
Introduction 

Post-Minoan Crete has been an enigma for 
those who wish to know more about this island 
after the collapse of the Minoan palaces. This 
has been especially true with regard to our 
concepts of Crete during the Archaic and Clas-
sical periods (Table 1). Our image of Crete at 
that time remains disjointed, despite excellent 
research which has focused on particular fea-
tures of ancient Crete: notable examples are 
early recorded laws (Whitley 1997), political 
systems and their evolution (Perlman 1992; 
2000; 2004a; 2004b; 2005; 2010), the struc-
ture of multiple settlements and their own 
evolution (Haggis 2005; Wallace 2003; 2006; 
2007; Whitley 2009), and issues of chronol-
ogy (Erickson 2000; 2002; Mook 2004). This 
fragmented image of Archaic Crete is due to 
the fact that we are working without a con-
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cept of social structure for Crete during this 
time-period. My argument in this paper is that 
developing a concept of Cretan social structure 
would enable us to understand better how and 
why different Cretan communities operated, 
by supplying a structural component to many 
of these various research initiatives. As noted 
recently by Wallace (2006: 648), ‘Many of them 
[Cretan communities from the Iron Age] did 
indeed become Classical poleis, but of a specific 
“Cretan” type, about the structure of which we 
still do not know very much, or whether it is 
in fact legitimate to bundle them together as 
having a single structural form.’ The goal of this 
essay is to seek out and begin to understand that 
internal ‘polital’ structure (i.e. referring to the 
social, political, and ideational characteristics of 
a polity) and use that concept to elucidate to a 
greater degree this Cretan type of polis.
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Table 1. Time Periods Mentioned in the Text

Early Minoan 3200–2100 bc
Middle Minoan 2100–1600 bc
Late Minoan 1600–1100 bc
Subminoan 1100–1000 bc
Protogeometric 1000–900 bc
Geometric 900–700 bc
Late Geometric 760–700 bc
Early Orientalizing 700–660 bc
Orientalizing 700–600 bc
Archaic 600–500 bc
Classical 500–323 bc
Hellenistic 323–69 bc
Roman 69 bc–ad 400

Structural Concepts and Methods of Analysis

There have been multiple definitions of social 
structure, each often dependent on the goals of 
specific research. For Greece, there have been sev-
eral good structural analyses (e.g. Bryant 1996; 
De Polignac 1995; Morris 1992; Vernant 1990), 
each related to different investigative questions. 
Here I am no different. To understand the inter-
nal social structure of a Cretan polis and its con-
nection to the larger Cretan world, I introduce 
a model of a social structural network (Figure 
1). Such a network is composed of institutional 
nodes that are linked by aspects of interdepend-
ency, such as shared interests, goals, concepts of 

prestige, etc. My definition of institutions comes 
from that of Barley and Tolbert (1997: 96) who 
identify institutions as ‘shared rules and typifi-
cations that identify categories of social actors 
and their appropriate activities or relationships.’  
Humphreys (1978) saw these institutions as 
located within institutional contexts that were 
spatially and temporally separated, and having 
their own rules and norms, some of which might 
be quite different from those of other contexts.
 From an archaeological standpoint, in order to 
study institutions we need to isolate institutional 
contexts within the archaeological record. These 
could be contexts outlined by specific features of 
architecture, or by identifiable remains of spe-
cialized behavior. Yet the identification of these 
contexts is not as straightforward as one might 
initially assume. For example, a concept exam-
ined in this essay is the civic sanctuary, which can 
be subdivided into several separate institutional 
contexts and, arguably, separate institutions. A 
sanctuary, even one such as a small urban type, 
could easily contain multiple institutional con-
texts. As I have argued in a structural analysis of 
the city of Priene (Small 2009; 2010), the sanc-
tuary of Athena Polias contained at least two, and 
possibly three, different contexts: that of sacrifice 
around the altar in front of the temple; that of 
an imperial cult within the pronaos (porch of the 

Figure 1. Model of social structural network.
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temple); and that of civic records storage in the 
naos (main room) of the temple.
 Our structural network is defined by the inter-
dependency of different contexts, some closer to 
others, some not. Parts of these structural net-
works are often activated by people in order to 
use several contexts (and therefore institutions) 
within different social strategies. A good exam-
ple of such a strategy might be seen in the social 
manipulation of institutions by Greek tyrants, 
who sought to increase their political power. An 
excellent example comes from sixth-century bc 
Athens when the tyrant Peisistratos tied together 
the recently established Panathenaic festival, 
the city Dionysia, and the festival of Artemis at 
Brauron, for political gain. Kurke (1992; 1993) 
has explored a parallel path with her sense that 
kudos, the talismanic power that an Olympic 
athlete gains from his victory, could be used for 
advantage in the contexts of battle.
 This model of social structure is not static, but 
allows us to understand social change. Institu-
tions and their network interdependencies often 
change, sometimes brought on by the force of 
social network engineering, as seen with Peisis-
tratos (also at Priene: Small 2009). Humphreys 
(1978: 242-75) has demonstrated well that 
new institutions or contexts grow out of these 
manipulations, as societies evolve to become 
more socially articulated. 
 As an archaeologist, I realize that the closest I 
can come to reproducing structural networks is 
to isolate and understand institutional contexts 
and their connections in the material record. I 
make no claim to be able to capture all these 
contexts, especially in the spotty community 
record of ancient Crete. But I would claim that 
I can isolate small sections of past structural 
networks which provide enough information to 
allow us to extend these sections toward a larger 
understanding of the structural network and its 
possible evolutionary trajectory. 
 In my search for Cretan polital structure, I am 
following a short series of steps. First, I analyze 
the most salient characteristics of Azoria’s social 

structure in its civic sphere. In order to see this 
better in the context of Cretan Archaic polital 
development, I compare my findings from Azo-
ria to other Archaic poleis in Crete, building a 
section of the internal social structural network 
of the Cretan poleis. To understand better how 
the features of this section of the network devel-
oped, I then compare it to contemporary civic 
polital structure on mainland Greece. With this 
comparative knowledge, I then return to Crete 
to develop further my model and discuss how 
this knowledge might assist us in future work on 
Crete. 

