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Prehistoric times
MARIA ANDREADAKI-VLAZAKI – LEFTERIS PLATON

The discovery of the Minoan Civilization

The large-scale excavations conducted by Sir Arthur Evans at ancient Knossos – which accord-
ing to Hellenic tradition was the heart of the mythical kingdom of Minos – marked the birth
of a special branch of archaeology in the Aegean, which developed by leaps and bounds in the
course of the twentieth century. What is still known as “Minoan archaeology” experienced its
first great floruit in the period immediately following the discovery of the palace of Knossos
(1900 early 1930s), mainly thanks to the extensive excavation activity of foreign archaeological
schools. Within a relatively short period of time another two palaces came to light, at Phaistos
in the Mesara Plain and at Malia on the north coast, east of Herakleion. Other investigations
revealed some installations more or less contemporary with the above palaces and no less sig-
nificant, such as at Aghia Triada near Phaistos, and at Palaikastro, Zakros, Gournia, Mochlos
and Pseira, in the eastern part of the island. Smaller settlement units with interesting architec-
ture and rich finds were explored by the first representatives of the Greek Archaeological
Service, such as Amnisos, Nirou Hani, Tylissos and neighbouring Sklavokampos, sites in cen-
tral Crete. During the same interval, extensive early cemeteries with abundant finds were
excavated, of tholos tombs in the Mesara Plain and of built tombs on the islet of Mochlos in
the Gulf of Merabello.

The discoveries in the field were accompanied by systematic presentations – ground-breaking
for their time – of the finds, such as the publications of the excavations at Phaistos, Gournia,
Palaikastro, Tylissos, Malia and the Mesara tombs. However, landmark for the importance of
the results of researches in this first period was Arthur Evans’s four-volume magnum opus, The
Palace of Minos, in which the excavator of Knossos crystallizes his views on the birth, develop-
ment, influence on the wider region and final demise of the early ancient Cretan civilization
(fig. 587). Although today many of the views of this pioneering scholar have since been doubt-
ed, the cultural universe he described in his book continues to be a basis for discussion even in
trying to understand the most recent finds (figs 588-589).

“Minoan archaeology” enjoyed a second heyday between 1950 and 1980, when the reins of re-
search were taken up mainly by the Greek Archaeological Service and the Archaeological Society
at Athens. In the then new Herakleion Archaeological Museum, in the city centre, a very rich 
exhibition was organized in chronological sequence, the greater part of which was devoted to 
objects from Minoan sites. At Chania, Rethymnon, Aghios Nikolaos, Hierapetra and Siteia 
archaeological museums were created to replace the earlier collections. Excavations by the 
foreign archaeological schools added new sites in various regions, but primarily central and east-
ern Crete, as did joint excavations with the Archaeological Service, mainly in western and eastern
Crete. The initially sporadic investigations in relatively neglected western Crete were system-
atized, somewhat dilatorily, from the 1970s onward.

CRETE

CHRONOLOGICAL TABLE

EGYPT MINOAN CRETE

Dating system Dating system
A. Evans N. Platon

Old Early Minoan I
Kingdom Early Minoan II

Prepalatial
First Intermediate period
period Early Minoan III

Middle
Middle Minoan IA

Kingdom
Middle Minoan IB
Middle Minoan IIA Protopalatial

Middle Minoan IIB period

Second Intermediate Middle Minoan III
period

Late Minoan IA

Neopalatial

Late Minoan IB

period

New Late Minoan II Final Neopalatial
Kingdom period at Knossos

Late Minoan IIIA
Late Minoan IIIB Postpalatial

Late Minoan IIIC period

587

586.  Crete. Gold votive double axe from 
the Arkalochori Cave (c. 1500 BC). Herakleion
Archaeological Museum.
Representations of  the double axe in religious
iconography and examples of  it in excavation
assemblages from cult sites leave no doubt as 
to its function in Minoan Crete as a symbol
signifying the sanctity of  places, buildings 
and praxes.

3000 BC

1900 BC

1700 BC

1450 BC

1370 BC
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PREHISTORIC TIMES

588.  Crete. Snapshot of  Sir Arthur Evans (left) in
the excavation at Knossos. Evans’s sound classical
and purely archaeological education helped him to
interpret most of  his finds in a convincing manner,
while at the same time fitting them into a much
wider world of  ideas and creations, essentially 
of  his own making.

589.  Crete. Much criticism was levelled at Evans 
of  his extensive restorations at Knossos. Current
concepts on the issue of  interventions today 
in an archaeological site reject as misleading those
restorations based even in part on hypotheses.
However, apart from well-intentioned criticism 
on the correct or not restoration of  individual
features, and discussion on the durability of  the
materials used, the restorations at Knossos should
also be evaluated as an educational means for
understanding the function of  a Minoan palace.

587.  Crete. One of  the most important
contributions of  Sir Arthur Evans was the
construction of  a complete chronological system
based on the study of  the pottery found in
successive archaeological levels. The Bronze Age 
in Crete was divided into three main periods – Early
Minoan, Middle Minoan and Late Minoan – which
in turn were subdivided into three phases. This
division broadly followed the distinction of
chronological periods in Egypt, which was based 
on the succession of  three periods of  reigns by local
dynasties (Old, Middle and New Kingdom). Later,
Nikolaos Platon proposed a new chronological
system for Crete, based on the acceptance 
of  simultaneity in the founding and the destruction 
of  the first and the second palaces.
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The new excavations uncovered inter alia some isolated buildings with notable architecture and
finds, at Vathypetro near Archanes, Metropolis of Gortyn, Pyrgos-Myrtos near Hierapetra, the
villages of Aghia Photia, Zou, Achladia, Piskokephalo and Tourtouli in the province of Siteia,
and Nerokourou near Chania. More extensive investigations have revealed Minoan settlements
and installations at Stylos in Apokoronas district, Monastiraki and Apodoulou in the Amari
Valley, Vasiliki at Hierapetra, Phournou Koryphi at Myrtos and Kephali near the village of
Chondros in the district of Viannos. Minoan peak sanctuaries, such as those on Juktas above
Archanes, Kophinas on Mount Asterousia, Traostalos near Zakros and Vrysinas and Atsipades
in Rethymnon, or hill-slope sanctuaries, such as at Symi near Viannos and Piskokephalo in the
district of Siteia, have yielded a wealth of finds, the majority of which were votive offerings of
ordinary worshippers. Other researches have brought to light extensive cemeteries of various
periods, such as that at Aghia Photia, Siteia, with some two thousand vases, most of Cycladic
provenance, at Phourni near Archanes, with tholos tombs and other tomb buildings, of all pe-
riods of the Minoan Age (fig. 598), and at Armenoi near Rethymnon, with two hundred and
thirty rock-cut graves and richly furnished burials, of the period following the collapse of the
Minoan palaces.

Among the most important discoveries in these thirty years (1950-1980) are the palace complex
at Zakros in the prefecture of Siteia, a large part of the west wing of the old palace at Phaistos
and the two palaces identified at Archanes and Chania. At Phaistos a building preserved to con-
siderable height, buried under the foundations of the west front of the already excavated palace,
came to light. Research at Zakros provided the unique – until then – opportunity to excavate in
toto an unplundered Minoan palace contemporary with the last analogous buildings of Knossos,
Phaistos and Malia (fig. 591). However, the most significant contribution to scholarship of this
particular find was the systematic uncovering of a “closed archaeological level” containing thou-
sands of artifacts buried simultaneously in the ruins caused by the great destruction that brought
life to an end in all the palatial centres (fig. 590).

In the period 1950-1980, the nature of this destruction preoccupied excavators of Minoan
sites. Most linked it with the eruption of the Thera volcano, which according to purely
archaeologic al data that emerged from excavation of the prehistoric settlement at Akrotiri on
the island of Thera in the Cyclades, should be dated in the middle years of the second millen-
nium BC. However, a constant problem was that the pottery found in the excavations at
Akrotiri was earlier than that found in the “destruction level” at Minoan sites.

