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Historical times
THOMAS BROGAN – ΝATALIA VOGEIKOFF

The end of the Mycenaean world and the beginning of the Iron Age (12th-7th century BC)

In the late thirteenth and the early twelfth century BC the Aegean and the Eastern Mediter-
ranean witnessed a devastating wave of violence that destroyed both the Hittite Empire and the
smaller Mycenaean kingdoms. There are no historical sources to tell us what struck Crete
around 1200 BC, but the archaeological record leaves no doubt that the island’s inhabitants
were seriously threatened. The network of coastal towns, some of which had existed for over
two thousand years, was abandoned, and many inhabitants resettled in new remote sites in the
mountains. This change marks the beginning of a new period in Cretan history, which is
known also as the “Dark Age”, during which many cultural achievements of the preceding cen-
turies, such as writing and monumental architecture “were forgotten”. Between 1100 and 600
BC Crete enjoyed a new period of development, which has its roots in the small settlements of
the twelfth century BC and reached its climax in the birth of the city-states of the eighth and 
seventh centuries BC.This period is known on Crete as the Early Iron Age.

As written souces are not preserved before the seventh century BC, most of this period of Cre-
tan history is reconstituted entirely from archaeological research. Field surveys have now
revealed more than one hundred sites, which were first inhabited at the beginning of the twelfth
century BC. Excavations in the northern Isthmus of Hierapetra are providing a detailed record
of several hamlets and villages of the period. Naturally defensible situations were key factors the
location of sites as with the case of Katalimata perched on the high ledges of the Cha Gorge on
the east side of the Isthmus of Hierapetra (fig. 633). A path up the gravel slope (at lower left of
the photograph) led to a narrow approach to the wider rock shelves on which several small
houses were built overlooking the plain. The houses were supplied with a full range of clay stor-
age, cooking, and eating vessels, suggesting that the occupation at Katalimata was permanent. 

The larger neighboring settlements of Chalasmenos, Vrontas, and Vasiliki Kephala are more
typical for the period, each containing the remains of small communities of five to fifteen
households.  Although most houses are the same size, suggesting a certain degree of equality be-
tween members of the community, there are none the less hints at that some individuals or

families served a leading role, perhaps as a “big man” in the community. One such candidate
is House A-B at Vrontas, which is provided with a large hall, unique
storage rooms with large pithoi, and large numbers of fancy cups and
foodstuffs that may represent the remains of local feasting.. 

From the pattern seen at Karphi, Vrontas, Chalasmenos, and Kepha-
la, it appears that each community also had a separate built shrine
housing images of a deity with raised arms and offering vessels, known
as snake tubes and kalathoi.  These may have been made as sets (fig. 632)
for a female deity whose cult was connected with the fertility of the land
and prosperity of the community. 

CRETE
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HISTORICAL TIMES

632.  Crete. In the Late Minoan IIIC period 
(12th c. BC), building G at Vrontas, Kavousi was
free-standing and one-storeyed. The south room had
been disturbed by a cremation burial in the 8th c. BC,
but excavation of  the smaller north room revealed 
a hoard of  ritual vessels. Clay analysis has shown
that the figurines of  deities, the snake tubes, 
the plaques and the kalathoi were probably made 
as a set to be offered in the shrine. 
Hierapetra Archaeological Museum.

633.  Crete. In the 12th c. BC most settlements, such
as at Katalymata and Chalasmenos in the Cha Gorge
at the entrance to the Isthmus of  Hierapetra, 
were founded on sites that could be easily 
defended. Recent excavations at Katalymata 
have contributed significantly to understanding 
the conditions that prompted the population
movements to naturally fortified areas. Evidence 
of  a short-lived settlement of  the Late Neolithic
period (5th millennium BC) and brief  occupations 

in the 2nd millennium BC was found at the site. 
The excavators assume that in difficult and
dangerous periods people sought refuge at sites 
that were difficult of  access, such as those 
in the Cha Gorge.

634.  Crete. The bronze amphoroid krater that had
been used as a funerary urn in the tholos tomb at
Pantanassa Amari, in Rethymnon, is a rare vase type.
Only seven such vases are known, five of  which
have been found in Cyprus. Examination of  the
cremated bones showed that the vase contained 
the remains of  a middle-aged male. The use 
of  the amphoroid krater as a funerary urn recalls 
the Homeric epics, where there is reference to the
deposition of  the ashes of  Patroclus and of  Achilles
in gold amphorae. By analogy, it is thought that the
deceased in the Pantanassa tholos tomb was an élite
member in the local society. The other finds from
the tomb date the burial to the late 11th/early 
10th c. BC. Rethymnon Archaeological Museum.
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Most evidence of craft is limited to household production (so-called cottage industries.) for the
local subsistence economy. The inhabitants were farmers and herders living on a mixed diet of
grain, legumes and meat—mostly sheep and goat. While scholars observe a sharp decline in the
amount of imported raw materials and luxury goods in the this period, it highly unlikely that
the island was ever completely cut off from rest of the Eastern Mediterranean. Local élites were
always interested in exotic luxury items, and the appearance of iron, as knives with bronze riv-
ets imported from Cyprus during the twelfth and eleventh centuries BC, suggests its status
primarily as a prestige item.

The social position of an individual or a group and his or its access to prestige objects can also
be deduced from the mortuary customs, which vary across Crete between 1200 and 1000 BC.
In eastern Crete burials were mainly in small tholos tombs, as at Karphi, Vrontas, Chalasmenos
and Myrsini, whereas in the North Cemetery at Knossos chamber tombs were used, mostly for
inhumations and more rarely for cremations. Many tombs were reused by successive genera-
tions of one family and contained simple offerings. However, richer burials exist, such as a small
cluster of tombs at Knossos (particularly tomb 200/201), tombs A and B at Myrsini-Mouliana
(12th century BC), which contained weapons and jewellery – including a gold face mask – and
the tomb at Pantanassa in the Amari Valley, in which there was a bronze krater of the late
eleventh century BC (fig. 634).