The Window at Azoria

In this section, I analyze the ancient Archaic 
polis of Azoria, the result of recent studies by 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
and Iowa State University, under the auspices 
of the Archaeological Service of Eastern Crete. 
Located in the eastern part of the island (Figure 
2), Azoria has supplied important data concern-
ing the Archaic period on Crete (Haggis 2010; 
Haggis et al. 2004; Haggis et al. 2007a; 2007b). 
 Haggis and Mook have excavated an extremely 
important site for looking into the evolution of 
the Cretan polis. The work at Azoria has identi-
fied a community created in the mid-seventh 
century bc and abandoned in the early fifth cen-
tury bc. Azoria thus gives us a rare unencum-
bered window into this formative early period 
in polis formation on Crete (Haggis et al. 2011). 

The Site
Although Azoria contains architectural features 
from the Late Bronze Age (Boyd 1901), the foun-
dation and evolution of the site as a polis appear 
later and have been correlated with a noticed shift 
in population, as other sites in the Kavousi area 
were abandoned (Haggis 2005). Close by, the 
Late Minoan [LM] IIIC (1260–1050 bc) settle-
ment of Vronda (Day et al. 1986; Day and Sny-
der 2004; Gesell et al. 1988; 1995) was re-used 
as a cemetery, and then abandoned in the Late 
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Geometric/Early Orientalizing Periods (760–660 
bc). Various Late Minoan houses were chosen for 
interments, and foci for funeral display. A similar 
situation was obtained on a nearby, elevated set-
tlement, the Kastro (Coulson et al. 1997; Mook 
2004), which dates from the Late Bronze Age to 
the Orientalizing period. Because these sites were 
losing inhabitants in the seventh century bc, 
Azoria was beginning to take social shape. 

Azoria’s Civic Structural Network
The good preservation of several major build-
ings within Azoria (Figure 3) allows us, for 
perhaps the first time, to analyze the intercon-
nection and eventual development of principal 
Archaic institutions within the developing Cre-
tan polis. There are three areas which lend them-
selves to investigation: polis cult, public dining/
gathering, and family/community contact. For 
this study, I begin with cult and dining/gather-
ing, which were fundamental civic contexts, and 
will later address family/community contact 
during my discussion of the symposium.

Polis cult: The cult building (Figure 3: B2000, 
B2100, B 2400, B 2500) (Haggis et al. 2007: 
269-73) is located on the southeast slope of the 
acropolis of Azoria, just north of a terraced area 
that might have been an agora. The excavators 
reported that the remains of the building were 
poorly preserved, but enough remains to indicate 
that it functioned as a cult building, which was 
similar in its design to the majority of Cretan 
temples from this period. The excavators have 
suggested that a close parallel to this cult building 
might be the Geometric temple of Olous (mod-
ern Sta Lenika) (Bousquet 1938). Similarities 
include the possible pastas (i.e. a long, shallow 
porch) on the eastern wall at Azoria and the unu-
sual entrance through a flank wall.
 Installations in the cult building at Azoria 
allow us to reconstruct some of its functions. 
A bench on the west wall appears to be similar 
to votive-holding or sitting benches in many 
contemporary Cretan temples, such as Dreros 

(building in the saddle) and Prinias (Temple 
A). Remains in the northeastern corner of the 
building may indicate that the east wall was also 
fronted by a low bench. A clay platform against 
the north wall might have served a similar func-
tion. An eschara (roasting platform) and a bothros 
(sacrificial pit) occupy the center of the building. 
Two stone bases for wooden posts, north and 
south of these features, indicate that the build-
ing had an opening in its roof. Few artifacts were 
found, except a piece of a terracotta mold-made 
plaque depicting a man with a sword. Overall, 
the character of this building indicates that one 
of its functions was to limit participation in the 
cult. Cult installations, such as the eschara, the 
provision for limited seating along the walls, and 
a probable small entrance, on analogy with other 
Cretan contemporary temples (more below), all 
point to its socially exclusive character.
 My focus is on ‘state cult,’ but some other cult 
installations at Azoria need to be mentioned. 
The last season of excavation at Azoria (2006) 
uncovered an additional Archaic shrine, as well 
as an early LM IIIC (1260–1050 bc) shrine (Fig-
ure 3: D900-1000, D1400; D600) (Haggis and 
Mook 2006). Although its original date is in the 
Late Bronze Age, the shrine appears to have been 
respected at least until the Early Archaic period. 
To the north of the Monumental Civic Building 
and west of the Andreion Complex is a two-
roomed shrine, which appears to have been part 
of the Archaic-period establishment of the polis. 
This complex had an altar and hearth in D900. 
Votive deposits in this room include small female 
figurines. From what we can reconstruct of the 
building’s wall, it had a restricted entrance, hous-
ing religious activity in an exclusionary manner.