Significant progress was made as far as the synthesis of the new scientific data is concerned. N.
Platon proposed a new chronological system based on the principle of accepting simultaneity
in the founding and the destruction of both the first and the second Minoan palaces. This was
adopted by a large section of the scholarly community (fig. 587). In the sector of religion, A.
Persson and M. Nilsson wrote important works that systematized excavation and iconograph-
ic evidence on this issue. S. Alexiou made a seminal contribution to synthesis with his
monograph entitled Minoan Civilization, as well as with writings on more specialized but 
basic subjects. The uniquely important event of the decipherment of the Mycenaean script

CRETE

590.  Crete. The excavation of  the “closed
archaeological level” at Zakros brought to light
thousands of  objects buried in the ruins of  a sudden
disaster, some three and a half  thousand years ago.
Among the most notable finds were four elephant
tusks and six copper talents (ingots cast in moulds),
which apparently reached Zakros after an overseas
voyage to Near Eastern shores.

591.  Crete. The rock-crystal rhyton (libation vessel)
found in the treasury of  the palace of  Zakros 
is counted among the supreme masterpieces of
Minoan art in the Neopalatial period (1700-1450 BC).
The untouched contents of  the palace treasury,
comprising a multitude of  ritual vessels, pieces 
of  jewellery and symbols, are to this day the richest 
and perhaps most important excavation ensemble
from Minoan Crete. Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.
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known conventionally as Linear B, by M. Ventris and J. Chadwick in the 1950s, opened up a
new field of research in the study of civilizations in the prehistoric Aegean. The gigantic and
fundamentally important work by A. Furumark on the classification of Mycenaean pottery, ac-
cording to types of vase shapes and decorative motifs, had a decisive effect on those dealing with
the same issue in the kindred Minoan domain, providing solid grounding for constructing 
detailed chronological sequences. Last, in the early 1970s the ground-breaking book by C. 
Renfrew, The Emergence of Civilisation, came to stir up the still waters of the traditional 
approach to the archaeological  data, offering a new theoretical model for interpreting the birth
and development of prehistoric cultures in the Aegean.

Since 1980, the archaeology of Crete has been moving on multiple levels of scholarship.
Excavations have continued, bringing to light important new sites with notable finds.
However, research has become much more systematic and underpinned by methods
provided in several cases by other disciplines. Methods of dating moveable finds and ar-
chaeological levels, such as thermoluminesence, radiocarbon (C14) and
dendrochronology have been mobilized to evaluate excavation data. Petrographic and
chemical analyses have been used to determine the provenance of clay and metal ob-
jects, with ultimate aim of understanding the mechanisms of circulation of goods in
the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean. Chemical analyses – by chromatography
– of sediments from inside clay vases have begun to give an insight into Minoan cui-
sine. Measurements of geological character have helped in the examination of the
environment of Minoan settlements, as well as to determine the date of the erup-
tion of the Thera volcano. Last, the study of botanical, zoological and
anthropological remains has contributed decisively to our knowledge of the dietary
habits, the economy and the health of the inhabitants of Bronze Age Crete.

Another significant ascertainment of the scholars involved in fieldwork over the
last twenty years was that excavation is not the only method of acquiring infor-
mation hidden beneath the soil. Systematic surface surveys in various selected
regions, such as the plain around Malia, the lowland strip on the isthmus of Hiera -
petra, the Mesara Plain, the Amari Valley, the district of Sphakia, the island of
Gavdos (anc. Gaudos) and elsewhere have yielded precious data concerning the den-
sity and the dispersion of installations in different periods of ancient Cretan history.
The method of surface survey consists of the detailed and systematic recording of all
manner of clues gathered from the ground surface, with emphasis on the statistics con-
cerning the number of potsherds and their concentration by area.

PREHISTORIC TIMES
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The dawn of culture (7000-3500 BC)

There is still no secure evidence of human presence on the island
of Crete before the Neolithic Age. Some scholars date to the
Mesolithic Age, pre-7000 BC, some carvings discovered in a rock
shelter in the area of Asphendou near Sphakia, depicting wild
goats, bow, arrow and other symbols.

The Neolithic Age is associated with the introduction of agriculture
and animal husbandry, in contrast to the hunting and gathering (for-
aging) economy of the previous period. In Crete the first farmers settled at coastal sites and
gradually spread into the hinterland. With the exception of Knossos, which has been investi-
gated extensively and is considered one of the most important Neolithic settlements in Europe,
information on the other known Neolithic sites (Phaistos, Lentas, Kato Zakros, Perama, Gav-
dos, Dia) is limited. Caves used intensively, mainly in the Final Neolithic period, are being
identified almost daily, all over the island. Neolithic man’s preference for caves as dwelling
places is due primarily to the protection these offered from inclement weather and to the pres-
ence of water inside them. Some caves were also used for inhuming the dead. However, it has
not been elucidated whether the use of caves for worship, confirmed in later times, commenced
in the Neolithic Age. The best known caves are the Trapeza Cave at Lasithi, the Ida Cave
(Idaion Antron) and the Talaion Antron (Melidoni Cave) at Mylopotamos, the Gerani Cave at
Rethymnon, the Koumarospilio and the Lera and Arkoudiotissa caves at Akrotiri, Chania, the
Kerameia and Therisos caves, the Ellinospilios near Kolybari and the Aghia Sophia Cave at
Topolia, Kisamos.

The first settlement at Knossos is dated to the interval 7000-6500 BC and was originally a camp
of some 100 people. The population increased rapidly and the temporary installation soon be-
came a permanent settlement of 1,000-2,000 inhabitants. Knossos is so far the only known site
that has produced evidence of the Pre-pottery or Aceramic and the Early Neolithic period in
Crete. More is known about the Middle Neolithic period, from sites such as Katsambas Hill and
Metropolis, Mesara. The Chania Plain offered ideal conditions for the activity of Neolithic man.
For the Late Neolithic period there is evidence from all over the island.

Carbonized grains of barley and two varieties of wheat, as well as lentils, point to the first crops
cultivated, while bones of sheep, goat, cattle and pig point to the husbandry of domesticated
animals. The architecture of the Neolithic Age was simple, with mud-brick houses, with usu-
ally few rooms, pebbled open spaces and outdoor pens for the livestock. The roofs were flat and
constructed of branches daubed with clay. The floors were clay and infants were often buried
in them. Over time, rooms became more numerous and in the Late Neolithic period floors
were equipped with permanent hearths.

Strangely, Neolithic clay vases appear from the beginning in evolved form. They are fired in a
bonfire, have wide-mouthed shapes and bear pointillé, incised, pattern-burnished or plain burn -
ished decoration. There are also clay figurines, alongside stone ones, both anthropomorphic and

CRETE

592.  Crete. The handmade “Partira Ware” vase
belongs to a pottery group from the island of
Gavdos, which from early times developed culture,
functioning as a connecting link between Crete 
and the North African coast. This ware is dated to
the transition from the Neolithic to the Minoan Age
(late 4th millennium BC) and is distinguished by
open shapes and black or grey surface with pattern
burnish. Chania Archaeological Museum.

593.  Crete. A large rectangular building of  the late
Prepalatial period (early 2nd millennium BC) has
been investigated close to Aghia Photia, Siteia.
Divided into two almost equal parts by a wide
central corridor or court, the plan could be
considered a precursory type of  the Minoan palace.
On three sides – west, north and east – it was closed
by an arched wall, perhaps a fortification, reinforced
by two small bastions.
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zoomorphic. The minor objects – of stone, clay or bone – include beads, pendants, tools and
loom-weights. Last, obsidian, a material used by prehistoric man to fashion small blades and 
other tools, was apparently imported from Melos to Crete even in the Early Neolithic period.