From the beginning of the eleventh century BC, Crete witnesses a long process of consolidation
during which some settlements are abandoned in favour of a smaller number of sites which ex-
pand and emerge as small towns and eventually small city-states (poleis). Excavations at Kastro,
Kavousi provide a rare glimpse of this settlement growth from 1050-650 BC (fig. 48). During
the tenth-ninth centuries the settlement was reorganized, with the construction of terraces

CRETE

635.  Crete. The faience figurine of  the Egyptian 
deity Sekhmet was found together with a statuette 
of  the son of  Nefertum, between the pillars of  the
small Phoenician shrine in temple B at Kommos.
The so-called “three-pillar shrine” is incontrovertible
evidence of  the presence of  Phoenician merchants
at Kommos, as well as in other Cretan harbours in
the 8th and 7th centuries BC. Figurines of  Sekhmet
have been found elsewhere on the island, such as at
Amnisos and Eleutherna. Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.

636.  Crete. Excavations at Kommos, at the west
edge of  the Mesara Plain and overlooking 
the Libyan Sea, have revealed the remains of  
an important sanctuary with three phases. 
The earliest, temple A, was built in the 11th c. BC

upon the ruins of  a Minoan settlement. Temple B
with its “three-pillar shrine” was built exactly on top
of  temple A and is dated by the votive offerings
found there to the period 800-600 BC. The
photograph shows the remains of  temple C, which
was built on the same site around 375/350 BC. 
It is a single space with benches along the walls, 
two column bases either side of  the central hearth
and a pedestal for the cult statue. In the view 
of  the excavators, the architectural evidence and 
the moveable finds from all three temples, among
them many votive bull figurines, suggest that ritual
meals were held on the temple site, perhaps 
in honour of  Zeus, Poseidon and Athena.
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around the hill supporting narrow rectangular houses. Occupation of the site in eighth and ear-
ly seventh centuries involved the construction of more impressive terraces supporting long
narrow houses of two to five room houses with clearly defined storerooms, kitchens, and re-
ception/dining areas with hearths between columns. The inhabitants were involved in
subsistence agriculture and herding, and consumed a healthy diet of grains, legumes and meat,
including sheep/goat, pig and a surprising number of cattle. The abandonment of the Kastro,
probably in favour of the neighboring site of Azoria in the mid-seventh century, completed the
process of consolidation in this region, with Azoria reaching the level of small Cretan polity in
the seventh/sixth centuries BC (figs 647-648.) 

Recent studies of Cretan Iron Age society stress its unique development, which differs in many
ways from that of the rest of Greece. Cretan cities such as Knossos, Eleutherna, Kommos had
early and extensive contacts with cultures in the Eastern Mediterranean. They also appear to
have served as gateway communities in the network providing crucial supplies for merchants
plying east-west trade routes across the Mediterranean and trans-shipment points for trading
ventures with inland Cretan cities like Aphrati, Prinias, Gortyn, and Axos (figs 637-638). Lux-
ury goods were imported from centres on Cyprus, northern Syria, Lebanon and Egypt, while
artists on Crete may also have been producing local imitations of these imports, sometimes with
Cretan subjects (figs 57, 641, 642, 643, 644).  Interpretation of the archaeological data is con-
fused by the fact that some of the local craftsmen were of foreign origin, immigrants to Crete
from the Near East and Cyprus. What was exchanged for these imports is not clear; however,
iron, a metal available on Crete, was in great demand by the powerful Assyrian Empire, which
took control of the Levant, Cyprus and southern Anatolia during the course of the ninth and
eighth centuries BC. In this period Phoenician and Greek traders were literally circumnavigat-

HISTORICAL TIMES

637, 638.  Crete, Prinias. In the eastern foothills 
of  Mount Psiloreitis, upon a peculiar height known
as the “Patela tou Prinia”, lie the ruins of  an ancient
city which historians identify as Rhizenia from 
the ancient sources. The hill was inhabited from
prehistoric into Hellenistic times. The site is known
primarily from the sculpted decoration of  temple A,
one of  the two Archaic temples uncovered by 
the Italian archaeologist L. Pernier in 1906-1908.
The lintel of  the temple entrance was decorated 
on the underside with two female figures in relief,
while its front held a relief  frieze. The most striking
feature of  the lintel, however, is the decoration of
the upper part, with two seated female deities
(Herakleion Archaeological Museum). The
architectural evidence and the Daedalic style 
of  the sculptures date temple A towards the end 
of  the 7th c. BC.
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ing the Mediterranean in search of iron and other essential materials, which were then used to
produce weapons and luxury items for the élites and empires of the Eastern Mediterranean.

That such Near Eastern traders and craftsmen reached Cretan cities and established residence
on the island can no longer be doubted.  The best evidence is the unique Phoenician altar built
inside Temple B, which probably served both foreign crews and resident craftsmen at the har-
bour town of Kommos in the eighth century BC (figs 635-636). The discovery of Phoenician
grave markers (cippi) at Eleutherna and Knossos, as well as the host of imported grave goods
leave little doubt that immigrant craftsmen and traders were living in these Greek communi-
ties alongside the Cretans.

In contrast to central and eastern Crete, the western part of the island seems, by virtue also of
its geographical location, to have turned towards the Peloponnese and mainland Greece. Study
of the eighth-century BC pottery from the area of Chania, has demonstrated that Kydonia’s con-
tacts with the Argolid and Attica were close, while at the same time there was communication
with the Dodecanese. By the early seventh century BC products of Corinthian workshops were
reaching Kydonia in abundance. Also from Kydonia is part of a poros frieze with a representa-
tion of a shrine housing a cult effigy (xoanon) of a deity being attacked by horsemen and
protected by archers.  The subject is also represented on a bronze belt from Fortetsa and may
be linked with the worship of Hera, the principal Argeian goddess, referring indirectly to the
contacts between Kydonia and Argos.

Cretans’ relations with the Eastern Mediterranean and the possible presence of foreigners on
the island seems to have fostered the adoption of oriental decorative motifs in Cretan art from
as early as the ninth century BC, almost one century before the same phenomenon is observed
elsewhere in Greece. Among the Cretan works with “orientalizing” influences are the famous
bronze “shields”-lids, bronze bowls, Daedalic sculptures and the large number of relief works
in metal, clay and ivory. These finds come from graves at Eleutherna, Aphrati and Knossos, as
well as from the large sanctuaries of Zeus at Palaikastro and in the Ida and Dikte caves, and the
sanctuaries of Aphrodite at Axos and Praisos (figs 639-644).