Civic Gathering/Dining: There are two build-
ings that housed facets of this institution: the 
Andreion Complex and the Monumental Civic 
Building. The Andreion Complex is a multi-
roomed installation on the western slope of the 
acropolis. Not all of the rooms in the complex 
are fully understood, and one of the possible 
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Figure 3. Azoria after the 2006 Season. State plan courtesy of the Azoria Excavations.



 The Archaic Polis of Azoria 203

© The Fund for Mediterranean Archaeology/Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2010

dining rooms has yet to be fully excavated (Hag-
gis et al. 2004: 380-82, 387-90; Haggis et al. 
2007b: 253-65). It is relatively certain, however, 
that the main function of this complex of rooms 
was communal dining, and it is the most likely 
candidate we have to date for the institution of 
the andreion as described by Aristotle (Politics 
2.10) and Athenaeus (4.143). A2000 appears 
to have been a dining room, as attested by the 
remains of intricate drinking cups within the 
room, and by some of its rubbish found on the 
western edge of the porch, which also contained 
debris like animal bones, seeds, drinking cups, 
and fenestrated stands to hold kraters (wine 
bowls) or other large dining dishes. Just below 
the vestibule to these rooms, but obviously 
functionally connected, are several storage areas 
(Figure 3: A1200, 1400, 1500) and two kitchen 
areas (Figure 3: A600, 1600). The north room 
(Figure 3: A1900N) held small altars that were 
probably used in the larger institutional setting 
of the Andreion. The entrance to the dining 
room was controlled by two doors, one at the 
top of a low flight of stairs, which led to the 
whole complex, and the other a small inner door 
that led to the actual dining room.
 Farther down the west slope of the acropolis 
is the largest building yet excavated at Azoria, 
the Monumental Civic Building (Haggis et al. 
2007b: 295-301; Haggis and Mook 2006, in 
Haggis 2010). Although the western wall has 
disappeared as the result of erosion, the esti-
mated size of the structure argues strongly that 
one of its functions was for gathering. Stone 
steps around the walls should have served as 
seats, with those sitting facing the center of the 
building. The destruction of its west wall does 
not allow us to determine if access to the build-
ing was limited; but finds of serving dishes and 
remains of chickpeas, cereal grains, broad bean, 
and grape, plus pig, rabbit, sheep, goat, and cow 
bones point to some dining activity, similar to 
that of the Andreion. Finds of burnt animal 
bone might indicate sacrifice, if the burning 
can be related to actual sacrifice rather than to 

later destruction of the building by fire. Near 
this building was a service complex, which, with 
its concentration of food preparation activities, 
could have serviced the building. In its use of 
benches along its walls, this building closely 
parallels that of the prytaneion (municipal office-
holders’ building) at Lato (Ducrey and Picard 
1972; Miller 1978: 78-86). 
 Thus the Andreion and the Monumental Civic 
Building housed gathering and dining institu-
tions. But the differences in each construction 
preclude us from assuming that these institu-
tions were identical. The Andreion was closely 
tied to the concept of syssitia (state-sponsored 
meals), but we cannot be certain this exact same 
institution was housed within the Monumental 
Civic Building. It is best then to think of Archaic 
Azoria as having a civic structural network with 
at least three institutional nodes: civic cult, civic 
gathering/dining within an andreion, and civic 
gathering/dining within the Monumental Civic 
Building.
 As in any Archaic Greek polity, the social needs 
of its elite would have determined its civic struc-
ture. Access to the civic institutions represented 
by these buildings was carefully controlled and 
restricted to only a small segment of the popula-
tion of Azoria. The Civic Cult building was far 
too small to have served as a gathering locus for 
any communal worship. Likewise, the Andreion 
Complex, with its ability to seat around 50 men, 
would not be able to serve as a communal din-
ing hall for all the residents in the polis. I think 
the same can be said of the Monumental Civic 
Building. The installations it contains for seating 
are limited to the benches along the wall, since 
there is no evidence for seating within the center 
of the structure. Elites sought identity and status 
in relation to non-elites through exclusion. 

Other Cretan Polities

Although it would be unwise to think of polis 
formation on Crete as identical everywhere, 
some of the elements within Azoria’s structural 
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network can be attested in other Archaic Cretan 
polities. Admittedly, our information from other 
polities in this time period on Crete is spotty. 
But several contemporary sites do give us pieces 
of what we see at Azoria, and we are thus able to 
discern that the foundation of Azoria was most 
likely squarely within a larger tradition of Cretan 
polis formation. Exclusionary temples, like that 
of the civic cult at Azoria, were a Cretan tradi-
tion. A similar temple can be found at Dreros 
(for bibliography, see Prent 2005: 283-89) with 
its mid eighth-century bc temple. Temple A at 
Prinias (Prent 2005: 253-59), built in the latter 
half of the seventh century bc is also spatially 
exclusive. Two temples at Gortyn (Prent 2005: 
267-75) match the one at Azoria. The seventh-
century bc temple on the acropolis had a tri-
partite interior, but a restricted entrance. The 
famous seventh-century bc temple of Apollo, 
whose walls hold an early Cretan civic inscrip-
tion, was essentially one room, with a tightly 
controlled entrance. In the sanctuary at Kom-
mos, the last temple, temple C from the fifth 
century bc (Prent 2005: 323-30), is a close 
match to those at Azoria, Dreros, and Prinias. At 
Aphrati, a seventh-century bc structure fits our 
description of an exclusive cult building (Prent 
2005: 278-80; but see Viviers 1994: 232-41, 
who argues it is an andreion), with wall benches 
and limited access. Smari also contains a cult 
building (Prent 2005: 276-78), probably dating 
from the seventh century bc. The structure con-
tains interior wall benches, a hearth, and small 
doors with controlled access. Civic gathering/
dining, in the form of the andreion has been 
attested in the Archaic period by inscriptions 
from Axos, Datala, and Eltynia. Four additional 
sites from this period might also have remains of 
these buildings: Aphrati, Kommos, Phaistos, and 
Dreros (evidence collected by Perlman 2004a: 
28, n. 150; Haggis et al. 2004: 387-90).
 In sum, the civic structural network isolated at 
Azoria is repeated in other contemporary com-
munities across Crete. This can be detected, in 
part, with the appearance of an exclusive state 

