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 Th ere are many ways to study architecture. One 
can study materials and techniques, as J. Shaw has so 
thoroughly done (Minoan Architecture). One can study 
changes in style, as most traditional architectural his-
tories do. One can study function—how the buildings 
were used-–as did most of the papers in two symposia 
organized by the Swedish Institute (Hägg and Mari-
natos 1987; Hägg 1997). Or one can focus on the rela-
tion between the house (an architectural unit) and the 
household (a social unit), as the recent STEGA confer-
ence did. In this book I shall consider all these issues in 
passing, but my primary concern is with the meaning of 
buildings.
 Architecture does more than provide shelter. It is, 
perhaps fi rst and foremost, a medium for conveying 
meanings. Th e thesis of this book is that architecture 
is one of the chief media through which humans shape 
their identities and present themselves to others. 
Th rough architecture we construct our identities as 
members of families, of communities, of particular so-
cial classes, and of regional, national, and international 
groups. (I discuss the concept of identity in more detail 
in Chapter 1.)
 Only a small portion of this book is based on my 
own fi eldwork. Th e recent fl ood of important, insight-
ful scholarship has almost entirely reshaped the fi eld. 
My role is to serve as a journalist, selecting, reporting, 
and synthesizing some of the most interesting stories in 
order to provide scholars who are not necessarily spe-
cialists in the Aegean Bronze Age with access to these 
ongoing conversations.

T
he past t went y years have been extraor-
dinary in Minoan archaeology: G. Rethemi-
otakis discovered a new Palace at Galatas; the 

Shaws excavated monumental harbor facilities at Kom-
mos; M. Tsipopoulou excavated fascinating buildings 
at Aghia Photia, Petras, Halasmenos, and elsewhere. 
In addition to these new projects, many excavations 
initiated at the beginning of the twentieth century have 
either continued or been revived, and much of Crete has 
been systematically surveyed. Th e Institute for Aegean 
Prehistory built a new research center in Pachyammos. 
Dozens of international conferences have provided op-
portunities for innovative scholarship. At a time when 
much of the rest of the academic world and particularly 
academic presses are fi nancially threatened, new schol-
arly journals and monograph series have been launched 
in Belgium, Italy, Great Britain, Poland, Greece, and the 
United States.
 One of the byproducts of the surge of scholarship 
has been increasing specialization. Excavators concen-
trate on specifi c sites, and surveyors focus on selected 
regions. Many scholars restrict themselves to particular 
periods (for example, Early Minoan, Middle Minoan, or 
Late Minoan III) or media (pott ery, tombs, frescoes, or 
faience, for example). As a result, we have any number 
of excellent excavation reports and symposia papers, 
but no general synthesis. Th e primary goal of this book, 
therefore, is to provide the fi rst overall history of Mino-
an houses, Palaces, tombs, and towns from the Neolithic 
period through LM IIIC. Placing things in the larger 
picture changes their appearance and their signifi cance.

p r e f ac e
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buildings” as opposed to “palaces,” for example—have 
not had much success (Schoep 2002b, 18, for example). 
Th e problems arise when we interpret these terms as 
implying a set of functions. In this book I am concerned 
with problems of function only in passing. I shall use the 
traditional terms only to describe specifi c Minoan archi-
tectural forms, capitalizing them (“Lustral Basin” rather 
than “lustral basin,” “Palace” rather than “palace,” etc.) 
to signal their arbitrary, conventional nature. Th us in 
this book a Lustral Basin is a small, square, sunken room 
entered by descending a small stairway; whether or not 
it had anything to do with lustration is for others to de-
bate. Th e conventional terms are defi ned in a glossary at 
the end of the book.

A Note on Conventional Terms

Over the course of its hundred-year history, Minoan 
archaeology has developed a unique terminology that 
has caused considerable confusion and disagreement. 
Some of the most commonly used terms—mostly 
coined by A. Evans—used to describe certain types of 
rooms (“lustral basins,” “pillar crypts,” “Th rone Room,” 
etc.) and buildings (“peak sanctuaries,” “theatral areas,” 
“villas,” and, most problematically, “palaces”) carry with 
them unwarranted implications. Resulting arguments 
over the function(s) of a “lustral basin” or a “villa” or a 
“palace” have literally fi lled volumes (Hägg and Marina-
tos 1987; Hägg 1997). Att empts to replace the tradition-
al terms with more neutral language—“court-centered 
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1 Th e Land, the People, Identity

 Th e character of the landscape changes dramatically 
from west to east. Th e vast White Mountains dominate 
the western end of the island. On the north coast, the 
modern city of Khania was also an important Minoan 
city. East of Khania, the mountains turn into rolling hills 
before rising again to form Mt. Ida, Crete’s tallest peak 
(2,456 m), located at the center of the island. Th e lush 
Amari valley, with the Minoan sites of Monasteraki and 
Apodoulou, runs along the western slopes of Mt. Ida. 
Th e eastern slopes of Mt. Ida descend into the fertile 
wine-growing land around Archanes. Here the highest 
promontory, Mt. Iouktas, overlooks the modern city of 
Herakleion and the Minoan city of Knossos.
 Further to the south the Mesara plain, watered by 
the Ieropotomos River, has about two-thirds of the 
most arable soil on the island (ca. 40,485 ha) and once 
provided vast amounts of grain for export by the Roman 
administrators stationed in the Roman city of Gortyn.2 
Th e rugged Asterousia Mountains separate the Mesara 
from the south coast.
 Th e Lasithi Mountains (Mt. Dikte) rise further to 
the east. Near the center of the range, at an elevation of 
ca. 850 m, is the Lasithi plateau, a large upland plain dot-
ted with picturesque windmills. Th e coast to the north, 
near Malia, consists of long, fl at beaches. East of the 
Lasithi Mountains the island narrows to only 12 km at 
the Isthmus of Hierapetra. Th e Th ripti Mountains bor-
der the isthmus on the east and continue into the lower, 
barren mountains that extend to the east coast. Siteia is 
the main modern harbor in this part of the island. In the 

Th e Land

S
event y million years ago, a slow-motion 
collision between the African and the Euro-
pean tectonic plates pushed a buckled ridge of 

land above the surface of the sea. Complex geological 
processes, including a nearly complete submergence, 
continued to shape the land for the next sixty-fi ve mil-
lion years. Th ree to four million years ago, in the middle 
Pliocene, the ridge reemerged as the largest island in the 
Aegean Sea (fi g. 1.1).1 Like a miniature continent, Crete 
has the entire range of Mediterranean topography con-
densed into a land mass ca. 250 km long and less than 
60 km wide: snow-capped mountains, long beaches, 
inhospitable dry lands, fertile plains, bustling cities and 
large expanses of nearly inaccessible wilderness. Crete 
shares much with the surrounding continents of Europe, 
Asia, and Africa, but it also has much that is unique: of 
the approximately 1,650 species of plants known on the 
island, for example, about 160 are endemic.
 A mountainous spine runs the length of the island. 
On the north the mountains give way to foothills, 
coastal plains, and large bays that provide deep harbors 
for modern ships. Historically most of the population 
has been concentrated along this coast. Th e large cities 
of Khania, Rethymnon, Herakleion, Haghios Nikolaos, 
and Siteia are here, along with most of the modern tour-
ist developments. On the south the mountains descend 
so precipitously that habitation is limited to scatt ered 
coastal villages accessible mainly by boat. Th e single 
large town on the south coast is Hierapetra, located at 
the narrowest part of the island facing Africa.
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newly independent island. Th e architecture included 
“Venetian galley houses” and “the Turkish Cemetery.” 
In the harbor were “plenty of boats, Austrian, Italian or 
coasting Greek steamers.”4 Th e people, in other words, 
were as diverse as the topography: African, Asian, and 
European.
 Homer also famously reported on the island’s 
diversity:

Crete is an island that lies in the middle
Of the wine-dark sea, a fi ne, rich land
With ninety cities swarming with people
Who speak many diff erent languages.
Th ere are Achaeans there and native Cretans,
Cydonians, Pelasgians, and three tribes of Dorians.5

 A. Evans thought that the Minoans were the product 
of several waves of immigration, fi rst from southern Ana-
tolia, with later additions from Libya and the Nile Valley, 
along with people of “Mediterranean stock.” He associ-
ated nearly all the major cultural shift s in Minoan his-
tory with the arrival of peoples from outside the island.6 
While Evans based his interpretation on the grounds of 
similarities in artifacts, burial types, and linguistics, it is 
now possible to do genetic studies of population move-
ments. A recent study using Y-chromosome haplotypes 
indicates that the earliest farmers in Crete had arrived 
from central Anatolia and that there were subsequent 
waves of immigration from Syria-Palestine and north-
west Anatolia.7

 Crete continued to have an ethnically diverse popu-
lation under both the Venetians and the Ott omans, as 
S. McKee and M. Green have emphasized.8 Aft er Crete 
became an independent country in 1898, ethnic and 
cultural diversity, although still remarkable to Bosan-
quet, rapidly declined. Sizeable communities of Jews 
and Armenians left , and most of the so-called Turks, 
who were mainly Greek-speaking Moslems, emigrated 
even before the massive population exchanges between 
Greece and Asia Minor in 1923.9 Today diversity is again 
on the rise as tourists visit from all over the world and 
growing numbers of people from other European Union 
countries, especially Great Britain and Germany, buy 
retirement houses.

Bronze Age, there were smaller harbors at Palaikastro 
and Zakros on the east coast.
 Today a new national highway system makes it easy 
to get from one part of the island to another. In the 
Bronze Age the pace would have been slower, and walk-
ing times are more meaningful than the map. For exam-
ple, the Minoan Palace at Phaistos is a litt le more than 
40 km from the Minoan Palace at Knossos as the crow 
fl ies. Th e British archaeologist J. Pendlebury, a famously 
fast walker, writes that the trip takes about twelve hours 
on foot.3 Athletic visitors using the E4 Hiking Trail can 
walk the length of the island in about ten days. Standing 
among the palms at Vai, on the sandy beach just north 
of Palaikastro, one can think back to the lush stands of 
chestnuts in the foothills south of Khania and refl ect 
upon the extraordinary range of the island’s topography 
and fl ora.
 Th e fragmented and diverse nature of the landscape 
of Crete has always encouraged the development of dis-
tinctive regional cultures. Specifi c economic strategies, 
local festivals, and long-standing traditions give each 
part of Crete a distinct character of which its inhabitants 
are uniformly proud. Perhaps the best-known example 
of this regional identity is the area of Sfakia in the White 
Mountains of southwest Crete. Th roughout Greece the 
men of Sfakia are regarded as fi erce, independent, proud, 
cunning, and resistant to outside pressure. Th is stereo-
typical image of the Sfakiot is specifi cally tied to the 
rugged, isolated mountain environment, but, in a larger 
sense, it also embodies the way in which many Cretans 
picture their relation to the rest of Greece and to the 
world.

Th e People

In her book Days in Afr ica (1914), E. Bosanquet de-
scribes arriving in Khania on a boat from Marseilles and 
fi nding a fascinatingly complex city “of distinctly African 
fl avour owing to its intercourse with the Cyrenaica.” 
Looking around, she observed “an Arab from Benghazi,” 
“remnants of a black serf population,” “full-blooded 
Ethiopians in sacks,” and “Arabs in fl owing white from 
Cyrenaica.” She speaks of memories of Saracen invaders 
and the recently departed Russian, French, and Italian 
soldiers who had been sent to establish peace in the 
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(generally that of a nuclear family), community identity 
(village or town), regional identity, ethnic identity, and 
island-wide Minoan identity, have to do with a sense of 
place: they are tied to the notions of home and belong-
ing. Other kinds of identity make up additional layers 
of diff erentiation and assimilation. For example, Aegean 
archaeologists have long been concerned with the issue 
of social status—a person’s location within a social hier-
archy, both as self-proclaimed and as perceived. In this 
book we will see that architecture served as an eloquent, 
nuanced language for claiming a place in the larger social 
order. History also plays a role. How did the Minoans 
use buildings (tombs, Palaces, and houses) to declare 
a particular relation with the past? By echoing ancient 
forms Minoans could use buildings to assert their legiti-
macy and continuity; by ostentatiously breaking with 
local tradition, they could proclaim a broader Minoan, 
or even international, alliance.

Time, Chronology, and Historical Narratives

Like the various forms of identity, the perception of time 
(as opposed to the physics of time) is a social construc-
tion. For example, when R. Pashley traveled through 
Crete in 1834, he was surprised to fi nd that the people of 
the island did not share his European sense of time and 
history. Aft er speaking with a small group, he observed, 
“Not one knows the year, or has any idea of an era. Th ey 
reckon neither by Christ nor Mohammed . . . but date 
all events one by another. Th us, in Crete, the year of the 
great earthquake; the time when Khadji Osmán Pashá 
was governor of Khaniá; the outbreaking of the Greek 
revolution; the peace of Khusein-bey; the war of Khadji 
Mikhali; and the fi nal submission to the Egyptians are 
the principal epochs to which all the events of the last 
fi ve and twenty years are referred.”15

 Th at local system of keeping track of events was 
intricately detailed, but it did without references to 
numerical chronologies and, more important, without 
the sense of unilinear direction Pashley expected. Th e 
Cretan perception of time in 1834 is an example of what 
J. McGlade calls “kairological,” as opposed to chrono-
logical, time. Th is form of historical narrative describes 
time experientially and organizes it by reference to 
human-centered events.16

Identity

A Google search of the words “archaeology” and “iden-
tity” results in 4,330,000 hits. In recent years, literature 
in anthropology, archaeology, and history has become 
fi lled with such phrases as “national identity,” “ethnic 
identity,” “gender identity,” “the other,” etc. Th e term 
“identity” is so ubiquitous that McKee has only half jok-
ingly called for a moratorium on its use.10 A major prob-
lem is that the term is not used consistently and is too 
seldom defi ned. In this book I shall follow the character-
ization recently provided by M. Diaz-Andreu, S. Lucy, 
A. Babić and D. Edwards.11 I am primarily concerned 
with how individuals identify themselves with broader 
groups. As Diaz-Andreu and Lucy put it, “Identity, as 
we understand it, is inextricably linked to the sense of 
belonging. Th rough identity we perceive ourselves, and 
others see us, as belonging to certain groups and not to 
others. Being part of a group entails active engagement. 
Identity, therefore, is not a static thing, but a continual 
process.”12

 Personal or group identity is never singular, and 
multiple identities oft en overlap. M. Herzfeld off ers 
a modern example of such fl uidity in his study of the 
pseudonymous village of Glendi on the slopes of Mt. 
Ida. He describes what he terms the “concentric loyal-
ties” of the Glendiot man: he is fi ercely proud of his 
village, his region, Crete, and Greece.13 Furthermore, 
Herzfeld notes, “any outsider—whether foreigner, non-
Cretan, East Cretan, non-Rethymniot, lowlander, non-
covillager (ksenokhorianos), non-kin, or more or less 
distant kin—is defi nitionally inferior.”14 Such concentric 
and overlapping identities, in other words, are defi ned in 
terms of oppositions: belonging and excluding are parts 
of the same process. We can transpose Herzfeld’s notion 
of concentric loyalties back into the Bronze Age. In a 
multicultural island so topographically and demographi-
cally diverse as Crete, what did it mean to be a Knos-
sian? a Herakleiot? a Minoan? Th e answers lie in much 
more than where a person happened to have been born.
 In this book, I am interested in the role architecture 
plays in shaping, maintaining, and presenting identities 
and, in turn, how social notions of identity shape the 
buildings. I shall be concerned with diff erent sorts of 
identity. Several of these, including household identity 
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LM IB 1480–1425
LM II  1425–1390
LM IIIA1 1390–1370/60
LM IIIA2 1370/60–1340/30
LM IIIB 1340/30–1190 +–
LM IIIC 1190+–1070 +–

Manning 1995, 217
EM I 3100/3000–2700/2650
EM IB/EM IIA  (2700)–2650
EM IIA 2650–2450/2350
EM IIB 2450/2350–2200/2150
EM III 2200/2150–2050/2000
MM IA 2050/2000–1925/1900
MM IB 1925/1900–1900/1875
MM II 1900/1875–1750/1720
MM IIIA(-B) 1750/1720–1700/1680
MM IIIB/LM IA 1700/1680–1675/1650
LM IA 1675/1650–1600/1550
Th eran Eruption ca. 1628
LM IB 1600/1550–1490/1470
LM II 1490/1470–1435/1405
LM IIIA1 1435/1405–1390/1370
LM IIIA2 1390/1370–1360/1325
LM IIIB 1360/1325–1200/1190
LM IIIC [no dates given]

 Because the main concern of this book has to do 
with broader architectural phases rather than with mat-
ters of specifi c dates, I use a very simple, broad system 
that corresponds roughly to Manning’s modifi ed high 
chronology (see table 1.1). Readers should translate 
the dates in this book into the system they think most 
appropriate.

Architectural History and Individualist Narratives

In writing an architectural history in the twenty-fi rst 
century, what sort of historical narrative should one 
construct within that chronological framework? Th e 
grand Evansian model that describes a unilinear evolu-
tion from primitive hut to sophisticated palace to a fi nal 
decadent squatt er occupation no longer seems tenable.23 
In our nonlinear age, we are skeptical of the sweeping 
notions of progress and decline, and we are aware that 
things seem complicated, particular, and sometimes 
arbitrary.

 A. Evans constructed the chronological system used 
in Minoan archaeology. His division of the chronology 
into three main periods, Early Minoan (EM), Middle 
Minoan (MM), and Late Minoan (LM), is an example 
of what I. Hodder describes as the “classical beginning-
middle-end narrative.”17 It was not a neutral sequence of 
dates, but a narrative with a story line that emphasized 
development, maturity, and decline, the climax coming 
in Evans’s “New Era” at the end of the Middle Minoan 
period and the beginning of the Late. Th at story was, 
in turn, part of a larger Darwinian tale of universal 
progress.18

 Today Evans’s metanarratives are either critically 
deconstructed or politely ignored, but the basic frame-
work of his chronological system is alive and well in two 
competing variations.19 Th e more traditional, “lower” 
chronology as championed by P. Warren and V. Hankey 
is based primarily on cross-dating, that is, it uses the 
evidence of datable imports in Minoan contexts in con-
junction with Minoan objects found in datable foreign 
contexts.20 Th e second system, known as the “higher” 
chronology, relies more heavily on dendrochronology 
and radiocarbon dating. Using these two methods along 
with cross-dating, S. Manning proposes a modifi ed 
version of the higher chronology.21 Th ere are a couple 
of signifi cant diff erences between the resulting sets of 
dates. For example, Warren and Hankey place the be-
ginning of the Early Minoan I period much earlier than 
Manning, making the Early Bronze Age longer. Recent-
ly, however, Warren has agreed that 3100/2900 might be 
a more appropriate beginning date for Early Minoan.22 
A second diff erence centers on the date of the Th eran 
eruption. An increasing number of scholars now accept 
Manning’s higher date of ca. 1628 BC, but the debate 
continues. Th e two systems are juxtaposed below.

Warren and Hankey 1989, 169
EM I 3650/3500–3000/2900
EM II 2900–2300/2150
EM III 2300/2150–2160/2025
MM IA 2160/1979–20th c.
MM IB 19th c.
MM II 19th c.–1700/1650
MM IIIA 1700/1650–1640/1630
MM IIIB 1640/1630–1600
LM IA 1600/1580–1480
Th eran Eruption ca. 1550–1530
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 Recently Minoan scholars have been writing diff er-
ent narratives. Th anks to developments in the study of 
pott ery and chronology, they are able to measure time 
in terms of a generation or two rather than in broad 
historical epochs, allowing them to understand the rela-
tionships among sites in much greater detail. Th ey have 
learned that each of the major Minoan Palaces of the 
later Bronze Age had an individually distinctive history 
and that the relations between one Palace and another 
were likely to have been complex and changing. It is no 
longer suffi  cient to describe, as A. Evans did, the Neopa-
latial period as a unitary evolutionary stage, a New Era. 
Th at sort of label masks complicated interactions among 
the builders and their sponsors.
 As Diaz-Andreu and Lucy point out, the growing 
interest in the topic of identity is part of an even larger 
shift  in the fi eld of archaeology. Rather than analyz-
ing the past in terms of broad social processes, as the 
New Archaeology did in the 1970s, scholars today are 
examining not the general, but the individual. Th ey 
are att empting to read competing multilinear, human-
centered—one might say kairological—narratives that 
individual Minoans embodied in their buildings, and 
I propose to look here at the most interesting of these 
emerging stories.

Table 1.1. 
Simplifi ed System of Architectural Phases

Neolithic Aceramic ca. 7000–6000 BC

EN I ca. 6000–5000 BC

EN II ca. 5000–4500 BC

MN/LN ca. 4500–4000 BC

LN/FN ca. 4000–3000 BC

Early Prepalatial EM I–EM IIB ca. 3000–2200 BC

Late Prepalatial EM III–MM IA ca. 2200–1900 BC

Protopalatial MM IB–MM IIB ca. 1900–1750 BC

Neopalatial MM III ca. 1750–1700 BC

LM IA ca. 1700–1580 BC

Thera Eruption late 

seventeenth century

LM IB ca. 1580–1490 BC

Final Palatial LM II–early LM IIIA2 ca. 1490–1360 BC

Postpalatial LM IIIA2–LM IIIB ca. 1360–1200 BC

LM IIIC LM IIIC ca. 1200–1100 BC
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2 Architecture and Social Identity in Neolithic Crete 
ca. 7000–3000 BC

found at Knossos had been imported from the Gulf of 
Mirabello region in eastern Crete, and some came from 
much more distant places.4 Th is is one clear indication 
that each household was not a self-suffi  cient, totally 
independent economic unit, but that it was involved in 
exchange.5 In addition, rather than having been a vast 
homogenous, timeless period the Neolithic period now 
appears to have been punctuated by moments of dy-
namic change.6

Th e Village and the House

In the Early Neolithic period at Knossos the two major 
elements of Cretan domestic architecture were already 
fi rmly established. One of these was the adoption of 
the hamlet (ten to one hundred people) or the village 
(one hundred to one thousand people) as the basic form 
of sett lement, a patt ern that characterized the Cretan 
countryside until relatively recently.7 Th e second was the 
establishment of the individual house, almost certainly 
intended for a nuclear family, as the most common form 
of dwelling.
 Cretan houses vary signifi cantly from one place to 
another. Built of local materials, using local techniques, 
each sett lement developed a unique character that 
helped to establish and maintain personal, family, and 
community identities.8 Beyond the regional and local 
variations, however, there were some overall, island-
wide architectural parameters.
 In its most common form, the Cretan house is rect-
angular with a fl at roof. Th e number of rooms, their size, 
and their appointments vary. Th e rectangular form of 

T
he four millennia from 7000 to 3000 
BC saw the establishment of the fi rst sett le-
ment at Knossos and ended in the Final Neo-

lithic period. During this period Knossos became the 
most important sett lement on the island and the basic 
forms and techniques of Minoan vernacular architecture 
were established.

Characterizing Neolithic

Th e earliest excavated remains in Crete date to the four-
millennia-long Neolithic period.1 Perhaps because of the 
immensity of the time involved, the Neolithic period 
in Crete is still generally understood in terms of broad, 
simplistic stereotypes.2 It is traditionally assumed to 
have been a period that was both essentially timeless 
and classless, each household maintaining its own sub-
sistence-level existence. In these respects, the Neolithic 
has been pictured as the antithesis of the Bronze Age. 
P. Tomkins recently put it as follows: Neolithic is seen 
as simple; Bronze Age is complex. Neolithic depends 
on domestic production; Bronze Age employs craft  
specialization. Neolithic is self-suffi  cient; Bronze Age is 
interdependent. Neolithic is conservative; Bronze Age is 
dynamic. In other words, Tomkins notes, Neolithic has 
traditionally been defi ned in terms of what it was not.3

 Recently many of these assumptions have been 
challenged. Petrographic analysis of the Early Neolithic 
pott ery at Knossos suggests that ceramic production 
is likely to have been more specialized than previ-
ously thought. For example, rather than having been 
entirely locally produced, at least some of the pott ery 
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(fi g. 2.1). Th e size and kind of stones used vary accord-
ing to local availability. Th e stones were generally laid 
in more or less horizontal courses. Walls were built si-
multaneously from the inside and outside in two “skins.” 
Relatively large stones were used for the outer face of 
the wall, and the interstices of both faces were fi lled with 
earth and small stones. As this sort of construction tend-
ed to splay, it was important to insert a number of stones 
that were wide enough to nearly span the width of the 
wall to provide the necessary horizontal bonding. Later, 
wood was sometimes used in wall construction for this 
purpose. Occasionally walls were built to their entire 
height in rubble. More oft en in the Neolithic period, the 
stone socle course was relatively low and the upper wall 
was of mud brick (fi g. 2.2).13 One or both faces might be 
coated with mud plaster.
 Th e roof was the most troublesome part of the 
house, requiring careful construction and frequent re-
pairs. Th anks to a meticulous study of a fragment of a 
Late Bronze Age roof by J. Shaw and studies of the roofs 
of modern vernacular houses in Crete, we know quite 
a bit about their construction (fi g. 2.3).14 In traditional 
houses of present-day Crete, each part of the roof has a 
specifi c technical name. Th e development of this sort of 
specialized vocabulary is a way of assuring that the forms 

the houses made it relatively easy to build additions as 
the composition of the household altered. Th e house 
could also be made smaller by closing off  a room or al-
lowing it to fall into decay.
 Th e basic building materials are rubble masonry, 
mud brick, rough timbers, branches, earth, and clay.9 
With the exception of timber in some parts of the island, 
all the building materials could have been gathered in 
the immediate vicinity of the building site.10 Th e Cretan 
house was well suited to its climate. Th e thick walls and 
thick, fl at roofs absorb the daytime heat, keeping the 
interior cool, and they radiate heat during the cooler 
nights.11

 Despite later intrusions of features derived from 
foreign models such as ashlar masonry (Middle and 
Late Minoan), gabled and tiled roofs (classical), vaulted 
construction (Roman/Byzantine), and extensive wood-
work (Ott oman), these natural materials have remained 
the basic stuff  of Cretan houses from the establishment 
of the fi rst permanent sett lement at Knossos until their 
currently ongoing replacement by reinforced concrete.
 J. Shaw’s Minoan Architecture: Materials and Tech-
niques examines Minoan construction in such depth that 
I need only review a few of the major points.12 Typically 
the lower section of the walls, the socle, was of rubble 

2.1. Reconstruction. Rubble wall.

2.2. Reconstruction. Mud brick on rubble socle.
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ing lines of gabled roofs are much less adaptable. In the 
same way, the fl at roof also allowed for houses to be built 
contiguously with their neighbors and enabled villages 
to take shape as clusters of bordering cells (see fi g. 3.2). 
Perhaps more than any other single element, the fl at roof 
determined the general appearance of Cretan villages.