The shrines discovered at the central Cretan cities of Prinias and Gortyn contain impressive
stone temples with impressive sculptural ornament (figs 637-638), while excavation of a shrine
a Dreros recovered three statues of hammered bronze sheet – perhaps representing Apollo,
Leto, and Artemis (fig. 640). For some, Crete is also the likely setting for the most important
Orientalizing invention – the creation of the Greek alphabet after a Phoenician model. Among
the oldest examples on Crete are the stelai from Dreros (c. 650 B.C.) on which are written the
city’s laws. In Antiquity Crete was renowned for its laws and the erection of stone stelai in-
scribed with statutes is a particularly Cretan phenomenon.

One of the most intriguing and intangible elements of these early Cretan states is the role that
various ethnic or cultural identities played on the island. That Crete hosted a mixed population
is known from the ancient sources. A group known as the Eteocretans lived in east Crete and
claimed to be the descendants of the Bronze Age Cretans (the Minoans).  The ancient historian

CRETE

639.  Crete. Eleutherna is the provenance 
of  the upper part of  a limestone statue of  a seated
female figure displaying all the traits of  the so-called
Daedalic sculptural style – thus named after 
the mythical sculptor Daidalos –, such as the flat
head, triangular face and wig-like hair. The recent
discovery in the Orthi Petra cemetery of  the lower
part of  a female statue in the type of  the “Dame 
d’ Auxerre” (Musée du Louvre), as well as of  other
fragments of  Daedalic sculptures, reinforces 
the hypothesis of  the existence of  a local sculpture
workshop using limestone from the Eleutherna
quarry. Mid-7th c. BC. Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.

640.  Crete. Three bronze statues perhaps
representing the Apollonian trinity (Apollo, Artemis,
Leto) were found at Dreros in 1935, on a stone altar
in the southeast corner of  the one-room building
that archaeologists have interpreted as a temple 
of  Apollo. Inside the stone altar were numerous
horns of  small goats, which the excavator called 
the “Keraton”. The statuettes are made of  very fine
sheets of  bronze that were joined together by tiny
bronze nails. The male figure is just over 75 cm.
high, while the female figures are shorter. The
temple is dated on the basis of  the excavation data
to the 7th c. BC. Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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Strabo mentions Praisos as the most important Eteocretan city and inscriptions carved
in Eteocretan script, which has not been deciphered, were found there. The 
Dorians, who were supposed to have captured the island and subjugated the Minoans,
settled in most other parts of the island.  According to ancient literary sources, the Spar-
tans contributed to the colonization of Dorian Lyttos near the modern village of
Kastelli in Central Crete.  Evidence for the existence of mixed populations on the is-
land may also be reflected in the wide variety of burial practices at the cemeteries of
Eleutherna, Knossos, Prinias, Aphrati and in the district of Kisamos; however, attempts
to associate burial forms with specific cultural or ethnic groups remain controversial.  

For example, in the Orthi Petra cemetery at Eleutherna three different burial practices
have been observed: cremations (usually of adult males), enchytrismoi (usually of infants or

the very old) and simple inhumations. The discovery of grave stelai of the cippus type in the
same cemetery suggests that there were also foreigners buried there, most probably Phoenicians
(fig. 645).

Later sources suggest that conservative aristocratic families with large landholdings formed the
ruling élite of Iron Age Cretan cities.  It is worth noting that Crete did not participate in well-
known developments elsewhere in Greece from 750-600 BC, particularly the colonization of the
Mediterranean and the intra-state political upheavals that produced tyrannies.  Much more
puzzling, though perhaps related, is the sharp decline observed in Cretan material culture in the
late seventh century BC.  Suggested causes include climatic change, invasion or civil war, which
may have severely disrupted the island’s agricultural economy. Another explanation is the col-
lapse of the Assyrian Empire in the late seventh century and the associated shocks to the
economy of the Eastern Mediterranean during the rise of new Babylonian State. This turmoil
brought an end to traditional east-west trade, running along both north and south coasts of
Crete. Its collapse may have played no small role in Crete’s sudden decline; however, these
questions can only be answered by more systematic excavations at sites across the island.

CRETE

641.  Crete. Elegant clay vase (lebes) from tomb §  
at Arkades (Aphrati), dated to the 7th c. BC.
Although this is a product of  a Cretan workshop,
both its shape and its decoration with griffin
protomes may imitate bronze prototypes of  Near
Eastern provenance. Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.

642.  Crete. Cut-out gold strip found together with
similar ones inside a funerary urn in grave A1K1
in the Orthi Petra cemetery of  Eleutherna.
Represented in the central metope is a female figure
holding two animals upside down, in the type 
of  the Potnia Theron, while in the two lateral panels 
a kind of  baetyl (sacred stone) crowned by 
a sideways crescent is represented. Cut-out 
strips usually decorated the surface of  wooden 
or bone objects Associated finds date the strip 
to the 7th c. BC. Rethymnon Archaeological
Museum.
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HISTORICAL TIMES

643.  Crete. Bronze “shield”-lid from grave A1K1
in the Orthi Petra cemetery of  Eleutherna. It was
used as the lid of  a clay funerary pithamphora of
the late 9th c. BC; however, the associated finds are
dated to the second half  of  the 8th c. BC. At the
centre of  the “shield”-lid is a high-relief  feline head,
above which, in low relief, are two antithetical
sphinxes flanking a female figure. A relief  frieze
runs around the shield with felines attacking
bovines. Similar shields with lion protomes have
been found in the Idaean Cave, at Phaistos,
Palaikastro and Arkades. They are considered to be
products of  Cretan workshops, although perhaps
inspired by oriental models. According to the
excavator of  the necropolis of  Eleutherna, the small
diameter of  the “shield” (40 cm.) precludes its use
as a defensive weapon and it is therefore more likely
that it served as the lid of  a bronze vessel.
Rethymnon Archaeological Museum.

