

P late 84e

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 35

L M I To the left o f the scene stands a figure with its back to the viewer, holding its right arm 
outstretched straight towards the centre o f the scene. It appears to be wearing only a 
belt, no facial features are preserved. To the right is the back end o f a bull and above 
this are the legs o f a leaper landing on the back o f  the bull. To the very right are the 
raised horns o f the bull.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 36

L M I A bull in flying gallop to the right with head and tail raised. A leaper, hair flying 
upwards, is in mid-leap, about to land on the bull’s back with his hands. Only the torso, 
arms and head o f the leaper’s body are visible in the sealing. No facial features survive.

L: 22.5 
B: 15



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (13)
CM S II.7, 37

L M I A bull runs in flying gallop to the right, with its head thrust out in front o f  it and its tail 
raised. A leaper is in mid-leap, curved above the back o f the bull. The leaper has the 
left hand pushing off from the neck o f the bull, his right arm is in the air. The back of 
the leaper curves so that its feet hang above the rump o f the bull. The hair o f  the leaper 
falls in wavy lines to touch the back o f the bull, no facial features are indicated. The 
ground line is indicated by three long horizontal lines.

L; ca.23 
B: ca .l7

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (24)
CMS II.7, 38

L M I A bull runs in flying gallop to the right. A leaper in mid-leap bends over the bu ll’s back 
with its hands resting on the neck o f the bull and hair flying downwards. The legs and 
feet o f the leaper are descending towards the rump o f the bull. The leaper wears an 
ankle bracelet on both ankles. No facial features are preserved. A flat ground line is 
indicated by two thick horizontal lines.

L: ca.24 
B: ca .l7

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 39
cf. CMS II.6, 43, 161

L M I A bull runs to the left in flying gallop pose with its head raised. The arm o f a leaper is 
preserved behind and above the bull. The flat ground line is made up o f two long 
horizontal lines.

L: 31 
B: 23

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS II.7, 40

L M I A bull stands with its head lowered to the ground and mouth open as if eating. Estim ated 
L: 18.5 
B: 14.5

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CMS II.7, 60*

LM  I Horned animal with a spear in its back and its head thrown up. In front o f  the animal is 
a pole.

Plate 83c

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CMS 11.7,71
cf. Ayia Triada Pigorini 
mus. & Knossos East Hall 
Dep.

L M I Two maned lions run side by side in a flying gallop. In the background is a palm tree, 
the bottom  o f which can be seen below the lions outstretched hind legs. The groundline 
is broken.

L: ca.25-26 
B :ca . 18-19

Plate 76e

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CMS II.7, 87*

LM  I To the right is a small palm tree. In front o f this stands a large winged griffin with a 
crest on its head.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CM S II.7, 93*

L M I Badly degraded. A griffin in flying gallop runs to the left with its tail and wings held 
up. Above it are possible plant motifs.

Estim ated 
L: 15 
B: 10

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room  VII (1)
CM S II.7, 96

L M I A winged griffm, with spirals decorating its neck and wing, runs in flying gallop above 
the back o f another animal below it. Only the body o f the lower animal is preserved. 
Perpendicular to the front o f the griffin is the back o f a maned animal.

Estim ated 
L: 16 
B: 13



Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (1)
CMS 11.7,98**

L M I A bird or griffin perches on the head o f an animal, which has its mouth open and 
tongue stuck out in an indication o f fear or pain. To the right o f  the fragment a second 
is preserved indicating the presence o f a second bird or griffin.

Kato Zakros, House A 
Room VII (3)
CMS 11.7,211

L M I Zakros M aster design. ‘Helm m o tif  with a wing either side and an ivy leaf shape on 
top, on a flat ground. M ost o f the design is covered with stripes.