Knossos

Th e major diffi  culty in dealing with the Neolithic ar-
chitecture of Crete is that aft er more than a century 
of excavation only one sett lement, Knossos, has been 
systematically excavated to any considerable extent 
(fi g. 2.4). Th e key excavations were done by A. Evans in 
1923–1924 and by J. Evans from 1957 through 1960 and 
in 1969–1970. In the past forty-fi ve years no new excava-
tions have signifi cantly added to our understanding of 
the Neolithic architecture of Crete.17

 Even at Knossos the evidence is limited. Th e site is 
essentially a tell—an artifi cial mound formed by centu-
ries of occupation debris—with a Neolithic deposit up 
to 11 m thick. Unfortunately this deposit lies directly 
beneath the later Palace. Th e only places available 
for excavation were at the western edge of the Palace 
and beneath the Central Court. Within this restricted 

are standardized and that knowledge of the technique 
can be passed from one generation to another.15

 When a roof was built over a large span, a single, 
massive beam was fi rst laid across the width of the room, 
set into special niches at the tops of the walls. Next, 
wooden beams were laid across the main beam at right 
angles to it. Th en a layer of small sticks and leaves was 
used to cover the gaps between the beams. Above them, 
a thick layer of earth was laid down, usually with a slight 
slope to allow for drainage. Finally, one or more layers of 
waterproof clay were applied and beaten with a special 
paddle called a domatokopána. Th e roof required yearly 
renewal, and every few years would have been complete-
ly replaced. As the roofs had to be built quickly, in recent 
times they were oft en done on Sundays or holidays (usu-
ally while the moon was waning, which was thought to 
help prevent leaks) and were the occasion for parties 
att ended by friends and relatives.16

 In addition to providing the primary source of shel-
ter, the roof was the most important part of the house in 
other ways, aff ecting several aspects of the overall form 
of the building. Th e weight of the roof and its limited 
tensile strength dictated the possible spans and the sizes 
of rooms. Its fl atness made it relatively easy to expand the 
houses by adding rooms as they were needed: the slop-

2.3. Construction of  a fl at roof.

2.4. Plan. Early Neolithic Knossos. After J. Evans 1971, fi g. 1.
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2.5. Plan. Aceramic level, Knossos. After J. Evans 1971, fi g. 1.

 Th e construction technique is related to basketry, 
which may have been one of the main technologies 
in this community that did not use fi red clay to pro-
duce pott ery. A series of posts were fi rst driven into 
the ground at intervals. Smaller branches were woven 
around the posts horizontally and the whole covered 
with mud daub (fi g. 2.6). Th is kind of construction 
would have provided only a thin screen between the in-
habitants and the outside world. It would have blocked 
the wind and provided shade and a degree of privacy, 
but it would not have been of much value against cold, 
excessive heat, or rain. Th ese buildings may have been 
only seasonally occupied by a small group of perhaps 
twenty-fi ve to fi ft y people.19

 Th e people at Knossos had brought with them a com-
plex mixed farming-livestock economy, growing a variety 
of crops and raising several kinds of animals. Th e surpris-
ing discovery of obsidian from the island of Melos points 
to early communication with other parts of the Aegean. 
Stone jewelry and baked-clay fi gurines may refl ect more 
abstract thought. Yet the impermanence of the buildings 
suggested to the excavator that this earliest sett lement 
might have been only a temporary camp. Th e most per-

framework, J. Evans was able to distinguish ten strata 
representing fi ve major chronological phases from the 
earliest Aceramic sett lement through the Final Neolithic 
period. J. Evans’s chronology was recently confi rmed by 
a new sounding in the Central Court.18 Readers should 
note that the spans given for the various subphases of 
Neolithic in the following sections are only very rough 
approximations: we do not have clear beginning and end 
dates for these periods, only isolated radiocarbon dates 
that fall at points within the brackets suggested below. 
Similarly we do not have a series of buildings that can 
give us anything like a continuous architectural history: 
we have only fragments of a few buildings representing 
isolated glimpses of life at a handful of random moments 
in the four-millennia-long period.

Aceramic, 7000–6000 BC

It is not possible to reconstruct the overall shape of the 
earliest houses: only postholes and pits remain as foot-
prints of the vanished buildings. Th e houses consisted 
of fl imsy watt le-and-daub walls arranged around simple 
pits that served as hearths (fi g. 2.5).
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period is the earliest substantial building excavated at 
the site (fi g. 2.7). Its walls vary in construction, prob-
ably as a result of a number of repairs and modifi cations. 
Th ey were made of a variety of materials, including rub-
ble, baked bricks, and worn-out stone tools. Th e plan of 
the building is unusual for Knossos. It appears to consist 
of a single rectangular room with a fi re pit dug into the 
fl oor near the north wall.
 House C (fi g. 2.8), which belongs to a slightly later 
phase of the Early Neolithic I period, consists of several 
rooms. Its walls were of mud brick built on a fl imsy 
rubble footing. Th e single line of stones may not have 
served as a proper foundation but was perhaps used sim-
ply to mark out the line of the walls. While not overly 
sturdy, the walls were surprisingly neat. Th eir interior 
faces were coated with a layer of mud plaster that was 
carefully fi nished to form a sharp angle with the fl oor. 
Inside the house a series of features established a fi xed 
spatial order around which the household would have 
organized its movements. Near the centers of the rooms 
were a series of shallow depressions that served as small 
hearths. Not all were in use at the same time; rather, 
they were used for awhile and then fi lled with clay. To-
ward the north part of the building, a built triangular 
area served as a cupboard. Near another wall are traces 
of a domed clay oven. On the north, the two largest 
rooms open onto a paved area with a large cooking hole. 
In the plan, the building consists mainly of two rooms, 

manent features of the buildings were the seven shallow 
graves dug into the fl oors to hold the bodies of children.

Th e Early Neolithic Sett lement 6000–5000

By the Early Neolithic period a permanent sett lement 
was established at the site. From the small Aceramic 
camp, not much larger than the area of the Central 
Court of the later Palace, the sett lement grew steadily 
over the course of the Early Neolithic period.
 Th e buildings of this sett lement are rectangular, 
and they were built to last. Th e walls were made from a 
variety of stones collected from the surrounding hills or 
from neighboring dilapidated buildings. Several walls 
included a number of discarded querns and mortars. Th e 
most important building material, however, was clay. 
Th is humble material has been associated with the estab-
lishment of permanent sett lements throughout much of 
the ancient Near East.20 At Knossos, most of the upper 
walls of the houses were of mud brick.21 Baked bricks 
reported by the excavators, included randomly within 
rubble walls, were probably mud bricks taken from other 
buildings that had been destroyed by fi re. Fragments of 
mud bearing the impressions of branches indicate that 
the fl at roofs were already being constructed more or less 
by means of the technique described above (see fi g. 2.3).
 None of the plans of the buildings known from this 
period are complete. House E of the Early Neolithic I 

2.6.  Reconstruction. Wattle-and-daub wall. 
After Theochares 1973, fi g. 149.

2.7. Plan. House E, Knossos. After J. Evans 1964, fi g. 9.
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but the plan is not complete. Th ere are other rooms on 
all sides of the building that continue into the unexca-
vated scarp. By this time the sett lement at Knossos had 
already grown to some 2.5 hectares and may have had 
a population of between two hundred and six hundred 
people.22 Th ough this is a small village by European or 
North American standards, it is not so small by the stan-
dards of Crete. Even in the Early Minoan period most 
sett lements were small hamlets of twenty-fi ve to thirty 
people, and as late as 1948 some 86 percent of all Cretan 
villages had fewer than fi ve hundred people.23

 Th e large, impressive Early Neolithic II structure ex-
cavated beneath the West Court of the later Palace cov-
ers some 50 m2 and includes parts of eight rooms (fi g. 
2.9). Furthermore, the building continues beyond the 
limits of the excavation in all directions. Th e construc-
tion was much more regular than that of earlier periods. 
All the walls were of mud brick on stone socles. Th e 
socles all used the same basic two-skin technique. Espe-
cially large stones were carefully selected for the major 
points of stress, such as wall ends and around doorways. 
Th e plan is correspondingly regular. Most of the corners 
were laid out in right angles, and the doorways were cen-
tered on their walls and axially aligned. Th e building is 
extraordinary in that houses with more than three rooms 
do not appear elsewhere in the Aegean until the Early 
Bronze II period.24

Middle Neolithic-Late Neolithic, ca. 4500–4000 BC

Th e village at Knossos continued to grow into the later 
Neolithic period, reaching a population that C. Brood-
bank estimates to have been between fi ve hundred and 
one thousand people.25 Th ere are corresponding changes 
in the buildings.
 Th e Middle Neolithic House D, beneath the Central 
Court of the later Palace, appears to be a single-room 
structure measuring ca. 4 m by 4 m (fi g. 2.10). Th is 
building is interesting primarily because of its construc-
tion and arrangement of interior features. As usual, the 
building was of mud brick on a stone socle, in this case 
preserved up to 1 m high. Th e interior faces of the walls 
and the fl oors were covered with plaster. In the north 
wall, adjacent to the entrance, the excavators identi-
fi ed two slots for timbers. Th ey were uncertain whether 
the wooden beams inserted in these slots supported 

2.8. Plan. House C, Knossos. After J. Evans 1964, fi g. 11.

2.9. Plan. West Court House, Knossos. After Treuil 1983, fi g. 128.
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providing the heat and light that shaped the surrounding 
space almost as clearly as the walls. Th e space immedi-
ately around the central hearth was kept clear, for it was 
in this zone, presumably, that the people of the house 
gathered for most of their household activities. Further 
back from the hearth, behind this busy space, a series of 
built features was aligned along the walls. Th ese serve 
primarily to store the household goods in an orderly 
fashion. A roughly built cupboard stood beneath the 
window. A more substantial cupboard was built in the 
northeast corner. And in the southeast corner, at the fur-
thest point from the door, a large raised platform forms 
a distinct subdivision of the interior. Th e exposed area 
directly in front of the door was left  empty.
 Just to the south of House D is the so-called Great 
House of the Middle Neolithic period (fi g. 2.11). Al-
though only about half of the building has been exca-
vated, it is huge by Neolithic standards and large by any 
standards. Its fi ve rooms cover over 100 m2. Walls nearly 
a meter thick at the base would have allowed even for 
the construction of a second story.
 Th ough unusual within the broader Aegean context, 
where most people were making use of much smaller 
two- and three-roomed structures, the Great House had 
several parallels in Crete. At Katsamba on the coast near 
modern Herakleion, S. Alexiou excavated a house that 

the wall or held the lintel of a window, as shown in the 
reconstruction. While the close pairing of window and 
door may appear unusual to our way of thinking, it has 
numerous parallels in later Minoan architecture (cf. fi g. 
6.13). At least in those later examples, the arrangement 
made for an economical use of wood, by allowing the 
intervening vertical timber and the upper lintel to serve 
double duty, framing both openings in the wall.
 Near the center of the south wall, an internal pilas-
ter projects slightly into the room. Similar features are 
common in Middle Neolithic Th essaly (Sesklo, Tsangli, 
Otzaki) and are known in Anatolia (Äan Hassan). All of 
the various interpretations are debatable: they might be 
internal butt resses (but would they work?); they could 
serve as space dividers (but was this their main func-
tion?); they might be intended to reduce the span of the 
room (but the spans were already small); among con-
tiguous houses, they might be associated with entrances 
from above or upper-story rooms (but would this apply 
to Knossos?).26 J. Driessen suggests another possibility, 
namely, that these features might have supported mold-
ed clay devices similar to the bucrania and relief fi gures 
at Çatal Hüyük.27

 Th e arrangement of the other interior features of 
House D is simple and logical. Th e door is at one corner 
of the room. Near the center of the room is a hearth, 

2.10.  Reconstruction. Central Court, House D, Knossos. 
Based on J. Evans 1964, fi g. 16.

2.11.  Plan. Great Middle Neolithic House, Knossos. 
After Zois 1973, fi g. 18.
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2.12.  Plan. Middle Neolithic House, Katsamba. 
After Alexiou 1954, fi g. 2.

2.13.  Plan. Late Neolithic House, Knossos. 
After PM II, fi g. 8a.

Other Sites

Only in the Late and particularly Final Neolithic were 
sett lements widely established across other parts of the 
island.30 Th is rapid growth was probably connected in 
part with a new wave of immigrants. Th e immigration 
may have created some tensions with the native popula-
tion, as many of the new sett lements, for example, the 
dramatic site at Monasteraki Katalimata, perched on the 
edge of Ha Gorge (see fi g. 12.5), were located in defen-
sible positions.31 Architectural evidence, however, con-
tinues to be sparse. Of the 190 sites listed in T. Strasser’s 
dissertation (1992), which covers the whole of the 
Neolithic period, 74 are caves, 120 are strays or surface 
fi nds, and only 6 are associated with architecture. Th e 
numbers have grown as a result of recent survey work, 
but the patt ern remains the same.
 At Phaistos, several walls, some with associated 
hearths, were found in test trenches beneath the later 
Palace in the area west of the Palace and at Chalara on 
the southeast slopes of the Palace hill. Because of the 
later buildings, no complete plans were recovered. Th e 
small (2.5 m diameter) circular structure described by 
L. Vagnett i may have been a storage building—perhaps a 
granary—rather than a house.32 In the Asterousia Moun-

he dated to the Middle Neolithic period but which may 
be Early Neolithic (fi g. 2.12).28 It was built with carefully 
squared angles and included nine rooms. Unexcavated 
walls and a small rock shelter used for burials suggest 
that the house was part of a small hamlet.

Late Neolithic-Final Neolithic, ca. 4000–3000 BC

Th e structures excavated by A. Evans beneath the Cen-
tral Court of the Palace at Knossos immediately south-
west of the Middle Neolithic Great House (see fi g. 2.11) 
belong to the end of the Neolithic period (fi g. 2.13).29 
Evans divided the complex into two houses, each cen-
tered on a large main room with a raised, rectangular 
hearth. In basic plan and construction, these houses are 
similar to those just considered. Th e major diff erence 
here is the use of a number of small, doorless spaces. 
Th ese would be a familiar element in the architecture of 
Bronze Age Crete. Th ey generally indicate the existence 
of upper-story rooms and were oft en, as here, used for 
storage. Other features of these buildings would also 
continue to be common in the houses of later Bronze 
Age Crete. Th ese include the large size and number of 
rooms, the rectilinear layout, and the contiguous ar-
rangement of the houses.
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A second factor had to do with its plan. D. Mackenzie 
used the Scots term “b’ut and b’en” to describe the lay-
out.34 Aft er entering the small outer room (the “b’ut”), 
one was required to make a turn to enter the inner room. 
Th e term stuck because it seemed to describe something 
more signifi cant than just this one building. With this 
catchy label, the building at Magasa came to be seen as 
the Urform—the essential core type—of all Minoan 
architecture from the later Lustral Basins to the Palaces 
themselves. To pick just one example, in his handbook 
on Greek architecture A. Lawrence writes, “Th e main 
interest of the house is its use of the ‘but-and-ben’ (Scots 
for ‘out-and-in’) method of planning which involves 
passing through the entire length of one room to enter 
another parallel with it. Th is habit persists in Crete 
throughout the Bronze Age—when the culture of the is-
land is called Minoan (aft er the legendary King Minos of 
Cnossus).”35 Th us the house at Magasa was interpreted 
as the archetype of the twisting, labyrinthine nature of 
Minoan buildings and of Minoan art in general. Further-
more, this circuitous essence of Minoan design was seen 
to contrast dramatically with the quintessentially linear, 
axial “megarons” of the Greek mainland, refl ecting dif-
ferences in the ethnic mentalities of the two cultures. 
Th e prominence of the idiosyncratic litt le hut, in other 
words, stemmed not from the building itself, but from 
its appropriation by early twentieth-century intellectuals 
to fi t their belief that artworks or buildings could aff ord 
direct access to the zeitgeist of a period or a race.36 As 
we shall see, traces of this Hegelian conceit crop up from 
time to time even in very recent scholarship.

Architecture and Changing Identities

A generation ago, J. du Boulay characterized the tradi-
tional Greek house in this way: “Th e house is not simply 
a place from which its members go out in the morning 
and to which they return at night; it is a sanctuary from 
the hostility of both nature and society, it is a monument 
to earlier generations who built it and lived in it and it is 
a cornucopia which is fi lled not just with fruits, but with 
the fruits of the family land gained by family toil.”37

 Today the various regional and local styles of ver-
nacular houses in Crete are giving way to an interna-
tional style of reinforced concrete buildings associated 
with the tourist economy. In 1990, I naively criticized 

2.14.  Plan. Final Neolithic building, Magasa. 
After Dawkins 1904–1905, fi g. 2.

tains, Final Neolithic pott ery has been found in associa-
tion with several Early Minoan tholos tombs, but so far 
no tholos has been convincingly dated to this period.

Constructing the Identity of 
Cretan Architecture at Magasa

One other Neolithic structure that merits consideration 
is the small building at Magasa (near Palaikastro at the 
eastern end of the island), which probably dates to the 
Final Neolithic period (fi g. 2.14).33 Unusual in nature, 
the building consists of two very large rooms. A number 
of stone tools were found in the building (nineteen axes, 
four millstones, and obsidian bits), but otherwise it re-
sembles a sheepfold more than the houses at Knossos. It 
is not even clear the building had a roof. Th e structure’s 
rustic character is underscored by its association with 
a partially walled shallow cave or rock shelter located 
some 10 or 12 meters to the west.
 Despite its simple form, for many years this odd 
litt le building had an undeservedly prominent position 
in the literature on Minoan architecture. In part, its 
notoriety stemmed from the fact that from its excava-
tion in 1904 until 1923—the formative years of Minoan 
archaeology—it was the only Neolithic building known. 
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in the European Union.39 One must be careful not to 
let academic nostalgia for an imagined egalitarian past 
obscure human realities. Modern and ancient vernacular 
buildings in Crete were not always idyllic. Th ey were 
oft en sett ings of poverty and of struggles for survival. As 
the seven shallow child burials associated with the Ace-
ramic period huts at Knossos so poignantly remind us, 
the struggle oft en was in vain.40

this development as constituting a threat to the island’s 
traditional identity.38 From another point of view, how-
ever, the new concrete buildings, complete with heat-
ing, cooling, electricity, and telecommunications, can 
be seen as an integral part of a new Cretan identity. In 
the remarkably short span of two generations Cretans 
have dramatically transformed the island from what 
L. Allbaugh described in 1953 as a case study of an 
“underdeveloped” nation into a mainstream participant 
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 Interpretations of the site have varied considerably. 
Initially Warren saw the sett lement as a single unifi ed 
building complex inhabited by an extended family or clan 
of 100–120 people. On the basis of a meticulous reexami-
nation of the data a decade later, T. Whitelaw proposed 
an entirely diff erent interpretation of the sett lement.2 His 
approach combined a careful study of the architectural 
phases with a study of the distribution of all the fi nds. 
Whitelaw found that the site broke down into fi ve or 
six distinct areas and that each of these areas contained 
a more or less standard set of objects. On this basis, he 
proposed that the sett lement consisted of a series of fi ve 
or six independent units, each the dwelling of a nuclear 
family. Th e population of the entire hamlet, according to 
this view, would have been only about 25–30 people.

D
uring the Early Prepalatial period (EM 
I–EM IIB) the architectural landscape of Crete 
is characterized by tiny hamlets and communal 

tombs that vary according to regional and local tradi-
tions (fi g. 3.1). Architecture was an essential means of 
constructing a sense of community among the living and 
maintaining a connection with earlier generations.

Myrtos and Household Identity

Myrtos, a small hamlet on the southern coast of Crete 
not far from modern Hierapetra, is the most informative 
EM site so far known (fi g. 3.2). Since its exemplary ex-
cavation by P. Warren in 1968–1970 it has been the basis 
for all discussions of EM domestic architecture.1

Local, Regional, and Ethnic Identities 
in Early Prepalatial Architecture
ca. 3000–2200 bc

3.1. Sites discussed in chapter 3.
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against the south wall, was lined with some twenty stor-
age vessels. A small cupboard and pot stand were built in 
the northwest corner of the room. To the east, Room 79 
was used as a second pott ery pantry. Traces of carbon-
ized wood and what Warren took to be a support for a 
ladder suggest that this was one of several rooms at the 
site that could have been entered from above. Indeed, 
we can assume that the people of Myrtos oft en used the 
roofs to get from one part of the sett lement to another. 
Room 88 on the opposite side of the house must also 
have been entered from the roof. Th is doorless space was 
used as the kitchen: it was fi tt ed with a bench, and cook-
ing vessels and a deposit of ashy fi ll were found near a 
cooking hole in the south part of the room.
 Th e same basic set of objects is repeated in one room 
of each of the houses at the site. In addition, the forms of 
the houses are roughly consistent. Th e main residential 
room tends to be the largest room and is generally locat-
ed along the south edge of the building. Storage rooms, 
industrial rooms, and kitchens are arranged around its 
edges.

 Th e South Central House is the best preserved of the 
houses at Myrtos (fi gs. 3.3, 3.4). Th e main entrance was 
from the north, into Room 74, a corridor that, to judge 
from the pott ery found in it (an amphora, a pithos, a 
few small cups, bowls, and jars), was the site of a few 
general household activities. At the end of the corridor, 
the small, square Room 72 was used as a pantry for the 
storage of small vessels. Beyond a dogleg turn, several 
loomweights scatt ered about Room 81 indicate the 
location of a loom. Whitelaw points out that this was 
one of just two looms in use at the site at the time of 
its destruction and is likely to have served much of the 
community. Beyond this “industrial room,” Room 82 
was found to be densely packed with more than forty 
vessels. It was a storage room used for storing both pot-
tery and foodstuff s. Near the center of the house is the 
main residential room, Room 80. Nearly 25 m2 in size, 
the room has a large span that is interrupted by a central 
Π-shaped support. Th is central feature divided the room 
into four distinct areas. Th e area just inside the door was 
left  relatively clear, while the opposite side of the room, 

3.2. Plan. Myrtos. After Warren 1972, plan.
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3.3.  A restoration. South Central House, Myrtos. 
After Warren 1972, plan.

3.4. Plan. South Central House, Myrtos. After Warren 1972, plan.
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Constructing Community Identity

Th e form of the hamlet at Myrtos grew directly from 
the form of the individual houses. As the South Central 
House took form gradually in accordance with the im-
mediate needs of the household, the shape of the village 
also changed over the course of its 150-year occupation. 
It grew from the dwelling of a single nuclear family to 
a complex of fi ve or six houses. Th e resulting plan is a 
dense, concentrated cluster of cells arranged according 
to the contours of the site.
 Th ere is litt le diff erence in size, techniques, features, 
and quality of fi nds among the houses at the site. Th ere 
is nothing, in other words, to suggest any sort of social 
hierarchy within the sett lement. Each house is basically 
the equal of the others, and the lack of sharply defi ned 
boundaries between the houses unites the buildings and 
their households into a coherent group.
 Within the sett lement, as within the houses, there 
are a few functionally specialized areas. Whitelaw noted 
the existence of what may be rooms for community 
ritual (Rooms 46 and 21) located near the open courts. 
Narrow passages and courts provide routes of com-
munication within the sett lement. Th ese were not laid 
out with precision but were simply spaces kept open to 
allow access to all of the buildings.
 Some aspects of the arrangement of the hamlet were 
concerned with defense. Rooms 15 and 78 had clear 
views of the main entrances to the hamlet and may have 
served as guardrooms. In addition, the tightly packed, 
closed nature of the sett lement may have had a defensive 
purpose. Built against a cliff  on the east, the sett lement 
presents an essentially continuous facade to the outside 
world. Th e choice of the defensible hilltop site evidently 
outweighed the inconvenience of having to carry water 
up the hill every day. Such precautions may well have 
been useful to a coastal site in time of danger, and the 
fi nal destruction of the site by fi re suggests that such pre-
cautions were necessary, if not entirely suffi  cient.
 Fortifi cations oft en have signifi cance to a commu-
nity beyond the physical protection they off er. Th ey can 
also be of symbolic importance, isolating the hamlet 
from the outside world while uniting the community 
within. As J. Rykwert notes, “Th e act of entering through 
a gate is an act of covenant with those inside the walls 
through which the gate leads.”4 Th is, he explains, is the 

 Th e South Central House is about 110 m2 in overall 
size, with ca. 70 m2 of fl oor space. It was built primarily 
of uncut, but carefully selected limestone slabs placed 
in roughly horizontal courses. Th e eastern part of the 
house (Room 79) seems to have been built to its entire 
height in stone, while on the west (Room 88), well-pre-
served mud bricks suggest a diff erent construction. Such 
diff erences in construction within a single house are 
partly due to the fact that the house was not built as a 
single project but took shape gradually in several phases. 
Traces of the incorporation of earlier phases are visible 
in Rooms 72, 79, and 82.
 While most of the rooms are intentionally small in 
order to limit problems of roofi ng, the Π-shaped struc-
ture in Room 80, the largest room at the site, allowed the 
builders to limit the maximum span to ca. 2.5 m. A spur 
wall in Room 81 may also have served to reduce the roof 
span. Th e use of such supporting devices eliminated the 
need for massive timbers at the site. Unlike the houses 
at Vasiliki, those at Myrtos had no timbers within the 
walls, and preserved evidence from the roofs suggests 
that most of the timbers used there were slender poles, 
only ca. .03–.05 m in diameter.
 One way to try to understand the value of a house to 
its users is to estimate the construction cost in terms of 
the labor hours required to build it. While it is impos-
sible to estimate the number of hours required to build 
any ancient structure without actually building a dupli-
cate, one can make a rough guess based on comparable 
experimental studies. Th e costs of the South Central 
House can be very crudely estimated as follows:

Excavating 

terrace

55 m3 earth removed @ 

.25m3/hr

= 220 hrs

Quarrying 55 m3 @ 4hr/m3 = 220 hrs

Transporting 

materials

= 140 hrs

Building walls 55 m3 @ 10 hrs/m3 = 550 hrs

Laying roof =  30 hrs

 Th is comes to a total of 1,160 labor hours. If we as-
sume a working day of six hours, four people could have 
built the house in roughly forty-eight days.3
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and straw, with added potsherds and pebbles. Over 
this was applied a thin layer of much fi ner clay that was 
painted red and polished.8

 In plan, the Red House is quite diff erent from the 
South Central House at Myrtos. Similarly, just as each 
EM village seems to have developed its own house 
plans, each site also used a unique set of materials and 
techniques, and, as a comparison of the Red House and 
the cruder West House shows, the techniques changed 
over time. Th e uniqueness of the construction methods 
is our best indication that the houses were built by local 
workers.