644.  Crete. The famous “drum” of  Zeus, 55 cm. in
diameter and 1 mm. thick, was found in the Idaean
Cave in 1885, together with bronze shields, bowls
and ivory objects, in a thick layer of  ash and bones.
The provenance of  this piece and of  the bronze
shields has puzzled archaeologists. Whereas all agree
that despite their pronounced “orientalizing”
character the shields and the “drum” were made 
in Crete, views differ as to the ethnicity of  the
craftsmen. Some scholars maintain that the shields
were made by foreign craftsmen who settled in
Crete, while others argue that only Cretan craftsmen
could have made objects decorated with subjects so
closely linked to the island’s mythology (e.g., the
myth of  the Curetes clashing their cymbals loudly
outside the Idaean Cave so that Cronus would not
hear the crying of  the infant Zeus hidden inside it).
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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The “marginalization” of Crete in the 6th and 5th centuries BC

The sixth and the fifth century BC are two problematical periods in the history of ancient Crete.
The decline of Knossos in the sixth century BC, which is confirmed by the lack of architectural
remains, cemeteries and pottery assemblages, has led some historians to suggest that all of Crete
faced a demographic, economic and cultural desolation in this period. Worship in the sanctu-
ary on the acropolis of Gortyn and in the sanctuary of Zeus at Amnisos dwindled after the end
of the seventh century BC, the votive offerings in the Psychro and Ida caves were minimal in the
sixth century BC, and the rural sanctuaries at Kato Symi and Kommos waned.

The causes of the vague picture that Crete presents in these two centuries should be sought first
and foremost in archaeological research itself, which has focused for almost a century on the ex-
cavation and study of the Minoan Civilization. Only in recent decades have researchers turned
their attention to the historical periods on Crete, with the resultant revision of several of the ear-
lier views. It emerges from recent research that the decline of Knossos and the desertion of
Prinias are not a general phenomenon in the island’s history in the sixth century BC.

In western Crete, the University of Crete excavations at Eleutherna have brought to light the re-
mains of an Archaic necropolis (Orthi Petra) (fig. 645). The pottery accompanying the burials
of the sixth century BC, which are simple in comparison with those of the eighth and seventh
centuries BC, yields a plethora of information on the mercantile relations between Eleutherna
and the rest of Greece at this time. A wide variety of imported pottery – Corinthian, Laconian
and Attic – was found in the graves, in contrast to the absence of imported pottery at Knossos
in the same period. Particularly interesting is the large quantity of Laconian pottery at Eleuth-
erna, which shows that western Crete, because of its geographical location, was an active

participant in the transit trade of the Peloponnese with the
grain-growing regions of North Africa and particularly Cyre-
naica. It is assumed that Cretans traded timber, since there is
special mention of Cretan wood in the building inscriptions
found on the Acropolis of Athens and at Epidauros. The fact
that goods traded between the Peloponnese and North Africa
were handled by Samian merchants explains the settling 
of these last at Kydonia around 525 BC. A few years later, 
however, the Samians were expelled by the Kydonians in col-
laboration with the Aeginetans, with whom their ties went
back a long way. Herodotus accredits the Samians with found-
ing the sanctuaries of Kydonia and the Diktynnaios sanctuary
on Cape Spatha, which was one of the most important ancient
Cretan sanctuaries.

At Gortyn, the epigraphic testimonies and pottery assem-
blages confirm the cultural continuity in the sixth and fifth
centuries BC. The inscriptions preserve excerpts of legislative
codes – the best known being the Gortyn Law Code –, the

CRETE

645.  Crete. On the west slope of  the hill of  ancient
Eleutherna, at Orthi Petra, an extensive necropolis
has been excavated. Its confirmed use spans the
early 9th to the first third of  the 6th c. BC, with
indications that burials took place on the site
throughout the 6th c. BC. The photograph shows 
the foundations of  three tomb monuments, 4A, 3K
and 4K, of  the 7th c. BC. These were monuments
that stood above ground, perhaps cenotaphs or
heroa. The superstructure of  4A was decorated 
with a sculpted composition of  stone shield-bearing
warriors. According to the excavator, these warriors
should be associated with the mythological Curetes,
who beat their shields in order to cover the crying 
of  Zeus, who was concealed inside a cave on Mount
Psiloreitis.
They did this to prevent him from being swallowed 
by his father Cronus.
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majority regulating issues of family and inheritance law, while some others refer to inter-state
treaties.

Knowledge of the history of the most important cities of eastern Crete (Lyttos, Lato, Praisos and
Itanos) in the Archaic and Classical periods is based mainly on textual sources, since most of
these cities have not been excavated systematically (Lyttos) or had been excavated in the early
twentieth century with old methods (Praisos, Lato). At Lyttos the discovery of fragments of law
codes, which date to the second half of the sixth century BC, confirms the existence of an Archaic
polis for which there is no other information.

Excavations at Lato have brought to light traces of a settlement of the seventh century BC, but
which was abandoned in the Archaic period. The large and mighty city that spread over the
slopes of two hills developed much later, in the early fourth century BC. Surface surveys by the
American School of Classical Studies, in the areas of Vrokastro and Gournia, have yielded scant
indications of some significant activity in the sixth century BC. The picture of the economically
and demographically weakened cities in eastern Crete during the sixth century BC has been chal-
lenged by the new excavation at Azoria, Kavousi, where a thriving Archaic settlement is being
uncovered, with remains of houses and of a big public building with spaces for storage and
preparation of foodstuffs, which the excavators have identified as an “andreion” (figs 647, 648).

Praisos, one of the most important cities of the Hellenistic period, built upon two acropolises –
like Lato –, appears to have had a strong presence in the sixth century BC, judging by some for-
tification walls on the summit of the first acropolis, the considerable number of figurines found
on the “Altar Hill” and in some smaller sanctuaries on the periphery of Praisos, as well as two
fragments of Eteocretan inscriptions (figs 646, 649).

Last, the ongoing Greek-French excavations at Itanos appear to confirm the absence of archaeo -
logical finds for the greater part of the sixth century BC, with the exception of a small sanctuary
of Demeter, founded in the last quarter of the century.