Estim ated 
L: 18.5 
B: 14

Chania Kastelli, House 1 
Room D (1)
CMS V S upp l la, 133 
cf. ring CMS V.I, 173

LM IB destruction 
deposit

A male figure runs to the right with long hair flying behind him. He wears a loincloth 
and in his left arm, held out in front o f him, carries a staff/spear. In his right hand he 
holds two long ropes which are attached to the necks o f two figures behind him, the 
large part o f whom are not preserved. At the right edge o f the sealing is the calf and 
foot o f another running figure. Above the whole scene are two curving wavy bands.

Estim ated 
L; 1.7 
B: 10.5

Plate 8 Id

Chania Kastelli, House 1 
Room D (1)
CMS V Suppl la, 137

LM  IB destruction 
deposit

This image has two registers, the upper register is symmetrical to the lower although 
small details are changed. It shows two animals back to back over each o f which leans 
a male figure, clasping the animal between his legs. The figures are milking the animals 
into a small pot set between the back ends o f the two animals. One o f  the male figures 
may be bearded, any other facial details are abraded.

Estim ated 
L: 19 
B: 18

Plate 84d

Chania Kastelli, LM 
rubbish area (1)
CMS Suppl la, 139*

LM IIIA I-2 Four legged animal lying on horizontal ground line. Estim ated 
L: 19.5 
B: 13

Chania Kastelli, House 1 
Room D (1)
CMS V Suppl la, 140

LM  IB destruction 
deposit

Two animals attack a deer or bull. Both attackers are above their prey, one coming 
from the left grabs it at the waist, the other com ing from the right grabs it on the neck 
which is bent backwards. Below the prey are three rounded objects, possibly indicating 
rocky ground.

Estim ated 
L: 25 
B: 18.5

Plate 84c

‘M aster Im pression’
Chania Kastelli, Aj. 
Akaterini square (I)
CMS V Suppl la, 142

LM  M I The lower zone o f the sealing shows a seascape with the coast marked by rounded 
boulders. Above these rocks in the middle o f the image is a large natural projection. 
On either side o f this is a wall and on both sides in the middle o f  the wall is a possible 
gate, divided by long vertical lines and decorated at the top with two half rosettes. 
Behind these walls are a series o f buildings on various levels, either inter-connected or 
situated close to each other. On top o f the natural projection rises a large tower which is 
taller than all the other buildings. On top o f the tower between two triangular objects 
stands a male figure wearing a loincloth, putties, a necklace and bracelet on the upper 
part o f his left arm. He stands with his right arm held straight out in front o f him, 
clasping a staff/spear which rests on the roof o f the building next to the tower and his 
left arm is held bent with the hand held just above the waist. He has long flowing hair 
and no clear facial details. In front o f the staff float two small objects, one which looks 
like a leg with a foot and the other a series o f small dots. Behind the figure are two

L; 27.5 
B: 20

Plates 85b 
&c



other objects, one like a tiny figure of eight shield and the other a rounded triangle with 
two lines extending from the top point. All the roofs on the skyline are decorated with 
small triangular objects, most with two, but the end buildings with only one.

Chania Kastelli, Ayia 
Akaterini square (1)
CMS V SuppI la, 143*

LM  I11A2-I11B1 A female figure in profile with long hair and possibly wearing a phallus sheath, stands 
next to a tall pole with a slightly swollen bottom. The female the touches top o f  the 
pole with her right hand and leans her head on her hand.

Estimated 
L: 17.4 
Maximum 
B: 9.5

Chania Kastelli, Ayia 
Akaterini square (1)
CM S V SuppI la, 145*

LM  IB destruction 
level.

A bull with head and tail raised runs in flying gallop over a flat ground line divided by 
small vertical lines, possibly indicating paving.

Estimated 
L: 21.4 
B: 16

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(9)
CM S V SuppI la, 154

M M  111-LMl A young bull has fallen onto its knees with an arrow in its side. Its head is thrown back 
and the mouth open and the animal lifts its right back leg towards the arrow  in an 
attem pt to scratch it out.