The transition from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age is called the Final Neolithic or the Subne-
olithic period (3500 BC) in Crete. Evidence for this phase comes from excavations at Phourni by
the Gulf of Merabello and in the Trapeza Cave at Lasithi. In the area of the prefecture of Cha-
nia there is information from the “Mameloukou Trypa” Cave at Perivolia and the “Platyvola”
Cave at Kerameia, as well as from various sites at Akrotiri. In the village of Nero kourou on the
Chania Plain the first traces of an open settlement have come to light, while on Gavdos part of
a grave with excellent quality intact clay vases of this period has been excavated (fig. 592).

The course towards development (3500-1900 BC): Prepalatial period

At the beginning of the Bronze Age new population groups came to the island and mixed with
the local ones. There was a remarkable proliferation of coastal sites, while at the same time some
settlements were established at upland sites in the hinterland (Ellenes in the Amari Valley, Aghia
Galini, Debla, Nea Roumata). Although cave dwelling continued at first, organized settlements
and clusters of houses at open sites were created in parallel (Palaikastro, Myrtos and Vasiliki in
the district of Hierapetra, Knossos, Tylissos, Archanes, Phaistos, Aghia Triada, Chania, Nopigeia
in the district of Kisamos). The widespread working and use of obsidian, and the need to import
copper and raw materials, reinforced Crete’s close contacts with the Cyclades. Both Gavdos and

PREHISTORIC TIMES

594.  Crete. The Prepalatial period settlement at
Trypiti on the south coast, east of  Lentas, on top of
a low, steep hill, consists of  one-storey houses built
either side of  a main street. Most houses have one
rectangular room with smaller lateral spaces possibly
used as storerooms. The inhabitants were engaged 
in agriculture and stock-raising, while the discovery
of  stone and bone tools points to small-scale craft-
industrial activities. A few metal tools and small
quantities of  Melian obsidian attest to some kind 
of  transactions with other Aegean sites.

595.  Crete. The tomb complex of  the Hodegetria
monastery, at the west end of  the Asterousia
mountain range, comprises two tholos tombs and 
a row of  long narrow rooms annexed to the largest
of  them. The 150 or so burials yielded a very rich
assemblage of  finds, among them 52 seals, about
600 necklace beads, 3 gold diadems and some 280
clay vases. The fact that they pre-date the founding
of  the Minoan palaces supports the existence of  an
economic-social – and therefore perhaps political –
élite from even before the palatial system was
established.
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the nearby islet of Gavdopoula in the Libyan Sea served as centres of the transit
trade of the period. In the second phase of the Prepalatial period (2900-2300 BC)
there was not only a spectacular increase in the number of settlements but also a
differentiation of their economic character, in terms of their size and 
architectural features. The economic differentiation of neighbouring settle-
ments is supported by finds from the Mesara tombs (fig. 595). However,
study of the relationship between architecture and finds in settlements with
a theoretically different status in the hierarchy, such as at Phournou Ko-
ryphi, Myrtos and Kephali Vasilikis, Hierapetra has shown that these are
relatively limited installations of less than 1000 square metres in area, consist-
ing of a few houses (two to five) lived in by small groups, perhaps “nuclear
families”. On the contrary, the settlements at Knossos and Phaistos appear to
have been much larger, covering an estimated area of 48,400 square metres and
10,130 square metres respectively.

In funerary architecture, predominant were the large tholos or beehive tombs
of the Mesara, in which members of a clan were buried, and the rect   angular
tomb buildings with one, two or more rooms (Palaikastro, Mochlos,
Archanes). Burials in pithoi and larnakes were also frequent, as well as jar-burials (enchytris-
moi) (Pacheiammos, Archanes, Nopigeia). The dead were provided with jewellery, weapons,
seals, clay or stone vases and figurines. Particular care was taken to clear the bones from ear-
lier burials, to hold meals for the dead (nekrodeipna) and to make ritual sacrifices. In the
tombs of the Mesara, at Archanes and elsewhere several figurines and artifacts have been
found that indicate contacts with the Cyclades (fig. 596). The cemetery at Aghia Photia,
Siteia, with the single burials inside pits of elliptical plan, cut in the limestone bedrock, con-
tained numerous vases of Cycladic type, abundant blades of Melian obsidian and Cyc ladic
bronze objects (daggers and tools), suggesting even the possibility of an early settlement of
Cycladic islanders in Crete.

Features of tomb architecture and pottery also reveal close contacts between western Crete and
both the Peloponnese and the nearby Cyclades, a phenomenon that continued throughout An-
tiquity. Important trading and cultural relations had been consolidated here already from
Prepalatial times (fig. 597). The small tholos tomb at Nea Roumata (early 3rd millennium BC),
which contained only one burial accompanied by two clay vases as grave goods, is remarkably
similar to contemporary Cycladic ones.

Wonderful examples of various styles in the pottery production of the Prepalatial period have
survived, which in several cases were spread over a large geographical area. The widespread use
of bronze brought a thriving manufacture of specialist tools and weapons – such as double 
axes, knives, drills, burins and chisels, razors, tweezers, triangular daggers, spearheads and 
arrowheads – as well as jewellery – rings, necklaces, pendants and earrings. Men and women
both wore jewellery, some pieces of which were of gold and resemble analogous ones from the
greater Aegean region and Syria.

CRETE

596.  Crete. Figurine of  “Cycladic” type, of  ivory,
from the cemetery at Archanes. Mid-3rd millennium
BC. Herakleion Archaeological Museum.

597.  Crete. This clay vase, usually called
“sauceboat”, from the Kerameia Cave, is an
imitation of  a Helladic type of  the 3rd millennium
BC, which was popular in the Cyclades, Attica and
the Peloponnese. Relations between the northwest
part of  the Peloponnese and the nearby Cyclades
were close throughout Antiquity. These relations
were due to the geographical propinquity of  the two
regions and are also corroborated by myths 
and later traditions, as well as excavation data per se. 
Chania Archaeological Museum.
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598.  Crete. At the site of  Phourni, close to 
the modern village of  Archanes, perhaps the most
important cemetery of  the Minoan Age has been
investigated. It was in use over many centuries, since
the burials are dated to different periods, from the
Prepalatial (3rd millennium BC) into the Postpalatial
(14th c. BC). The earliest finds, such as the figurine 
in fig. 596, bear witness to close relations with the
Cyclades, which led some researchers to argue for 
the existence of  a Cycladic colony in this region.
Most burials – in sarcophagi, pithoi or cists in 
the bedrock – were made inside circular tombs,
which were perhaps covered by a beehive vault
(tholos). Among them, Tholos A is perhaps one 
of  the most important tholos tombs in Crete, 

in terms of  architecture and content. The addition
of  a lateral burial chamber refers to the architectural
type of  the most magnificent tholos tombs 
on the Greek Mainland – the “Tholos tomb 
of  Atreus” at Mycenae and the “Tholos tomb 
of  Minyas” at Orchomenos, Boeotia. The main
chamber was found looted, but the side room
contained the undisturbed burial of  a female inside 
a richly decorated larnax. Among the grave goods
were remnants of  the gold-embellished robe 
of  the deceased, copious jewellery and other
precious materials, three gold signet rings, 
a hoard of  bronze vessels and a large number 
of  ivory inlays that decorated a wooden “footstool”
of  unique art.
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From the Prepalatial period the art of seal-carving or glyptic flourished in Crete. Seals were
made of various materials and display a variety of shapes and sphragistic devices, mainly abstract
but also figural, such as lions, fish and scorpions. The representations of various types of ships
reveal the maritime activity of the Cretans from these times, which led to the development of
trade with the Peloponnese and the Cyclades, as well as with Egypt, Syria and the wider region
of the East. These Eastern Mediterranean lands were sources of precious raw materials, such as
ivory, noble metals and diverse kinds of stones.