Trypiti

Th e tiny hamlet of Trypiti off ers another example of a 
unique, site-specifi c style of domestic architecture (fi gs. 

real signifi cance of security. If this hamlet is regarded 
as the architectural embodiment of a family’s history 
through 150 years, such an affi  rmation of unity is par-
ticularly meaningful.

Vasiliki

Located on the Isthmus of Hierapetra, Vasiliki is not far 
from Myrtos, but its architecture is quite diff erent (fi g. 
3.5).5 Th e original excavator, R. Seager, was unable to 
decide whether the rooms he uncovered belonged to 
a single, large mansion or to several small, contiguous 
houses. Because of incomplete recording, much of Sea-
ger’s information is now lost, and it is no longer possible 
to identify most of the activities associated with the in-
dividual rooms. Since the 1970s, excavations under the 
direction of A. Zois have helped to clarify many of the 
questions.
 Th e site consists of a series of independent, contigu-
ous houses constructed in several phases. Th e earliest 
buildings were built in EM IIA. Th ese include Houses 
P, Q, X, the South Building (Rooms I, II, and III) and 
Building Y. Th ese buildings were destroyed, and com-
pletely new structures, Building 43 and the Red House, 
went up in early EM IIB. Th e Red House was an impres-
sively constructed house two stories high in places. L. V. 
Watrous was probably right when he recently suggested 
that the Red House actually consists of two separate 
buildings, one on the east (Rooms 39–42) and a second 
composed of Rooms 1–3, 6, and 13.6 Each had its own 
set of storage magazines located on the lower terrace to 
the south (Rooms 15, 16, 33, 33a, and 35–38). Th ere is a 
deep well in Room 39. At a later point in EM IIB the large 
but poorly constructed West House was built as an annex 
to the Red House. It was used mainly for storage and, to 
judge from the masses of loomweights, for weaving.
 Th e Red House made use of several interesting tech-
niques. Th e walls are made of small rubble and mud and 
are up to .65 m thick. Th ey were strengthened with hori-
zontal timbers ca. 0.1 m thick that were laid along the face 
of the wall and at irregular intervals transversely through 
it. Th ere was no use of vertical timbers.7 Th e walls of the 
upper story may have been entirely of mud brick.
 Th e Red House takes its name from its distinctive 
plaster. Th is was applied in stages. Th e fi rst layer was 
about .05 m thick and consisted of clay mixed with lime 

3.5. Plan. Vasiliki. After Zois 1979, fi g. 2.
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 Th e overall picture one gets from these sett lements 
is that each is small, unique, and, for the most part, 
self-sustaining. Th e defensive positions of Myrtos and 
Trypiti suggest that the villagers were concerned about 
the possibility of being att acked. Th at does not mean, of 
course, that the hamlets were totally isolated.
 Researchers had long assumed that each Early 
Minoan site produced all of its own pott ery, but petro-
graphic studies of ceramics have shown that a consider-
able amount of pott ery was produced at a few sites and 
distributed around the island.10 Aghios Onouphrios 
ware, for example, was made at a few sites in the Mesara, 
while Vasiliki ware may have been produced at only one 
or two places near Vasiliki.
 One other kind of artifact suggests an unexpected 
form of transregional familiarity: pavement games, 
small stone slabs carved with rows or circles of small 
depressions. Th e slabs are generally located in public 
areas, oft en near entrances or intersections. Th ey have 
been labeled kernoi by some and explained as having 
had a religious function. Others, including A. Evans, 

3.6, 3.7). Like Myrtos, the site was chosen at least in part 
for defensive purposes. Th e houses were built on the top 
of a small natural acropolis about 800 m from the sea. 
Th e sett lement was gradually built over the course of 
the EM II–EM III/MM IA periods. An earlier (EM I) 
tholos tomb was excavated on a lower hilltop to the east 
of the sett lement.9

 Th e sett lement is divided into two parts by a nar-
row east-west court. To the north of the court are three 
houses, each with a large main room with a central 
hearth and stone cupboards. On the sides of the main 
rooms are one or more storage rooms. Th e area south 
of the court is more diffi  cult to fi gure out because it is 
the result of several diff erent construction phases. At 
least four large main rooms representing four individual 
houses can be distinguished. Th is makes a total of about 
six or seven houses in the hamlet, about the same num-
ber as at Myrtos, and a similar total population of about 
thirty to thirty-fi ve people. Th e rectilinear layouts and 
the massive construction of the buildings, however, are 
strikingly diff erent.

3.6. Trypiti from the north. Photo by author.
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3.7. Plan. Settlement at Trypiti. After Watrous 1994, fi g. 7.

3.8.  Plan. Monumental building, Palaikastro. 
After Dawkins 1904–1905, plan X.

3.9. Plan. EM II building, Malia. After Pelon 1993, fi g. 3.

regarded them as having been the Minoan equivalent of 
board games such as Chinese checkers. N. Hillbom has 
recently completed an exhaustive statistical analysis of 
167 examples, taking into consideration such factors as 
the number and arrangement of the holes, location, date, 
etc. He concludes that with the exception of a handful of 
monumental examples from Malia, they were fi rst and 
foremost games.11 Th e games were being played at Myr-
tos (six examples), Vasiliki (twenty-one examples), and 
Trypiti (at least one example). Knowledge of the rules, 
perhaps along with an awareness of what Hillbom calls 
“the connection between gaming and religion, divination 
and fortune-telling, luck and destiny,” may have been 
something else these tiny sett lements had in common.12

Monumental Architecture in the 
Early Prepalatial Period?

Th e image we now have of early Prepalatial Crete is 
dominated by tiny, largely independent hamlets. It may 
be that this picture is seriously incomplete. Here and 
there we fi nd hints that there may have also been much 
larger-scale buildings. In Block X at Palaikastro, for ex-
ample, the excavators found traces of what appeared to 
be an enormous building below later constructions (fi g. 
3.8). Although fragments of only six walls were uncov-
ered, if they connect to form a single building, as they 
appear to do, it would cover more than 600 m2 and have 
walls nearly 2 m thick.13

 Th ere are also very large EM II remains beneath the 
Salle à Piliers and the West Magazines of the Neopalatial 
Palace at Malia (fi g. 3.9).14 While O. Pelon and I. Schoep 
are inclined to view these walls as belonging to some 
sort of predecessor of the later Palace, it is not clear how 
the walls related to one another. Th ey do appear, how-
ever, to be quite diff erent from the village architecture 
described above.15

 In a forthcoming article, J. Driessen will lay out the 
evidence for the widespread existence of monumental 
architecture in the EM II period, citing examples at 
Knossos and Tylissos in addition to those mentioned 
here.16 Unfortunately, none of these massive structures 
has been thoroughly excavated, so we know litt le about 
them beyond the tantalizing fact that they exist.
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phy of this region of Crete, where small patches of arable 
land and water sources were scatt ered through an oth-
erwise barren landscape. Tiny hamlets like Trypiti and 
their associated tombs were established on the edges of 
the farmland.19

 Th e origins of the tholos tomb are still unclear. Some 
researchers have proposed various foreign sources, 
including Libya, Nubia, Cyprus, Egypt, and the Cy-
clades, while others have suggested that they imitate 
circular houses or even caves.20 Neither proposition is 
convincing. A parallel issue is whether or not these Early 
Bronze Age Cretan tombs were forerunners of the great 
Mycenaean tholoi. In both of these matt ers, there are 
problems of diff erences in dates, uses, and construction. 
It is probably more useful to think of the tombs as a phe-
nomenon unique to early Crete rather than as represent-
ing an evolutionary stage in the transmission of a build-
ing form from a Near Eastern origin to a culmination in 
mainland Greece.
 Th e Cretan tholos tombs vary in size from an interi-
or diameter of less than 2.5 m (Apesokari) to larger than 
13 m (Platanos A), with later tombs varying more in size 
than the Early Minoan tombs. Th e plans also vary. Some 
consist only of the circular burial chamber, while oth-
ers, particularly later ones, have one or more rectangular 
anterooms and occasionally a paved exterior courtyard. 
Special att ention was given to the doorway. Th e open-
ing was low—the one in Lebena II is .64 m high—and 
was slightly narrower at the top than at the bott om. It 
was usually formed of two upright stone jambs support-
ing a stone lintel. In one case (Megali Skini) a relieving 
triangle was located above the door, and sometimes 
the lintel slab was thickened in the center, at the point 
of maximum stress. Doorways were generally on the 
east side of the tomb except where natural obstructions 
made this impossible. Aft er decades of debate, the publi-
cation of the tholos tombs at Aghia Kyriaki and Lebena 
has established that most of these tombs were roofed 
with a corbel vault.21 It is still unclear, however, what we 
are to make of tombs like Platanos A, which is over 13 m 
in diameter.
 One of the most serious problems in trying to un-
derstand the Minoan tholoi is the fact that nearly all of 
them had been looted, either in antiquity or by modern 
illicit excavators. Th e recent publication of the almost 
entirely unlooted tomb complex Lebena Gerokampos 

Th olos Tombs

Th e excavated tholos tomb below the sett lement at Tryp-
iti (visible in fi gure 3.6) predated the houses. However, 
this was not the only tholos tomb at the site. S. Alexiou 
located two tholos tombs in 1967, one of which was later 
excavated by A. Vasilakis. In addition, on the basis of 
the size of the sett lement, K. Branigan estimates that a 
total of about four tholos tombs would have been built 
over the course of the sett lement’s occupation. It is quite 
likely, then, that anytime one looked down the east slope 
of Trypiti during the Early Bronze Age, one would have 
seen two or three circular tombs with corbel vaults pro-
jecting above the surrounding fi elds.17

 Th olos tombs served as communal graves for fami-
lies for an almost unimaginably long time, oft en as much 
as eight or nine centuries. Th e tombs were typically vis-
ible from the sett lement and would have seemed a famil-
iar, almost permanent part of the landscape. Th e relation 
between the tombs and the sett lement was a meaningful 
one. Th e visibility of the tombs linked the living families 
with their dead ancestors, and the tombs also served as 
visible intermediaries between the village and the land 
on which it depended. As J. Murphy puts it, “Th e pres-
ence of the dead in the landscape is a continuum which 
marks and parallels the perpetuation of the living in the 
landscape. Th e act of maintaining these tombs and their 
visual eff ect on the landscape mark and legitimize the re-
lated community’s right to act as guardians of restricted 
resources in the vicinity.”18

 Th ere are about ninety known tholos tombs. While 
they continued to be built into the time of the fi rst Pal-
aces, they were primarily a Prepalatial phenomenon. 
Th ey were also associated with a particular region. Th e 
earliest circular tombs are concentrated on the fl anks of 
the Asterousia Mountains along the southern edge of 
the Mesara plain. Th ey continued to be the major, per-
haps the only, form of tomb used in this area for at least 
a millennium. Gradually they spread to the rest of the 
Mesara and by the Middle Bronze Age isolated examples 
appear as far east as Myrsini (near Mochlos) and Aghia 
Photia (near Siteia). As the form spread, the signifi cance 
of the tholos shift ed (see Chapter 4).
 Th e greatest concentration of tholoi was in its origi-
nal home in the Asterousia Mountains. Th eir density in 
this part of the island is tied to the inhospitable topogra-
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bodies per century to a tomb, concluded that most Mino-
an tholoi had been used by two to four nuclear families.24

Tombs and Ritual

It is possible to reconstruct the outlines of the funer-
ary rites at Lebena Gerokampos. Probably only one or 
two people would have dragged the body through the 
low doorway; they carried lamps—the underside of 
the lintel was blackened from smoke—to light the way. 
Other mourners would have remained outside. To judge 
from the remains of olive pits and animal bones, food 
off erings were placed near the corpse along with some 
personal eff ects the deceased had probably used during 
his or her lifetime. Other objects like miniature vases 
and stone vases were apparently made specifi cally for 
the tomb. Alexiou pointed to a small slab feature on the 
northwest side of the chamber of Tomb II, and he sug-
gested it might have marked the burial of the founder of 
the tomb. Otherwise most of those interred were pro-
vided with essentially the same set of equipment, with 
no obvious distinctions of social status.
 On the basis of ethnographic comparisons, Murphy 
has tried to understand what the funerary rites might 
reveal about larger issues of Minoan ontology.25 As in 
modern rural Greece, the burial process had three stag-
es. Aft er initial preparation in the village, the body was 
brought to the tomb and laid in the grave with a small 
number of objects: at this stage the corpse, still belong-

II and IIa is therefore welcome (fi gs. 3.10, 3.11).22 Like 
many tholoi, this complex was in continual use for more 
than one thousand years, during which it underwent 
several changes. Alexiou and Warren identify four main 
architectural phases.23 Th e tholos of Tomb II was built 
in Phase 1 (EM I). Its inner diameter was 5.00–5.15 m, 
and its walls were 1.90 m thick. In Phase 2 (EM IIA) a 
second, smaller tholos, Tomb IIa, was added, perhaps 
by a new branch of the family. In Phase 3 two rectangu-
lar outer chambers were built: Room Δ was built as an 
ossuary to contain secondary burials, while Room AN 
was fi lled with the cups, bowls, and jugs from the meals 
that accompanied the reinterment. Phase 4 was in MM 
IA or until the MM IA–MM IB transition. By this time 
the main burial chambers had apparently been fi lled and 
went out of use, and two more rectangular chambers 
were added. Like the earlier outer rooms, one of these 
chambers, Room A, served for secondary burials, while 
the other, Room M, held the pott ery that was off ered 
following the funerary meal.
 Th e human remains from Lebena Gerokampos have 
not yet been published, but information from other sites 
tells us something about who used these tombs. Th e 
number of burials in a tomb varies from 157 in Koumasa 
A to 850 in Platanos B, but the raw numbers are not in 
themselves especially informative, as they have to be 
measured against the length of time the tomb was in use. 
Branigan, using a formula developed by J. Bintliff  that 
holds that a nuclear family of fi ve will contribute twenty 

3.10.  Tholos, Lebena Gerokampos II from 
the southwest. Photo by author.

3.11.  Plan. Tholos, Lebena Gerokampos II. 
After Alexiou and Warren 2004, fi g. 12.
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type (fi g. 3.12).28 Th e building was dramatically placed 
at the edge of a cliff  dropping precipitously to the sea on 
the west. Natural bedrock ledges fi xed its boundaries on 
the north and east, and, unlike the generally east-facing 
tholoi, the bedrock contours also determined the tomb’s 
orientation. Originally the building consisted of just two 
rooms, IV and VI, built in EM IIA. Room V was added 
later, probably within EM II. A paved court in front of 
the tomb marked the area as a special precinct. A raised 
platform near the southeast corner of the building may 
have served as an altar.
 Burial procedures, as Soles reconstructs them, were 
similar to the three-step programs of the tholoi. When 
Tomb IV, V, VI was in its original two-room state, the 
body would have been initially laid out in Room IV. 
Cups with food off erings, personal belongings, and 
objects made especially for the grave were placed 
around it. Th e tomb was then closed, and the body left  
to decompose. Aft er the requisite time, the tomb was 
reopened, and the bones—with special att ention given 
to the skulls—were placed in Room VI. Th e process 
was repeated over the course of several centuries, mak-
ing it necessary at some point to add a second ossuary 
chamber, Room V.29 Using calculations similar to those 
of Branigan and Bintliff , Soles concluded that the house 
tombs, like the tholoi, were intended for the use of a 
group slightly larger than a single nuclear family.30

 In other ways, however, the house tombs were diff er-
ent from the tholoi. Th e tholoi were ordinarily built ei-
ther individually or in groups of two or three. Th ey were 
placed in more or less prominent positions within view 
of the tiny sett lements with which they were associated. 
Th e house tombs resemble houses in overall shape, and 
in addition their densely packed, sometimes contiguous 
arrangement reiterated the layout of the EM village in 
the manner of a genuine necropolis, or City of the Dead. 
Moreover the house tombs, though above ground and 
visible, were not in plain view of the houses of the living. 
Th e tombs at Mochlos, for example, were tucked into 
craggy cleavages in the bedrock on the seaward side of 
the islet, invisible from the houses on the calmer harbor 
on the southern slope. Unlike the tholoi, house tombs 
did not serve as the physical and conceptual link between 
the village and the landscape. At Mochlos, Gournia, 
Malia, and Archanes the living families provided houses 
for their dead but placed them largely out of sight.

ing to the world of the fl esh, depended on material 
goods for survival. Outside the tomb, mourners shared 
food, drink, and conversation and began to adjust to the 
loss. In the second stage, which ordinarily lasts for fi ve 
years in modern Greece, the body lay in the tomb and 
decomposed as the deceased made the gradual transi-
tion from the world of the fl esh to the world of the spirit 
and the survivors adjusted to their loss. Aft er decompo-
sition, the body was removed from the tomb, and the 
bones were cleaned of any remaining fl esh. In modern 
rural Greece the exhumation is done almost exclusively 
by women and is the focus of a second set of public 
funerary rites. Similar rites might explain the pott ery 
placed in Rooms M and AN at Lebena Gerokampos. 
Aft er this stage, the major period of mourning ended. 
Th e deceased now belonged to the world of the ances-
tors, and the bones could be reinterred without any ma-
terial off erings.
 Murphy’s close reading of the tholos tombs provides 
new insight into the issue of community identity in the 
Early Bronze Age. Her recognition of the interdepen-
dence of the villages of the living with the communal 
tombs of their ancestors and her reconstruction of the 
rituals that tied them together show that the notion of a 
community is much more than a matt er of physical prox-
imity. It depends on active community participation.26

House Tombs

While tholos tombs were rooted in the Mesara, another 
form of communal tomb, a form H. Hawes called a 
house tomb, was used at sites such as Archanes, Gour-
nia, Pyrgos-Myrtos, Mochlos, Palaikastro, Vasiliki, and 
Zakros in the northern and eastern parts of the island.27 
Th e earliest house tombs date to EM II, that is, more 
than three hundred years later than the earliest tholos 
tombs. House tombs were a major form of burial during 
the Prepalatial period and continued to be used sporadi-
cally into the Neopalatial period. J. Soles divides house 
tombs into four basic types: the fi rst has one room; the 
second has two rooms; the third is a compound struc-
ture with more than two rooms; and the fi nal type is a 
monumental version of the house tomb that develops 
only in EM III–MM IA (see fi g. 4.14).
 Tomb Complex IV, V, VI at the west slope of the 
small islet of Mochlos is an example of Sole’s compound 
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ably similar to the tombs at Ano Kouphonisi in the Cy-
clades.32 All the graves date to the late EM I period.
 Tomb 218 is a good example (fi g. 3.13).33 Th e tomb 
was made by digging a hole ca. .80 m deep into the soft  
kouskouras bedrock. A second chamber for the burial 
was then excavated on the south side, and slabs were 
placed on the fl oor of the antechamber. Th e entrance 
to the tomb faced downhill toward the sea. Two bodies 
were placed in the tomb. (Whether or not this happened 
in a single event is unclear.) Five vessels and sixteen 
obsidian blades were placed in the burial chamber, the 
door was sealed, and the antechamber was fi lled with 
rocks. Th e tombs contained from one to thirteen bod-
ies. Th at some tombs, Tomb 163, for example, had two 
strata of burials indicates that at least some of the tombs 
were occasionally opened to receive more burials.
 Th e burial process in these tombs was entirely diff er-
ent from that in the communal tholoi and house tombs. 
Th ere was no exhumation or reburial of the cleaned 
bones. Th ere is no evidence of marking the funeral by 
toasting or dining, as at Lebena, for example. Th ere were 
no outside altars (like the one at Mochlos IV, V, VI) and 
no other indication of the later veneration of the dead. 
Rather the corpse was shut in the burial chamber and 
the anteroom was fi lled, as if, C. Davaras and P. Betan-
court write, “from a fear that the ghost of the deceased 
may escape to harm the living.”34

 Th e dramatic diff erences in architectural form and 
burial process are tied to another issue: of the masses of 
pott ery found in the cemetery, all but a small percent-
age are stylistically distinctive. A petrographic analysis 
by P. Day, D. Wilson, and E. Kiriatzi identifi ed most of 
the pott ery from Aghia Photia as Cycladic rather than 
Minoan. Th e vast majority of the pott ery belongs to the 
Kampos Group, and it is particularly close to the pot-
tery from Ano Kouphonisi.35 Considering the duration 
of the cemetery’s use and the number of burials, Day, 
Wilson, and Kiriatzi estimate that the cemetery would 
have served a village of about fi ft een families (seventy-
fi ve people) and was perhaps the predecessor of the later 
Prepalatial fortifi ed sett lement located about 150 m to 
the west (see fi g. 4.3). While a sett lement of seventy-fi ve 
people is tiny by modern standards, it is nearly three 
times the size of the estimated population of EM II Myr-
tos. Th e community, however, did not stay for very long. 
Who were they? How did they get there?36

3.12.  Plan. Tomb Complex IV, V, VI, Mochlos. 
After Soles 1992, fi g. 20.

3.13.  Section. Tomb 218, Aghia Photia. After 
Davaras and Betancourt 2004, fi g 493.

Aghia Photia

In addition to tholos tombs and house tombs, there 
were several other forms of burials in EM Crete: buri-
als in rock cleft s, caves, rock shelters, cist graves, and 
pit graves. In 1971 C. Davaras added a completely new 
type—new to Crete at any rate—when he began to 
excavate a cemetery at Aghia Photia on the coast near 
modern Siteia in East Crete.31 Ultimately he excavated 
263 tombs, most of which were built in a form remark-
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defi ne cultural boundaries? or might we more meaning-
fully see Aghia Photia as having been, for a century or 
so, part of a diff erent sea-oriented cultural zone that 
included the Cyclades? Th e same scholars provocatively 
ask, “Has our use of the cultural term ‘Minoan’ to label 
all sett lement in EBA Crete hindered our ability to iden-
tify cultural and/or ethnic diversity within the island at 
this time?”41

 With these questions in mind, if we look again at 
Myrtos, Vasiliki, Mochlos, Trypiti, and Lebena—and if 
we temporarily suspend our notion of Minoan—we may 
see things diff erently. EM Crete was not a uniform Mi-
noan whole, but a multicultural island within which var-
ious groups sought to construct their identities. Many 
of the monuments considered in this chapter played key 
roles in that process. Th e Cycladic form of cemetery at 
Aghia Photia, built on the coast and looking to the sea, 
projects a mythical cultural identity that the inhabitants 
of Aghia Photia, aft er living on Crete for three genera-
tions, may have found more meaningful that the actual 
genetic identities of the deceased. Similarly, in the Me-
sara the tholos tombs that were seen day in and day out 
by forty generations of villagers were, perhaps above 
all else, embodiments of what Hall called “the myth of 
shared descent.” To those villagers, the tholos was past 
and future, beginning and end. It answered important 
questions: Who are we? How did we get here?