L: ca. 19 
B: ca. 15

Plate 83d

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(5)
CM S V SuppI la, 157

M M  111-LMl A female goat suckles her young. She bends her head back towards the young and 
appears to be licking its hind leg or encouraging it to suckle.

L: 15 
B: 8

Plate 84f

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(9)
CM S V SuppI la, 171

M M  111-LMl A bull runs forward with its head tossed backwards. A leaper in frontal view is about to 
land with both arms outstretched behind its back legs. The bull has a curved object 
rising above the middle of its back. The ground line is largely horizontal with a raised 
bump in the middle.

Estimated 
L: 21.5 
B: 18

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(1)
CM S V SuppI la, 172

M M  111-LMl Probable scene o f bull leaping. A four legged animal with long neck and horns runs 
forward with its tail in the air. Behind and above its back legs are two small pointed 
lines -  the legs o f a bull leaper?

Estim ated 
L; 18 
B: 12.5

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10 (26)
CM S V SuppI la, 175

M M  111-LMl A female figure in calf-length flounced skirt and sleeved bodice sits on the edge o f a 
structure consisting o f two low uprights and a top horizontal. Her torso is in frontal 
view, the rest o f her body in profile. She holds her right arm up behind her with the 
hand touching the shoulder and her left arm is held out towards a goat standing in front 
o f her. She feeds the goat a leaf. A horizontal ground line is indicated, divided by 
small vertical lines.

L: ca. 19.5 
B :c a .l3 .5

P late 74d

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(7)
CM S V SuppI la, 176

M M  III-LM l A female figure stands in frontal view, except for her head, in front o f a two-tiered built 
structure. Her head is turned away from the structure. She wears a long flounced skirt 
and has no facial features. Her left arm is bent with the hand to her chin, her right is 
held out and down towards the structure. The structure consists o f two vertical uprights 
on each side and two horizontal roof layers. A tree is visible above the structure.

M aximum 
Estim ated 
L: 19 
B; 16

Plate 72c



Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(6)
CMS V SuppI la, 177

MM Ill-LM l A female figure in calf-length flounced skirt sits on the edge o f  the second tier o f a 
three-tiered structure. She puts her left arm behind her to support herself and her right 
hand is raised to her chest. She looks towards a smaller second figure who stands in 
front o f her on a raised platform. This second figure wears a knee-length skirt and 
stands frontally, but looks towards the larger figure. H er left arm is held to her waist 
and by her right hand is a long pole topped by an oval and a circular object, possibly a 
handle. No facial details are preserved.

M aximum 
Estim ated 
L: 15.5 
B: 15.5

Plate 73f

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(2)
CMS V S upp l la, 178

M M  III-LM l Two female figures stand between two built structures. The females wear long flounced 
skirts and have long hair. They face each other and hold each others hands which are 
held out in front o f them. Behind their hands is a plant and below their hands are three 
vertical stripes. Behind both figures is a simple structure.

L; 13 
B: ca. 10

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(2)
CMS V SuppI la, 179

M M  111-LMI A large female figure seated on a conical object is flanked by two standing female 
figures in long skirts. The figure to the left holds her left hand to her chest. The seated 
figure holds her left arm bent with the hand at shoulder level. Her other hand held down 
behind her. The figure to the right holds her left arm by her side. A flat ground line is 
indicated by a few horizontal strokes.

Estim ated 
L: ca. 16 
B: ca. 12.5

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(1)
CMS V SuppI la, 180

M M  III-LM I A male and female figure stand facing each other with a tall pole in between. The male 
wears a loincloth and the female wears a long skirt. The male holds his left arm bent up 
at the elbow towards the pole and the female mirrors this position with her right arm. 
Both hold their remaining arm behind them. Behind the male figure is a large squill 
and above this is a plant m otif A flat ground line is indicated by two lines. Behind the 
female are two lines one above the other, possibly part o f another pole.