Towards the end of the third millennium BC there was marked cultural recession in the Cy-
clades and the Greek Mainland, with the advent of new Indo-European tribes and the

concurrent destruction of major centres in both Greece and the East. On Crete, in con-
trast, large flourishing installations were at their peak (Knossos, Archanes, Phaistos,
Chamalevri, Chania, Nopigeia). Some new sites, protected by natural or manmade
fortifications (Chaimazi, Aghia Photia in the district of Siteia), date to the early sec-
ond millennium BC (fig. 593). The finds from the cemeteries of the period – the
diachronic cemetery at Phourni, Archanes being the most characteristic example –
bear witness to the great increase in wealth, which was now in the hands of specific
social groups, along with the intensification of transactions with regions outside
Crete. Traces of these trans actions with lands such as Egypt, Syria and Mesopotamia
are encountered even more frequently in the content of tombs in the Mesara and at
Mochlos. The mainstays of Cretan export trade were timber, olive oil, herbs, aro-

matic oils and various other agricultural products.

To this same period is dated the first use of the so-called “peak sanctuaries”. Recent well-
documented studies have demonstrated that some of these sanctuaries were used by 

the inhabitants of wider regions (Juktas, Kophinas and Vrysinas), while others were of more
local character, serving the population of particular communities (Petsophas, Traostalos, 

Atsipades).

The prevailing of the palatial system (1900-1700 BC)

According to the latest evidence, the first palaces in Crete were founded around 1900
BC, most probably by representatives of a social élite, which was distinguished from
the rest of the populace by the accumulation of wealth. Most scholars believe that
the idea of these large building complexes in which all political, economic and pos-
sibly religious authorities were concentrated came from the East. Nonetheless, their
creation was undoubtedly the outcome of internal socio-economic development,
traces of which can be observed in the previous period. Palaces were founded at
Knossos, Phaistos (fig. 609) and Malia (fig. 603), but buildings of palatial type or re-
gional centres were also constructed, as shown by recent research at Petras in the

district of Siteia, Monastiraki in the Amari Valley (fig. 602) and possibly at Palaikastro
in the prefecture of Siteia, Archanes, Chamalevri near Rethymnon and the town of Cha-

nia, with differences, of course, in their ambit of influence.

CRETE

599.  Crete. The clay Phaistos Disc, found in 
the homonymous palace in 1908, is considered 
the earliest example of  “typography”. Stamped 
on both faces, in spiralling arrangement, are 231
hieroglyphic signs, corresponding to 45 repeated
symbols. The text is probably religious, but has not
been deciphered, despite the efforts of  specialists
and amateurs. Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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The Minoan palaces are always orientated North-South and the buildings are arranged around
a central court, which is also their basic diagnostic feature, together with the west court and the
magazines (fig. 602). The religious and political authority of each region was concentrated in
these building complexes, within a pervasive religious spirit characteristic of Minoan society. A
multitudinous priesthood and administration was responsible for organizing all the activities of
the palace: annual festivals, religious rituals, production, collection, storage and distribution of
produce, control of exports and imports. A system of writing was essential for the bureaucrat-
ic monitoring of all the palace’s activities. The first Cretan scripts were Cretan hieroglyphic (fig.
599) and Linear A. Both are syllabic and probably render the earliest form of the Minoan lan-
guage. They have not been deciphered because the number of signs available to specialist
scholars is very limited.

The pattern of small settlements in the countryside was organized around the “nuclei” of the
first palaces (fig. 601). Road networks were created to link the
different centres, while the sea was the preferred means of
communication, which is why coastal settlements and har-
bours were established. Noteworthy water-supply networks
were constructed, the most typical example of which is the
Knossos aqueduct with clay pipes bringing water from the
area of Archanes. The settlements founded at the beginning
of the period (Gournia, Zakros, Apodoulou in the Amari 
Valley, Pera Galinoi in the Mylopotamos district, Stylos,
Nopigeia) grew spectacularly over the years and frequently
had close relations with the palatial centres.

During the period of the first palaces, worship in the peak sanctuaries
continued, while comparable activities are observed also in the interior of
caves (Amnisos, Dikte, Ida and Talaion, Mameloukou Trypa, Kerameia).

The high quality Minoan art was expressed mainly through the palaces, which
housed well-organized specialist workshops. Its products epitomize the imposing
grandeur and refined lifestyle dictated by the system of authority. New styles prevailed
in pottery, such as Barbotine and Kamares Ware (fig. 600), while wheel-made vases
won ground, as the tournette was replaced by the fast-rotating wheel. There were im-
portant developments too in the art of metalworking. The treasures found at Tod in
Egypt and Byblos in Syria have been attributed to Cretan palatial workshops. Re-
markable too are the creations of the goldsmith’s art, such as the “bees pendant” from
Malia and the “Aegina Treasure”, which is usually ascribed to a Cretan work-
shop. Numerous bronze ceremonial weapons with incised, gold and ivory
decoration are counted among the masterpieces of the period.

PREHISTORIC TIMES

600.  Crete. “Fruit-stand” from Phaistos. Herakleion
Archaeological Museum. Kamares Ware, regarded 
by many as the most ornate pottery in the ancient
world, was apparently produced exclusively 
in the palatial workshops of  central Crete. 
The establishment of  the potter’s wheel and 
the introduction of  polychromy in the painted
decoration of  the vases are the two basic factors
that permitted craftsmen of  the first palaces to
experiment in new directions, reaching the climax 
of  their creativity in Kamares Ware products. Some
of  the most elegant examples of  this “display” class
have walls as thin as eggshell, perhaps alluding 
to metal prototypes.
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601.  Crete. The 42 faience plaques of  the so-called “Town Mosaic”, from the east wing of  the palace 
of  Knossos, give a picture of  the architecture of  the houses on the period of  the first palaces (1900-1700
BC). Used as decorative inlays on a piece of  furniture or a wall, they represent façades of  typical two- and
three-storey houses. On some, a vertical projection at the top perhaps denotes the shelter of  an internal
staircase. Structural details such as doorways, wooden window frames and ashlar fronts are rendered 
in different colours. It has been suggested that the plaques depict houses around the palace of  Knossos.
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.

602.  Crete. The Protopalatial settlement at Monastiraki (1900-1700 BC) was founded in the Amari Valley,
between mounts Kedros and Ida, at a point controlling the road from and to the palace of  Phaistos.
Excavations there have brought to light a large building complex, with features encountered in the
contemporary palatial centres. Many magazines have been uncovered, with a host of  pithoi and smaller
vases, a monumental building with structural elements suggesting use for cult, and retaining walls over 
a wide area. The numerous seal impressions point to a central administration with an organized
bureaucratic system of  monitoring the production and distribution of  goods. The settlement was
destroyed by a severe earthquake that brought the end of  the Protopalatial period.

603.  Crete. Important buildings of  the Protopalatial period have been revealed recently at Malia. The so-
called “Quartier Mu”, a short distance to the west of  the palace, essentially comprises two large buildings
(A and B) with several rooms, surrounded by five smaller houses, in which specialist workshops were
accommodated (of  seal-engravers, potters and metalworkers). The discovery of  archives of  inscribed
tablets, seal impressions and other objects, as well as the clear allocation of  activities in sectors such as
producing, inventorying, storing and redistributing goods point to a central economic management that
must have operated in parallel with that of  the neighbouring palace. The excavators have attributed this
management to a religious authority, which during this period probably enjoyed a degree of  independence
from the political authority wielded by the palace.
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604, 605.  Crete. The “Ceremonial Hall” (above) 
and the “Lustral Basin” (below), in the west wing 
of  the palace of  Zakros, are two spaces that were
evidently used for religious rituals. The palace 
of  Zakros was built rather late, most probably 
to serve Knossian interests in the region. This is
deduced from the similarities between the palaces 
in architecture, pottery, use of  symbols and script,
and from the discovery at Zakros of  an archive 
of  seal impressions, part of  which was of  Knossian
provenance. The palatial complex replaced an earlier
one, perhaps the seat of  a local governor, who
seems to have managed the mercantile economy 
of  the coastal settlement.