Ethnic Identity in Crete

Recent scholarship has established that ethnic identity 
has no fi xed biological or geographical boundaries.37 It 
is a social construction subject to variation and change, 
and it is oft en diffi  cult to characterize. J. M. Hall points 
out that it is not a matt er of genetics: DNA does not 
determine cultural characteristics. Nor is ethnic identity 
simply a matt er of language or religion.38 Yet it can be 
defi ned. For Hall, an ethnic group must have one key 
characteristic: “Above all else . . . it must be the myth of 
shared descent which ranks paramount among the fea-
tures that distinguish ethnic from other social groups” 
(italics added).39 Actual descent matt ers much less than 
the self-defi ning mythic belief among a group of people 
that they have descended from a common origin.
 In their study of the pott ery from the cemetery at 
Aghia Photia (subtitled “Burying Ethnicity in the Cem-
etery at Aghia Photia, Siteias”) Day, Wilson, and Kiriatzi 
raise a number of intriguing questions.40 Within that 
context, for example, what is foreign and what is native? 
Is the 10 percent of the pott ery we routinely regard as 
Minoan, which had been brought to the site from as far 
away as the Mesara, to be considered native, while the 
90 percent of the pott ery that is called Cycladic is to be 
considered somehow foreign? Does the island of Crete, 
by virtue of its geographical independence, naturally 
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period, or whether the pott ery labeled EM III was simply 
a regional style contemporary with MM IA.1 In 1994 
L. V. Watrous wrote, “Th e hard truth is that we know next 
to nothing about Crete during the EM III period.”2 Today 
the situation is less obscure. We know that EM III was in 
fact a distinct period that lasted for at least a century, but 
there are still problems.3 Not only does EM III continue 
without a break into MM IA, but nearly all the EM III–
MM IA houses and tombs discussed in this chapter con-
tinued to be used in MM IB and MM II as well.4

Hierarchical Identities in Funerary Architecture

In general, most of the basic Early Prepalatial forms of 
funerary architecture continue into the Late Prepalatial 

T
he three-century period from 2200 
to 1900 BC (EM III–MM IA) is oft en over-
looked in Minoan archaeology. Th e unusual 

architecture of these centuries includes monumental 
tombs, fortifi cations, new construction techniques, and 
the development of a city whose extraordinary size was 
without precedent on Crete (fi g. 4.1).

Chronological Complexity

Despite (or perhaps because of) a great deal of research, 
the period EM III–MM IA looks more complex today 
than it did a generation ago. For many years clear depos-
its of EM III material had been so rarely excavated that 
some scholars questioned whether it actually existed as a 

Architectural Experiments and Hierarchical 
Identity in Late Prepalatial Architecture 
ca. 2200–1900 BC

4

4.1. Sites discussed in chapter 4.
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ancestors. In this way the chief can legitimately act as the 
intermediary between the ancestors and the people.”7

 Ever since the publication of S. Xanthoudides’s 
Vaulted Tombs of the Mesara in 1924, tholos tombs have 
been cited as the classic example of a regional style. 
Recently M. Relaki has brought new life to the issue by 
showing that regional identity was not simply a matt er 
of geographical distribution but a complex process that 
changed over time. From their earliest appearances in 
tiny remote valleys of the Asterousia Mountains, the 
tholoi began to expand toward the Mesara plain and 
eventually reached Phaistos and Haghia Triada on the 
north side of the plain. Relaki interprets the spread of 
the tholos to areas beyond its homeland not to the wide-
spread adoption of the subsistence lifestyle of the tiny 
EM Asterousian hamlets but to competition for author-
ity that needed to appear deeply rooted and legitimate.8 
During the early part of the following Protopalatial peri-
od the litt le mountain hamlets would be abandoned, the 
population would shift  to a relatively few urban centers, 
and the fi rst Palaces would be built.9

Phourni Archanes

Nowhere is the use of monumental funerary architecture 
as a means of ostentatious display of social status more 
marked than at Phourni Archanes, located in what is 
today the rich wine-producing country a few kilometers 
south of Knossos (fi g. 4.2).10 Th e cemetery had a long 
history. Its earliest tombs, such as Th olos E, date to the 
EM II period. Th e great number of imported Cycladic 
grave off erings found in these early tombs demonstrate 
a close connection with the Cyclades, if not an actual 
minority population at the site. By EM III–MM IA, the 
cemetery reached its peak as an arena for competition 
among various family lineages, and monumental tombs 
served as a primary medium of self-advertisement.
 Th e entire range of Minoan tomb types is found at 
Phourni Archanes: cist graves, tholos tombs (E, B, and 
G), house tombs (Buildings 3, 5, 6, 8, and 18), and a 
unique hybrid, Building 19, which has a rectangular 
exterior and an apsidal interior. C. Magiddis has studied 
social ranking at Phourni Archanes both within individ-
ual tombs and in the cemetery as a whole. By consider-
ing a set of criteria that included such factors as location 
within the cemetery, size, construction, tomb type, and 

period. At Mochlos, for example, most of the house 
tombs constructed in EM II continued to be used in EM 
III. Fewer continued into MM IA, by which time Moch-
los, dependent on Cycladic trade, seems to have been 
losing ground to agriculturally based sites such as Malia.5

 In the Mesara, the use of tholoi continued. Of the 
sixty-fi ve datable tholos tombs in K. Branigan’s gazett eer, 
only eleven went out of use aft er EM II. Another eleven, 
many of which were built in places far beyond the south-
ern edge of the Mesara, were new constructions in the 
Middle Minoan period. Th ese were the exceptions, how-
ever. Th e vast majority of EM I–EM II tholos tombs—
forty-three in Branigan’s list—continued to be used into 
MM IA and beyond.
 Th is is not to say there were no changes. As in the 
case of the Lebena Gerokampos tholoi, there were both 
architectural additions and changes in funerary customs. 
Th e fi rst outer chambers were added in EM IIB or EM 
III, and a second pair of outer chambers was added in 
MM IA (see fi g. 3.11). Th ese outer chambers refl ect a 
growing concern for the rituals associated with the sec-
ondary burials.
 Th e tholoi at Lebena Gerokampos were not unusual 
in this respect. Across much of the island there were 
signifi cant changes in the ways tholoi were used. One 
important change was the introduction of individual 
burials in pithoi and larnakes within these formerly 
communal ossuaries.6 Th ere was an increase in the size 
of many new tombs and in the costliness of the grave 
goods associated with them. At many sites new annexes 
and other exterior ritual areas were built. New types of 
funerary off erings, including great numbers of mass-
produced conical cups, show the increasing importance 
of the toasting ritual in the annexes. In fact, at Lebena 
Gerokampos the new outer rooms took the place of the 
circular chambers that had become fi lled from centuries 
of use and were closed.
 Th is architectural shift  may have refl ected changes 
in social structure. J. Murphy suggests that as the archi-
tectural focus shift ed from the circular chambers to the 
exterior annexes, the focus of the tholoi moved from 
embodying community identity to establishing the 
dynastic identity of an emerging elite. She writes, “Th e 
location of the annex-rooms around the entrance to the 
tombs is symbolic of the assumption by the chief and his 
associates of both the physical focus and access to the 
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Peak Sanctuaries

Peak sanctuaries are among the most distinctive features 
of the landscape of Bronze Age Crete.12 In their earliest 
stages they were simple aff airs: an open space at or near 
the peak of a prominent mountain. Only in the Neo-
palatial period would some become monumentalized 
with architecture. Th e sites were carefully selected for 
their visibility from the surrounding landscape and from 
other peak sanctuaries. Views of the sites would have 
been especially spectacular when seen from a distance at 
night lit by blazing bonfi res, remains of which have been 
found in several excavations. Some of the most promi-
nent peak sanctuaries, such as those at Iouktas and Ko-
phinas, were visible to a wide populated area and served 
as regional shrines. Others were probably of purely local 
interest. In all cases they seem to have served as places 
for the rural people who visited them to practice their 
popular religion by presenting votive off erings repre-
senting their most fundamental concerns: clay statuett es 
of animals for their prosperity and fi gures of humans or 
of human limbs for their personal well-being.
 It has generally been thought that, as A. Peatfi eld 
put it, “in strictly chronological terms peak sanctuaries 
are limited to the Palace period—no Palaces, no peak 
sanctuaries.”13 Th e thinking was that the organizational 
power needed to establish such a homogeneous and 
widespread network of sanctuaries would have been 
tied to the emerging central authorities of the fi rst Pal-
aces. In turn, the rural sanctuaries would have served to 
reinforce the political authority of the emerging urban 
centers.14 However, it now seems that the Late Prepala-
tial (EM III–MM IA) was the crucial period for the 
establishment of these mountaintop sanctuaries, and a 
few of them (Atsipadhes, Iouktas, and Petsophas) may 
have been founded even earlier.15 In other words, the 
peak sanctuaries preceded the major period of the fi rst 
Palaces. D. Haggis has suggested, therefore, that the peak 
sanctuaries may have played a role in the establishment 
of regional, as opposed to purely local, cultural identities 
and thus laid some of the groundwork for the develop-
ment of the Palaces.16 Similarly, J. Driessen and C. Mac-
donald propose that they had been initially the sites of 
popular cults and that their role was only gradually ap-
propriated by the Palaces.17

grave goods, he concludes that the Phourni cemetery 
represents the development of an advanced social hier-
archy at a moment just prior to the beginning of the fi rst 
Palatial period.11 In particular, because of its prominent 
location, combination of house tomb and tholos forms, 
and monumental two-story construction, Magiddis 
identifi es Tomb B as the tomb of an elite family line. 
Th ese tombs, in other words, did not simply commemo-
rate the dead, but primarily served the living whose 
power was largely rooted in their proclaimed ancestry.

4.2.  Plan. Phourni, Archanes. After I. and E. 
Sakellarakis 1991, p. 67, fi g. 40.
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central courtyard. Th e building was entirely surrounded 
by an encircling wall (no longer preserved on the south) 
with three projecting bastions. On the north is a small 
circular granary. In some ways the fort at Aghia Photia is 
reminiscent of the earlier naturally fortifi ed EM citadel 
at Trypiti on the south coast (see fi g. 3.6), but the clos-
est comparison for its outer enceinte with projecting 
bastions is at Syros in the Cyclades. Th is is particularly 
interesting when we recall that the EM I Cycladicizing 
cemetery discussed in Chapter 3 is located only about 
150 meters to the east. While most of the pott ery found 
in the fort dated to MM IA, the excavator reports that 
some earlier material contemporary with the cemetery 
was found.19 Aft er the fort was abandoned, two circular 
structures that are almost certainly tholos tombs were 
built directly over its remains.20 Th ese were empty when 
excavated, but even in their present state, looming over 
the highest part of the litt le fort, the tholoi eloquently 
signal new arrivals staking out a claim to the area.
 Several scholars have noted the general similari-
ties between the fort at Aghia Photia and the nearby 
contemporary Oval House at Chamaizi (fi g. 4.4).21 Like 
the structure at Aghia Photia, the Oval House was po-
sitioned on the top of a defensible hill with views over-
looking the Bay of Siteia and the Piskokephalo valley. 
Its outer wall is pierced by just two openings. Th ere is a 
courtyard in the center of both buildings, around which 
the rooms were arranged. Th e Oval House, however, is 
much smaller than the Aghia Photia fort, and its fi nds 
suggest it served as a multifunctional farmhouse. Never-
theless Tsipopoulou is almost certainly correct in iden-
tifying these buildings as belonging to a regional form 
specifi c to the area around modern Siteia.22

 In addition to these two unusual buildings, a third 
fortifi ed building designed around a small central court-
yard is located at nearby Petras. Th e earliest Protopa-
latial phase of the fortifi ed building at Petras dates to 
about the time Chamaizi was destroyed (see fi g. 8.15). 
Th ese three buildings are within a few kilometers of each 
other. Th ey constitute a specifi c regional or local type 
that seems to have begun in the tradition of Cycladic 
forts and eventually adopted Minoanizing features such 
as worked-stone column bases and ashlar masonry. Be-
cause the Neopalatial phase of the building at Petras has 
been identifi ed as a mini-Palace, I shall return to it in the 
discussion of Neopalatial Palaces in Chapter 8.

Aghia Photia, Chamaizi, and Petras

One of the strangest developments of this entire rather 
strange period was the establishment of a cluster of three 
defensible sett lements in the area around modern Siteia. 
Th ese sites, Aghia Photia, Chamaizi, and Petras, overlap 
in date and appear to constitute a unique regional phe-
nomenon. Th e most interesting of the three is the fasci-
nating site that M. Tsipopoulou excavated on the coast 
at Aghia Photia (fi g. 4.3).18 Th is sett lement consists of 
an impressively rectilinear building ca. 18 m by 27.5 m 
with more than thirty rooms arranged around a small 

4.3. Plan, Aghia Photia. After Tsipopoulou 1999, pl. XXVIII.

4.4. Plan. Oval House, Chamaizi. Based on Myers 1985, p. 22.
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decision to excavate in isolated, widely scatt ered areas 
(“Quartiers”) rather than in a continuous broad swath 
as at, for example, Zakros. Th is means we cannot know 
what existed in the vast expanses of unexcavated land 
around the Quartiers. Second, chronology is a problem 
here, as at so many sites during this period. Most of the 
excavators stress that there is no evident distinction 
between EM III and MM IA at the site and that they are 
best regarded as a single continuous period, even if this 
makes for some imprecision.23

 Despite these limitations, we can get some notion of 
the vastness of EM III–MM IA Malia if we compare the 
plans of the tiny Early Prepalatial sett lement at Myrtos 
(see fi g. 3.2) with the map of Malia (fi g. 4.5). Th e com-
parison is diffi  cult at fi rst because the scale is so dramati-
cally diff erent. It helps to realize that the entire sett le-
ment at Myrtos is almost precisely the same size as the 
small buildings immediately south of the later Palace at 
Malia (fi g. 4.6). In this period Malia, a nascent city, was 
exponentially larger than any sett lement discussed up to 
this point.

Malia: Th e Buildings South of the Later Palace

Th e buildings excavated along the south edge of the later 
Palace at Malia resemble the earlier structures at Myrtos 
in some ways. As at Myrtos, the individual houses here 
have no defi ned exterior perimeters. As at the earlier 
site, much of the irregularity resulted from continu-
ous decay, additions, repairs, and alterations made over 
several generations, spanning the ceramic phases EM 
III–MM II. Th e numerous double walls, butt ed walls, 
overlapping walls, collapsed rooms, and shift s in orienta-
tion testify to the complexity of the history of the area. 
Th at complexity makes it diffi  cult to determine even 
how many houses there are in the group. Th e original 
excavators and, more recently, H. van Eff enterre divided 
the area into three houses, A, B and C, as indicated on 
the plan.24 Within the buildings a few distinct types of 
rooms could be recognized on the basis of form, relative 
location, and built features.
 Th e excavators found a distinctive form of hearth in 
several rooms. Unlike the mixture of types at Myrtos, 
here the hearth is standardized. It is circular, ca. .65–.86 
m in diameter with a central, deeper circular depres-
sion and sometimes a raised outer border. It was usually 

Th e EM III–MM IA City of Malia

So far we have seen a number of interesting phenomena 
underway in various parts of Crete during the EM III–
MM IA period, including the experimentation with new 
forms of monumental tombs, the individualization of 
burials, and the introduction of peak sanctuaries. We 
have seen nothing, however, to prepare us for the ex-
traordinary developments that took place in Malia dur-
ing this period.
 First, some qualifi cations: our knowledge of Malia 
during this period, in fact during the whole of the 
Bronze Age, is literally patchy because of the excavators’ 

4.5. Plan. MM Malia. After Pelon 1992, plan 1.
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made of clay or stucco covered with plaster and was 
sometimes painted. It was located near the center of the 
room. Th e same type of hearth was found not only in 
other Quartiers at Malia, but also in a house of the same 
period located beneath the second Kouloura of the West 
Court at Knossos (fi g. 4.7). In fact, P. Muhly cites nu-
merous parallels for this form of hearth throughout the 
ancient Eastern Mediterranean world, the Cyclades, and 
the mainland.25

 Th e presence of this hearth allowed F. Chapouthier, 
P. Demargne, and van Eff enterre to identify a number 
of main living rooms among the buildings south of the 
Palace. Th ese include Rooms 1, 3, 4, and 5 in Maison 
A, Rooms 1 and 5 in Maison B, and Room 1 in Maison 
C. Th ese main rooms are generally rectangular and can 
be entered by either one or two doors. When there is a 
single door, it is located on the shorter wall of the rect-
angle. Beyond the door, the main room is preceded by 
a vestibule, oft en fi tt ed with benches. Most of the other 
rooms are doorless spaces.
 If all of the rooms with hearths were used for more 
or less the same range of activities, as seems likely, it may 
be necessary to divide this building complex into more 
than three houses. For example, does Maison A have 
four main rooms? or does this group of rooms represent 

4.6. Plan. MM IA buildings south of  Palace, Malia. After Chapouthier and Demargne 1942, plan II.

4.7.  Plan. House under Kouloura 2, Knossos. After 
H. and J. Pendlebury 1929–1930, fi g. 2.
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like a thick threshold. About forty of these objects have 
been found at Malia—there is one northwest of Room 
1 in Maison C—and they are found at no other site. At 
Malia, the auges have a long history, lasting through the 
LM I period. Various functions have been suggested for 
these objects, including supports for looms and feed-
ing troughs for animals.26 Th e auges may not have had a 
single function, but they serve as a reminder that, even 
as Minoan architecture became more uniform through-
out the island over the course of the Bronze Age, purely 
local traditions were still important.

Quartiers Gamma, Th eta, Zeta Gamma, and Beta

Th e excavators at Malia have found Late Prepalatial 
architectural remains across much of the site. Quartier 
Gamma was excavated in two campaigns. Th e rooms 
uncovered in 1924 are shown in fi gure 4.8, and those 
dug in 1931 are shown in fi gure 4.9.27 In general terms, 
the area is similar to the rooms south of the later Palace 
in most important ways. Th is complex also represents 
many years of alternating disintegration and accumula-
tion, resulting in a confused tangle of rooms.
 Circular hearths of the now-familiar sort may help to 
distinguish some of the main rooms and hint at divisions 
among the houses. Rooms 1, 2, and 3 at the east end of 
the 1931 plan (see fi g. 4.9) may represent one residential 
unit. Room 1 has a terra cott a hearth, while Room 3, 
containing two auges and several querns, may have had 
an industrial function. Rooms 12–14 at the west end of 
the Quartier may form a similar group, Rooms 10 and 
11 being later additions.
 Quartier Th eta (fi g. 4.10) resembles Quartier 
Gamma in a number of respects.28 Th is too is an incom-
pletely excavated set of rooms that spans a number of 
phases from EM III through MM III (the plan shows the 
second phase, MM IB). Th e plan appears to represent 
parts of two houses separated by a central passageway. 
Th e rooms continue into the unexcavated scarp on
all sides.
 Th e excavators of Maison Beta were uncertain about 
its role in the community (fi g. 4.11).29 H. van Eff enterre 
proposed that the building was a rectangular house 
tomb similar to Chrysolakkos. Its location near the cen-
ter of the town, however, makes that unlikely; J. Soles 
is probably correct in identifying the walls as belonging 

parts of four houses? Th e size of the complex also sug-
gests that some further divisions might be made. Th e 
overall area measures some 675 m2. As presently de-
fi ned, Maisons A and B are huge. Dividing the area into 
six parts (the number of hearths and main rooms) yields 
houses of a size more common in Minoan architecture. 
Yet the situation is unclear. A convincing solution would 
require a careful correlation of architectural details with 
the distribution of the artifacts of the sort T. Whitelaw 
provided for Myrtos.
 Another Maliote feature is the so-called auge, a 
carefully cut block of sandstone with two depressions 
incised into the top. It sometimes has additional mor-
tices at the edges to support a wooden framework. It 
is almost always found built into a rubble wall, rather 

4.8. Plan. Quartier Gamma, section excavated in 1924, Malia.

4.9.  Plan. Quartier Gamma, section excavated in 1931, Malia. 
After Demargne and Gallet de Santerre 1953, pl. LXII.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   37McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   37 3/2/10   3:44:34 PM3/2/10   3:44:34 PM



A r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  M i n o a n  C r e t e
38

to a house.30 A great number of bones were found in the 
building, but the majority of them seem to have been 
animal bones. Th e building is more complex than it ap-
pears in plan. Th e interior walls are at a level lower than 
the square exterior trace, which was almost certainly 
added at a later date. Th e original plan of the building 
would have diff ered considerably from that shown here.
 Several phases of the complex Zeta Gamma (fi g. 
4.12), located east of the Palace, are contemporary with 
those of Building Alpha, also called Villa Alpha (see 
below). Zeta Gamma shares with that complex also its 
general rectilinear arrangement and its location near a 
stretch of the town wall.

Villa Alpha

Villa Alpha may be the most extraordinary building of 
the period (fi g. 4.13).31 Th is large complex of rooms is 
located about 350 m north of the site of the Palace. Its 
rooms were built against the western face of the mas-
sive city wall that enclosed at least part of the sett lement 
from the early part of the Minoan period.
 Th e complex consists of some thirty-fi ve rooms and 
measures nearly 500 m2 in overall area (not including 

4.10.  Plan. Quartier Theta. After H. and 
M. van Eff enterre 1976, pl. 30.

4.11.  Plan. Maison B, Malia. After Demargne and 
Gallet de Santerre 1953, pl. LXI.

4.12.  Plan. Quartier Zeta Gamma, Malia. After 
Deshayes and Dessenne 1959, plan IV.
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the large paved court on the north). On three sides the 
building continues even further into the unexcavated 
scarp. Furthermore, stairways and the numerous door-
less spaces indicate that much of the building also had 
a second story, which, to judge by the kinds of objects 
fallen into Rooms 1, 2, and 9, were of considerable 
importance.
 While it is not absolutely certain that all the rooms 
belong to a single house, it does appear that many of 
the main walls were constructed as a single project. Th e 
major north-south and east-west walls that divide the 
site into a regular grid did not result from the sort of 
piecemeal approach that we have seen in Minoan archi-
tecture up to this point.
 In its enormous scale—a scale only occasionally 
approached in domestic architecture even during the 
Neopalatial period—the building is without precedent. 
Th e regularity of the building’s plan is also unusual. Pre-
viously, such rectilinear design had appeared only on a 
much smaller scale at such sites as Vasiliki (see fi g.3.5) 
and Trypiti (see fi g. 3.7). Technically sophisticated indi-
vidual features, such as the ashlar pillar, correspond with 
the grand scale and geometrically arranged plan.
 A major diffi  culty in dealing with this building is 
that it was occupied over several periods. Th e excavators 
dated the building to the early part of the Middle Mino-
an period. Most of the fi nds published from the building 
date from MM II through MM IIIB. In its main phase, 
the building was a contemporary of the even more im-
pressive structures of Quartier Mu (see Chapter 6) and 
of the latest phases of the buildings south of the Palace 
and those of Quartier Gamma.

Monumental Funerary 
Architecture at Chrysolakkos

While the date of the earliest construction in Quartier 
Alpha remains uncertain, there are parallels for its large 
size, regular plan, and careful construction from Malia 
as early as EM III. Th e nearby cemetery at Chrysolakkos 
(fi g. 4.14) is a traditional rectangular ossuary, or house 
tomb, enlarged to monumental scale: it is nearly fi ve 
times the size of the large House Tomb 3 at Archanes.32 
In its present form, the building dates to MM I.33 It has 
around forty remaining chambers—originally there may 
have been twice as many—and covers an area of nearly 

4.13.  Plan. Villa Alpha, Malia. After Demargne 
and Gallet de Santerre 1953, pl. LX.
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4.14.  Plan. Chrysolakkos, Malia. After 
Demargne 1945, pl. XXXVIII.

4.15.  Plan. Building east of  Chrysolakkos, Malia. 
After H. van Eff enterre 1980, fi g. 230.

the remains of its predecessor. No human remains were 
found, and Muhly has suggested that the building was 
purely domestic.37 Indeed the building has several of the 
features we have seen in the EM III–MM IA houses at 
Malia. It has a circular terra cott a hearth with a central 
depression in Room H and several rooms lined with 
the same sort of plaster-covered benches found in the 
buildings south of the Palace. However, in the southwest 
corner of the preserved section of the building, there 
is a monumental version of a kernos and a raised plat-
form that Soles identifi es as an altar like that of House 
Tomb II at Gournia. A series of rounded capping stones 
found scatt ered about the area may have belonged to a 
mud brick wall that framed the courtyard. Watrous has 
pointed out that the best parallel for this construction 
technique is from Egypt and suggests that the building 
resembles the corridor chapels associated with Egyptian 
mastabas. While architectural similarity is not particu-
larly convincing by itself, Watrous also notes that the 
pointed-bott om cups found in the building are a shape 
not found in Crete but common in Egypt.38

1,150 m2, not including the exterior portico. Like Villa 
Alpha, it was laid out with precision. In design, scale, 
and contents—which included the famous wasp pen-
dant now in the Herakleion Museum—it was a building 
intended to impress.
 Th e outer wall of the building at Chrysolakkos is 
the earliest example of orthostate construction known 
on the island.34 In this technique, a ground-level course 
of ashlar blocks with drilled mortices supported a hori-
zontal beam and rubble superstructure. Th e cutt ings in 
the blocks show that they had been reused from an even 
earlier (EM III?) structure. In J. Shaw’s view, this build-
ing “may be the earliest monumental architecture of cut 
stone in Crete or, for that matt er, in Greece.”35

A Mortuary Chapel at Malia?

Th e large Chrysolakkos tomb was built over the remains 
of an earlier building just to the east (fi g. 4.15).36 Th e 
purpose of the building is unclear. Its proximity to the 
monumental Chrysolakkos house tomb has generally 
led to the assumption that this building represented 
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would come up with an estimated population of several 
thousand people.40 Malia was extraordinary, so extraor-
dinary, in fact, that it raises a diffi  cult but unavoidable 
question.

Was the First Minoan Palace 
Built in EM III–MM IA?