Archaeological investigations over the past few decades have contributed substantially to the bet-
ter understanding of Cretan history in the sixth century BC. The island’s cultural development did
not come to a halt in 600 BC, when the Cretans’ contacts with Eastern Mediterranean lands
ceased. On the contrary, the Cretans – particularly those in the west of the island – apparently
turned their eye on the Peloponnese. Future research at Azoria and Praisos is expected to shed
more light on the position of eastern Crete in the Mediterranean in the sixth century BC.

By the end of the sixth century BC Knossos had recovered economically. Although no architec-
tural remains of the Classical city have yet been found, there is other archaeological evidence of
the upturn in its fortunes, such as the founding of the sanctuary of Glaukos and the reactivation
of cult in the sanctuary of Demeter, with the construction of a small temple in the late fifth cen-
tury BC. A treaty of the mid-fifth century BC, between Knossos and neighbouring Tylissos, which
refers to matters of circulating goods, piracy, common sacrifices and property rights, creates the
impression of an economically flourishing Knossos. At nearby Amnisos, in the sanctuary of Zeus,
the big stone bird-shaped votive offerings of the late sixth century BC bear witness to Cretans’ in-
volvement with monumental sculpture.

HISTORICAL TIMES

646.  Crete. Excavations on the “Altar Hill” one 
of  the three acropolises on which Praisos was built,
recovered a sacred precinct (temenos) which enclosed
an altar for sacrifices and a host of  votive offerings.
The latter included large terracotta figurines, such as
this male figure (pres. h. 66 cm.), parts of  several
bronze helmets, breastplates, shields and greaves, as
well as pottery dating from the 7th to the 5th c. BC.
The hill was dedicated to the worship of  a deity,
whose identity is unknown. Herakleion
Archaeological Museum.
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The Cretans did not respond to the panhellenic call in 480 BC at the Isthmus of Corinth, to
confront the Persians, perhaps because they did not feel seriously threatened by them. Their re-
fusal should not be regarded as indicative of their introversion, since other Greek cities, such as
Argos, took no part in the panhellenic alliance against the foe. Crete did not join the Athenian
League either, and maintained its neutrality in the conflict between Athens and Sparta. Al-
though the Cretan cities desisted from the major political alliances characteristic of Hellas in
the fifth century BC, the historical sources record that the island maintained ties not only with
Argos but also with Athens, Sparta, Rhodes and Cyprus.

Attic black-glaze and red-figure pottery of the early decades of the fifth century BC has been
found in abundance at many sites in Crete, signifying that the cities were actively involved in
transit trade in the Aegean. At Kydonia, Attic black-figure lekythoi are common grave goods in
the fifth century BC. The same phenomenon is observed in burials at ancient Phalasarna in
western Crete, while in graves at Eleutherna, Attic vases had been replaced by Laconian ones
by the last quarter of the sixth century BC.

The comparative study of fifth-century BC pottery from Phalasarna, Kydonia, Eleutherna,
Knossos and Gortyn shows that there was a drop in the import of Attic vases from shortly be-
fore 460 BC until the end of the century. This fact should not be interpreted as result of a direct
rift between the Cretan cities and Athens, since other cities, such as Aegina, were involved in
the trade of Attic pottery. Nonetheless, it should be mentioned that with Athenian support 
Kydonia was sacked by its neighbours from Polichne in 429 BC. The Athenians must have been
more than eager to intervene, if the hypothesis is correct that Aeginetans expelled by them in

CRETE

647.  Crete. Recent American excavations at Azoria
Kavousi have brought to light an extensive urban
settlement of  the Archaic period (c. 625-480 BC),
which developed at the north end of  the Isthmus 
of  Hierapetra, at a nodal point controlling
movements between the north and south coasts 
of  the island. The discovery of  a spacious dining
hall with large areas for preparation and storage 
of  food reinforces the urban character of  the
settlement and provides a rare illustration of  
the renowned Cretan messes where communal 
meals were consumed.

648.  Crete. Archaic pottery from Azoria. Found
mainly in a building on the Southwest Terrace it
includes a selection of  vases for storage (pithoi 
and amphorae), transport (pointed-base amphorae),
food preparation (basins) and tableware (hydrias,
amphorae, bowls and cups). Archaeobotanical
analysis has shown that in several of  the pithoi
grapes and olives were stored.
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431 BC had taken refuge in Kydonia. The competition between Athens and Aegina, which un-
til then was one of the most important dealers in Athenian pottery as well as in Peloponnesian
products, led to the latter’s decline. Consequence of Aegina’s withdrawal from transit trade in
the Aegean was the shrinking of Peloponnesian trade with Cyrenaica and North Africa. It ap-
pears from the historical sources that Athens in its turn aimed, through a series of strategic
moves, to strike an economic blow to Sparta in the second half of the fifth century BC, during
its embroilment in the Peloponnesian War. Perhaps the diminishing of communication with
Crete was collateral damage of the hostilities between Athens and Sparta.

Despite the information provided by the necropolises, knowledge of the architectural remains
and settlements in Crete in the fifth century BC continues to be limited. At Gortyn, the exis-
tence of the Classical city is confirmed by the Law Code, which is dated to the second half 
of the fifth century BC (fig. 650). However, what is at once striking and puzzling is that where-
as the material culture of Crete in Archaic and Classical times is poor, it is the only region of
ancient Greece in which so many inscriptions of legislative content survive. Almost all the
known Archaic and Classical cities of Crete can boast some remnants of inscriptions of laws, in
contrast to other archaeological finds. Was Crete in the sixth and fifth centuries BC an eco-
nomically static or retarded region, or was it simply different? The law code of Gortyn, recorded
on the stone walls of perhaps the largest building constructed in the city in the fifth century BC

(which no longer survives), is a monument on a par with the large marble temples in mainland
and island Greece in the Classical period.

HISTORICAL TIMES

649.  Crete. Eteocretan inscription from Praisos.
Among the many votive offerings found on 
the “Altar Hill”, were fragments of  two inscriptions 
in the Eteocretan language. Praisos was known 
in antiquity as capital of  the Eteocretans (the “true
Cretans”), a prehellenic tribe that withstood 
the Dorian conquerors in eastern Crete and 
in the area of  Kydonia (mod. Chania) in the west.
The inscriptions, incised with Ionian lettering, have
not been deciphered.