606, 607.  Crete, Palace of  Malia. The way in which
the main magazines for agricultural produce and 
the main shrines are incorporated in the west wing is
reminiscent of  that at Knossos, while the placement 
of  a possible “banqueting hall” in the north wing
“refers” to a corresponding arrangement at Phaistos.
Of  lesser importance at Malia is the east wing,
which housed almost exclusively magazines for olive
oil and other agricultural produce. Characteristic too 
is the presence of  eight circular constructions that
were apparently used as granaries.

608.  Crete, Knossos. According to A. Evans, 
the “Theatral Space” to the northwest of  the palace
was used for celebrating rites or holding contests, 
in the presence of  an audience.

609.  Crete. The Palace of  Phaistos at the west edge 
of  the Mesara Plain, excavated in the early 20th c., 
is second only to Knossos in size and luxury among
the analogous buildings of  the Neopalatial period in
Crete. An impressive stepped access from the west
leads the visitor either to the opulent main
apartments in the north wing, or to the spacious
central court. Shrines and magazines – strangely
more limited in capacity than those of  Knossos –
are crammed into the west wing of  the building. 
The first palace on the site – a large part 
of  which came to light under the west wing of  
its successor – had an imposing façade of  massive
dressed stone blocks. Outstanding among the wealth
of  finds recovered are exquisitely decorated clay
vases and large caches of  seal impressions.
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The period of Minoan domination (1700-1450 BC)

A major destruction, which most scholars ascribe to natural phenom-
ena (earthquakes) and date to the end of the eighteenth century BC,
brought the life of the first palaces and their contemporary settle-
ments to an end. A period of reform, and very possibly of political
instability, followed, during which attempts were made to rebuild the
palaces with a new form. Such efforts can be seen best in the case of
Phaistos and to a lesser extent of Knossos. A palace located recently in

the village of Galatas, in the district of Pediada, is probably the fruit of
endeavours to enhance a new socio-economic class (figs 610, 611).

As this transitional period came to an end, the building of the new palaces
was completed in various parts of the island. Old sites with new palaces are

Knossos, Phaistos and Malia, and on a smaller scale Petras, while new sites are Galatas and –
slightly later – Zakros (figs 604, 605) at the east end of Crete. The finds from recent excavations
indicate that centres such as the city of Chania (fig. 621) and perhaps Chamalevri in the pre-
fecture of Rethymnon, Archanes and Palaikastro in the prefecture of Siteia must have been
palatial in character, despite the fact that the distinctive central court has not yet been found. An
important well-built building of rectangular plan and with large central court was constructed
at Kommos, the site of the outport of Phaistos (fig. 613).

In the Neopalatial period worship was transferred gradually from the peak sanctuaries to inside
the palaces (figs 621, 623). The religious and ceremonial role of the new palaces was paramount,

determining their structure, function and use. Spaces were
formed with particular features adapted to the kind of rituals
that now held sway. Specific basic spaces in various variations
were arranged around the central court, such as the west court,
magnificent guarded entrances, ceremonial halls with pier-and-
door partitions (polythyra), small internal courtyards and
light-wells, lustral basins (fig. 605), spaces for performing blood
and bloodless sacrifices (altars, eschara, exedras), treasuries, mag-
azines, various workshops of lapidaries, seal-carvers,
bronze-smiths, dyers and weavers, and kitchens. The walls and
floors of the formal halls were frequently decorated with pre-
cious materials or impressive wall-paintings. The buildings were
crowned by the so-called sacral horns or horns of consecration
and the bull became a symbol of power (figs 38, 616, 617).

The cult paraphernalia and symbols included offering tables,
small altars, rhyta, tubular and calyx-shaped vessels, kernoi, 
double axes (fig. 586), triton shells (fig. 43) and the “sacral knot”.
The strong religious dimension of the life of all people was com-
bined admirably with a sense of freedom and joie de vivre. In such

CRETE

610, 611.  Crete. The discovery of  the palace at
Galatas in the district of  Pediada is a recent success
in the annals of  excavation in Crete. The palatial
complex was founded most probably in the late 18th
c. BC, perhaps by Knossian incomers. Of  the wings
framing the large central court of  the complex,
more developed were the east – used mainly for
preparing and holding banquets – and the north,
with its impressive ashlar façade onto the central
court, which seems to have housed residential
apartments. The palace at Galatas is believed to have
been abandoned rather early, prior to the final
destruction of  the other palaces. Perhaps the lack 
of  rich moveable finds in its rooms is due to this
fact. The original luxurious appointments are
attested by the occasional find of  wall-painting
fragments of  sophisticated art.
The clay pithos (fig. 610), one of  the very few
objects in the palace, is a characteristic example 
of  the par excellence storage vessel in the palatial
economy of  Crete. Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.
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a clime – and through a probably polytheistic system – rituals invoking the deity for the rebirth of
Nature were performed. Other comparable or complementary rites included worship of the sacred
tree, athletics contests with seemingly religious content, ritual dances and animal sacrifices.

At several Neopalatial sites (Knossos, Phaistos, Zakros, Aghia Triada, Chania, Archanes,
Tilyssos, Malia, Palaikastro) rectangular clay tablets in the syllabic Linear A script have been
found, frequently accompanied by large numbers of clay discs and seal impressions. These bear
witness to the functioning of an advanced bureaucratic system relating to the centralized eco-
nomic system of the palace centres. The tablets record inventories of agricultural produce and
censuses of persons or livestock, as is deduced from comparative study with the tablets in the
deciphered Linear B script of Mycenaean times. The painted or incised inscriptions on vases or
stone sacred vessels are of a different nature.

In the same period, settlements such as at Palaikastro, Gournia, Pseira, Pyrgos-Myrtos, Kastel-
li in the district of Pediada, Chania and Stylos, were flourishing, while an innovation is the
appearance of a series of topographically independent and economically self-sufficient build-
ings, mostly in the countryside (Amnisos, Nirou Hani, Vathypetro, Tylissos, Aghia Triada,
Sklavokampos, Achladia, Zou, Pitsidia, Zominthos, Nerokourou). The architecture of these
follows the characteristics of that of the palaces, with polythyra, ashlar façades, lustral basins,
light-wells, various drains and conduits, pavements and an upper storey. Such buildings, which
were formerly called generically by the Roman term villa, evidently served various purposes as
the occasion demanded, supportive of the major centres. They were always founded in fertile
and neuralgic areas, on main road arteries (fig. 612). Characteristic is the example of a recent-

PREHISTORIC TIMES

612.  Crete. The building at Vathypetro near
Archanes is a typical example of  the so-called
Minoan villa or country house. The basic building,
with particularly careful architecture clearly
influenced by palatial models, seems to be the
nucleus of  a larger installation whose rural character
is revealed by the finds. A fully-equipped facility 
for treading grapes, some smaller installations
considered to be olive-oil presses and spacious well-
designed magazines with large pithoi confirm the
economic orientation of  the occupants. It is possible
that the use of  the building changed during its
lifetime and from a residence for élite persons it
became a centre for monitoring and managing the
agricultural yields of  a wider zone of  farmland.

613.  Crete. Kommos, on the south coast of  the
island, seems to have been the outport of  Phaistos,
which is a short distance inland. Many of  the
moveable finds from the excavation emphasize 
the commercial importance of  the site and bear
witness to contacts with Cyprus, the region of
Canaan, the Syro-Palestinian littoral and Egypt. 
The most important building in the settlement
(Building T) was constructed most probably in 
the 17th c. BC and was of  rectangular outline with
central court flanked by two colonnades. The
impressive north façade, built of  large ashlar blocks
of  poros stone, is the longest unbroken wall in a
Minoan construction. During the 14th c. BC, a row
of  long narrow parallel warehouses was built on the
same site, which according to the excavators were
used as ship-sheds.
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ly excavated complex at Zominthos near Anogeia, which seems to have been intended to con-
trol the stock-raising activity in the region.