How, when, and where the Minoans came to build the 
fi rst Palaces in Crete is one of the long-standing ques-
tions in the discipline. I will return to this issue in Chap-
ter 5, but this is a good place to briefl y outline the archi-
tectural evidence for the existence of Minoan Palaces 
before MM IB, the date to which the fi rst Palaces have 
been traditionally assigned. Th e evidence is incomplete 
but suggestive.
 First, at Knossos there is a large terrace wall located 
partly under the northwest corner of the current west 
facade of the Palace that is dated to EM III (fi g. 4.16).41 
Th is is a large wall made in a distinctive style of roughly 
dressed rectangular blocks shaped like large shoe 
boxes.42 Soundings against the west walls of Magazines 
XI, XII, and XIV revealed sections of the same wall as-
sociated with EM III–MM IA pott ery.43 Today, visitors 
to the site generally overlook this wall, though it is quite 
visible. Where it runs east-west below the later Palace 
facade, a section of the wall is preserved to a height of 
nearly 2 m (fi g. 4.17). More signifi cantly, this wall repre-
sents only a small part of a grand undertaking. Here, at 
the heart of the sett lement, much of the hill was leveled 
and a terrace, as massive in scale as the corresponding 
section of the later Palace, was constructed. Th is terrace 
represented an enormous investment of time and labor. 
Unfortunately whatever stood on this terrace was re-
placed by the later Palace construction.
 Th e terrace wall is the most enticing clue that a mon-
umental building was constructed on the palace site in 
EM III. A few other clues are scatt ered around the site. 
Th e strange Hypogaeum at Knossos (fi g. 4.18), a vast 
underground storage chamber cut from the soft  bedrock 
and furnished with a spiral stairway, should probably 
be assigned to this period.44 Th e Monolithic Pillar Base-
ment, which was incorporated into the later Palace, was 
built in MM IA.45 Something signifi cant was happening 
in three quite distant parts of the Palace site at this early 
date, but the relations among them are unclear.

New Construction Techniques

Th e EM III–MM IA buildings at Malia employ a re-
markably consistent set of features and techniques. Th e 
builders made extensive use of plastic materials like clay, 
plaster, and stucco to cover walls, to make benches, and 
to form bins and hearths. Th is thick coating concealed 
the underlying rubble masonry and gave the interiors of 
the rooms a molded, uniform appearance. Th e repetition 
of standardized rooms with central hearths marks a new 
level of planning consistency. But most striking about 
these constructions at Malia is the new sense of monu-
mentality we see, above all at Chrysolakkos.
 In the same period, the fi rst ashlar masonry was 
introduced at Chrysolakkos in Malia and in the Mono-
lithic Pillar Basement at Knossos.39 Th e use of cut ashlar 
masonry, along with the tools that the technique re-
quires, including bronze saws to trim block edges and 
drills for the mortices, implies the existence of at least 
part-time specialist builders and toolmakers.
 Soon thereaft er, with the establishment of the fi rst 
Palaces, what had begun as a few limited innovations 
would blossom into revolutions in building technology 
and in the construction industry. Precisely the same 
techniques of elaborate plaster and stucco work covering 
walls, fl oors, and benches combined with ashlar ma-
sonry would be characteristic of the elaborate buildings 
of Quartier Mu at Malia (see fi gs. 6.15–6.17) and of the 
fi rst Palaces at Malia, Phaistos, and Knossos.
 Th ese were not small-scale buildings designed and 
built by the families who used them. Th ese were monu-
mental structures built to assert and maintain the power 
of the people who had ordered their construction. Ar-
chitecture had begun to serve in the construction of a 
new kind of hierarchical social identity.

Summary: Th e City of Malia

Th e EM III–MM IA constructions at Malia represent 
a town or a small city on a scale entirely diff erent from 
anything seen before in Crete. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
Myrtos was a typical EM II hamlet of about twenty-fi ve 
to thirty people. At Malia, excavated EM III–MM IA 
remains are scatt ered throughout most of the thirty-
six hectares covered by the Neopalatial city. Applying 
Whitelaw’s calculations to EM III–MM IA Malia, one 
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4.16.  Plan. EM III facade, Palace at Knossos. 
After Graham 1987, fi g. 158.

4.17. EM III facade, Palace at Knossos. Photo by author.

4.18. Restored section. Hypogaeum, Knossos. After PM I, fi g. 74.

 Pelon’s evidence comes mainly from two areas. First, 
in his reexcavation of the Northwest Quarter of the Pal-
ace, where Chapouthier had found two elaborate bronze 
ceremonial swords in 1936, Pelon found some EM III–
MM IA sherds along with the MM II fl oor deposit. He 
reasonably dated the destruction to MM II but went on 
to presume that the earlier material meant that the fi rst 
Palace had been constructed over the course of MM 
IA.51 Second, a sounding below Room IV 7 revealed 
a short section of an early wall along with what Pelon 
described as a “foundation deposit.” Th is consisted of a 
complete EM III–MM IA “tea pot” set into a small con-
struction of upright slabs built against the wall. Unfortu-
nately the wall fragment itself is isolated and not clearly 
related to any other contemporary walls. While the evi-
dence is scatt ered, Pelon has defi nitively shown that the 

  At Malia the evidence of an early palace is only 
slightly bett er. At least part of the street system with its 
characteristic raised walkways was laid out in MM IA.46 
Th e date of the fi rst Palace is more problematic. Al-
though I. Schoep has recently accepted the existence of 
an EM III–MM IA Palace at Malia as an established fact, 
the situation is not sett led.47 It is further complicated 
by a basic disagreement among the excavators: van Ef-
fenterre categorically denies the possibility of a Palace in 
EM III–MM IA.48 On the other hand, O. Pelon, who has 
been conducting soundings within the later Palace for 
many years, claims to have found not only evidence of 
an EM III–MM IA Palace, but also substantial remains 
of an EM II predecessor.49 J.-Cl. Poursat, the excavator 
of the adjacent MM II Quartier Mu, says the evidence is 
too scant to be certain.50

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   42McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   42 3/2/10   3:44:36 PM3/2/10   3:44:36 PM



E x p e r i m e n t s  a n d  I d e n t i t y  i n  L a t e  P r e p a l a t i a l  A r c h i t e c t u r e
43

acting local social and economic processes that had been 
underway throughout the Early Bronze Age, but that 
only fully meshed at the beginning of the Protopalatial 
period.53 Branigan and Warren saw most of the essential 
elements of the later Palaces already present in the EM 
buildings at Myrtos and Vasiliki.
 Most scholars would now agree that at least the gen-
eral idea of a monumental Palace, along with the general 
notion of writing and record keeping, was inspired by 
Near Eastern or Egyptian models or both.54 What has 
changed since the time of A. Evans, however, is that 
experts have acquired a new appreciation of the com-
plexity of the issue. As we shall see in the next chapter, 
J. Cherry saw the fi rst Palaces as the products of a sud-
den cultural revolution.55 Today scholars are gradually 
deconstructing the assumption that there was a single, 
monolithic event. No two sites shared precisely the same 
history, and the underlying social processes are likely to 
have been intricate and multilinear.56 Th e extraordinary 
EM III–MM IA buildings at Malia not only embody that 
complexity, but also encourage one to question the as-
sumption that the fi rst Minoan Palace had to have been 
built at Knossos. Malia is at least as likely a candidate.

remains of the fi rst Palace at Malia are much more exten-
sive than most scholars had realized and that something 
major was going on as early as EM III–MM IA. Th is is 
confi rmed by the contemporaneous building activity 
that was spread across this surprisingly vast sett lement.

How Did the First Minoan 
Palace Come into Being?

A. Evans considered the more or less simultaneous ap-
pearance of the fi rst Palaces at Knossos, Phaistos, and 
Malia to have been largely the result of eastern infl uence. 
While he was careful to point out the importance that 
purely local elements played in the process, he believed 
that the basic concept of a Palace had probably been 
imported. In fact, to Evans the overall historical signifi -
cance of Minoan Crete was the crucial role it played in 
the transmission of high culture from the eastern “Cra-
dle of Civilization” to Europe.52

 In the 1970s, partly in reaction to A. Evans’s diff u-
sionist ex oriente lux model, a new generation of schol-
ars, including C. Renfrew, K. Branigan, and P. Warren, 
saw the Palaces as the end products of a series of inter-
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tween the vast building and oneself. Most buildings, up 
to this point, had been made to correspond to the im-
mediate needs of the individual person and family. Th eir 
scale was correspondingly intimate and immediately 
comprehensible. Even if their plans and interiors were 
sometimes complex, these were buildings whose overall 
form could be taken in at a single glance. Th e Palace at 
Phaistos was diff erent. Its monumental scale aimed to 
overwhelm.
 Another way by which the scale of the building can 
be measured is by the amount of labor required to build 
it.2 Although the work was spread out over several gener-
ations, the eventual size of the building demanded a cu-
mulative eff ort unprecedented in earlier periods. Along 
the west side of the Palace, the sloping ground had to be 
leveled by cutt ing three immense terraces. Hundreds of 
tons of earth were removed, each worker excavating only 
about one cubic meter per day. Building materials had 
to be collected and brought to the site. Most of the walls 
were of rounded limestone cobbles and boulders that 
were collected on the site. Larger blocks of limestone for 
the ashlar masonry might also have been quarried from 
the slope immediately southwest of the Palace facade. 
Chunks of harder, gray limestone—called siderópetra 
(iron stone) locally—may have been brought from the 
nearby town of Peri. Gypsum, to be used for pavements 
and dado courses, probably came from the quarry south-
west of the Palace that was fi lled in by the excavators in 
1900.3

 Building walls of rubble masonry that were to rise 
three stories on a sloping site was a formidable job. Th e 
builders were timid engineers and built all the walls 

T
he Protopalatial period (MM IB–MM 
IIB) lasted from ca. 1900 to 1750 BC, about 
150 years. Over the course of this period the 

construction of the fi rst Minoan Palaces at Phaistos, 
Knossos, and Malia transformed the island’s history.

Th e Early Palace at Phaistos

To someone approaching from the Mesara plain, the im-
mense Palace at Phaistos, perched on the end of a ridge, 
would have been visible from a considerable distance.1 
To one coming from the opposite direction, the Timbaki 
plain to the northwest, the fi rst view of the Palace would 
have been diff erent (fi g. 5.1)—it would have appeared 
more suddenly, stretching out below the path that 
crossed the top of the ridge—but the immediate eff ect 
would have been much the same: here was a building 
whose enormous size, elaborate techniques, geometrical 
design, and gleaming surfaces dramatically set it apart 
from its surroundings. It was a building that dominated 
the ridge, dwarfed the surrounding houses, and dazzled 
the nineteenth-century-BC visitor with its magnifi cence. 
Nothing quite like it had ever been seen in this part of 
the island.
 To modern eyes, conditioned by the infl ated archi-
tectural scale of the twenty-fi rst century AD, the enor-
mity of this building is apt to be lost. Although it was 
built in several phases, by the end of the Protopalatial 
period, it covered some 9000 m2, nearly nine times the 
area of the entire EM village at Myrtos. When one stood 
in front of the Palace for the fi rst time, however, the only 
scale that would have matt ered was the relationship be-

Th e First Palaces and the Construction of Power 
ca. 1900–1750 BC
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and openings such as doors and windows were oriented 
north-south, where less support was needed. On upper 
stories, where there was less thrust, the doors could go 
in the opposite direction. On the ground fl oor, however, 
where support was literally fundamental, the builders 
had to keep even the yet-to-be-built third story in mind.
 Trees had to be felled and the timber transported 
to the site. Most logs were left  unfi nished and, possibly 
aft er their ends were burned to prevent rot, were set into 
slots left  in the walls.4 Layers of smaller twigs, stones, 
and earth were placed on top, much as for a roof. A few 

thicker than they had to be. Th ey were particularly 
concerned about the southwest angle of the Palace, 
which was not only one of the major external angles of 
the building, but also the lowest part of the Palace and 
therefore crucial in countering the outward thrust of the 
building. Here the walls were especially massive—up to 
2.80 m thick in places (fi gs. 5.2–5.4). While the walls in 
the rest of the old Palace were less thick, care was taken 
throughout to counteract the downhill thrust of the 
building. Th us all the major walls of the ground stories 
run east-west, at right angles to the slope. Th inner walls 

5.2. Plan. Protopalatial Palace at Phaistos. After Levi 1976, plan B.
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fl oor surfaces were especially elaborate, being paved 
with limestone (Room LIX) or gypsum (Room LIII), 
and some were even frescoed in patt erns that may have 
imitated woven carpets. Walls were also commonly plas-
tered and painted and occasionally lined with gypsum 
dadoes. Benches were commonly built at the foot of the 
walls and niches provided places to rest small vessels.
 Th e most elaborate technique was confi ned to the 
outer facade, where it could be seen by all (fi gs. 5.4, 
5.5). Around the foot of the entire length of the facade, 
a krepidoma, or leveling course, of cut ashlar blocks sup-
ported a course of orthostates, massive, well-cut blocks 
set on edge.5 On the tops of the orthostates, a series 
of rectangular mortices were used to hold horizontal 
timbers in place by means of a series of tenons. Th ese 
timbers, unlike those used in the fl oors and roofs, would 
have required sophisticated carpentry, as would the win-
dows, which were almost certainly located on the upper 
stories above the recesses that can be seen in the facade.6 
A similar technique had been tried earlier at Chrysolak-
kos, but what appeared there was a tentative experiment 
using very hard stone. Here the technique was applied 
to soft er limestone, which continued to be preferred for 
fi ne ashlar masonry.

5.3.  Reconstruction. West wing, Palace at Phaistos. 
After Levi 1976, pl. N.

5.5.  Plan. West wing, Protopalatial Palace at Phaistos. 
After Levi 1976, plan B.

5.4.  West facade, Palace at Phaistos, from the northwest. 
Photo by author.
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wing, the two wings operated together through most 
of the Middle Minoan period. Th ey were not mirror 
images of one another, extending from a single sym-
metrical axis, yet they were carefully arranged. Th e main 
entrance, Room II, was located at the midpoint between 
the two wings and was, in turn, divided symmetrically 
by a central column (see fi g. 5.5).
  Th ere were several other symmetrically balanced 
elements. Two massive bastion-like walls framed the 
southern entrance LIX and were themselves symmetri-
cally subdivided by recesses at the lower level and, if 
J. W. Graham’s interpretation of such recesses is correct, 
by windows on the upper levels.9 Th e corresponding 
section of the northern wing was arranged in a diff er-
ent symmetrical patt ern. In place of the southern wing’s 
central doorway was a central recess (exterior facade of 
Rooms XIV and XVI) that presumably marked another 
upper-story window. Th us the two wings were united 
not by a simple bilateral symmetry, but by a more com-
plicated and varying rhythm of alternating projections 
and recesses.10

 Th at geometrical regularity extended even to the ma-
terials of which the facade was constructed. Th e ortho-
state course of rectilinear blocks echoed the rectilinear 
arrangement of the whole. Above the orthostate course, 
plaster concealed all rough construction and unifi ed the 
facade (see fi g. 5.3). Th is asked the viewer to regard the 
Palace as a single, massive whole rather than as an as-
sortment of discrete parts, each individually defi ned.

Interior

It is not entirely clear to what extent the imposing im-
pression of the exterior facade would have been contin-
ued into the interior. Directed across the West Court 
by the raised walkway, the visitor was led to the major 
entrance, Room II, marked by its broad opening and 
the only column along the facade. Passing along the 
north side of the column, the walkway continued into 
the building. Th ough its path has since been obscured 
by the construction of the second (Late Minoan) Pal-
ace, the walkway presumably continued without major 
interruption directly to the Central Court. Th ere, at the 
heart of the Palace, the viewer would have found the 
monumentality promised by the facade. As J. Driessen 
has recently phrased it, the Central Court was the heart 

 In materials and techniques, the Palace represents a 
revolution in Minoan architecture. Th e building would 
have demanded specialized builders working with com-
pletely new tools. J. Shaw describes in detail the new kit 
of bronze tools that included double-axes, adzes, axe-
adzes, picks, sledgehammers, saws, drills, and chisels.7 
Th e production of the tools implies the availability of 
skilled toolmakers.
 Th e changes in building technology were paral-
leled in other areas. Seal cutt ers found the tools and the 
means to work hard stones. Pott ers began to produce 
eggshell-thin Kamares ware. Even the system of writing 
that developed during this period is directly refl ected in 
the architecture. A series of pictographic masons’ marks 
were carved on the ashlar blocks of several parts of the 
Palace here and at Knossos and Malia.8

Monumental Architecture

Th e Palace at Phaistos was built by a small army of con-
struction workers organized by an effi  cient administra-
tion. Its plan no longer grew from specifi cally local tradi-
tions but corresponded to the plans of the slightly earlier 
Palaces at Knossos and Malia. An island-wide palatial 
style began to form a unifying veneer over the multifari-
ous local and regional forms that continued to constitute 
the mass of Minoan architecture.
   In works of monumental architecture such as the 
Palace at Phaistos, artifi ciality and abstraction dominate 
the randomness of the natural surroundings. Other Mi-
noan buildings, including even those built around the 
edges of the Palace, took their sett ing as a given limita-
tion and were arranged according to the contours of the 
site. For the Old Palace at Phaistos, an arbitrary N-S-
E-W orientation was imposed on the site, and much of 
the ridge was completely reshaped and geometrically 
ordered to accommodate it. Outside the west facade, 
the main facade of the building, this regularization of 
the ridge took the form of an apron of broad, fl at, paved 
courtyards ascending in three stages from south to 
north, completely restructuring the natural slope.
  Artifi cial geometry of a surprisingly complex sort 
continues through both major levels of the west facade 
of the building. Although the two wings were con-
structed so that the ground fl oor of the northern terrace 
was level with the fl oor of the third story of the southern 
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was no distinct direction to be followed, and at least in 
this part of the Palace there was no sense of beginning 
and end, no sense of progressing toward a focal point. 
Th e complex, irregular, unstable interior, in other words, 
contrasts with the massive, imposing, unifi ed, stable, 
and regular west facade.
 Neither the Minoan builders nor the Minoan visitors 
are likely to have thought of the fi rst Palace at Phaistos 
in the purely formal terms just given; nevertheless we 
can be reasonably certain that the basic elements of 
scale, unity, symmetry, mathematical regularity, and ab-
stract geometry would have been noticed. One does not 
build such a building thoughtlessly nor look at it with-
out thinking.

Activities

It is surprisingly diffi  cult to identify many of the activi-
ties conducted in the western rooms of the Palace. Al-
though many of the rooms were found to be packed with 
objects and have been meticulously reported, it is still 
not entirely clear what each of the spaces was used for or 
how they related to one another within the larger Palace. 
However impressive the remains, only a fragment of the 
building is preserved.12

 Some of the rooms can be described in purely ar-
chitectural terms: Room III was a corridor, and Rooms 
II, L, LVI, LVII, and LIX were vestibules. A number of 
rooms were used for storing pott ery, including XXVII, 
XXVIII, LI (upper), LV (upper and lower), LXI, LXIII, 
LXV, and LXVI. Room LVIII (upper and lower) was 
apparently used for the storage of agricultural produce. 
Rooms XIX and XX were used for food preparation, as 
were Rooms V–IX. Th is latt er group of rooms, which 
opens onto the West Court immediately next to the 
Th eatral Area, has been defi ned as a shrine largely on 
the basis of a rectangular terra cott a “off ering table” set 
into the fl oor.13 P. Muhly, however, has shown that there 
is no compelling reason to identify the complex as hav-
ing been used for religious purposes. Its doorway from 
the west was a secondary one that was largely closed off  
from the West Court by the time of its fi nal, Protopala-
tial use. Th e real orientation of the room was toward the 
unknown rooms to the east, which were buried beneath 
the Neopalatial Palace. Th e off ering table is actually a 
hearth of the sort found in various domestic and pos-

of the Palace, a “constructed landscape” that served as 
the site of ritual performances that “were the fi rst unify-
ing and integrative actions that bound society together 
and made Minoans out of them.”11 Th e vast rectangular 
paved court was framed, at least on its west side, by a 
line of over twelve large columns. Th e screen of vertical 
columns, the essence of geometrical regularity, masked 
the complexities of the rooms behind.
 At least fi ve other entrances led into the Palace from 
the West Court. If the visitor were to have entered by 
any of these, the impression of the Palace would have 
been quite diff erent. Th e intricate web of tiny rooms 
beyond these doors was the antithesis of the imposing 
facade, intimate rather than intimidating. Most of the 
rooms were tiny. In fact, many of the spaces were smaller 
than the walls that frame them. Experienced in three 
dimensions, most of the spaces would have appeared as 
tiny, low, dark cavities that appeared to be hollowed out 
of the mass of the building.
  Many of the spaces were made even closer by the 
benches that line the walls. Niches hollowed into the 
walls above the benches—cavities within cavities—
usually contained vessels and nourishment (see fi g. 5.3). 
Th ese benches and niches were an integral part of the 
architecture. Th ey were covered with a thick layer of 
plaster of the sort used for the EM III–MM IA buildings 
at Malia. Here too the plaster formed a smooth surface 
that continued over the ceiling, walls, and benches, 
covering the separate parts of the room with a single, 
organic skin. Within this kind of space, one’s usual cat-
egorical divisions into ceilings, walls, and furniture seem 
nearly as arbitrary as they would if applied to the similar 
continuous surfaces of a cave.
 Probably few Minoan viewers wandered through 
many of the rooms: Minoans are likely to have gone to 
the rooms where their business took them. But if they 
had for some reason toured the building, they would 
have found that communication among the rooms 
was complex. Seldom were more than three chambers 
aligned. Ninety-degree changes of direction were com-
mon, and there were several 180-degree turns (from 
Room LVIII to Room LX, for example). Shift s among 
various levels and stories were also common, and the 
visitor would have found that many of the rooms con-
nected by east-west passages on the ground fl oors shift -
ed to north-south passages on the second fl oor. Th ere 
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 Th e site had been well known long before Evans 
began his excavations.15 In the winter of 1878–1879 
Minos Kalokairinos excavated in what turned out to 
be the west wing of the Palace. Some of his fi nds were 
published and were widely known. Others, including 
the American diplomat W. J. Stillman, M. Joubin of the 
French School, J. Myres of the British School, and even 
H. Schliemann, had expressed an interest in excavating 
the site. By 1894 Evans had begun to purchase the site, 
but it was only with the more stable political situation 
that accompanied the independence of Crete in 1898 
that excavation became feasible. With the encourage-
ment of J. Hazzidakis, founder of the Herakleion Mu-
seum, and the invaluable assistance of D. Mackenzie, 
Evans began excavating on March 23, 1900, and the 
work proceeded quickly. By the end of the 1902 season, 
all the major lines of the Palace had been determined, 
and within the next few years the major points of Evans’s 
interpretation of the site (and of Minoan civilization) 
were established.
 When Evans began at Knossos, he took upon him-
self the job not just of excavating a building, but also 
of uncovering the sources of the most enduring myths 
in European history: the story of Minos, the Minotaur, 
and the Labyrinth (fi g. 5.6). As he excavated Evans 
found images of bulls all over the Palace, some with 
graceful youths leaping over their backs. It remained 
only to explain the origin of the labyrinth. Evans ac-
cepted the etymology of the term “labyrinth” proposed 
by P. Kretschmer and A. Fick.16 Th ey identifi ed the 
word as pre-Greek (as its “nth” ending shows), and 
they held that it derived from the Carian labrys, mean-
ing axe, citing, among other examples, the Carian Zeus 
Labraundos, who was depicted holding a double axe. 
Th e etymology was questioned at the time and con-
tinues to be debated, but for Evans it opened another 
series of suggestive parallels. Here, Evans decided, was 
the signifi cance of the Double Axe signs carved on the 
pillars and walls of the Palace. Th e Labyrinth was liter-
ally the house of the Double Axe. A few other interesting 
bits of information have come up since Evans. Th e back 
of a clay tablet from Pylos (Cn 1287) depicts a labyrinth 
patt ern, apparently the doodle of an idle scribe. And a 
tablet from Knossos (Gg 702) mentions as a deity “da-
pu2-ri-to-jo po-ti-ni-ja,” the Mistress of the Labyrinth.17

 At Phaistos much of the earlier Palace had been 

sibly religious structures in MM IA Malia (see above), 
in MM II Quartier Mu, and in what may be an inde-
pendent shrine at Malia. Th is form of hearth, in other 
words, is not in and of itself suffi  cient reason to defi ne a 
room as a shrine.14

 Th e Old Palace at Phaistos is the major source of 
information concerning the architecture of the early Pal-
aces. It was neither the largest nor the earliest of the Mi-
noan Palaces, for by this time Palaces had already been 
built at both Malia and Knossos.

Th e First Palace at Knossos

 At Knossos the Middle Minoan builders leveled 
much of the top of the hill and built a Palace that 
stretched over some 14,000 m2, a building nearly half 
again as large as the Palace at Phaistos. Excavated by Ar-
thur Evans in the fi rst decade of the twentieth century, 
the Palace at Knossos is the central monument of Mi-
noan archaeology.

5.6. Arthur Evans. Corbis.
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 Evans dated the original construction of the fi rst 
Palace to MM IA. As indicated in the diagrammatic 
plan, he saw this early formative stage of the building 
as the time when the Palace began to coalesce from a 
series of independent parts that he called insulae (fi g. 
5.8). To this period, he thought, belonged the rounded 

encased in a cement-like fi ll and preserved nearly intact 
beneath the western edges of the later Palace. At Knos-
sos, however, most of the early Palace was incorporated 
into or covered by the later building (fi g. 5.7). Evidence 
is more limited, more scatt ered, and more complex than 
at Phaistos.