cult and evidence of exclusionary andreion-
centered gathering/dining in other polities. I 
suspect that if we had more comprehensive 
material from the other Cretan polities, we 
would see similarity between other communities 
and Azoria in exclusive gathering/dining with a 
‘monumental building’. But for the present the 
information is lacking and it is better to concen-
trate on what appears to be pan-polital. We have, 
at this point, identified the beginning elements 
of a structural network that was used by Cretan 
elites in the creation of the Cretan polis. These 
are two interdependent structural nodes: civic 
cult and the institution of the andreion, linked 
by their elite exclusivity. Azoria contains one 
more node, the institutions in the monumental 
building, which was probably linked by exclusiv-
ity to civic cult and the andreion.

Crete’s Civic Institutions within the Larger 
Greek World

In order to understand the character of this seg-
ment of the Cretan structural network, we need 
to highlight its distinctiveness by comparing it 
to other, similar social networks, which have 
been explored more fully than those on Crete. 
On Crete we have identified part of a structural 
network that must have originated from earlier 
social structure while elites were in the process 
of creating the Cretan polis. Our comparison 
then focuses on similar networks elsewhere in 
the Greek world and the structural matrix from 
which they arose. Mainland Greece supplies 
excellent instances that have already been used 
in comparative studies by Morris (1998) and 
Wallace (2006).
 Our best examples of Archaic urban cent-
ers come from newly established poleis in the 
Greek west, where the structural network of 
the Archaic period in mainland Greece formed 
the underpinning of several towns, and can still 
be seen today in several of these communities. 
If we were to examine an early settlement such 
as Megara Hyblaia (Figure 4) (ca. 732 bc), we 
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would observe institutions buried deep in urban 
life on mainland Greece (Vallet and Villard 
1964; Vallet et al. 1976; De Angelis 2003). The 
early city was not very elaborated, with plain 
small houses and little, if any, civic construction. 
Within a century, however, after enough elite 
capital had been accrued, civic building began, 
but the civic institutions are not similar to those 
seen at Azoria. In this formative period Megara 
Hyblaia lacks any provision for exclusive gather-
ing/dining (its possible prytaneion is later), and 
its temple housed institutions distinctly different 
from that at Azoria. 
 In the three quarters of a century after 650 bc 
the city constructed three temples, whose design 
is notably different from those in Archaic Crete; 
long and large, they presumably had altars in 
front. The design of these temples would have 
provided at least two civic cult institutions: one 

that could have been restrictive (the interior of 
the temple) and one that was open to greater 
corporate participation (the altar area). 
 Similarities to this type can be found in other 
polital contexts. Several temples with frontal 
altars sprang up throughout Greece in the early 
Archaic period, from the often-cited early tem-
ple at Corcyra to the temple of Apollo at Cor-
inth. Mazarakis-Ainian (1997) even argues that 
this temple type began as an earlier develop-
ment of houses of village chieftains in the early 
Iron Age that later evolved into open temples. 

Structural Development in Mainland Greece

The Larger Network: Cemetery-Sanctuaries: The 
civic sanctuary contexts that we saw early at 
Megara Hyblaia are connected to a larger struc-
tural network found in most other regions of 

Figure 4. Agora at Megara Hyblaia (adapted from Hölscher 2007: fig. 5.1).
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ancient Greece (Crete excluded, of course). 
There are two features in this network that 
played a vital role in the eventual outcome of 
Greek polital structure in these regions:

1. institutions within cemeteries and 
their connections to institutions 
within various sanctuaries;

2. sanctuary institutions (specifically, 
interstate) and their connection to 
institutions within the family. 

 Many (especially Snodgrass 1977; 1980; 
1993; Morris 1987; 2009; Osborne 1996) have 
observed that there is a noticeable interdepend-
ent shift from an emphasis on burial inclusions, 
to one on sanctuary (polital and extra-polital) 
dedications or votives in the eighth century bc. 
The nature of the burial material would indicate 
that the social groups behind much of this shift 
were elites. Contextually, the shift is significant 
in two ways. First, a shift from elaboration in 
the act of burial to display within a sanctuary 
indicates a lessened emphasis on intra-familial 
display in favor of much broader displays that 
were more open in the polis and, at many 
sanctuaries, raised to a pan-polital plane (for 
the variety of extra-polital sanctuary contexts 
and their social meaning, see Morgan 2003). 
Secondly, the new practice would have placed 
votives in a new context where elite status 
display was more or less permanent. This is a 
change from burial goods that would have been 
part of a ceremonial institution at the grave, 
making their use in status negotiation tempo-
rally limited. 