After the eruption of the Thera volcano – which some scholars now date to the last quarter of the
seventeenth century BC – some signs of economic and possibly political decline appear in Crete.
The palace at Galatas was abandoned, while the installations at Kommos and Petras shrunk. A
slump in building activity is observed in settlements too, such as at Palaikastro, while some of the
isolated buildings in the countryside, such as Amnisos, were deserted. By contrast, at other sites
significant buildings were apparently erected. Among these are the palaces at Zakros, Gournia
and perhaps Phaistos, and certain big buildings at Mochlos and on Pseira. The archaeological 

data indicate most clearly a political instability which – in the view of
some scholars at least – led to the collapse of the Minoan Civili zation.

Most scholars believe that in the Neopalatial period the palace of Knossos
had a hegemonic role. Characteristics of Knossian cultural influence – and
possibly propaganda – have been detected in many provincial 
centres. The discovery of caches of sealings, impressions of seals or signet
rings on clay, at various sites distant from one another (Zakros, Gournia,
Aghia Triada, Sklavokampos) points to the existence of a bureaucratic eco-
nomic system of which Knossos was epicentre. The road network was
improved. In the same period foreign trade was intensified and the Mi-
noan presence is evident particularly in the Cyclades, the Dodecanese,
Cyprus, Asia Minor, the Levant and Egypt. Imports included hippopota-

mus and elephant tusks from Syria, semiprecious stones from the East generally and stone vases,
probably containing aromatic and therapeutic unguents, from Egypt. Correspondingly, objects
and wall-paintings of Minoan art have come to light in Egypt (Tell el ’Daba on the Nile Delta)
and other Eastern Mediterranean lands (Tell el Kabri in Israel, Katna in Syria). Important too is
the Minoan influence in Greece, as evidenced by the finds from the royal shaft graves at Mycenae.

The Neopalatial period has splendid artistic masterpieces to its credit, including many of the
wall-paintings at Knossos (figs 614, 616, 617), some of them miniature. Executed in the tech-
nique of buon fresco, using mineral pigments, their subjects are religious or inspired by Nature.
The art of ivory-carving produced such works as the chryselephantine statuette from Palaikas-
tro (figs 618, 619) and the bull-leaper from Knossos. Creations of metalworking include
figurines of animals and of adorants, vases and a wide range of tools and weapons. In pottery,
more elegant shapes began to appear and subjects from the world of nature and the sea are im-
pressive. These influences led to the elaboration first of the “Floral Style” and then of the
“Marine Style”, frequently with superb examples (fig. 622). On the relief stone vases of the 
period some of the loveliest pictorial representations in Minoan art were produced (fig. 623),
while mainly animal figures, such as the bull and the lion, were sculpted as ritual vessels. Glyp-
tic art encompasses some exquisite compositions that vie with those executed on some unique
gold signet rings. These last usually depict religious ritual scenes, borrowed from the thematic
repertoire of wall-painting (fig. 620).

CRETE

614, 615.  Crete. The controversial low-relief  
wall-painting of  the “Priest-King” or the “Prince 
of  the Lilies” dates to the second phase of  
the Neopalatial period (16th c. BC) and decorated 
the south entrance to the palace of  Knossos.
Among the diverse interpretations is that the male
figure is a boxer and that the crown belongs to 
a priest. According to the restoration proposed 
in fig. 615, the male figure represents a deity 
and the crown adorned the head of  a sphinx.
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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616, 617.  Crete. The well-known wall-painting of  the Head of  a Bull, which is rendered in high
relief, comes from the area of  the north entrance to the palace of  Knossos (fig. 616). Dated to
the first phase of  the Neopalatial period (17th c. BC), it belongs to a composition of  bull-leaping,
of  which only this fragment has survived. Taming the bull in bull-leaping was a religious ritual 
in which athletes performed specific exercises on the animal’s back. The bull was the paramount
sacred animal in Minoan Crete, because it embodied strength and perhaps because it was
associated with the chthonic deity that caused and tamed earthquakes, which often afflicted the
awe-struck Minoans. In exceptional circumstances the bull was sacrificed and offered to the deity
or to a distinguished dead person. The miniature frieze from the northeast part of  the palace,
which is dated to the early 14th c. BC, preserves the entire scene of  bull-leaping (fig. 617). The bull
rushes in “flying gallop”, a pose that is a creation of  Minoan art. Three figures, male 
and female, partake in the sport. It is noteworthy that females participated equally with males and
indeed wore the male loincloth. The wall-paintings are exhibited in the Herakleion Archaeological
Museum.
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618, 619.  Crete. The new excavations at Palaikastro, at the east end of  the island, have filled in the picture 
of  a flourishing Minoan settlement with economic activities clearly turned towards the sea. Even though
no building has been found that could be considered the seat of  a local governor, analogous with those in
other contemporary settlements, the architectural remains and moveable finds are comparable to those
from palatial sites. Characteristic is the recent find of  a chryselephantine statuette of  a young male in the
pose of  an adorant. In addition to the ivory and gold, other materials were used in creating this unique
object, such as black steatite, rock crystal and wood. The excavators dubbed this figurine the “Palaikastro
kouros” and “saw” it as representing a youthful god. The naturalistic rendering of  details and the superb
workmanship suggest a possible Knossian provenance. Aghios Nikolaos Archaeological Museum.

620.  Crete. The scene represented on the “Master Impression” from Kastelli in the prefecture of  Chania
is unique in prehistoric Crete (second half  of  15th c. BC). This is the imprint on clay of  a seal ring with
elliptical bezel. Preserved on the reverse are traces of  the object it sealed, probably a document. The
representation consists of  a multi-storey building complex crowned by horns of  consecration and
standing on a rocky coastal height. Prominent at the top – and in the centre of  the complex – is a robust
male figure holding a spear in his outstretched right hand. The complex is interpreted as a palace, a city or
a shrine, and the male figure as a master or a god in epiphany. The sealing provides hermeneutic solutions
to other earlier representations and confirms the authenticity of  some disputed works, such as the “Ring 
of  Minos” (fig. 39). Chania Archaeological Museum.618
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The end of the Neopalatial system (1450-1370 BC)

Around the mid-fifteenth century BC a great catastrophe reduced most of the Minoan centres
to ruins. Scholarly opinions differ as the to the cause of the disaster. Some argue that it was due
to natural phenomena (such as earthquakes), while others link it with military invasion from
abroad or civil strife on Crete. Whatever the cause, the fact is that Knossos survived the de-
struction and continued to thrive under a regime with some new characteristics, which A.
Evans dubbed Creto-Mycenaean. Evans detected the presence of Mycenaean incomers to the
region, both in some architectural alterations inside the palace – among them the addition of
the “Throne Room” to the original complex – and in the change in burial habits, in cemeter-
ies he discovered and investigated in the environs (such as a Zapher Papoura). Today several
scholars agree with Evans, supporting the presence of Achaean tribes at Knossos, Archanes,
Phaistos and Chania, in this period. They base their hypothesis mainly on the appearance of
new types of rock-cut graves (“warriors’ tombs”) in which persons of high social rank were
buried, accompanied by rich and impressive bronze weaponry, precious jewellery as well as
bronze and clay vases of exceptional art. It should be noted here that in the preceding Neopala-
tial period too some burials were furnished with the weaponry of the deceased, as evident from
excavations in the cave-like tombs at Poros, Herakleion (fig. 627). Nonetheless, it is a fact that
from the late fifteenth century BC onwards a different spirit prevailed in Crete, promoting a
new, masculine and martial ethos.