L: 12 
B: 9

Plates 70a 
&b

Chania Kastelli, KatrestraBe 
10(3)
CMS V S upp l la, 183

M M  III-LM l One or two animals on a horizontal ground line indicated by two flat lines. Estim ated 
L; ca 25 
B; ca 18

Palaikastro,
Flur Roussolakos 
Building 5, room 9( 1 )  
CMS V SuppI Ib, 341

LM  I destruction Large four legged animal, probably a bull, in rocky landscape running to the left is 
grabbed from behind by a smaller animal, probably a dog. A second small animal runs 
alongside. To the side of the four footed animal, and so partly obscured by its body, is 
male figure. He has long hair, but the abraded state o f  the seal means facial features are 
missing, if they existed at all. His torso is in frontal view, his face and legs in profile. 
This figure raises his right arm straight out to his side, pointing to the left. His left arm 
is raised to the other side and bent upwards at the elbow. In his left hand he clutches an 
object that Pini suggests is a lightening bolt, but could also be interpreted as a flower 
bloom.

L: at least 22.9 
B: 16

Plate 83a

Knossos D eposit E* LM  lb -  II ‘Sacred tree o f papyrus-like appearance, between two wild goats’ (PM  IV 604).



Knossos Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)*
HM 1032

A lion leaps on a bull from behind. The lion’s front paws are on the back o f the bull. Est. 24x10.3

Knossos, Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)
HM 122

One animal appears to leap on the back o f another. Est. 27x16

Knossos, Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)
HM i l l

On the left o f  the sealing 3 birds fly beside each other, below them are two plants. 
Below them the back legs and tail of an animal are preserved at the edge o f  the sealing, 
as if it has just em erged from the foliage. Another bird swoops in from the left.

Est. 20x10

Knossos, Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)*
HM 1031

An animal stands with its head twisted back and down. Est. 24x13.5

Knossos Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)*
HM 1041

A lion, only the head and mane of which is preserved, grasps a winged griffin on the 
top o f the neck.

Est. 16x10.5

Knossos Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)* (poss. Amyg) 
HM 1010

A male figure wearing a belt stands with his right arm held bent at the elbow  and his 
hand at his waist. Behind him is a large crescent. He holds an unidentifiable object.

Est. 11.5x16.2

Knossos Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)*
HM 131

In the small preserved piece is seen the back o f  a standing bull. Est. 21x10

Knossos Domestic Quarter 
o f Palace (1)*
HM 999

Possible scene o f bull leaping. A bull stands on a horizontal ground line with its head 
bowed. A faint outline above the bull may be the remains o f  a leaper.

Est. 23x17

Knossos Domestic Q uarter 
o f Palace (1)
HM 1001

The forepart o f  a bull with its head raised facing the left. Facing the bull is the lower 
part o f a human figure. Around the legs o f the bull and human are plants and above the 
bull’s back rise three curved lines. The figures stand on a horizontal ground line o f  two 
layers o f  brick-shaped objects, probably paving.

Est. 21x19

Knossos Clay matrix. 
Lower floor sealings 
deposit.
cf. CM S II.7, 8 -  similar 
image but not exactly the 
same

M M  III - LM  la On the right a large female figure wearing a calf-length flounced skirt is seated on the 
second step o f a triple stepped platform, with her feet resting on the lower step. H er left 
hand is held to her chest, her right is held bent at the elbow with the forearm  and hand 
held straight out in front. She is approached by a standing female figure holding a 
conical vessel with two loop handles and a hollow disc above it. This female also wears 
a calf-length skirt. A third female figure to the left o f the scene turns away from the 
other two figures and appears to be walking away. She also wears a calf-length 
flounced skirt and both arms are bent at the elbows and raised. Above the scene is a

Plate 73c



row of rounded objects, possibly representing rocky landscape, but the ground line is 
flat. The topmost step of the platform has a set of horns of consecration placed on top 
of it. To the very left of the scene is an indistinguishable object.