The Larger Network: Symposiatic Parties and 
Extra-polital Sanctuaries: Another important con-
nection lies in the interdependence of sympotic 
gatherings and the contexts of the extra-polital 
sanctuary (Murray 1990). The symposium was 
a scripted dinner-party where elite men would 
identify with qualities of athletic prowess, male 
beauty and bonding, concepts of ritualized 
friendship, elite privilege, poetry, etc. As such, 

they had much to share with the contemporary 
ideals within extra-polital sanctuaries, such as 
Olympia or Delphi. Historians (e.g. Morris 
1997; Henderson 2000) have focused on the 
commonalities of these contexts and how the 
early activities at the sanctuaries and those of 
the symposium represented a ‘coherent culture 
beyond polis morality’ (Morris 1997: 13). Both 
shared features such as guest-friendship, com-
mensality, or poetry, with an important com-
monality being athletics—the ability to win at 
sports such as wrestling, jumping, and especially 
horse-racing. Participation and success in any 
of the games brought immense power not only 
to the individual, but to his family. As Kurke 
(1993) pointed out, the role of elite agonistic 
competition, and the resultant status and power 
conferred on those who won, was transferable 
to the context of the symposium and elsewhere.
 The physical context for the symposium was 
the andron within the ancient Greek house. In 
general, the andron provided a separate institu-
tional context which was part of a general split 
between contexts of family/public performance, 
and contexts reserved for performance between 
family members. The advent of the courtyard 
house, which was the product of a wish to 
seclude the women of a family from outside 
contact, was sometimes coupled with the arrival 
of a separate room for entertaining, the andron 
(Nevett 2001; Ault and Nevett 2005). 
 The chronological relationship of these differ-
ent institutions is crucial for our understanding 
of the issue of polital development, especially 
the articulation of civic social structure in these 
regions of Greece. The elaborated burial and the 
interstate sanctuary were part of a structural net-
work which engendered later civic institutions. 
As noted already by others (Snodgrass 1980; 
Morris 1987; 1998; 2009; Morgan 2003), the 
institutions contained in the burial process pre-
date those of elite display in sanctuaries (inter-
state and civic), and those of elite display in the 
sanctuary predate that of the symposium in the 
andron. 
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The Cretan Poleis within Their Own Struc-
tural Landscape
Can these observations aid us in understand-
ing the backgrounds for the social structure of 
Azoria and other Cretan poleis? I believe so, but 
to make the cases fully comparable we first have 
to extend our analysis, as we did in mainland 
Greece, to the larger question of the articulation 
of Cretan civic structure from a developing pre-
state structural network. Since the institutions 
of pre-state burial and interstate sanctuaries 
were important in mainland Greece, we are 
therefore taking a look at similar institutions 
on Crete to see if a different structural network 
produced a unique Cretan polital structure.

The Cemetery/Cult Connection
The burial record for Crete differs from that of 
the mainland. As noted (Morris 1998), it lacks 
the noticeable decline in burial goods seen in the  
Late Geometric period. Results of work in the 
North Cemetery at Knossos (compiled in Cold-
stream and Catling 1996) show that burials 
continued to receive elaboration up to 630 bc. 
Closer to Azoria, the cemetery at Vronda, which 
must have been used by the immediate ancestors 
of those who founded Azoria, displays rich tomb 
elaboration up to the Late Geometric and Early 
Orientalizing periods. Typical is tomb 9, which 
contained four adult and one infant burial, but 
also contained 40 metal objects, 80 vessels, and 
15 iron spearheads (Listen 2005). 
 While grave elaboration did not decline on 
Crete, we also see no commensurate increase in 
elaboration within the sanctuaries. Some larger 
inter-polital sanctuaries did see some increase 
in metal dedications (Prent 2005: 353-88), but 
there was little open elaboration, such as in the 
construction of temples as seen on the mainland. 
In regard to civic sanctuaries, there was appar-
ently no transfer of elaboration from burials to 
sanctuaries. There was open burial elaboration 
down to at least 600 bc, in polities such as 
Dreros and Prinias. The famous hearth temple at 
Dreros itself dates from the mid-eighth century 

bc and is also without conspicuous display. In 
review, there appears to have been no significant 
shift from elaboration with a family context to 
one that was either polital or pan-polital. 