In this period all power was apparently concentrated in just one palace, Knossos, which was re-
paired and decorated with wall-paintings that emit new ideas. It also seems that use of Linear
B script, which has been shown to render the early form of the Greek language, began then.
Linear B tablets have been found in the palaces of Knossos, Malia, Phaistos and Kydonia (mod.
Chania) (figs 621, 629), on which are recorded the names of several cities that were controlled
by Knossos, such as Amnisos, Tylissos, Phaistos, Siteia(?), Sybrita, Kydonia, Aptara. Recorded
too is a large number of sheep (about 100,000), mainly rams, which were reared primarily for
their wool, thus pointing to the great development of textile weaving, while there is also fre-
quent mention of weavers, male and female. Other animals (goats, pigs) are recorded too, as
well as agricultural produce (olive oil, herbs, perfumes, timber). Some gods are named, such 
as Zeus, Poseidon, Athena and Dionysos, as well as offerings to them, which include wine, 
honey, olive oil, barley and figs. In general, the decipherment of Linear B script opened a new
window on understanding Cretan society in the second half of the second millennium BC.

Pottery in this period was dominated by the pompous “Palace Style”, while there were evidently
changes in drinking habits, with the Mycenaean kylikes replacing the copious Minoan conical
cups of the previous period.

CRETE

621.  Crete. The most important Minoan settlement
in western Crete, the Kydonia (ku-do-ni-ja) of  
the Linear B tablets, lies in the heart of  the Old City
of  Chania, beneath Venetian, Ottoman and modern
constructions. Excavations over the past thirty years
have brought to light various buildings on Kastelli
Hill on the coast and in the neighbourhood 
of  Splantzia, where in 1997 part of  an extensive
complex of  the Neopalatial period, 750 sq. m. in
area, was investigated. This included rooms with
pier-and-door partitions (polythyra), light-wells, 
a lustral basin, an impressive stone exedra in 
the open air (with possible place for a sacred tree), 
a large court, a pyre area with burnt offerings and
eschara/bothros, and a series of  basement rooms, 
all in direct context with a huge number of  conical
cups. The constructions are linked by a system of
conduits beginning inside the building, proceeding
across the court and running round the exedra.
These features designate the building as a locus
sanctus, that is an urban or a palatial shrine which was
most probably incorporated in the palace complex 
at Chania of  1600 BC. The final destruction 
of  the building occurred at the end of  the Late
Minoan IB period (mid-15th c. BC), at the same time
as in the other centres on the island, and was
accompanied by a large-scale conflagration.
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622.  Crete. The jug from Poros is the product 
of  an excellent pottery workshop active in the
15th c. BC in the palatial milieu of  Knossos. 
An outstanding example of  the “Marine Style”, 
it is decorated all over with repeated motifs
(nautili, shell, sea urchin, seaweed, trefoils, rocks,
coral), painted and in relief. The highly ornate
mannerism of  this particular vase expresses 
the final phase of  the style. It was found in one 
of  the large, richly-furnished rock-cut tombs 
at Poros, the outport of  Knossos. Herakleion
Archaeological Museum.

623.  Crete. Worship in peak sanctuaries, where 
the devotee came closer to the heavenly deity, was
particularly widespread in the Protopalatial period
and continued into the Neopalatial. One such
sanctuary of  palatial character, crowned by ibexes, 
is thought to be represented in relief  on this
chlorite rhyton of  rare workmanship (c. 1500 BC),
from the palace of  Zakros. Initially the vessel was
covered with gold leaf, traces of  which still adhere
to its surface. Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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The “Mycenaeanization” of Crete (1370-1200 BC)

The Achaeans are considered to have ruled the island for the next two hundred years. When
the power of Knossos was broken in the early fourteenth century BC, a free field was created in
which various Cretan centres developed independently under the authority of the Achaeans,
within the context of the “Mycenaean Koine”. The Mycenaeans also established emporeia at the
former Minoan trading stations in the Aegean.

At the beginning of the new period relations were maintained with the New Kingdom in Egypt.
From the comparison of names of cities on the base of a stele of the funerary monument of
Amenhotep III, at Kom-el-Hetan in Egypt, it is surmised that Egyptian emissaries made an of-
ficial visit to sites in Crete and the Greek Mainland.

The area of Chania enjoyed considerable prosperity during the fourteenth and thirteenth cen-
turies BC, when it was associated closely with Mycenaean centres in the Argolid and Boeotia.
Cypriot, Egyptian, Syrian-Phoenician and possibly Italian pottery arrived at the port of Kydo-
nia, which played a significant role in transit trade between the Eastern and Western
Mediterranean. At the same time, products from Chania were sent not only to the rest of Crete
and to Greece, but also as far as Cyprus and Sardinia, as is deduced from the Kydonian clay 
vases identified in these places. Stirrup jars from Chania, for transporting perfumed oil or wine,
have been found in Thebes, Orchomenos, Mycenae and Tiryns. The existence of a palatial cen-
tre with an organized bureaucratic system is thrown into sharper relief by the recent discovery
at Chania of Linear B tablets dated to the early thirteenth century BC (fig. 629).

Another important harbour that was in its heyday was Kommos, the outport of Phaistos. A se-
ries of long narrow warehouses, or ship-sheds according to the excavators, was constructed in the 
period of Mycenaean rule. Aghia Triada flourished too, where the so-called “agora” also func-
tioned as an extensive storage space. Other known sites are Zakros, Palaikastro, Gournia, Malia,
Archanes, Chondros in the district of Viannos, Tylissos, Chamalevri, Perama, Stylos and Knos-
sos itself. Much more information is yielded by the host of cemeteries that have been uncovered
all over Crete.

The Mycenaean presence was now manifested overtly in architecture, pottery and the minor
arts. However, the presence of Mycenaeans on the island never had a catalytic effect, nor was
their sovereignty dynamic, since the Cretans were not assimilated but kept their own traditions
both in life and in art. In architecture, megara of Mycenaean type have been uncovered at Tylis-
sos, Aghia Triada and Gournia. The products of local pottery workshops, such as that of
Kydonia (fig. 628), are outstanding. The bone artifacts of this period include impressive ex -
amples of decoration of wooden chests or footstools from Archanes, Knossos, Phylaki in the
district of Apokoronos and Kydonia, with representations popular in the Mycenaean reper-
toire, such as helmeted warriors, figure-eight shields and sphinxes (fig. 626).

Cult was often practised in small domestic shrines, where figurines in the type of the “Minoan
goddess with raised arms” appear together with tubular vases known as “snake tubes”. These 
figurines and vessels dominate throughout the ensuing century. Concurrently, Mycenaean fig-
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624.  Crete. The cemetery at Poros near Herakleion,
with cave-like tombs cut in the soft bedrock, is so
far the unique example of  an organized burial
ground for eminent persons in the Neopalatial
period. Some of  the tombs appear to have been in
use continuously for repeated burials, from the time
of  the Old Palaces until the end of  the New Palaces.
To date, six tombs have been explored, most of
them recently, because of  the intensive building
activity in the area. The grave goods bespeak the
high social status of  the dead: rich pottery, seals of
semiprecious stones, jewellery of  gold, silver, glass,
ivory and faience, and gold seal rings with complex
religious representations on the bezel. Last,
noteworthy is the presence of  bronze weapons as
grave goods, and of  a boars’-tusk helmet.
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.

625.  Crete. The sphragistic devices on an
overwhelming proportion of  Minoan seal rings are
from the religious iconographic cycle. Among them
are representations of  various rituals in which
human (mainly female) figures participate and
“epiphanies” of  deities take place, funerary laments,
bull-leaping and other contests. On the ring from
Isopata, Knossos, a female figure hovers above 
the ground, while other females around her
participate in a ritual dance – perhaps ecstatic.
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.
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urines of Phi (Φ), Psi (Ψ) and Tau (Τ) types appeared in Crete. In addition to handmade fig-
urines, the use of wheel-made ones became generalized, particularly of animals. The
best-known small shrine is the “Shrine of the Double Axes”, inside the palace of Knossos.