Knossos Archives deposit 
(2)
Ashmolean 1938.1015 a&b

LM Ib -  LM II These sealings show a reverse image of the clay matrix described above. Plate 73d

Knossos Deposit D (several 
- PM IV 604)

LM Ib -  LM II These sealings show a reverse image of the clay matrix described above.

‘Mother of the Mountain’ 
Deposit by Columnar 
Shrine, Palace of Knossos 
(numerous -  PM II 808) 
This image is reconstructed 
from fragments

A female figure in profile, wearing a long flounced skirt stands on top of a hill 
represented by a series of inverted U-shapes. She has her right arm held against her 
waist and her left arm stretched out straight in front of her holding a staff. She has long 
hair and a prominent breast. The hill is flanked on either side by a lion, each standing 
with its front legs part of the way up the hillside. To the right of the scene is a male 
figure wearing a loincloth and belt. His left arm is held with the hand to the forehead. 
His face and the majority of his head is not preserved. To the left o f the scene is a two 
storey structure. Each floor is made up of two uprights topped with two horizontal 
slabs, the upper slightly wider than the lower, and on top of these are two pairs of horns 
of consecration. Between the uprights of the lower level is a rectangular object.

Plate 69g

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit (9)*
HM 383, HM 395, Ox Am 
AE 1199U& 119%

MM III -  LM I A male figure wearing a knee-length kilt which dips at the front and a belt, stands on a 
flat ground line holding a staff in his right hand stretched out in front of him. He wears 
a conical hat, a bracelet on his left arm, an armlet on both arms and a double necklace. 
Beside the figure stands a small lion looking back and up at the male. The figure has no 
facial features.

Plates 75d 
&e

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit*
HM 336

MM III -  LM I A male figure wearing a belt stands with his back to the viewer. He is striding forward 
with his left leg, his right pushing him forward. His left arm is held out in front of him 
curving slightly downwards from the elbow and his right arm is pulled out behind him 
bent at 90 degrees, ready to thrust forward in a punch. His hands are rounded, as if 
wearing gloves. A small part o f his opponent remains to the left of the sealing at ground 
level. Behind the standing figure is a column with a rectangular feature near the top, 
decorated with a series of dots. Neither figure’s head is preserved.

Plate 82a

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit (9)

MM III A female figure is accompanied by a lion.

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit*
HM 391

L M I Two pairs of owls are placed symmetrically around a central rosette.



Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit (6)*
HM 337-9, HM 350-2

A male figure wearing only a belt stands on a small boat and leans towards the head o f  
an animal/monster rising out o f the sea. The male figure has one arm drawn back, 
similar in pose to the hunter on CMS II.7 19, but too little o f the seal is preserved to 
show if he holds a spear.

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit (1)*
HM 384

Three leafless plant stems grow from below a flat ground line.

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit (1)*
HM 384 (2 images found 
on one sealing)

Two horizontal bars emerge from two vertical rows o f ovals. Below  each bar is a small 
upright with a crescent on top. Evans accurately describes this image as ‘wholly 
enigmatic’ (PM I, 697).

Knossos Temple Repository 
deposit*

LM Ib -  II Only a small piece o f sealing preserved. Male figure in loincloth, with short hair or 
wearing a cap, looking back over one shoulder to the right, flanked by two en face 
lions. The lions appear to stand in a similar way to those on the Mother o f  the Mountain 
sealing, but it is not clear what they are standing o n .''

Knossos Archives Deposit LM Ib -  II Male figure wearing loincloth stands before female figure in long skirt with long hair, 
frontal facing. The male figure has one arm held behind him, the other bent at the 
elbow, with the forearm held upwards towards the female. The female has both arms 
bent and raised up from the elbow. Badly abraded, no details identifiable.