Sanctuaries
Crete had inter-polital sanctuaries, which fit into 
Prent’s category of ‘extra-urban’ (Prent 2005: 
311). These are sanctuaries that, like interstate 
sanctuaries on the mainland, would have drawn 
people from different communities throughout 
Crete. Prent (2005: 311) lists 20 sanctuaries, 
of which 14 have functional ancestry extending 
back into the Bronze Age. Ten of these sanc-
tuaries have strong Late Minoan connections: 
Patsos, the Idaean Cave, Tylisos, Mount Jouktas, 
Ayia Triada, Mount Kophinas, the Phaneromeni 
cave, the Psychro cave, Palaikastro, and Syme.
 My interest lies with the sanctuaries that could 
be defined as inter-regional, located in liminal 
territories where people from many different 
communities would find a more or less neutral 
locale for communal gathering, similar to a great 
degree to the famous interstate sanctuaries of 
the mainland. There are three candidates that 
would fit this description: the Idaean cave, the 
cave at Tsoutsouros, and Syme. The sanctuary 
at Tsoutsouros appears especially associated with 
an emphasis on women, fertility, and sexual cou-
pling and is outside our interest.
 The Idaean cave lies below the summit of 
Crete’s tallest mountain, ancient Mount Ida. It 
has been associated with the birth of Zeus in 
Hellenistic and Roman times (Prent 2005: 158-
61, 314-18). Material from the Bronze Age use 
of the cave includes terracotta bull fragments and 
horns of consecration. From later periods the 
finds within and just outside the cave include 
bronze shields, stands and cauldrons, tripod 
cauldrons, gold discs, bronze jugs, cups, possible 
urns, bowls, fibulae, pins, a range of ivories, and 
various small terracotta figurines. The military 
items dedicated at the cave are very similar to 
items we see dedicated within civic cult temples. 
For example, the remains from the interior of 
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the temple on the west hill at Dreros were rich, 
containing pieces of bronze shields, mitrai (armor 
to protect the stomach), cuirasses (chest-armor), 
greaves (shin-armor), helmets, and bronze ves-
sels. As summarized by Prent (2005: 367-77), 
bronze weapons were strongly tied to competi-
tion between elites in Archaic Greece. In addition 
to their presence at the Idaean cave, Prent (2005: 
703, table 4) gives evidence that such dedications 
were received at Phaistos, Dreros, Praisos, Kom-
mos, Amnisos, Syme, and Palaikastro.
 The character of Syme was somewhat differ-
ent (Erickson 2002; Lebessi 2009; Lebessi and 
Muhly 1987; Lebessi et al. 2004; Muhly 2008; 
Prent: 2005: 342-48). Like the Idaean cave, it 
has connections with earlier Minoan activities; 
its ancestry is at least grounded in the Middle 
Minoan period. Remains indicate that there 
was considerable activity in the Minoan and 
early post-Minoan era, while a later (ca. 600 
bc) identification of the sanctuary was with 
Hermes and Aphrodite. What characterizes the 
sanctuary at Syme, however, is the abundance 
of artwork with depictions of nude men and 
youths, nude male couples, and scenes of hunt-
ers. Lebessi and Muhly (1987) are probably 
correct in claiming that this site functioned as 
a locale for the Cretan ritual of initiation into 
manhood. As described by Ephoros (Jacoby 
2004: in Athenaeus, fragment 149) and (Strabo 
10.4.16-22), an adolescent boy was ‘abducted’ 
by an older man. The two would remove them-
selves from their community and go off into the 
forest for two months of hunting. The relation-
ship between the two was that of a young man 
and his older lover. After the time in the forest, 
the boy would be reintroduced to his commu-
nity as a man. He was presented to other men 
in the andreion, and given clothing, a drinking 
cup, and an ox to sacrifice.
 The particular function of the sanctuary at 
Syme might well have been present in other 
sanctuaries as well. Bronzes with similar themes 
of man/boy connection have been uncovered at 
Ayia Triada (D’Agata 1998), which led Lebessi 

(1991), the excavator of Syme, to postulate 
a similar custom at that sanctuary. Of prob-
able importance at Ayia Triada is the famous 
Chieftain Cup, which shows a man and a youth 
on one side; it has been interpreted by Koehl 
(1986) as an earlier Minoan example of the 
same process of male initiation seen at Syme. 
The custom was no doubt at least Minoan 
and—given the strong cult connection to the 
Minoan past in the Early Iron Age and later 
(Prent 2003)—probably attached to more sanc-
tuaries than we know.

Comparison to Mainland Sanctuaries: The char-
acter of these Cretan inter-polital sanctuaries 
differed from those in mainland Greece. Sanc-
tuaries on the mainland (Morgan 1990; 1998; 
2003), some with ancestry as early as the Late 
Bronze Age, were adopting new functions in the 
eighth century bc tied in with elite extra-polital 
institutionalized identities, involving athlet-
ics, gift-exchange, guest-friendship, economic 
exchange, etc. Agonistic contests were often a 
focus, especially at Olympia, Delphi, Nemea 
and Isthmia. In addition to these four, there 
must have been the numerous smaller festival/
games sites such as Dodona. But this type of 
sanctuary did not occur on Crete. Cretan inter-
polital sanctuaries were closely tied to social and 
religious contexts of the Minoan past (Prent 
2003; 2005; Wallace 2006). They did not con-
tain institutions of athletic competition. As we 
have seen, one of the chief ideologies was that of 
initiation into manhood. 

The Sanctuary-Polis Connection: The archaeolog-
ical and historical records reveal two connections 
between the sanctuaries and the Cretan polis. 
First, the use of civic cult and the inter-polital 
sanctuary for elite elaborate military dedications 
indicates a strong interdependent connection. 
The second connection lies in the rites of passage 
into manhood. The evidence indicates that the 
andreion was an integral part in the journey of a 
boy into manhood: when he returned from his 
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abduction, he was presented as an adult to the 
andreion. The sanctuary of Syme, that at Ayia 
Triada, and probably others, were part of this 
connection. As the Cretan polis was evolving, 
the institution of the andreion was taking form 
out of this earlier sanctuary background.
 While the sanctuaries engendered the civic 
andreion, their effect on other parts of the 
Cretan polis was somewhat negative, and very 
different from the situation on the mainland. 
I refer to the evolution of domestic institu-
tions. On Crete, the absence of athletic activity 
in the sanctuary resulted in the absence of the 
institution of the symposium in the house. To 
understand this effect, we need to look within 
the Archaic Cretan house. Again, Azoria supplies 
us with a well-defined context for this study. 
Excavations to date have identified houses in 
five areas: the south slope of the south acropolis, 
the northeast side of the peak of the acropolis, 
in the north and northwest sections of the site, 
on the lower southwest terrace, and on the north 
acropolis (Figures 3 and 5). There is some varia-
tion in layout between these houses, but I would 
emphasize an important similarity—the lack of 
accommodation for male sympotic activity. 
 The houses on the south slope of the acropolis 
(Figure 3: B100, B500, B300) appear to be sim-
ilar in general layout, at least on their ground 
floor. Both houses open off an alley into a long 
corridor room. In the east corridor house this 
room gave access to a kitchen with a hearth, and 
then to a third room, or hall. The west corridor 
house gave access to a corridor and then to a 
main hall, which had a large hearth in its north-
west corner. On an upper level, north of the 
spine wall, a stairway led to two service rooms, 
and a small kitchen area, with a pantry. Finds 
in both houses indicate that the corridors were 
used for food storage. The rooms with hearths 
contained table- and serving-ware, cooking ves-
sels, and traces of grains and grape pips.
 The northeast building and north acropolis 
house (Figure 5) are somewhat larger than 
these, and somewhat differently laid out. The 