New customs were introduced into tomb architecture with the founding – already from the late
fifteenth century BC – of new cemeteries, such as those at Zapher Papoura, Knossos and the east
cemetery of Kydonia, with graves cut in the soft limestone bedrock. The early “warriors’ graves”
(simple pits, with vertical or lateral ditch for single burials) were replaced in subsequent years
by chamber tombs, a type suitable for family burials. The type of the tholos tomb was preferred
for members of the local élite (Achladia in the district of Siteia, Archanes, Perama, Phylaki, Sty-
los, Maleme), frequently richly furnished with grave goods.

In the Armenoi cemetery at Rethymnon, which was founded in the late fifteenth century BC

but was used mainly during the second half of the fourteenth and the thirteenth century BC,
230 chamber tombs have been excavated, while in the Kydonia cemetery over 150. The ceme-
tery area was arranged to facilitate easy access to and movement within it, and in some cases, as
at Archanes, buildings were erected to serve some functions, such as meals for the dead
(nekrodeipna) and funerary rites. The chamber tombs invariably contain copious grave goods –
weapons, tools, vessels and personal items, jewellery and seals. The norm throughout Crete, ex-
cepting the region of Chania, was burial in a larnax, in the shape of a chest or a bathtub and
always lavishly decorated (fig. 631). At Chania wooden biers were the rule, also decorated with
painted depictions on the plaster coating. At Archanes and Armenoi plaques used as grave 
stelai have survived, set up as markers as was the Mycenaean custom.

PREHISTORIC TIMES

626.  Crete. The plaque representing a helmeted
warrior (late 14th c. BC) is from the decoration 
of  a wooden object a casket or a footstool which
had been placed as a grave good in a tholos tomb at
Phylaki, Apokoronas. It is made from hippopotamus
tooth, a material that was evidently more widely
used than elephant ivory. The warrior with boars’-
tusk helmet was a popular subject in Mycenaean art
and particularly in ivory carving. The type of  helmet
is encountered in many parts of  the Aegean, from
the Early Mycenaean period onwards. An actual
boars’-tusk helmet was found in a grave in the
Armenoi cemetery, while similar decorative inlays
were found at Knossos, Archanes and Kydonia.

627.  Crete. The wall-paintings that survived best 
in situ, after the final destruction of  the palace 
of  Knossos, c. 1375 BC, are those that decorated 
the “Throne Room”, with depictions of  griffins. 
The wingless and inscrutable heraldic griffins
express absolutely the spirit of  the new occupants,
with which the rest of  the iconographic programme 
of  the Knossian palace in this period is in accord,
with subjects arranged in zones and repetitive 
in character.
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From 1200 BC, and for reasons unknown – but which must be related to the destruction of the
Hittite State, the extensive population movements in the Eastern Mediterranean and the ap-
pearance of the “Sea Peoples” – the power of the Aegean rulers (anaktes) dwindled. In the
century that followed a new, single expressive language of Creto-Mycenaean Civilization pre-
vailed on the Greek Mainland, in the Aegean region and in Crete, which can be characterized
as an “Aegean Koine”. This is obvious in architecture and mortuary practices, as well as in the
various arts, such as pottery (fig. 630), metalworking, stone-carving and weaving.

Continuation or revival of cult is observed in small shrines and peak sanctuaries. There is, how-
ever, a total absence of textual testimonies, which fact has been linked with the collapse of the
earlier political system, with the parallel disappearance of the large centres of authority.
Nonetheless, the diffusion and adoption of new social and cultural elements (creation of new
settlements, building of new houses in old settlements still in existence, introduction of new
types of vessels and techniques in pottery, possible spread of the practice of cremation instead
of inhumation, construction of trenches for rituals, predominance of the “goddess with raised
arms”) presupposes the existence of a centre in Crete, essential for their gestation.

Old settlements, which were truly flourishing – at least in the first half of the twelfth century
BC – were Phaistos, Knossos, Malia, Kastelli in the district of Pediada, Chamalevri, Chania.
One of these, perhaps Knossos, must have been in the vanguard of the necessary changes and
innovations observed, thanks to which Crete prospered in these troubled times. In the second
half of the twelfth century BC most of the aforementioned settlements were abandoned.

Concurrently, from the early twelfth century BC a gradual shift of other old settlements from
lowland tracts to upland sites is observed, very often to precipitous heights and preferably in
the island’s interior (Lenika at Zakros, Kastri at Palaikastro, Kastrokephala, Sybrita, Aptera).
New settlements were also founded gradually (Kavousi, Vrokastro, Kephala Vasiliki, Karphi,
Prophitis Ilias, Chalasmenos, Katalymata). Scholars believe that the causes of these changes
were the political instability, piracy and incursions that had increased at that time, the arrival
of a new population element from mainland Greece, or a serious climatic change with a marked
rise in temperature. Even so, the ancient tradition kept the echo of the founding of new settle-
ments by the Achaeans, as in regions of western Crete.
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628.  Crete. The Kydonia pottery workshop enjoyed 
a heyday during the 14th and 13th centuries BC. 
Its products, of  characteristic white clay, are
distinguished by their excellent quality. The clay
cylindrical pyxis (13th c. BC) from the area of  Aptara 
is the most representative example of  these. Painted 
on the front is a male figure touching a large seven-
string musical instrument, a kithara or lyre. This
musical representation is framed by flying birds,
horns of  consecration and double axes. The scene,
known from examples in mainland Greece, is
considered of  ritual and religious content. The
finding of  the vase in a grave links it with funerary
rites. The kitharode is interpreted as Orpheus or
Apollo, but also as a simple bard or priest. Chania
Archaeological Museum.

629.  Crete. An important event for the history 
of  Chania (anc. Kydonia) was the discovery of  three
Linear B tablets in the excavations in Aghia
Aikaterini Square on Kastelli Hill. The tablet
pictured here mentions a sanctuary of  Zeus (Dion)
with worship of  the gods Zeus and Dionysos, to
whom are offered amphorae of  honey. The second
tablet enumerates persons involved probably with
textile production, with reference to two ethnic
names deriving from toponyms in western Crete.
The third records ten pairs of  chariot wheels.
The tablets were found on the floor of  a building 
that was destroyed in the early 13th c. BC. 
The necessity of  scribes in this period points 
to the establishment at Kydonia of  a central
controlling authority, which presupposes the
existence of  an organized bureaucratic system. 
Chania Archaeological Museum.
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631.  Crete. During the 14th and 13th centuries BC

it was common to bury affluent or eminent persons 
in larnakes, cist-shaped or bathtub-shaped, with
lavish decoration. The best-known and most
important example is the famous Aghia Triada
sarcophagus, which is made of  stone and was found
in a chamber tomb. The elaborate decoration is
executed in fresco technique on lime plaster, as 
in the wall-paintings. Depicted on one side is 
a standing male figure receiving gifts from three
other male figures, while to their left, in the opposite
direction, a ritual is taking place, in which two
female figures and a kitharode participate.
Represented on the second side is a bull sacrifice 
on an altar. Although the larnax is dated to the early
years of  the Mycenaean period on Crete, its
iconography follows strictly Minoan models.
Herakleion Archaeological Museum.

630.  Crete. Around 1200 BC, after the destruction 
of  the major centres in Mycenaean Greece, a boom 
in building activity is observed in existing
settlements in Crete, as well as the abandonment 
or the relocation of  others, mainly to highland sites.
A very interesting settlement developed at this time
at Chamalevri, Rethymnon, in an area where notably
human activity is attested from the Prepalatial
period. A small example of  the impressive early Late
Minoan IIIC pottery (early 12th c. BC) brought to
light in recent excavations at Chamalevri is this vase
fragment with depiction of  bird, which was found in
a ditch cut in the bedrock. These ditches, several of
which have been investigated, seem to be associated
with some kind of  ritual practices. Rethymnon
Archaeological Museum.
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