650.  Crete. The Great Inscription (Dodekadeltos) 
of  Gortyn. Incised originally on the inside wall 
of  a large circular public building of  the early 
5th c. BC the inscription is organized in twelve
columns. The text, written in the Dorian dialect, 
is a legal tract covering issues of  citizen status 
(e.g., slavery), and of  inheritance and property rights
of  divorced or widowed women and adopted
children. The circular building was dismantled in 
the Late Hellenistic period and the inscribed blocks
were reused in the construction of  the Roman
Odeum of  Gortyn, which was discovered in 1884 
by the Italian archaeologist F. Halbherr.
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Recovery (4th-1st century BC)

By the end of the fifth century BC Crete appeared more dynamically in the Mediterranean re-
gion. The founding of new cities on the south coast (Lisos, Lasaia, Hierapytna and Ampelos) has
been linked with the upturn in trading transactions between the Cretan cities and North Africa.
The economic recovery of Crete should be seen in the framework of the historic changes taking
place in the Aegean in the late fifth century BC, the most important being the break up of the
Athenian League and the gradual retreat of Athens from transit trade in the Mediterranean.

There are signs of rapid development in all the island’s cities in the early fourth century BC.
Outstanding among the excavated sites in eastern Crete is the city of Lato, with important ar-
chaeological remains. Spread over two hills, with a superb view over the Gulf of Merabello,
Lato preserves remnants of dozens of houses and shops, temples and sanctuaries, stoas, a the-
atre, bouleuterion and prytaneion (figs 652, 653). According to the ancient sources, the
institution of the syssition (communal meals) was applied in Crete, with the city’s archons, the
“kosmoi”, dining in the prytaneion and the other males in the andreion.

The prytaneion, which survives in very good condition, is divided into two central spaces: the
east is occupied by a peristyle court with light-well, while the west includes the hestiatorion.
Around the inside of the hestiatorion runs a wide bench, on which stood the eight couches of
the “kosmoi” or archons of Lato. South of the prytaneion, between the two acropolises, was the
site of the agora, with a long stoa and a monumental staircase, which functioned as a bouleu-
terion (fig. 653). The large temple, built in the second half of the fourth century BC upon a
strong retaining wall, was bipartite, with prodomos and a cella in which the base of the cult stat-
ue is preserved. In Crete, temples continued to be built without the peristasis, a feature of the
temples in mainland and island Greece.

At Lato, in the early twentieth century, French archaeologists revealed the ruins of hundreds of
houses built on terraces on the two hills. In contrast to residences on the Greek Mainland,
which were built around a central court (pastas), the houses in Hellenistic Crete were of linear
plan, which the development of settlements on terraces dictated. Characteristic feature of most
Hellenistic houses in Crete is the rectangular built hearth in the central room.

Most of the Hellenistic cities of Crete were fortified. In western Crete: Kydonia, Hyrtakina,
Phalasarna, Aptera, Polyrrhenia, Elyros, Sybritos, Anopolis and Eleutherna; in central Crete:
Gortyn and Phaistos; in eastern Crete: Lato, Itanos, Trypitos, Mochlos and Ampelos (fig. 651).
Even though only a few of these fortifications can be securely dated (Gortyn, Phalasarna,
Aptera, Trypitos), archaeologists place the construction of the majority in the Hellenistic peri-
od and associate them with the scourge of Cretan pirates in the Mediterranean as well as the
civil wars between Cretan cities.

Although prehistoric cults, such as worship of the goddess Diktynna on Cape Spatha, contin-
ued on Crete until Roman times, religious beliefs were not immune to external influences.
Worship of Asklepios must have been introduced in the closing years of the Classical period, at
the same time as it spread in the rest of Greece. In 1957 a large number of votive offerings, in-
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651.  Crete. The city of  Aptera, built on a highland
site, controlled the Bay of  Souda with its two
harbours, Minoa and Kisamos. It was enclosed by
mighty fortification walls, 4 km. in length. Visible
intra muros are the theatre and at least two Hellenistic
sanctuaries, one dedicated to the goddess Demeter.
The impressive vaulted-roof  cisterns, the bathhouse
and the prytaneion date to the Roman era, when
Aptera enjoyed its greatest prosperity.
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652.  Crete. Lato, the most powerful city in the Gulf
of  Merabello, was built on two hills and the saddle
between them. It played an important political role 
in the southeast Mediterranean in the 4th and 3rd
centuries BC, as surmised from the treaties it signed
with Miletos and Gortyn. The excavations of  the
French Archaeological School have revealed several
public buildings of  the ancient city-state, as well as
numerous houses that provide unique information
about architecture and everyday life in Hellenistic
Crete. The photograph shows the entrance to 
the house on terrace IV. 

653.  Crete. Lato is a rare example of  a Hellenistic
city in Crete, where a large part of  the agora has
been uncovered. A monumental staircase leads 
to the prytaneion and was probably used as an
assembly area for citizens – a type of  bouleuterion.
Most Cretan cities were controlled by an aristocracy.
These aristocratic clans chose the archons 
(“kosmoi”) who oversaw political and military affairs.
The aristocratic nature of  Cretan society is also
apparent in its institutions such as messes (syssitia),
associations (hetaireies) and herds (ageles), where
membership depended on social status.
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scriptions and statues, was found in the sanctuary of Asklepios at Lisos. Renowned too in
Antiquity was the Asklepieion at Lebena, which flourished in particular during the Roman
period. Characteristic on Crete was the joint worship of Hermes and Aphrodite, as ascer-
tained from the sanctuaries at Lenika (near Olous), Pyrgos Myrtos and Symi Vianno. An
impressive discovery is the small rural sanctuary of Poseidon in the village of Tsiskiana, on

the southwest coast of Crete, where numerous terracotta figurines of bovines were
brought to light (figs 656, 657).