northeast building is lineal in arrangement, 
rather than having a corridor. From an eastern 
courtyard one enters a vestibule, and then a 
main hall. Behind the main hall is a storeroom. 
Finds from its excavation demonstrate that the 
main hall was used for cooking and dining. The 
storeroom held both dishes and large storage 
pithoi. As described, the storeroom had a rear 
door that led to a passage and small courtyard. 
The courtyard, in turn, connected with a sepa-
rate kitchen.
 The north acropolis house was smaller, but 
with a similar layout. There is a storeroom-hall 
combination and a separate kitchen accessed 
through an exterior courtyard. Like the north-
east building, the hall presented the excavators 
with remains of a mix of dining and storage ves-
sels, and the storeroom offered evidence for the 
storage of table vessels and storage containers.
 The Southwest House is rather more difficult 
to understand, but the spatial arrangement is 
similar in concept to the other houses on Azo-
ria. Here, however, the kitchen and the store-
room were separated by a main hall. This hall 
probably communicated with a street or exterior 
courtyard to its south.
 Westgate (2007) has demonstrated that much 
of the residential evidence we have for Crete 
shows house plans similar to those from Azoria. 
Lato, for example, has houses from the Classical 
and Hellenistic periods with a linear arrange-
ment similar to houses at Azoria. The Hellenis-
tic houses from Typetos are similar, with linear 
arrangement and a hearth room, as the possible 
family focus. Westgate ties the particular spatial 
syntax of the Cretan house—that is, the general 
lack of a courtyard and the house’s relative ina-
bility to offer a clean line for the segregation of 
male and female—to distinctive characteristics 
of the Cretan polis that downplay the profile 
of the individual and emphasize the communal 
system. According to Westgate (2007: 452), 
‘the architecture of houses at some sites suggests 
behavior and values that would be consistent 
with the textual evidence for Cretan society, and 
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Figure 5. Houses at Azoria. Unpublished drawings, courtesy of the Azoria Excavations.
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with the communal social, economic, and edu-
cational system centered on the andreion’. She 
elaborates this concept by arguing that the com-
munal system on Crete would have created a 
society with less need for the control of women 
within the household: because of the communal 
system, women were given a greater degree of 
independence in Cretan society, and there was 
thus less need to actively segregate women from 
male visitors to the house. 
 Westgate makes a valid point, but I would 
also see the distinctive characteristic of the Cre-
tan house, as displayed early at Azoria, not cor-
related solely with the communal system, but 
also with the absence of elite athletic display at 
inter-polital sanctuaries. Without inter-polital 
elite athletic activity, the symposium did not 
take hold in the house, and there was little need 
to host males from other families in the home. 
Without the intrusion of these non-resident 
men coming for male gatherings, there was little 
need to segregate the women of the family.

Observations on a Structural Model for the 
Cretan polis

Let us return to Wallace’s earlier observations—
that we do not know much about the structure 

of the specific Cretan type of polis, or whether 
or not we can bundle the polities together in 
a larger structural form. Through this analysis, 
I hope to have begun to address both of these 
questions, by focusing on Azoria and by extend-
ing that analysis to other Archaic Cretan poleis. 
There are several results from this analysis.

Judging Cretan Polital Structure and Evolution
On the one hand, our excursion to the main-
land and our look at the contexts of cemeteries 
and inter-polital sanctuaries have given us more 
information on the structural network for Crete 
(Figure 6). The initial network of two linked 
exclusionary civic contexts has formed a base to 
which we can begin to link other institutional 
contexts. The information on sanctuaries makes 
it possible to posit a connection between the 
andreion and sanctuaries of male initiation, and 
between several other inter-polital sanctuaries 
and civic cult. I would argue that these connec-
tions were strong, and that these linked institu-
tional nodes form a powerful base from which 
we can develop larger structural networks for 
Cretan Archaic poleis in general.
 On the other hand, we cannot link cemeteries 
and sanctuaries to one another in the same way 
as on the mainland. Two issues are noticeable 