5.7. Plan. Protopalatial Palace at Knossos. After Macgillivray 1994, fi g. 2.
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side the Palace, the pavement of the West Court was ex-
tended over the MM IA houses and the Koulouras were 
built. Th e level of the Northwest Court was raised.
  A number of these areas, such as the pott ery storage 
rooms in the northeast, were abandoned at the end of 
the period and were preserved in their original states. 
Others, such as the rooms along the west side of the 
Central Court, were incorporated into later phases of 
the Palace, and their original states could be estimated 
only on the basis of limited soundings made through the 
later fl oors. Th roughout the site, Evans distinguished 
elements of the earlier Palace from later elements on the 
basis of datable pott ery and of certain aspects of archi-
tectural style.
 On the whole, the structure of the earlier Palace was 
bulkier, more massive, than that of the later Palace in 
its general layout and in individual details. Individual 
details were also oft en larger than their second-palatial 
counterparts: masons’ marks were larger;21 column 
bases were taller.22 Th e early builders appeared also 
to enjoy the eff ects of various colors of stone used for 
mosaiko pavements and for the tall column bases. In the 
later Palace these would be less common than smaller 
but more uniform bases of limestone or gypsum. In the 
second Palace, much of the monumental bulk of the ear-
lier building would be lightened through structural in-
novations and intricate details, and the taste for colored 
stone would be partly replaced by representational wall 
paintings.
 Considerable remains of the MM IB–MM II Palace, 
particularly the magazines in the northeast, can be seen 
on the site today. Both the amount of material and the 
relatively good state of preservation of some sections 
suggested to Evans that the end of the period came as 
a sudden, violent destruction by earthquake, causing 
several areas to be abandoned. Although the quantity of 
the remains is considerable, they are too limited in kind 
to provide an accurate picture of the general character of 
the building. None of the important public or residential 
rooms remain, only storage rooms and industrial areas.

Malia

Th e excavators at Malia, as we saw in Chapter 4, are 
divided over the nature, date, and even the existence of 
a Protopalatial Palace at the site. H. van Eff enterre, the 

5.8.  Schematic plan. Insulae according to Evans. 
After Pendlebury 1939, fi g. 13.

corners of the early west facade, Th rone Room complex, 
and Keep. West of the Palace, the Enceinte Wall, Ramp, 
and walkways were assigned to this period, as were the 
early houses beneath the level of the West Court. On 
the northwest was another early court. On the east, the 
Palace sloped down in a series of narrow terraces, one of 
which held the Monolithic Pillar Basement.18 Much of 
Evans’s vision of the building was based on the rounded 
corner of the massive wall at the northwest corner of the 
Central Court, just north of the Th rone Room, and an 
apparently similar rounded corner that Evans thought 
belonged to the original West Facade. N. Momigliano 
has since shown that what Evans took to be a section of 
the original West Facade was simply a part of the West 
Court paving.19

 While we know very litt le about the Palace in MM 
IA, there is considerable information concerning the 
state of the Palace from the MM IB period through MM 
II. Th e material was recently restudied by J. A. MacGil-
livray.20 Evans saw this as the time when the fi rst Palace 
achieved its mature form. He att ributed the construction 
of the new West Facade and the huge South Stepped En-
trance to the early part of the period (MM IB). In MM 
II came the consolidation of the basic lines of the Palace 
plan: the original West Porch and West Magazines were 
built. To the north, the Keep was covered with a fl oor, 
and the Initiatory Area built. In the northeast were the 
Royal Pott ery Stores and the Magazines of the Giant 
Pithoi. A great terrace was supposedly cut along the east 
side of the Palace, and several of the huge storm drains 
below the later Residential Quarter were laid out. Out-
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ments, we know more about the fi rst Palace at Malia 
than is ordinarily assumed.26

 Th e clearest evidence of the fi rst Palace is from the 
northwestern area, where F. Chapouthier had found 
two well-known ceremonial swords in 1936. Supple-
mentary excavations by Chapouthier aft er World War II 
and by Pelon in the 1980s established that this part of 
the Palace belonged to the Protopalatial period. Room 
Beta, where the swords were found, was a storage room 
of a very distinctive form. Raised stucco platforms ran 
around all the walls and down the center of the room. 
Th ese would have held a series of storage vessels. So-
called collector vases were set into the fl oor to catch 
liquids spilled from the storage vessels. Essentially the 
same technique was used in the East Magazines, which 
also were constructed during the Protopalatial period.27 
Th ere is less evidence for the date of the North Maga-
zines, but they probably also date to the Protopalatial 
period and, like the East Magazines, continued in use 
into the Neopalatial period (fi g. 5.10).
 Th e same sort of magazines with raised plaster plat-
forms arranged around the walls and with sunken fl oor 
features were also used in Quartier Mu (see fi gs. 6.15–
6.17), the Magazines Dessenne southwest of the Palace 
(see fi g. 6.14), and the Hypostyle Crypt (see fi g. 6.11). 
All these structures are broadly contemporary and be-
long to one phase or another of the Protopalatial period. 
Th eir heavy use of clay and lime plaster to cover fl oors 
and raised platforms and benches is a direct develop-
ment from the similar features so widely used in Malia 
during the preceding EM III–MM IA period in, for 
example, the possible shrine east of Chrysolakkos (see 
fi g. 4.15) and in the rooms with the hearths south of the 
Palace (see fi g. 4.6). Th e thick application of plaster over 
walls, fl oors, and benches is also one of the chief charac-
teristics of the fi rst Palace at Phaistos (see fi g. 5.3).

excavator of the so-called Agora and the Crypte Hypo-
style, insists that no true Palace existed at the site until 
the Neopalatial period. Instead, he proposes, a series 
of separate monumental buildings, including those he 
excavated, each with a specifi c range of social, political, 
religious, and economic functions, operated in concert 
as a sort of “nebuleuse palatiale.”23 J.-Cl. Poursat, the ex-
cavator of the important Protopalatial Quartier Mu, dis-
agrees adamantly with van Eff enterre’s notion. Poursat 
holds that the town and the Palace developed in concert 
at more or less the same time.24 O. Pelon has conducted 
excavations within the Palace and has shown that there 
are remains of the early Palace almost everywhere be-
neath the later Palace (fi g. 5.9).25 Despite these disagree-

5.10.  Reconstruction. Room Beta, Palace at Malia. 
After Pelon 1983, fi g. 18.

5.9.  Plan. Protopalatial Palace at Malia. 
After H. van Eff enterre 1980, fi g. 54.
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(such as ashlar masonry). Even this purely formal char-
acterization presents problems. For example, if a par-
ticular building has some but not all of these features do 
we label it a Palace or not? Th ese cases are best handled 
individually.

Chronology and “Cultural Revolution”

Two articles by J. Cherry introduced what has since be-
come the standard view of how the Palaces came about. 
Th is view holds that the fi rst Minoan Palaces were built 
at a “critical moment of transformation” in MM IB and 
that their construction came about through a sociopo-
litical “quantum leap” from Chiefdom to State. Th is leap 
involved also the introduction of writing, the fi rst cen-
trally organized religion (the peak sanctuaries), and the 
development of social hierarchy and interacting social 
networks.31

 Today a diff erent, more complex and more nuanced 
picture is emerging.32 We know that many of the things 
customarily associated with the establishment of the 
fi rst Palaces, such as the fi rst peak sanctuaries, were 
probably already underway before the presumed MM IB 
critical moment. More important, rather than embody-
ing a single, monolithic cultural revolution, each Palace 
seems to have had a slightly diff erent history. As we saw 
in Chapter 3, the fi rst Palaces at Malia and Knossos may 
have been under construction in EM III–MM IA. Th e 
fi rst Palace at Phaistos was probably begun later and 
was built over a long period of time. Th e southern part 
(the section excavated by D. Levi) was begun in MM IB, 
and the northern section (excavated by L. Pernier) was 
added in MM II. Th e buildings at all three sites probably 
experienced a number of signifi cant changes over the 
course of the 150-year Protopalatial period.
 Th e understanding of the relation between the fi rst 
Palaces and the presumed sociopolitical revolution is 
also changing. In her “cart-before-the-horse” model, 
Dabney views the construction of the fi rst Palaces not 
as the product of a new state-level society, but as one of 
the central factors in bringing about the social transfor-
mation. Th e vast amount of labor, organization, and re-
sources required for their construction might well have 
triggered the necessary political reorganization rather 
than the other way around.33 In this view, the formation 
of the state might have been a rather long process, one 

Other Palaces?

Not much is known about the Middle Minoan prede-
cessor of the later Palace at Zakros. Th ere was an earlier 
pavement beneath the later Central Court, and on the 
northeast are extensive remains of an earlier entrance 
system. Ongoing excavations at Monasteraki have re-
vealed extensive sections of a Protopalatial administra-
tive center. Th e architecture at the site, however, is not 
comparable to that at Phaistos, Knossos, or Malia. In 
south central Crete, the earliest of the monumental har-
bor buildings at Kommos was constructed during the 
Protopalatial period, and at Petras there are extensive 
Protopalatial remains beneath the Neopalatial building 
(see Chapter 8).

What Is a Minoan Palace?

Although the term “Palace” is widely used and deeply in-
grained in Minoan archaeology, Driessen has remarked 
that the term has been used to describe a number of 
quite diff erent things and that there is no consensus on 
what the term signifi es.28 Th e debate usually centers on 
the presumed functions of the buildings.29 Evans as-
sumed that the buildings known as Palaces had several 
roles, including royal residences, administrative centers, 
economic centers, manufacturing centers, and cult cen-
ters. Over the years, each of those functions has been 
called into question. For example, I. Schoep notes, “Th e 
use of the term Palace carries with it a whole host of 
perhaps unhelpful baggage, which consciously or uncon-
sciously encourages interpretation of the ‘Palace’ as the 
residence of a royal elite, occupying supreme position 
within a hierarchical social and political structure”; she 
suggests using the more neutral term “court-centered 
building” instead.30 Th e problem, however, comes not 
from the architectural label one applies, but from mak-
ing unwarranted assumptions about how the Palaces 
were used. In this book I use the word “Palaces” (capital-
ized to signal its arbitrariness) not to imply a range of 
functions but to refer to a group of buildings that share a 
set of formal elements. Th ese include monumental scale, 
specifi c sets of rooms (such as Residential Quarters and 
magazines) arranged around a large, rectangular central 
court, specifi c structural features (such as pier-and-door 
partitions and light wells), and constructional elements 
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was almost certainly associated with the Palace.34 It was 
constructed at the same time (MM IB) and was used 
through the entire Protopalatial period. Even later, in the 
Neopalatial and Final Palatial periods, people continued 
to visit it. We saw in Chapter 4 that, as the traditional 
Mesara tholos grew in size and spread beyond its origi-
nal home in the Asterousia Mountains, its signifi cance 
shift ed from being a monument bound with the identity 
of the community to a monument that helped to estab-
lish and maintain dynastic legitimacy and authority. In 
a way the Kamilari tholos encapsulates the entire new 
architectural era at Phaistos. By adopting message-laden 
plans, techniques, and scale from a variety of sources, 
those who caused these buildings to be built had cre-
ated a new architectural language whose message was 
unavoidably clear. In J. Rykwert’s words, “What we call 
‘monumental’ architecture is fi rst of all the expression of 
power.”35

involving decisions and adjustments as the construction 
proceeded, rather than a quantum leap. It also likely hap-
pened at slightly diff erent times and at diff erent paces at 
each of the palatial sites.
 In many ways the fi rst Palace at Phaistos was the cul-
mination of this long complicated process as it synthe-
sized various elements that were introduced elsewhere. 
Its general layout—a monumental building arranged 
around a central court—followed earlier designs at 
Knossos and Malia. Many of its construction techniques 
also appear to have been imported in a fully developed 
state. Th e use of orthostates for the facades and the use 
of thick layers of lime and clay plaster slathered over 
interior walls, fl oors, and benches echoed techniques 
that, as we have seen, were fi rst used in EM III–MM IA 
Malia.
 Th e people who had the Palace at Phaistos built 
also drew on a millennium-old tradition of the Mesara. 
Th e grand tholos tomb at nearby Kamilari (fi g. 5.11) 

5.11. Plan. Tholos Tomb, Kamilari. After Di Vita and La Regina 1984, fi g. 309.
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not clear whether these two scripts were used to write 
the same language or not, but they were used in quite 
diff erent administrative systems. Geographically the 
division between the scripts corresponds roughly with 
the diff erent distributions of House Tombs and tholos 
tombs. Th e introduction of writing, in other words, ap-
parently had the same sort of complicated, site-specifi c 
history as the construction of the fi rst Palaces.

A Postscript on Writing

Th e introduction of writing is oft en linked with the fi rst 
Palaces in a presumed cultural revolution.36 Th e earliest 
writing in Crete is the so-called Archanes script, which 
appears exclusively on seals in EM III–MM IA. In the 
early Palaces, two scripts were used: Cretan Hieroglyph-
ic at Malia and Knossos and Linear A at Phaistos.37 It is 
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door/indoor, exterior/interior, open/closed, open air/
sheltered) defi nes a spectrum of intermediate situations. 
In Minoan architecture those spectrums are very rich in 
nuances.”2 Palyvou also notes that just as there are grada-
tions between the built and the unbuilt, so the concepts 
of public and private involve varying degrees.
 Immediately west of each of the three Palaces at 
Phaistos, Knossos, and Malia, for example, a large, paved 
open area conventionally called the West Court (fi g. 
6.1) was constructed at the juncture of the town and the 
Palace. To the extent that the Palaces had a front facade, 
it was the one facing the West Court with its imposing 
masonry and upper-story windows.
 At all three sites, the stone pavements of the West 
Courts are crossed at various angles by raised walk-
ways—a quintessential feature of Minoan cities. Th e 
walkways probably had some practical value, provid-
ing dry footing in the rain and helping to direct visi-
tors’ movements through the courts. On occasion the 
walkways could be put to ceremonial use, as the later 
example in the Corridor of the Processions in the Neo-
palatial Palace at Knossos suggests. Palyvou points out 
that the raised walkways also have formal signifi cance. 
Th eir white, rectilinear slabs contrast with the surround-
ing “crazy” paving; their diagonal directions counter the 
vertical and horizontal grid of the Palatial facade, and, 
most signifi cant, at key entrances they continue from the 
exterior public court into the interior of the Palace. Paly-
vou writes, “Th ey penetrate the building compound in a 
symbolic manner, as if the town is invading the Palace.”3

A
s impressive as the fi rst Palaces at Malia, 
Knossos, and Phaistos were, they were com-
ponents in much grander architectural pro-

grams. Entire cities and towns with courts, streets, and 
areas for community interaction were planned and built 
at the same time. Th is explosion of civic architecture 
would never be equaled again in Bronze Age Crete. With 
this urban transformation came the establishment of a 
new Minoan identity.1

West Courts

C. Palyvou has remarked that architecture is not just 
about buildings. It can also be about the “un-built” and 
about places that are neither quite one nor the other. As 
she puts it, “Each pair of opposites (built/un-built, out-

Th e Protopalatial City and Urban Identity 
ca. 1900–1750 BC

6.1. West Court at Phaistos. Photo by author.
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Th eatral Areas

Th e north borders of the West Courts at Phaistos and 
Knossos are formed by a so-called Th eatral Area, rows of 
low risers that provided seating for spectators. Th e fi nal 
form of the Th eatral Area at Knossos dates to the Late 
Minoan period, but supplementary excavations carried 
out by A. Evans in 1913 showed that much of the struc-
ture had been originally laid out at the time of the fi rst 
Palace (fi g. 6.2 and see also fi g. 9.39).4 Streets entered 
the area from the north, northeast, and west. Under the 
eastern (LM) bank of seats, Evans found that the origi-
nal court continued about 10 m further to the east. Th e 
most important surviving feature of the original Th eatral 
Area is the south bank of seats. Parts of six tiers, higher 
and more massive that those of the later eastern fl ight, 
remain. A stepped walkway, 3.17 m wide, ascends south-
ward toward the West Court and the main entrance to 
the Palace, dividing the bank of seats into halves. Only 
fi ve bases remain of a screen of pillars or portico that 
originally ran across the top of the bank of seats.

6.4. Theatral Area, Phaistos. Photo by author.

6.2. Plan. Theatral Area, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 362.

6.3. Section. Theatral Area, Phaistos. After Pernier 1935, fi g. 79.
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 Although the name Th eatral Area suggests consensus 
on the point, the purposes of these structures have been 
debated. Some have seen them as the sett ings for various 
sorts of performances, thinking of the dancing women 
depicted in the Miniature Fresco and the later tradition 
of the dancing fl oor that Daidalos built for Ariadne. 
Evans thought their main function was for the reception 
of ceremonial processions that approached the Palaces 
by the major streets that fed into the Th eatral Areas. 
Whether or not he was correct, his interpretation called 
att ention to the prominent locations of the Th eatral 
Areas. At both sites they were located at the juncture of 
the main streets and the main approaches to the Palaces, 
and they formed an important nexus within the city. 
Others have also noted their prominent positions but 
proposed diff erent functions. For example, W. McDon-
ald and S. Damiani Indelicato suggested they were used 
for political assemblies.7

 Th e excavators proposed a similar political inter-
pretation for the Agora at Malia (fi g. 6.5).8 Th e Agora 

 Th e Th eatral Area at Phaistos is essentially similar 
in form, and, with modifi cations, it too continued to 
be used through the Second Palatial period (fi gs. 6.3, 
6.4).5 Originally it consisted of a courtyard with nine 
rows of seats, the topmost being slightly deeper than the 
others. Th e original back wall (the southernmost of the 
two back walls shown on the plan) was punctuated with 
a series of setbacks. Th e seats at Phaistos, like those at 
Knossos, were divided by a walkway that turns obliquely 
when it meets the lowest step. Th e western end of the 
Th eatral Area was much destroyed by erosion and later 
construction, but in the bedrock, at the level of the low-
est steps, the excavators noted four circular cutt ings that 
may have been for columns supporting a pavilion cor-
responding to the portico on the south side of the Knos-
sos Th eatral Area. Th e two areas are also alike in that 
at both, rustic kernoi of the sort we saw at several EM 
sites were hammered into some of the seats. Th ese were 
almost certainly pavement games to help the spectators 
pass the time (see Chapter 2).6

6.5. Plan. Agora, Malia. After H. and M. van Eff enterre 1969, plan I.
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Palaces.11 T. Strasser, however, has recently shown that 
they could not have functioned as granaries. He revives 
Evans’s idea that they were instead “blind wells” for the 
disposal of water.12 From an architectural point of view 
this makes a great deal of sense.13 Anyone who has visit-
ed a shopping mall will have noticed the large catchment 
basins built to receive the runoff  from the mall roof and 
parking lots. Th e architects at Knossos and Phaistos 
might have foreseen a similar problem with drainage 
from the roofs of the Palaces and the expanses of paved 
areas. Because the site at Malia was more level and more 
expansive the water could be expected to run off  without 
being captured on relatively confi ned terraces. If this 
interpretation of the Koulouras is correct, they should 
be linked categorically not with the economy and the 
magazines inside the Palace, but with civil engineering 
and the walkways outside the Palace. In any case, they 
did not last long: the Koulouras at Phaistos and the two 
western Koulouras at Knossos were paved over in MM 
III for the construction of the second Palaces.14

Streets

As this was the great age for the construction of com-
munity gathering places, it was also the great age of civil 
engineering. It is somewhat surprising to look back on 
the plans of earlier villages and observe that before the 
Middle Minoan period there were no streets. Just as the 
houses made do without corridors, the villages provided 
no special facilities for the simple but crucial needs of 
circulation, communication, and connection.
 Th e Middle Minoan period, however, was the most 
productive period of street building in Minoan history.15 
Several types of pavements were used. Among the sim-
plest was the pavement of rounded cobbles, of the sort 
used at Gournia (fi g. 6.6).
 A more elaborate type consists of large fl agstones, 
oft en hammer-dressed. Th e most elaborate sort of pave-
ment has a raised central walkway made of dressed slabs 
and fl anked on both sides by cobbles, like the walkways 
in the West Courts. Occasionally the side cobbles were 
covered with a hard lime plaster, and along the outside 
edges of some ran elaborate drainage systems built of 
terra cott a or stone channels. Th e width of the walkways 
of these streets varies between .70 and 1.40 m. Th e 
Royal Road was the main thoroughfare in Knossos (see 

consists of a large (29.10 m × 39.80 m), rectangular 
courtyard surrounded by massive foundations that origi-
nally supported banks of seats. Th e banks of seats were 
originally faced with a course of orthostates, at three 
points interrupted by stairways that led up to the seats. 
Behind the seats on the east and south, groups of irregu-
lar rooms were accumulating by the MM III period. A 
rustic kernos with twenty-three depressions is located at 
the Porte des Magasins. At the southwest corner of the 
Agora is the Hypostyle Crypt and immediately north of 
the crypt is the Portique Coudé, an L-shaped portico 
reminiscent of the porticoes at the Th eatral Areas of 
the other Palatial sites. Th ese porticoes were apparently 
essential parts of the Th eatral Areas. Formally, they 
were the only emphatically vertical elements in these 
complexes. Th ey helped to raise the otherwise basically 
two-dimensional theatral courts into three-dimensional 
relief, defi ning them as distinct spaces.
 Th e Agora at Malia had all the requisite components 
of the Th eatral Areas: location at the juncture of streets 
immediately north of the West Court seats, portico, and 
even a kernos. Th e major diff erence between it and the 
structures at Knossos and Phaistos is that, in the absence 
of a suitable slope into which the seats could be terraced, 
the seats at Malia were raised on massive artifi cial foun-
dations and arranged around parts of all four sides of the 
court. Continuing the seats around all sides of the court 
meant that a considerable number of seats could be pro-
vided without raising a ponderously thick, high bank of 
seats on one side.

Koulouras

Th e relative fl atness of the terrain at Malia in compari-
son to the terraced west fronts at Phaistos and Knossos 
may have to do with another slight diff erence between 
the sites. In the West Courts of Phaistos and Knossos 
(see fi g. 5.7) there were four large, stone-lined circular 
pits Evans named Koulouras (aft er a circular Greek 
bread).9 Th ese have been variously explained as cisterns, 
garbage pits, and planters for sacred trees.10 Th ey have 
most commonly been interpreted as granaries, cor-
responding to the later aboveground granaries at the 
southwest corner of the Palace at Malia (see fi g. 8.4). As 
large storage facilities, they have been thought to play 
a major role in the redistribution economy of the early 
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fi g. 6.7). It led toward the Palace from the west, original-
ly passing in front of the Th eatral Area, through which 
one could proceed to the West Court. Smaller construc-
tions that provided seating for spectators, called viewing 
stands by the excavator, overlooked the Royal Road near 
its west end.16

 A major road led to the Palace from the south. Aft er 
passing through the site of the later Caravanserai (see 
fi g. 9.37), the monumental, corbel-vaulted Viaduct car-
ried the road across the Vlychia ravine (fi g. 6.8). Unfor-
tunately, the street on the north side of the ravine 
disappears.

Defensible Sites

Th e street systems of all the major Palatial cities and 
smaller villages (Gournia, Kommos, Palaikastro, and 
Pseira) were built in this period. Th ese streets, with oc-
casional repaving, continued to be used through the 
Neopalatial period until most of the sites were 
abandoned.

6.6. Street at Gournia. Photo by author.

6.8. Reconstruction. Viaduct at Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 46.

6.7. Royal Road, Knossos, from east. Photo by author.
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 At least in the eastern end of the island a network of 
roads was built to connect the various towns.17 A number 
of small buildings built along the roads have been called 
guard houses (fi g. 6.9). However, these may have been 
simple farm buildings, as L. V. Watrous suggests, a func-
tion that many continued to serve during later periods.18 
If the small buildings were in fact guard houses (a term 
introduced by Evans), they would signal that the trans-
formations taking place in Crete during the Protopalatial 
period were probably not entirely peaceful aff airs.
 Th e occupation in MM II of several remote and 
nearly inaccessible defensible sites, including the ex-
traordinary site at Monasteraki Katalimata on the cliff  
of the Ha Gorge (see fi g. 12.4), might also indicate ten-
sions among the various regional centers.19 Th e sections 
of MM fortifi cation walls that have been excavated at 
Malia (see fi g. 4.13), Petras, and Pyrgos-Myrtos may 
also be tied to intersite rivalry and insecurity.