By the late fourth century BC, Crete was in a crucial position in the new ecumenical re-
ality created by the conquests of Alexander the Great. Recent excavations at the coastal
sites of Mochlos, Trypitos, Itanos and Xirokampos Ziros (anc. Ampelos) have yielded

a host of imported wine amphorae of Rhodian, Knidian and Koan provenance, which
bear witness to the new strategic situation of eastern Crete in the transit trade of the East-

ern Mediterranean, final destination of which was Egypt (fig. 654). The little isle of Leuke
(Kouphonisi), southeast of Crete, was the apple of discord first between Praisos and Itanos, and
later, after the destruction of Praisos, between Hierapytna (Hierapetra) and Itanos, precisely be-
cause of its strategic position in trade with Egypt. In order to promote their mercantile interests,
the Egyptian Ptolemies installed a garrison at Itanos and on Leuke. The honours that the cities
of Eleutherna and Phalasarna accorded to the Ptolemy Euergetes are a significant indication of
the amicable relations between the Cretan cities and the Egyptian kings. According to Strabo,
the Ptolemy Philopator met the expenses of repairing the fortification wall of Gortyn.

CRETE

654.  Crete. Excavations in the Hellenistic city 
at Trypitos have brought to light a large number of
transport amphorae from important wine-producing
centres such as Rhodes (right), Kos and Knidos
(left), confirming the city’s involvement in Eastern
Mediterranean trade. Through petrographic analyses,
locally produced amphorae have been identified,
indicating the Cretans’ interest in wine production
and the possible export of  Cretan wine from 
the 3rd c. BC.

655.  Crete. The Hellenistic coastal city at Trypitos
was founded in the mid-3rd c. BC, in a period when
Cretans were abandoning the hinterland for
settlements close to the sea, exploiting the new
status quo in the Eastern Mediterranean, which
followed the conquests of  Alexander the Great. 
The city was built on the flat top of  a peninsula, east
of  Siteia and was organized in clusters of  houses
divided by paved streets. The houses are small in
comparison to those at Olynthos in the Chalkidike,
and have no internal courtyards. The sudden
abandonment of  the city in the 2nd c. BC is clear
from the extensive destruction horizon in which
many vases and other everyday objects were found.
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Crete was for Egypt one of the principal pools for recruiting mercenaries, many of whom set-
tled there and rose to high offices in the Ptolemaic kingdom. The adoption of funerary
architecture inspired by Egypt, such as that of the rock-cut tombs at Chania and Polyrrhenia
in western Crete, reflects the close relations between Crete and Egypt (fig. 660). The burial of
the dead in loculi is an Egyptian habit, encountered in the cemeteries at Fayum, Sciatbi and
elsewhere. In the Hadra cemetery, in the vicinity of Alexandria, large numbers of elegantly dec-
orate hydrias from Crete were found, which had been used as cinerary urns of Cretan
mercenary officers who had died in Egypt.

Despite the prosperity that Crete enjoyed during the Hellenistic period, its cities failed to or-
ganize any type of political-military federation, after the model of the Achaian and the Aetolian
Sympoliteia. The most important reason for this weakness should be sought in the continual ri-
valries between the Cretan cities, which frequently led to warfare. The Koinon of Cretans that
was formed in the third century BC functioned occasionally, only when Knossos and Gortyn
put aside their differences. The wars between Cretan cities were merciless, as evidenced by the
total destruction of Lyttos by Knossos in 220 BC. The razing to the ground of omnipotent
Praisos by the emergent power of Hierapytna, in 145 BC, enhanced the latter as the most im-
portant city in eastern Crete in the second century BC. This can be seen from the expansionist
wars Hierapytna declared and by a series of treaties of isopolity, which secured its peaceful ex-
pansion into the territory of many neighbouring cities, such as Priansos, Lato, Mala and
Arkades. Hierapytna’s dispute with Itanos over exploiting the islet of Leuke (Kouphonisi) and

HISTORICAL TIMES

656, 657.  Crete. Excavations at Tsiskiana, Selinos in
the prefecture of  Chania, have uncovered an open-
air rural shrine, with successive levels of  terracotta
bull figurines. Fragments of  a marble male statue
and a small votive inscription with the name of
Poseidon were also found. The god was worshipped
here in his pre-Olympian form, as deity of  natural
destructions who was appeased by bull sacrifices.
The sanctuary was founded in the 4th c. BC and
functioned continuously into the 2nd c. AD. 
The finds are exhibited in the Chania 
Archaeological Museum.
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the sanctuary of Zeus Diktaios led the latter into war against Hierapytna in 122 BC, which end-
ed with the intervention of Rome and its vindication of Itanos.

Over the last decade, a series of systematic surveys in eastern Crete, in conjunction with the ex-
cavation of hitherto unknown archaeological sites, has substantially improved our
understanding of the political and economic history of Hellenistic Crete in this part of the is-
land. The excavation of Hellenistic settlements at Mochlos and Trypitos has shown that the
gap on the historical map, between Istron and Itanos, is illusive. The city of Trypitos, which
was founded in the third century BC and abandoned violently in the mid-second century BC,
was probably an outport of Praisos, the most important city in eastern Crete in the third cen-
tury BC. Although the city is unknown in the literary and epigraphic sources, it had a mighty
fortification wall and a prytaneion, minted its own coinage and played an active role in Eastern
Mediterranean transit trade, as borne out by the numerous transport amphorae from Rhodes,
Kos and Knidos uncovered on the site (figs 654, 655).

A short distance to the west, at the east end of the Gulf of Merabello, excavations on the islet
of Mochlos, which in Antiquity was joined to the mainland of Crete, have brought to light a
flourishing settlement of the second century BC (fig. 659). Study of the excavation data has
shown that the settlement at Mochlos was founded to serve the trading interests of Hierapyt-
na, the most powerful city in eastern Crete in the second century BC.

The cases of Trypitos and Mochlos, where two coastal settlements where founded in the Hel-
lenistic period as outports or emporeia of powerful cities, such as Praisos and Hierapytna, point
to the great development of Cretan seafaring and trade in this period. In western Crete there
were busy harbour towns such as Kisamos and Stavromenos on the north coast, Phalasarna at
the west edge and Phoinix (Loutro) on the south shore.