Figure 6. Structural network stem for Cretan Archaic poleis. Dotted lines represent additional connections at Azoria.
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here: either cemeteries and sanctuaries are closely 
interdependent in a manner we do not under-
stand, or they are more indirectly linked through 
other contexts, and thereby only weakly linked 
to each other in the larger structural network. 
Hopefully, future expansion of our network will 
reveal important connections between institu-
tional contexts of cemeteries and other institu-
tions.
 The aim of this analysis has been to isolate and 
understand significant parts of a social network 
that were critical to the establishment of the Cre-
tan polis. The question of understanding when 
this network appeared, and what that might say 
about the overall spread of the polis as a settle-
ment type in Crete, is crucial to this enterprise. 
Evidence to date suggests that we might be able 
to understand its spread to a greater extent with 
future work. While Azoria gives us an example 
of this social network in the mid- to late-seventh 
century, the presence of exclusionary ‘poliadic’ 
(i.e. a polis-identified cult) temples at other poli-
ties at different times offers us an opportunity 
to study its development further. For example, 
focused future archaeological investigation could 
expose differences between the polital structure 
of earlier Dreros, with its eighth-century bc 
temple, and that of later Azoria. The temple 
at Dreros might be embedded in processes of 
earlier structural evolution that we do not see at 
later Azoria. At the other end of the period, an 
exclusionary temple did not appear at Kommos 
until the fifth century bc and it was the last in 
a line of three temples stretching back to the 
tenth century bc. We know that the sanctuary at 
Kommos was associated with the Near East, and 
even held a Phoenician-style temple. Did that 
foreign presence retard the evolution of its asso-
ciated polis (Archaic Phaistos, or some nearby 
harbor community) toward the type of Cretan 
polis we see exemplified by the internal structure 
of Azoria? We must leave this very attractive 
question to future research.

Elite Exclusion and Internal Competition 
At Azoria we have been able to elucidate some 
features of Cretan elite competition. In a presci-
ent comment, Whitley (1997: 659) observed: 
‘In Crete, the aristocratic individual obstinately 
failed to rise, or at least to leave any lasting trace 
that the archaeologist or historian can recover’. 
What Azoria shows us is not that the elites did 
not rise or compete, but rather that it is difficult 
for us to recover evidence of such competition. 
But compete they did. Much of our evidence 
within the polis has indicated that the elites 
chose to separate themselves from the rest of 
the community by exclusion, which meant that 
any competition between them would be cir-
cumscribed by the boundaries of this exclusion. 
The artifactual remains we have from temples, 
such as that of Dreros, indicate that they were 
probably competing with one another through 
votive dedications within the temple, hidden 
from common view. The inter-polital sanctuary 
was probably limited in most instances to elite 
participation; hence votives in these contexts 
were also examples of elite internal competition. 
I also suspect that civic dining, such as that in 
the andreion, would also have been a locus for 
elite competition, by differentiation in dress 
and the ownership and use of imported drink-
ing vessels. The famous law-code of Dreros also 
adds support to the concept of elite competition 
(Whitley 1997), since it attempts to control 
the elite habit of holding public offices without 
proper off years in between times in office.

The Effect of the Cretan Sanctuary on Cretan 
Sympotic Institutions 
What is most fascinating is the role that inter-
polital sanctuaries played in retarding the devel-
opment of the institution of the symposium 
within the Cretan polis. This outcome forces us 
to question our attributions of drinking equip-
ment in the archaeological record to sympotic 
activity. For example, Erickson (2000: 238-40)  
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points out that we have drinking equipment 
in Archaic graves at the cemetery of Gortyn; 
but, given the nature of the Cretan inter-polital 
sanctuary, we should look at communal drink-
ing at the grave site, or communal drinking in 
the afterlife, as something quite different from 
what we are accustomed to identifying as typical 
sympotic activity. Thus our analysis gives sup-
port to arguments, such as that made by Whit-
ley (2001), that the ceramic record from Crete 
denies the existence of sympotic activity.
 Finally, in other parts of Greece the andron 
and its activities served as a principle means 
through which the family interrelated and for-
mally interfaced with the larger community. 
Again Crete was different. The Cretan family 
presented itself to the community in a distinctly 
different fashion. As we seek to expand our 
structural network and link institutions within 
the house to others in the community, we need 
to ask what this connection was institution-
ally, where we can locate its context, and how 
it affected the community and interrelations 
within the family itself.

Cemeteries and Other Possible Contexts for Open 
Elite Display 
Was elite competition not easily visible within 
the polis, but more open within contexts with 
historical ties to earlier periods? I would argue 
that it probably was, at least in the contexts of 
the cemeteries. The case of Vronda is a strong 
example, which shows that a more open elite 
competition was sanctioned within a context 
of ancestors. It should therefore be a priority of 
future work with Archaic- and Classical-period 
burials to document closely any changes in 
display and to correlate the burials with prob-
able associated settlements. The so-called gap 
in the burial record on Crete in the Archaic 
and Classical periods (Coldstream et al. 1999; 
Prent 1996) appears illusory. Work by Erick-
son (2002; Donald Haggis, personal comm.) 
demonstrates that this gap appears be a result of 
not yet understanding pottery types from this 

period, of poor preservation, or of not recogniz-
ing the signs for burials.
 In addition, inter-polital sanctuaries, with 
their Minoan connections, were contexts for 
some display. Prent has already conducted excel-
lent research on sanctuaries. But there is more 
we can do. To explore this issue further we need 
to turn our attention to the full context of ceme-
teries in other poleis and to consider to the fullest 
extent the contextual aspects of elite competition 
within extra-polital sanctuaries: places which 
come to mind are Ayia Triada, Palaikastro, Tylis-
sos, Amnisos, and, of course, Knossos.
 Finally, we have made some progress in under-
standing social polital structure on Archaic 
Crete, but this is just a beginning. Azoria is still 
in the process of discovery and our understand-
ing of the social structure of the early Cretan 
polis is still in its youth. What we have been 
able to isolate at this polis so far pertains to the 
world of elite men. Further work will hopefully 
extend our knowledge to other segments of the 
population and give us a more nuanced under-
standing of how our model extends to other 
social and economic lives at Azoria and to other 
Cretan polities. There is much more work to 
be done—but the uniqueness of Archaic Crete 
makes it worthwhile.
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