Knossos Archives Deposit* LM Ib -  II Small piece preserved. Left o f  a Shrine fa9ade similar to that on the miniature fresco 
from Knossos. Two wings are visible, the one to the right much larger. The left wing is 
hardly preserved, only the horizontal roof and a pair o f horns o f consecration on top o f  
this between which is an indistinct object. The larger part consists o f two uprights, one 
o f which supports a low roof consisting o f two horizontals, the other a higher roof 
consisting o f  triple horizontals. On top o f this is a pair o f  horns o f consecration and the 
edge o f  another set beside it. Between the two roofs are a row o f round features, 
possible beam ends. Below the lower roof the tops o f two columns, which appear to 
support the lower horizontal o f the roof Above the smaller wing is a human arm bent 
straight upwards at the elbow and wearing a bracelet.

Knossos Archives Deposit* LM Ib - II Head o f a couchant bull with large curved horns looks up at a male figure that stands 
leaning on a H-shaped upright observing the bull. Only small part preserved. (PM IV 
564)

Plate 85a

Knossos Archives Deposit* LM Ib -  II Male figure wearing loincloth stands behind a cow. He has his knees bent and appears 
to be milking the cow, although no vessel into which the milk could flow is preserved. 
The cow is horned, the tip o f one horn is preserved, the animal is presumably looking 
backwards at the male figure. Horizontal ground line. (PM IV fig.534)



Knossos Archives Deposit LM Ib -  II Two bulls stand on a horizontal ground line facing each other. The animal on the left 
bows its head so that its horns project between the front legs of the animal on the right. 
Behind both the animals a tree is growing. Only the upper part of the tree to the right is 
preserved, it is palm-like in appearance. Below the bowed head of the left animal is 
another plant-like motif.

Plate 86e

Knossos Hieroglyphics
Deposit
HM 132

A deer is seized from below by a smaller animal. To the right o f this is a tree.

Knossos Little Palace* LM Ib -  II Small fragment. The back feet of two lions are seen standing on a horizontal base 
which is supported on the preserved side to the left by a column with capital. Between 
the two sets of feet is a pile of oval objects.

Knossos, Palace ? (1)*
HM 116
c f  CMS II.6, 15, HM 369"

A pair of legs is running over a ground line covered with human bodies. Est. 15x13.5

Knossos 
HM 369
c f  CMS II.6, 15, HM 116

LM I (?) A male figure on the right of the sealing is running forward. His head is en face  and he 
appears to be running over the legs of a second human figure.
It is suggested by Gill (1965, fig.4) that HM 116 and HM 369 may have been two 
pieces of one sealing.

Knossos MM III rubbish 
heap, SE border of palace.

MM III Two female figures in conical hats facing each other stand with arms bent up at the 
elbows, hands level with their heads. Between their hands is an object which Evans 
suggests is a vessel they are holding up (PM I 683). Very worn.

Knossos East Hall Borders 
Deposit
cf. II.7, 71 & AyiaTriada 
Pigorini museum

Fragmentary sealing, very worn. Palm tree to the right, probable necks and manes of 
two lions.

Plate 76f

* = probable ring impression, but not certain.

' Information about the Knossos seahngs is taken from Evans PM Vols I-IV, Pini 1990, Popham & Gill 1995, Gill 1965 and Betts 1967 & 1967a 
" The dates of the sealings are taken from the CMS volumes, but it should be noted that not all commentators agree with these dates in their entirety eg. Niemeier (1981) 

Figures in brackets indicate the number of sealings with the same impression preserved 
This sealing was not identified as a ring in the CMS volume, but in a later article by Pini (1985, 153)

'' Pini (1990) records two more possible ring impressions from the Temple Repositories, HM 347 and HM 359, but gives no description of any surviving design.
''' In the entry CMS II.6 15 another example of this sealing is recorded from Knossos, HM 1275, but I could find no picture of this sealing to describe.
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