Th e Hypostyle Crypt at Malia

As Palyvou noted, the distinction between public and 
private is seldom a matt er of absolutes; it is a matt er 
of degree. Streets, roads, and open areas like the West 
Courts were primarily public, while the Agora at Malia, 

6.9.  Plan. Guard house at Zakros. 
After Chrysolakki 1999, pl. VII B.

6.10. Hypostyle Crypt, Malia from the west. Photo by author.

6.11.  Plan. Hypostyle Crypt, Malia. After 
H. and M. van Eff enterre 1969, plan I.

6.12.  Restored section. Hypostyle Crypt, Malia. 
After Amouretti 1970, section 2.
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it served a town council. A larger citizens’ assembly was 
presumed to have met in the adjacent Agora.21 Others 
have proposed a commercial function. Much of the base-
ment level of the building was used for storage. Its maga-
zines resemble not only those in the Palace, but also those 
in Quartier Mu and the Magasins Dessenne (fi g. 6.14).
 Th e distribution of large storage facilities among 
several buildings in the center of the city is an interest-
ing phenomenon. Since the 1980s, it has been widely 
assumed that Palaces were the key components in an 
economic system that involved the collection, storage, 
and redistribution of surplus goods.22 As I. Schoep has 
shown, at Malia that economic role was probably fi lled 
by a number of facilities, confusing the lines between 
public and private and between Palace and non-Palace.23

 Th e Hypostyle Crypt has no close parallels at the 
other Palatial centers. A building south of the modern 
tourist pavilion at Phaistos may have been similar in 
general terms, but its fragmentary state prohibits de-
tailed comparison. Although more distant from the 
Palace, it may have been situated along one of the main 
approaches. Its construction is not as elaborate as that 
of the crypt—it has no coursed ashlar or columns—but 
it is more substantial and more rectilinear than the MM 
houses at the site.

which could be closed off , might be considered semipub-
lic.20 Immediately adjacent to the Agora, the Hypostyle 
Crypt further blurs the public/private boundary (fi gs. 
6.10–6.12). Its prominent position near the center of the 
city, adjacent to the Agora and the West Court outside 
the Palace, certainly had public visibility. On the other 
hand, most of the surviving parts of the building were 
underground, basement rooms. Th e building did, how-
ever, have a second, perhaps more accessible story, prob-
ably entered from the Agora via the Portique Coudé.
 Th e construction of the Hypostyle Crypt is simi-
lar to that of Quartier Mu (see below) and to the fi rst 
Palaces. Th e building includes coursed ashlar masonry, 
columns, and the thick plaster so characteristic of the 
period. In the doorway that leads into the room in the 
northeast corner of the building, impressions of the 
original woodwork frames are preserved around the 
door and window openings. Th e pairing of door and 
window conserved materials by requiring some of the 
timbers to serve double duty (fi g. 6.13). Th is arrange-
ment of beams has close parallels in the carpentry of the 
Second Palatial period.
 Th e purpose of the building is unclear. On the basis of 
its impressive quality, its prominent location, and its anal-
ogy with classical Greece, the excavators proposed that 

6.13.  Restored doorway. Hypostyle Crypt, Malia. 
After Amouretti 1970, fi g. 3.

6.14.  Plan. Magasins Dessenne. After 
H. van Eff enterre 1980, fi g. 300.
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Quartier Mu at Malia

Th e line between public and nonpublic gets even fuzzier 
at Quartier Mu (fi gs. 6.15–6.17).24 With the exception 
of the Palaces, Building A of Quartier Mu is the grand-
est structure known from the Protopalatial period. Th e 
building was among the largest of the period (ca. 450 
m2 in its original state and ca. 800 m2 aft er the exten-
sion was added). Also distinctive are its elaborate use of 
coursed ashlar masonry and the regularity and formality 
of its design. Several of its rooms anticipate forms that 
would become standard in Neopalatial Palaces and Vil-
las. Th e grand suite of main residential rooms in Build-
ing A gives the best indication of what the missing Resi-
dential Quarters of the fi rst Palaces looked like.
 Th e original entrance to Building A, later obstructed 
by the construction of the extension to the south, was 
near the center of the south wall. Th e door opened onto 
a vestibule, the intermediary space between the public 
exterior and the private domain of the house. From the 
vestibule, one had a choice of turning to the right and 
ascending the stairs to the second fl oor or continuing 
straight ahead toward the main ground-story rooms. In 
the northwest corner were storage magazines, their walls 
surrounded with raised platforms. Just beyond the vesti-
bule was a light well with two columns on its west side, 
providing light and ventilation where it was most need-
ed, in the precise center of the house. A drain led from 
the light well, beneath the vestibule, to an area originally 
outside the house. Just east of the light well and closely 
tied to it was the fi rst known example of a type of room 
known as the Minoan Hall. Although somewhat altered 
in later phases, it was originally divided by a pier-and-
door partition that allowed the room to be closed or 
opened to varying degrees. Palyvou describes the Mino-
an Hall as the very essence of Minoan architecture, as its 
fl exible and changeable eff ects move between open and 
closed, light and dark, interior and exterior, and warm 
and cool.25

 To the west of the Minoan Hall was a large, square 
room with a sunken area nearly 2 m deep on its south-
ern side. Its walls were covered with plaster and were 
originally painted blue. J.-Cl. Poursat identifi es this as 
the earliest known example of a Lustral Basin, a type of 
room that would also become standard in the Neopa-
latial Palaces and that has been variously interpreted as 
either a shrine or a bath. Th e Lustral Basin was entered 

6.15. Plan. Quartier Mu, Malia. After Poursat 1992, plan.

6.16.  Plan. Building A, Quartier Mu, Malia. 
After Poursat 1978, plan I.

6.17.  Plan. Building B, Quartier Mu, Malia. 
After Poursat 1978, plan I.
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Th ese quarters served as the combined workshops and 
living areas of the craft s makers. One was occupied by a 
family of seal engravers, the second by a family of pot-
ters, and the third by a family of metalworkers. Except 
for the specialized workshops in the upper stories, these 
buildings are identical to ordinary houses of the period.
 Th e close association of the Artisans’ Quarters with 
the large houses of Quartier Mu has interesting eco-
nomic implications. Many of the objects made in the 
artisans’ houses were intended for use in Houses A and 
B. Other objects probably fi ltered through Houses A and 
B of Quartier Mu for wider distribution, in exchange for 
which their capacious magazines may have been fi lled 
with agricultural produce. Th e artisan families may have 
been dependents of the people who lived in the neigh-
boring mansions.29 Th us, the residents of Quartier Mu 
and the Artisans’ Quarters seem to have played an eco-
nomic role that complemented that of the Palace.30

Public Shrines

For many years, archaeologists thought that Minoan 
religion was conducted in Palaces, houses, and rural 
sanctuaries. Th e existence of specialized urban public 
shrines was seriously doubted.31 A growing body of evi-
dence from various parts of the Aegean, however, has 
encouraged a reassessment of the information. Public 
shrines are now clearly att ested at Phylakopi, Keos, and 
Mycenae and are important in Postpalatial Crete. While 
the Palaces were almost certainly the most important 
ceremonial centers in the Protopalatial and Neopalatial 
periods, a few specialized shrines were also built. Th e 
clearest example is the small shrine building excavated at 
Malia (fi g. 6.18).32 Th e building is simple in plan. A door 
leads to the central room, which appears to have served 
as an entrance to the other two rooms. Th e west room 
was used for storage. Th e eastern room was the shrine 
proper. In the center of the room was a rectangular clay 
hearth with a circular depression, similar to those found 
in Quartier Mu and the Palace at Phaistos. While the 
hearth alone is not suffi  cient to defi ne a building or a 
room as a shrine, here there were other fi nds, including 
portable off ering tables, many lamps and lamp stands, 
animal fi gurines, a triton shell, and a small stone object 
that may be a miniature set of horns of consecration.
 Th e nearby Sanctuary of the Horns (fi g. 6.19) likely 
dates to this period also. Th is small building was entered 

from the large room in the southwest corner of the 
house. G. Gesell and W.-D. Niemeier have suggested that 
the Lustral Basin formed a religious complex with Room 
I12 just to the west.26 Th is room, a later addition built 
against the original ashlar facade, was furnished with 
a fi xed rectangular hearth with a circular depression, 
which the excavators label an altar and compare with 
those known from the contemporary shrine at Malia and 
the Palace at Phaistos. P. Muhly has shown, however, 
that the religious nature of these hearths and therefore 
of this room is far from certain.27

 At a later date within MM II a large extension was 
added to the south side of the building, doubling its size. 
Th is extension was not quite so rectilinear as the original 
construction, at least on the ground story, and most of 
its major rooms may have been on the upper story. A 
stairway opening onto the street on the east led directly 
to these upper rooms, and a second stairway linked the 
vestibule of Building A with the upper rooms of Build-
ing C. Th e plan of this part of the complex was partly 
obscured in the southernmost section by MM III 
constructions.
 Building B of Quartier Mu, which may have been 
built somewhat earlier, is similar to Building A in most 
major respects (see fi g. 6.17). Th ey shared the same 
grand size (570 m2), overall proportions (ca. 4:7), and 
elaborate techniques. More important, they were similar 
in design. Both have specialized provisions for a variety 
of activities on the ground fl oors, including living, stor-
age, industries, and religion. Each of these activities was 
conducted in a room of distinctive form, and each of 
those rooms was located in a specifi c part of the house. In 
the center of the building was a light well. Near the light 
well was the main room of the house, the Hall. Around 
the Hall were arranged the magazines, industrial rooms, 
stairs, and various other rooms. In both houses the main 
entrance was through a vestibule with a bench, which 
was located near the center of the south facade of the 
building. Such consistency predicates a systematic ap-
proach to design that distinguishes these buildings from 
earlier houses as much as their size and technique do.

Artisans’ Quarters

Th e grand houses of Quartier Mu were found with most 
of the original contents, including a great variety of lux-
ury items in stone, terra cott a, and metal. Many of these 
were produced in the neighboring Artisans’ Quarters.28 
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by stairways on the east and on the west. Like the MM II 
sanctuary, it was divided into three interior spaces. Th e 
main room was subdivided on the east by plaster parti-
tions. Th e horns aft er which the building was named 
were not standard Horns of Consecration, but single 
plaster cones that may or may not represent stylized 
horns.33

 One of the most interesting chapters in the history 
of Minoan archaeology began in 1979 with excava-
tions at a rural place called Anemospilia on the slopes 
of Mt. Iouktas just outside Archanes. Excavations that 
season and in 1981 uncovered part of a building dating 
to the MM IIB–MM III period (fi gs. 6.20, 6.21). Th e 
excavated portion of the building is centered on a broad 
central corridor. At least three partially excavated rooms 
extend to the north. On the south is a row of three 
rooms arranged like storage rooms. In the eastern room, 
a number of pots were arranged around the walls and 
placed on the raised platform at the end of the room. In 
the central room there were more pots and a set of clay 
feet that, according to the excavators, belonged to a large 
cult statue. In the western room, a human body and a 
bronze blade (or spearhead) were found on a central 
platform. Two more skeletons were found on the fl oor 
of the room and a fourth in the corridor to the north. 

6.18. Plan. MM II shrine, Malia. After Poursat 1966, fi g. 3.

6.19.  Plan. Sanctuaire des Cornes, Malia. 
After Daux 1957, fi g. 15 bis.

6.20.  Plan. Sanctuary, Anemospilia. 
After Rutkowski 1986, fi g. 310.

6.21.  Reconstruction. Sanctuary, Anemospilia. After 
Rutkowski 1986, fi g. 311.
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the buildings at Malia, for example, would be to neglect 
the fabric that tied the city together: the streets, walk-
ways, courts, and public gathering places. It would also 
overlook the enormous investment that went into both 
the construction of these public facilities and their main-
tenance and programming.38

 Th e same can be said for the social and political 
organization of the city. Rather than having been con-
centrated exclusively in the Palaces, civic functions like 
surplus storage, religion, and administration were ap-
parently spread through various public, semipublic, and 
private facilities.39 Neither spatially nor socially did the 
Palace stand in isolation. Th e Palace and the city were 
interdependent. And if, as I noted at the end of the last 
chapter, the construction of the fi rst Palace at Malia was 
the expression of power, the city provided the resources 
for that power and shared its benefi ts.40

 Th e emerging cities at Malia, Knossos, and Phaistos 
shared a distinctive new urban form marked by a specifi c 
set of characteristics: Minoan Palaces, West Courts, 
paved streets with walkways, Th eatral Areas (at Knossos 
and Phaistos), Koulouras (at Knossos and Phaistos), 
etc. Even if relations among (and perhaps within) the 
various towns and cities continued to be contentious 
and competitive—as the number of defensible sites 
suggests—a common architectural language was begin-
ning to emerge. Th is new architectural language marks 
the beginning of a specifi cally Minoan identity.

From this evidence the excavators reconstructed a ritual 
involving human sacrifi ce.34 Like the other three bodies 
found in the building, however, the purported sacrifi cial 
victim may have been a casualty of the earthquake that 
destroyed the building.

Other Sites

D. Levi excavated parts of three Protopalatial houses in 
the West Court at Phaistos, and L. Platon excavated a 
large part of a similar building immediately east of the 
Palace at Zakros.35 Outside the major Palatial centers the 
earliest phases of the rural buildings at Pera Galini, Cha-
malevri, Apesokari, Prasa, and Riza Achladion belong to 
the Protopalatial period, but no complete house plans 
were recovered. In the Amari Valley ongoing excava-
tions at the important site of Monasteraki and nearby 
Apodoulou promise important new information.36

Th e Urban Matrix and the 
Emerging Minoan Identity

Th e history of architecture generally focuses on the 
study of buildings. As Palyvou notes, this is not ade-
quate in the case of Minoan architecture, whose essence 
is the interrelation of indoor and outdoor space. Just as 
individual buildings interweave closed rooms with open 
light wells and courts, in the larger urban matrix Minoan 
builders similarly integrate the masses of buildings with 
signifi cant open spaces.37 To neglect the spaces between 
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direct view of the Palace (see fi g. 7.3). Th e west facade 
was appropriately elaborate: huge, well-dressed ortho-
states stood above a projecting base course called a 
krepidoma; broad windows opened into the upper 
story that fl oated above the lower.1

 Aft er its size and careful construction, two other 
aspects of the Palace would have dominated the visitor’s 
early impressions. Th e fi rst was the irregular massing of 
the building. Th e Palace did not appear as a single, uni-
fi ed entity but displayed evidence of having been built 
as a series of discrete structural blocks. Th e blocks were 
arranged in a series of projecting and recessing facades. 
Across the top of the building, the roofl ines also shift ed 
levels with the constituent blocks. No single linear 
boundary defi ned the building in any direction. At least 
on the west, houses further obstructed the view of the 
facade. As a result, the visitor cannot take the entire 
building in from any single viewpoint, as one can a clas-
sical temple or a Renaissance villa. To see the building, 
one must move around it, and with every movement the 
appearance changes.
 Th e second major aspect the visitor would notice 
is the predominant horizontal expanse of the building. 
Th e Palace was a broad, low, sprawling structure seated 
fi rmly on the ground rather than aspiring toward the 
sky. It extended across the surface of the hill so far that 
no clear ends—which were concealed behind project-
ing angles—to the building could be seen. Its size was 
impossible to judge. Th e builders emphasized the hori-
zontality of the building by arranging most of the major 
elements of the facade horizontally. Th e krepidoma, the 
orthostates, the upper masonry, and even a hypothetical 

B
et ween MM III  and LM IB (ca. 1750–1490 
BC) the Second Palace at Knossos became the 
grandest monument in the history of Minoan 

Crete. Centuries later Evans used this monument to de-
fi ne the Minoans.

Viewing the Palace

Today a cursory tour of the Palace at Knossos requires 
about an hour (fi gs. 7.1–7.9). What the visitor sees 
represents—not including the modern restorations—
several centuries of sporadic construction. What the 
Minoan visitor to the site would have seen at any one 
moment in the Late Bronze Age would have been quite 
diff erent. Th e building would have stood to its complete 
height with all of its decorations and furnishings—alive 
with the sounds and the movement of people. Yet, ironi-
cally, most Minoan visitors would probably have seen 
less of the Palace than the modern tourist. What they 
would have seen would have depended on who they 
were and what specifi c business had brought them to the 
Palace. Th e Palace seen by visiting dignitaries was diff er-
ent from that inhabited by craft  workers, pilgrims, slaves, 
and scribes. Th e public Palace that staged offi  cial or 
ritual celebrations was not the same as the private cham-
bers. Lacking a guidebook with numbered plan, Bronze 
Age visitors depended on the people of the Palace and 
on the form of the building itself to guide them to their 
objectives.
 As in the Protopalatial period, so in the Neopalatial 
most of the major streets of Knossos fed into the West 
Court. From here the visitor att ained the fi rst close and 

Th e Second Palace at Knossos and 
the Reconstruction of Minoan Identity 
ca. 1750–1490 BC
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7.2. Plan. Palace at Knossos. After Pendlebury 1954, plan.
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direction, changes in level, or sometimes by actual struc-
tures, such as the Th eatral Area or the Caravanserai (see 
fi g. 9.37). Inside the Palace, the sequential arrangement 
continued, as the builders distributed a series of stage-
like focal points along the main passages.

Th e West Porch

A raised walkway conducted the visitor across the West 
Court to the West Porch, a main entrance to the Palace. 
Here the builders combined several architectural ele-
ments to create a temporary focal point for the visitor. A 
single massive column, ca. 1.20 m in base diameter and 
perhaps 6 m tall, stood in the center of the broad open-
ing of the entrance.3 Probably even from the outside 
the visitor would have seen that the interior of the West 
Porch was decorated with the image most intimately 
associated with Knossos, a painting of a bull. More elo-
quently than a lett ered sign, the painting introduced the 
visitor to the building and its legends. Th e West Porch 
also provided a spatial introduction to the Palace. As 

row of upper-story windows were all arranged in hori-
zontal bands reinforcing the dominant direction of the 
building.
 Few verticals countered those bands. Keeping the 
building from being entirely horizontal, a series of 
recesses ran from the ground fl oor through the upper 
story, where they held windows. Th e locations of the 
recesses in the centers of the projecting blocks of the 
building also had the eff ect of calling att ention to the 
individual components of the building and helping to 
divide its vastness into smaller, visually comprehensible 
components. Th e positioning of stable, symmetrical ele-
ments such as these recesses within an overall shift ing 
asymmetrical design is also a recurring design strategy in 
the interior of the building, where the dynamic balance 
between what H. Frankfurt called “arrest and move-
ment” contributed to the kinetic eff ect of the building.2

 Even before reaching the Palace, the visitor had been 
prepared for the shift ing rhythm of motion and still-
ness. All the approaches to the Palace were punctuated 
by a series of architectural pauses marked by changes in 

7.3. West facade, Palace at Knossos. Photo by author.
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where the visitor fell into step with the painted fi gures 
of the procession fresco. Th e fi gures led fi rst to the south 
and then—the route is no longer preserved above the 
level of basement foundations—to the east. Another 
turn to the north would bring the visitor to the South 
Propylaeum, a spacious room fi tt ed with massive pillars 
and columns arranged symmetrically. Th is room was 
much altered in LM III and today is largely the result 
of A. Evans’s restoration (see fi g. 7.4). In contrast to 
the corridor, the South Propylaeum would have been 
fl ooded with light coming through the unroofed area 
above its columns. Here, apparently, the procession 
fresco stopped.

J. Driessen puts it, “Following the walkways through the 
West Courts and entering the complex implies a transi-
tion from one world, open to the view of the public, to 
another, hermetically closed off . Th e narrowness of the 
pathway to follow, with a funnel eff ect at the entrance, 
implies a line-up of individuals and a selection process.”4 
Th e West Porch was both reception area and fi lter.

Th e Corridor of the Procession, South 
Propylaeum, and the South-North Corridor

From the half-light of the entrance porch, the walkway 
continued into the darker Corridor of the Procession, 

7.4. South Propylaeum, Palace at Knossos, from the southeast. Photo by author.
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of the most important ceremonial areas in the Palace.7 
Inside, the Anteroom and the Th rone Room proper 
repeated the same major forms on their northern walls. 
In both these rooms, central seats, or thrones, were sym-
metrically fl anked by benches. Th e symmetrical patt ern 
was reinforced in the Final Palatial period by the painted 
griff ons that heraldically fl anked the seat (see fi g. 10.1). 
Much of the opposite side of the room was taken up 
with a Lustral Basin.
 South of the Th rone Room complex was the Stepped 
Portico, the major opening in the facade (see fi g. 10.3). 
A broad fl ight of stairs, its roof supported by a column as 
large as that of the West Porch, led up to the important 
rooms on the Piano Nobile. Here, fi gures of a Proces-
sion Fresco regrouped to guide the visitor up the stairs. 
However many other ways there were to reach the Piano 
Nobile, this surely was a major one, combining and 
reiterating all the major elements of the West Porch, 
South Propylaeum, and the conjectural Stairway 22. Th e 
Stepped Portico was a relatively late addition, construct-
ed only in the Final Palatial Period.8

 Further to the south, in the dead center of the west 
facade of the Central Court, Evans restored the tiny fa-
cade known as the Tripartite Shrine. Evans’s reconstruc-
tion was based in large part on a feature in the Grand-
stand Fresco (see fi g. 10.3).9 In Evans’s reconstruction, 
the small size of the facade was made up for by its or-
nateness, with pairs of small columns used on each of its 
fl anking wings. Unfortunately, the architectural evidence 
for the Tripartite Shrine is slight, and the rooms behind 
it are completely unrelated to the symmetry of the fa-
cade. If it existed at all, this litt le facade would resemble 
the false architecture of theatrical scenery.
 Th e rooms behind Evans’s Tripartite Shrine com-
prise what is called the Central Palace Sanctuary.10 Th is 
complex consists of the Lobby of the Stone Seat, the Vat 
Room, the Great Pithos Room, the Temple Repositories, 
and the East and West Pillar Crypts. Th anks to a recent 
study by M. Panagiotaki we know that these rooms un-
derwent a series of signifi cant architectural changes over 
the course of the Neopalatial and Final Palatial periods.11

 Following Evans, many scholars have seen this area 
as the religious heart of the Palace.12 Th e Temple Re-
positories were found fi lled with pott ery and a range of 
remarkable objects such as the famous faience Snake 
Goddesses now in the Herakleion Museum. Evans and 

 Continuing through the South Propylaeum, the 
visitor, according to Evans, could have proceeded to the 
important rooms of the upper Piano Nobile by means 
of a monumental stairway. Evidence of that stairway 
is, however, extraordinarily slight. Th is part of the site 
Evans called the Central Clay Area. It was almost entire-
ly empty save for the foundations of a later rectangular 
structure variously interpreted as a Mycenaean building 
or a classical temple.
 A second route along the Corridor of the Procession 
is also poorly preserved. According to Evans, the Cor-
ridor of the Procession made its way eastward over the 
South Terrace Basements before turning north in the 
South-North Corridor, passing through a small pavilion 
on its way toward the Central Court. Th e life-size relief 
fresco of the “Priest King” (restored from fragments that 
actually belonged to several fi gures) was found in the 
area. Evans proposed that the relief fresco had originally 
been on the wall near the entrance to the Central Court, 
where it would have formed a complement to the Bull 
Relief in the North Entrance Passage on the opposite 
side of the Central Court.5

Th e Central Court

Aft er the narrow confi nes of the twisting, dark corri-
dor, the broad, brilliant Central Court off ered sudden 
expansion and release. As Driessen recently remarked, 
“Th e Central Court of a Minoan Palace is not a simple 
step en route . . . but indeed, the fi nal destination of this 
circulation patt ern.”6 It was without doubt the domi-
nant element in the building. Of the four facades along 
the Central Court only that along the west side is suf-
fi ciently preserved today to provide much indication of 
the original appearance. In plan, the facade appears basi-
cally unifi ed behind a screen of columns and pillars. In 
restored elevation, however, the impression of a unifi ed 
facade quickly breaks down into a series of independent 
elements, each calling att ention to itself and competing 
for the visitor’s att ention.