658, 659.  Crete. Recent Greek-American
excavations on the islet of  Mochlos have uncovered
parts of  a Hellenistic settlement spanning the late
2nd until the early decades of  the 1st c. BC

and probably associated with the expansion of
Hierapytna as far as the north coast of  Crete. Finds
from the 2005 season indicate that Mochlos was not
deserted completely after the Roman conquest of
the island in 67 BC. Fig. 659 shows a room with 
a square hearth, in which a bronze coin of  Krassos
was found, with a crocodile on the obverse (fig. 658)
and a ship’s prow on the reverse. The coin should be
dated to the period 41-37 BC, when Crete was ceded
to Egypt as a wedding gift from Mark Anthony to
Cleopatra.

660.  Crete. Underground rock-cut family tombs are
encountered more frequently in western Crete – 
at least seven such monuments are known from
Chania and one from Polyrrhenia. They are a local
peculiarity, since they have not been identified 
at other sites on the island. The rock-cut tomb 
at Chania had nine burial chambers (loculi), four 
on each long side and one on the narrow side.
Above the entrance of  each loculus the names 
of  the dead are written in charcoal. On the basis 
of  the patronymics, five families appear, while
fifteen bodies were recovered in the chamber. 
These underground funerary monuments reflect 
the cultural influence of  Egypt and confirm 
the close relations between Cretans and the kingdom
of  the Ptolemies in the Hellenistic times.
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The Roman conquest (67 BC)

The end of Crete’s long-lived independence, but not necessarily of its progress, came when the
Roman General Metellus conquered the island in 67 BC, starting from the west. Kydonia had
valiantly and successfully resisted the siege by Mark Anthony in 74 BC, but fell to Metellus in
69 BC. The activity of Cretan pirates in the Mediterranean and their alliance with the sworn
enemy of Rome, King Mithridates of Pontus, were simply the pretexts for Rome to intervene
in the domestic affairs of the Cretan cities from as early as the second century BC. The con-
quest of Crete was inevitable, on account of the island’s strategic position in the imperium that
the Romans were building. This is also the reason why Crete did not decline under its new
masers but enjoyed a new heyday. In contrast to the civil strife of the previous centuries, the
period of Roman rule was one of peace and tranquility. This is indicated by the fact that there
was not one rebellion of Cretans against the Roman occupation. Crete was united adminis-
tratively with Cyrenaica in a single province, with common governor and seat at Gortyn.

CRETE

661.  Crete, Aptera. The Romans were renowned 
for their ambitious public projects, such as roads,
bridges, aqueducts and bathhouses. Today in the city
of  Aptera on either side of  the Venetian Monastery
are visible the remains of  two vaulted-roof  cisterns.
The cistern to the west is of  L-shaped plan, while
that to the northeast has three-aisles. From the
constructional details in the walling of  the cisterns,
it is suspected that both were built in Hellenistic
times and renovated and enlarged during the Roman
period.
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662.  Crete. The Roman odeum of  Gortyn, in 
the construction of  which were used the inscribed
blocks with the Great Law Code. The odeum was
built in the 1st c. BC for musical events. After 
the earthquake in AD 46, which destroyed most 
of  the buildings in Gortyn, the Emperor Trajan
rebuilt the odeum in more magnificent form.

663.  Crete, Gortyn. Excavations of  the Italian
Archaeological School have brought to light major
portions of  the praetorium. The complex built
between the 1st and 4th centuries AD included 
a large basilica, a bathhouse and a temple dedicated
to the cult of  Augustus.
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Monumental projects were undertaken in Roman times. The vaulted-roofed cisterns, preserved
to considerable height, and other impressive civic buildings at Aptera (fig. 661) led the numis-
matist I. Svoronos to dub the city “little Pompeii of Crete”. Most impressive are the mosaic floors
uncovered in rescue excavations at Kastelli Kisamos (fig. 664). Kisamos, outport of Polyrrhenia,
enjoyed a sustained heyday from the first century BC into the fourth century AD, by which time
the rival city of Phalasarna had been destroyed. At Eleutherna, luxurious residences and bath-
houses of the Roman period have been excavated on the east slope of the city. Gortyn, as
administrative seat of the new Roman province, boasts many civic buildings from this time, such
as the headquarters of the praetorium, the theatres, amphitheatre and circus (figs 662, 663). The
excavation of the temple of the Egyptian gods, in the early twentieth century, brought to light
the impressive statues of Serapis and Isis. In Crete, in contrast to other Roman provinces, no tem-
ple dedicated to the cult of an emperor has been found, expect perhaps for a temple in the
praetorium complex at Gortyn. A great deal of our knowledge of Roman Crete and its monu-
ments is due to the Italian physician and traveller Onorio Belli, who visited the island in the
sixteenth century, drawing many ruins that no longer survive. We cite indicatively the Roman
theatres at Hierapytna (mod. Hierapetra), which are known only from Belli’s drawings.

Crete continued to prosper throughout the imperial period, with sole exception the severe
earthquakes in the second half of the fourth century AD, which resulted in the destruction of
important edifices at Gortyn, Knossos and other major cities. Perhaps the most significant
change observed is the gradual conversion of the island’s inhabitants to Christianity, towards
the end of the Roman period.

CRETE

664.  Crete. In the city of  Kisamos, at the west end 
of  the island, many impressive buildings of  Roman
date have come to light including bathhouses,
underground tombs, and urban villas with unique
mosaics. Depicted on the mosaic from the so-called
“House of  Dionysos” is Dionysos’ discovery 
of  Ariadne on Naxos, part of  a tale known from
Homer, Hesiod, Plutarch and other ancient authors.
On other parts of  the mosaic are scenes from
Menander’s comedies. Chania Archaeological
Museum.

665.  Crete. The impressive Janiform head of
Dionysos/Ariadne comes from the small Roman
bathhouse on the east slope of  the hill of  ancient
Eleutherna. It belongs to a herm found in the
narthex of  the nearby Early Christian basilica, where
it had been re-used as a lintel. The original setting
and function of  the Eleutherna herms are unknown, 
but the excavator suspects that they were erected 
in a sacred precinct (temenos). The head is an elegant
product of  the Neo-Attic workshops active 
in Athens in the 2nd c. AD. Rethymnon
Archaeological Museum.
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