Th e Facades of the Central Court

On the north end of the west facade of the Central 
Court were the four doors through which one stepped 
down into the Th rone Room complex, probably one 
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Central Court and the Magazines, was used to provide 
bureaucratic oversight of the West Magazines and for 
occasional celebrations (see no. 32 in fi g. 7.2).18 Th is is a 
reminder that religious activities may have been sporadic 
rather than ongoing, and the distinction between sacred 
and secular may have been indistinct.
  Th e southernmost section of the Central Court 
facade is usually restored as a series of pillars, of which 
one pillar base was found in situ. Th e pillars formed 
a shallow portico masking the rooms behind. Th ose 
rooms, centered around the Room of the Chariot Tab-
lets, are poorly preserved and stratigraphically complex. 
Driessen has tried to untangle their history.19

 J. Shaw and A. Lowe have recently proposed that 
a similar pillared portico ran along much of the east 
facade of the Central Court. When Evans excavated 
in the southeast corner of the Central Court he found 
that the area had been eroded to a depth of 2 m below 
its original level, erasing nearly all traces of the original 
facade. While J. Shaw’s and Lowe’s proposal is largely 
hypothetical, by straightening the line of the facade and 
narrowing the proportions of the Central Court, it has 
the advantage of bringing Knossos more into line with 
what we know of the other Palaces.20

Other Entrances

Th e North Entrance system was the second important 
entrance into the court from outside the building. Al-
though the exterior facade has been lost, one can assume 
it would have been dramatically marked. Th e entrance 
system itself was less convoluted than that from the 
West Porch but equally impressive. From the entrance 
vestibule, one entered the great North Pillar Hall, which 
gave on to the narrow North Entrance Passage, and this 
gradually ascended toward the Central Court. At some 
time during the course of the Neopalatial period, the 
North Entrance Passage was made narrower by the con-
struction of the East and West Bastions.21 Th e resulting 
narrow corridor was probably unroofed, like a steep-
sided ravine, contrasting both with the covered space of 
the North Pillar Hall to the north and with the vast open 
expanse of the Central Court to the south. Th e upper-
story wall of the West Bastion, echoing that of the West 
Porch, was decorated with the emblematic bull in plaster 
relief (see fi g. 7.6).

others interpreted the East and West Pillar Crypts as 
places for chthonic worship. According to him, the pil-
lars, incised with the sacred sign of the Double Axe (see 
fi g. 7.5), were aniconic embodiments of the deity.13

 For other scholars, the religious function of these 
rooms is far from clear. For example, the pillars were 
structural, not simply symbolic. In addition, as D. J. I. 
Begg recently demonstrated, the incised Double Axes 
were probably masons’ marks, signifying the work of 
various teams of masons.14 It is not even certain the 
rooms were used for rituals. Th eir main function—and 
the function of what Evans labeled the Temple Repos-
itories—was storage.15 Th e Central Palace Sanctuary, 
in other words, may be a misnomer. In her painstaking 
reexamination of the Central Palace Sanctuary (or CPS), 
Panagiotaki concludes, “Taking into account Renfrew’s 
criteria for determining the recognition of a religious 
area, there is nothing in the CPS to declare a cult ac-
tivity.”16 On the other hand, P. Rehak and J. Younger 
note that costly objects like those found stored in the 
so-called Temple Repositories and the corresponding 
set of prestige items found in the Treasury of the Shrine 
(Room XXV) at Zakros might have been brought out 
only on ceremonial occasions for temporary display, as 
happened in Egypt and the Near East. Th is, they sug-
gest, might explain why so few permanent religious and 
ceremonial areas have been identifi ed.17 In this regard it 
is useful to recall E. Hallager’s suggestion that the Lobby 
of the Stone Seat, located in a key position between the 

7.5. Mason’s mark, Knossos. © Elio Cid/Corbis.
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 Th ere were at least two more entrances to the Palace, 
the South Porch and the East Bastion, but both of these 
were small, unconnected with the main streets of the 
city, and probably intended for private communication. 
Th ey were well constructed, particularly the East Bas-
tion, with its elaborate drainage system. Unlike the main 
entrances, these were not concerned with aff ording visi-
tors a dramatic presentation of the Palace. J. W. Graham 
has suggested that another entrance led into Magazine 
XVI. Like the corresponding entrances at Malia and 
Phaistos, this would have served the magazines. Unfor-
tunately the walls of this part of the Palace are poorly 
preserved. Th ere is even less evidence for the stepped 
entrance to the Piano Nobile that Evans imagined here.22

Th e Quarters

Much of the western part of the Palace was given over to 
storage magazines (see fi g. 7.7). Each magazine held up 
to thirty huge storage jars (pithoi), each with an average 
capacity of ca. 590 liters. Th e total capacity of the pithoi 
may have approached a quarter of a million liters.23 In 
addition to the pithoi, the magazines, except for num-
bers 1, 2, 14, 15, 16, and 18, were equipped with a series 
of ninety-three carefully constructed subfl oor cists, their 
walls and covers carefully fi tt ed with stone slabs and 
sometimes lined with lead. Another series of these cists 
ran the length of the Long Corridor, and, as we have 
seen, there was a great deal of additional storage in the 
adjacent Central Palace Sanctuary.
 Both Evans and Graham thought that the most im-
portant rooms of the Palace were located on the Piano 
Nobile, the upper fl oor above the west wing.24 Nothing 
of these rooms remained in situ, but both scholars at-
tempted hypothetical reconstructions of the plan based 
on the layout of the ground-fl oor rooms, especially thick 
or butt ressed ground-fl oor walls, and the location of 
window recesses along the west facade (see fi g. 7.8). On 
the evidence of the objects found fallen into the ground-
fl oor rooms (which at Knossos date to the Final Palatial 
period) and of comparison with fi nds from other Pal-
aces, Begg suggests that these upper-story rooms were 
also used for more mundane purposes, including storage 
and manufacture.25

 Th e northeastern part of the Palace seems tradi-
tionally to have been the service quarter of the Palace, 

7.6. North Entrance Passage, Palace at Knossos. Photo by author.

7.7. West Magazines, Knossos. © Roger Wood/Corbis.
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providing suffi  cient storage for the day-to-day operation 
of the Palace and facilities for various Palace industries. 
Evans thought that by the Late Bronze Age much of the 
area was no longer in use. In a recent reexamination of 
the evidence, however, K. Christakis has shown that 
both the Royal Pott ery Stores and the Magazine of the 
Medallion Pithoi were operational in LM I.26 Only base-
ment rooms are preserved further south, but basing him-
self on the plan of the basement rooms and the fragments 
of frescoes fallen into them, Evans pictured a Great East 
Hall above the Royal Pott ery Stores and the Loomweight 
Basement. Th is large room would have been entered by 
steps leading up from the Central Court.
 Further to the south, the Residential Quarter is 
one of the primary monuments of Minoan architecture 
(see fi g. 7.9).27 Its main ground-story room (at a level 
two stories below the level of the Central Court) Evans 
named the Hall of the Double Axes (see fi g. 10.7), aft er 
the masons’ marks cut into the wall of the adjacent light 
well. Th e hall received light from three directions. On 

7.8. Plan. Piano Nobile according to Graham. After PoC, fi g. 85.

7.9. Plan. Residential Quarter. After Hood and Taylor 1981, Plan.
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reached through the corridor from the Hall of the Dou-
ble Axes or from the stairway from the upper fl oors. It 
was basically similar in form to the hall, though smaller 
and simpler. Th ere were light wells on two sides, each 
bordered by pier-and-door partitions. On the west was 
a room Evans interpreted as a bath, which originally was 
a Lustral Basin whose fl oor was raised at some relatively 
late point in the Neopalatial period. Behind this room 
were storage rooms, another small stairway, and a toilet 
that was connected with the main storm drains of the 
Palace.
 Th e main entrance to the Residential Quarter from 
the Central Court was by means of the Grand Staircase, 
which Evans excavated with diffi  culty and restored with 
care (fi g. 7.10). It was constructed with an impressive 
light well and provided a grandiose entrance to the two 
stories of the Residential Quarter that were located 
below the level of the Central Court and to the one story 
that stood above it. On each of these levels, apparently 
much the same group of rooms was repeated.
 Th ere have been various interpretations of the Resi-
dential Quarters, including some that insist they were 
not residential at all but religious.28 At the other end of 
the spectrum, Graham described the palaces in largely 
secular (and anachronistically modernist) terms: “Th e 
considerable degree of urbane elegance reached by this 
society is revealed in their domestic architecture. From 
the spacious and commodious design of the living quar-
ters of the Palaces and bett er houses, oft en adorned with 
alabaster veneering and plaster walls painted with scenes 
from nature or court ceremonial, provided with bath-
rooms and toilets and with ingenious devices to secure 
adequate lighting and looking out through columned 
porticoes upon terraced and beautiful landscapes, it is 
clear that the Cretans aimed at comfortable living.”29 
Probably neither extreme does justice to the complexity 
of these buildings.

Chronology

More than a century aft er Evans’s initial excavations, 
there is still uncertainty over the dating of the Neopa-
latial Palace. Most of the diffi  culty comes neither from 
ineffi  ciency on the part of the excavators nor bias of later 
historical revisionists, but is inherent in the building 
itself. Th e huge Palace was in the process of continual 

the west was a light well, while on the east and south 
an L-shaped colonnade overlooked the Kairatos Val-
ley. Th e shape of the colonnade was echoed in the L-
shaped pier-and-door partition that defi ned this section 
of the hall and joined the pier-and-door partition that 
separated the center of the hall from the light well on 
the west. Th e partitions gave the space great fl exibility: 
screen walls could enclose the space; the room could be 
entirely opened to the sheltered portico and light well; 
one or two sides could be opened or partly opened. 
Th ere were innumerable possible variations that could 
be adjusted to the season, temperature, time of day, and 
social context.
 To the south of the Hall of the Double Axes was a 
more private room that Evans called the Queen’s Mega-
ron and Graham called the Women’s Hall—my guess is 
that it served as a bedroom (see fi g. 10.6). It could be 

7.10.  Grand Staircase, Palace at Knossos. 
© Vanni Archive/Corbis.
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Th e New Architecture

Th e Second Palace at Knossos marked a second revolu-
tion in Minoan building techniques. One way to see the 
change is by comparing the construction of the Residen-
tial Quarter at Knossos (see fi g. 7.9) with the southwest-
ern section of the Old Palace at Phaistos (see fi g. 5.3). 
Th e two are not precisely comparable. Important diff er-
ences in function almost certainly aff ected their forms. 
Nevertheless both areas were faced with the same funda-
mental structural problem, namely, the construction of 
a three-story building on a steeply terraced slope. Prob-
ably the fi rst diff erence one notices is that Knossos made 
much more use of labor-intensive techniques. Th ere is 
more dressed masonry, for example, and it was cut to a 
greater variety of shapes (slabs, blocks, column bases, 
jamb bases) and used for a greater variety of purposes 
(fl oors, steps, dadoes, stylobates, cornices, balustrades, 
and walls).35 Th e dadoes, fl oor slabs, steps, and ortho-
states at Phaistos are limited in comparison.
  Even more important than the new uses of dressed 
masonry was a new approach to the use of wood. Beams 
in the new Palace were much more massive and carefully 
milled. Carpentry skills had changed even more than 
masonry skills. Wooden beams were also put to a greater 
range of uses. At Phaistos, wood was limited to roof 
beams, windows, and door frames, a few columns, and 
horizontal timbers. Th e builders of the Second Palace at 
Knossos also used wood for vertical timbers, half-timber 
construction, long architraves, columns, pillars, and 
pier-and-door partitions. Th e new system placed increas-
ing emphasis on engineering fi nesse and less on brute 
mass.36 Even the new techniques of wall construction 
aff ected the plans of the Palaces. Th e new walls, more 
vertical and thinner, meant that the architects could draw 
the outer traces of the buildings in, so that at both Knos-
sos and Phaistos the new Palaces had much smaller foot-
prints than their sprawling Protopalatial predecessors.
 Th e Neopalatial walls in the Residential Quarter 
were coated with a new kind of plaster with a much 
higher lime content than the plaster used earlier.37 Be-
cause the walls were stronger, the plaster could be much 
fi ner and more britt le than the thick, mostly clay plaster 
that had been used to consolidate Protopalatial walls. 
At Knossos this fi ne plaster was oft en painted with rep-
resentational frescoes. Unlike the occasional geometric 

change for more than six centuries. It suff ered periodic 
destructions by earthquakes followed by ambitious 
campaigns to level the ruins and construct large areas 
ex novo. But these were only the major events in an 
ongoing, seldom stable dialogue between decay and 
renovation. We do not have a clear history of the Palace 
because its history was never clear.
 Th ere are two main opinions as to when the Second 
Palace was begun. Evans thought that it was initially 
constructed in MM IIIA, following the destruction 
in MM IIB of the earlier Palace by earthquake. In his 
reexamination of the pott ery, J. A. MacGillivray sup-
ports this position.30 C. Macdonald, on the other hand, 
regards MM IIIA as the fi nal phase of the Protopalatial 
period and dates the construction of the new Palace to 
MM IIIB.31 One of the underlying problems is that there 
is litt le certainty about the MM III period in general. 
Particularly with the chronological system I use here, 
MM III was approximately a fi ft y-year period only, and, 
as W.-D. Niemeier and G. Walberg have noted, it is dif-
fi cult to distinguish two distinct subphases based on the 
pott ery style.32 Th e only absolute certainty is that at least 
some parts of the new Palace were built in MM III.
 Th ere was also a serious disruption within the Neo-
palatial period, perhaps to be associated with the Th era 
seismic events in MM IIIB–LM IA and the subsequent 
eruption in LM IA. Macdonald divides the Neopalatial 
Palace into two main phases, the MM IIIB “New Palace” 
and the LM IA “Frescoed Palace.”33 To the fi rst he att rib-
utes the overall layout of the new building, characterized 
by “austere monumentality.” Macdonald says that much 
of the Palace was rebuilt in LM IA with lighter, thinner 
but more stable walls. At this time the west facade of 
the Central Court was moved east, making the Central 
Court narrower; the South Propylaeum and the North 
Entrance Passage were made narrower, and the newly 
plastered walls were painted with frescoes; the Temple 
Repositories were closed; and the Central Palace Sanc-
tuary was rearranged.34 Macdonald also proposes a third, 
LM IB phase of the Palace that he names the “Ruined 
Palace.” Very litt le was found in the Palace that dated 
to this period, suggesting to Macdonald that the build-
ing was largely abandoned. As we shall see in Chapter 
10, the lack of LM IB material is more likely due to the 
extensive rebuilding of the Palace in the Final Palatial 
period.
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artist Emile Gilliéron fi ls, had litt le to do with conserva-
tion. Instead it was among the earliest att empts to con-
struct a historical heritage site.
 Th e late 1920s and early 1930s were an exciting time 
for archaeology. Spurred in part by the “Tutmania” that 
swept through Europe and the United States following 
Howard Carter’s discovery of King Tutankhamun’s tomb 
in 1922, archaeology became enormously popular. New 
periodicals were launched, and old periodicals expanded 
their coverage of antiquity.40 Knossos was back in the 
news for the fi rst time in decades and was reaching a 
new audience. It was to this audience that Evans ad-
dressed his new reconstructions. In an interview with 
a French periodical in 1933, Evans explained the res-
torations not as necessary for preservation but “for the 
education of the public.”41 Evans’s new concrete displays 
were carefully distributed through all four corners of the 
site—the South Propylaeum (see fi g. 7.4), the North 
Entrance Passage (see fi g. 7.6), the Residential Quarter 
(see fi g. 7.9), and the Th rone Room (see fi g. 10.1)—as-
suring that each area had a visual focal point. A small 
gallery displaying reproductions of the frescoes was built 
in the Piano Nobile. To criticize the Evans construc-
tions—or those at more or less contemporary Colonial 
Williamsburg in Virginia or Greenfi eld Village in Mich-
igan—as historically inaccurate not only involves an 
enormous understatement, but it misses the point: these 
were fundamentally new kinds of institutions, address-
ing a new constituency. Th ose constituencies have con-
tinued to grow. Knossos is now the second-most-visited 
site in Greece, with more than six hundred thousand 
visitors per year. To accommodate these huge crowds 
Evans’s reconstructions underwent a major conservation 
program in 1996–1998.42

 Evans’s reconstructions have greatly shaped our 
perceptions of the Minoans. But this is not due to the 
reinforced concrete at the site alone. More subtly, the 
language Evans developed to describe the buildings (and 
which I have used throughout this chapter)—phrases 
like “Th rone Room,” “Queen’s Megaron,” “Lustral 
Basin,” “Temple Repositories,” “Piano Nobile,” “Pillar 
Crypt,” not to mention the term “Minoan”—are laden 
with implied meanings, and yet they are irrevocably em-
bedded in the discipline. We cannot write about, speak 
about, or think about so-called Minoan identity except 
in Evans’s terms.

designs used on the walls and fl oors at Phaistos, which 
served to decorate and confi rm the surfaces to which 
they were applied, the eff ect of illusionistic, represen-
tational frescoes was to visually dissolve the plane of 
the wall, creating the illusion of a three-dimensional 
space that continued beyond the pictorial plane. Relief 
frescoes, molded out from their walls, were even more 
eff ective in confusing the space of the painting with the 
space of the viewer, as in fact viewer and image shared 
the same architectural space.
 Th e combined result of all these changes was a 
building entirely diff erent in character from the earlier, 
Middle Minoan structure. Walls could be thinner with-
out sacrifi cing strength. Spaces—even those on the 
ground fl oor—could be expansive. Rooms no longer 
had to be tiny cavities hollowed out of the mass of the 
walls, and walls became partitions around space. In 
many cases, walls were eliminated entirely and replaced 
by colonnades or, that most Minoan of devices, the pier-
and-door partition, which, like a folding screen, allowed 
borders to be formed and dissolved at will. New variety 
became possible, in features, in shapes of spaces, in rela-
tions among spaces, and in lighting. Th e ultimate exam-
ple of the architectural revolution is the Grand Staircase. 
It was so strong that it remained nearly complete when 
Evans excavated it, yet it appears to consist as much of 
air as of masonry. It eff ortlessly descended three stories, 
keeping one side open to the daylight of the light well all 
the way. It is the antithesis of the bulky mass at Phaistos.

Evans’s Reconstructions

Today nearly every guidebook to Crete contains some 
allusion to the controversial nature of Evans’s recon-
structions. Th e reconstructions have also been the 
subject of a number of recent scholarly studies.38 Not 
all the reconstructions in the Palace are the same. In 
1927 Evans divided them into three phases, “marked 
respectively by the use of wooden supports, of iron gird-
ers, and of ferro-concrete.” Evans initially defended the 
reconstructions as necessary for the preservation of the 
site and for continued excavation.39 Shortly aft er making 
that statement, however, Evans undertook another cam-
paign of reconstruction. Th is phase of the reconstruc-
tions, above all the work done between 1928 and 1930 
with the assistance of the architect Piet de Jong and the 
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Troubled Island by J. Driessen and C. Macdonald.2 Th e 
book’s main thesis is that the LM IB period, traditionally 
regarded as the high point of Minoan power and culture, 
was instead a time of turmoil and decline in the wake 
of the eruption of the Th eran volcano. Driessen and 
Macdonald painstakingly reviewed masses of evidence 
from all the known sites of this period and tried to dem-
onstrate how each was diminished during the sixteenth 
century BC, apparently as they att empted to recover 
from the political and economic upheaval caused by the 
volcano eruption while at the same time trying (ulti-
mately in vain) to forestall the wave of destructions that 
would sweep the already weakened island in 1490 BC.
 As we shall see in Chapter 9, some thirteen years 
aft er its publication Troubled Island no longer seems to 
paint an accurate picture of most of LM I Crete. Never-

R
ather than considering the functions of 
the Palaces, I want to discuss in this chapter 
matt ers of form. From this point of view, the 

fi ve known Minoan Palaces—Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, 
Galatos, and Zakros (fi g. 8.1)1—reveal a fascinating bal-
ance between consistency and individuality.

Chronological Complexity

Th e Neopalatial period was nearly twice as long as the 
Protopalatial period. It lasted from about 1750 BC until 
the violent wave of destructions that swept the island at 
the end of LM IB ca. 1490 BC. Of all Minoan history, 
this was the period about which scholars thought they 
knew the most. Th at confi dence was seriously chal-
lenged by the publication in 1997 of the landmark study 

Comparing the Neopalatial Palaces
ca. 1750–1490 BC

8.1. Sites discussed in chapter 8.
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Chronology of the Five Palaces 

1 .  K no s s o s

Th e Second Palace at Knossos was built in MM III. It 
underwent a series of major alterations in LM IA, aft er 
which the picture is unclear. As we shall see in Chapter 
10, the Palace was almost totally rebuilt in the Final Pa-
latial period.

2 .  P h a i sto s  ( f i g.  8 . 2 )

Th e First Palace at Phaistos was destroyed at the end 
of MM IIB. F. Carinci says there was a limited att empt 
at rebuilding in MM III (D. Levi’s Phase III), but that 
this eff ort was aborted, and in MM IIIB–early LM IA 
the Palace was largely abandoned.3 Th e major construc-
tion of the Second Palace dates to mature (presumably 
post-Th era eruption) LM IA and continued into LM 
IB, contemporary with the Palace at Zakros. At the end 
of LM IB, the Palace at Phaistos, like that at Malia (but 
unlike that at Zakros) was emptied of its contents and 
destroyed by fi re.

3 .  M a l i a  ( f i g s.  8 . 3 ,  8 . 4 )

An isolated MM III wall beneath the later Residential 
Quarter may represent the fi rst att empt to build a sec-
ond Palace at Malia.4 Th e main period of the Palace was 
probably LM IA, with a second phase of repairs and 
alterations in LM IA–LM IB.5 Th e Palace was almost 
empty when it was excavated, so there is not much evi-
dence for the date of its destruction. Th e generally ac-
cepted date is LM IB, when much of the town seems to 
have been destroyed.6

4 .  G a l ata s  ( f i g.  8 . 5 )

Th e Palace had been preceded by an MM IIA building 
beneath the west wing of the later building. As an inte-
grated whole, the Palace at Galatas dates to MM IIIB–
LM IA. By late LM IA, the building was undergoing 
major changes: large parts of the Palace lay in ruins, and 
large areas were converted to storage space. Th e building 
was destroyed in LM IA, at a time when the major build-
ing programs in the Palaces at Zakros and Phaistos were 
just gett ing underway. An LM IB building was built on 
top of the northwest section of the Palace.7

theless, the book brought about two permanent changes 
to the discipline. First, Driessen’s and Macdonald’s re-
search, in combination with subsequent studies taking 
up their challenge, resulted in a much more sophisticat-
ed and precise understanding of Late Bronze Age chro-
nology. Second, scholars are now much more aware that 
this long period was a time of ongoing social, economic, 
political, and architectural complexity, a time which can 
no longer be regarded as a single, monolithic Neopalatial 
period: each of the major Palaces experienced a diff erent 
series of events.

8.2. Plan. Palace at Phaistos. After PoC, fi g. 4.
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5 .  Z a k ro s  ( f i g.  8 . 6 )

While some MM IIIB–early LM IA material has been 
found in the east and south wings at Zakros, the main 
construction of the Palace dates to mature LM IA and 
continued into LM IB. Th e Palace was destroyed by fi re 
in LM IB with most of its contents in place. Th e south 
wing of the Palace may have gone out of use at a some-
what earlier point in LM I.8

Comparing the Forms of the Palaces

In 1962 J. W. Graham published the fi rst edition of Th e 
Palaces of Crete, drawing on a series of studies he pub-
lished in the American Journal of Archaeology beginning 
in 1956. It was not the fi rst analysis of the architecture of 
the Minoan Palaces, but it was the fi rst to place primary 
emphasis on comparison rather than on individual de-
scriptions of the buildings. Instead of diversity of detail, 
Graham focuses on similarities, shared components, and 
correspondences among the Palaces in an att empt to 
understand the body of principles that underlies Minoan 
architecture.9 I follow that approach here.

8.3. Plan. Palace at Malia. After H. van Eff enterre 1980, fi g. 313.

8.4. Reconstruction. Palace at Malia. After PoC, fi g. 58.

8.5. Plan. Palace at Galatas. After Rethemiotakis 2002, pl. XII.
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 Th e fi ve known Palaces of the Second Palatial period 
diff er in scale (fi g. 8.7). Th e Palace at Knossos is by far 
the largest, covering roughly 13,000 m2. Th e Palace at 
Malia is ca. 7,500 m2 and that at Phaistos is ca. 6,500 m2. 
Galatas and Zakros are much smaller, ca. 4,000 m2 and 
3,500 m2, respectively. In terms of overall design, how-
ever, the fi ve buildings share a number of important 
features, the most obvious of which is the Central Court.

Central Courts

Th e most characteristic feature of the Palaces is the Cen-
tral Court, although a Central Court alone is not suffi  -
cient to defi ne a building as a Minoan Palace. It is never-
theless, as Graham writes, “the organizing nucleus of the 
plan, at once dividing and uniting parts of the Palace.”10 
Th e Central Courts at Knossos (ca. 53 m × 28 m), Malia 
(ca. 51 m × 22 m), and Phaistos (ca. 51 m × 22 m) 
are similar in size; the latt er two, in fact, are nearly 
identical. Th e Central Court at Galatas is much smaller 
(ca. 35 m × 15 m), and that at Zakros is slightly smaller 

8.6.  Plan. Palace at Zakros. 
After Platon 1971, p. 102.

8.7.  Plans of  Neoplatial Palaces to scale. 
After Palyvou 2002, pl. LVI.
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ustrades. Th e west side provided formal openings to the 
cult rooms, and, as at Knossos, a broad stairway led to 
the Piano Nobile.
  Porticoes also fronted the east and west facades of 
the Central Court at Phaistos. But it is the north facade 
here that is of particular interest. Th is is one of the most 
elegant compositions in Minoan architecture (fi g. 8.8). 
Th e wide central doorway is symmetrically fl anked by 
half columns, which are in turn framed by niches, and 
these are framed by recesses and second-story win-
dows—all with Mt. Ida as dramatic background.
 Even the facades of the much smaller court at Zakros 
were given special att ention. Every element has a specifi c 
reason for being where it is. Th e column and the pillar 
on the east side are good examples (see fi g. 8.6). Seen 
from one point of view, they stand before the centers 
of the two main blocks of the east wing. Seen along the 
length of the facade, the pillar and column align them-
selves to form a straight facade. Two more columns con-
tinue the eff ect around the north end. And on the west 
side, two narrow doors fl ank a wide central door, the 

still (ca. 30 m × 12 m). While the Central Courts vary 
considerably in size, they share the same approximate 
proportions, roughly 2:1.11 Th e Central Courts also 
share a roughly similar north-south orientation, al-
though the axis at Zakros is more than 37 degrees east 
of true north-south.12 Th e orientation of the Palaces has 
been explained in a number of ways. Some have opted 
for practical explanations, suggesting that the propor-
tions and direction of the Central Courts were chosen 
to provide maximum sunlight to the facades bordering 
on the court.13 J. Shaw, on the other hand, suggests that 
the direction of the Central Courts was based on an ori-
entation in the strict sense of the term: the determining 
factor was the desire to have the important rooms along 
the west facade of the courts oriented toward the rising 
sun.14

 At all fi ve Palaces special att ention was given to the 
facades surrounding the Central Court. At Malia porti-
coes ran along the north and east facades. Th e eastern 
portico consisted of alternating columns and pillars, and 
both could apparently be closed off  by low wooden bal-

8.8. Central Court, Palace at Phaistos. Photo by author.
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 Most storage magazines were similar in form to 
those at Knossos: long, low, dimly illuminated rooms 
arranged in rows and having a common entrance cor-
ridor. Th ey tend to be located on the west sides of the 
Palaces, where they would have been most accessible 
to the streets and roads that fed into the west courts; at 
Malia, however, they were placed around three sides of 
the Palace, and those at Galatas are on the east.
  At Malia the west magazines closely resemble the 
magazines at Knossos. Th e magazines on the north and 
the east had probably originally been built in the Proto-
palatial period and continued in use.
 Th e magazines at Phaistos were arranged somewhat 
diff erently. Th ey open from a wide east-west passage and 
run parallel to the main exterior facade. Th e arrange-
ment allowed the builders to divide the relatively small 
space into ten individual units.
 At Zakros (Rooms I–VIII) and at Galatas (Rooms 
7–10) the magazines were also grouped in a separate 
block. Th ey were much smaller than the magazines at 
the other Palaces and in both cases were placed so that 
they would be readily accessible to dining facilities.

West Wings

Based largely on what Evans found at Knossos—
although, as we saw in Chapter 7, the evidence there is 
more ambivalent than is usually admitt ed—it has been 
generally assumed that the west wings contained the 
main cult rooms of all the Palaces.18 In his study of the 
Central Palace Sanctuary at Knossos, E. Hallager pro-
posed that the Lobby of the Stone Seat (no. 32 in fi g. 
7.2) served as a control point for materials going into 
and out of the magazines. On appropriate occasions like 
the annual harvest, the room might take on related cer-
emonial functions.19 On the basis of the room’s pivotal 
position controlling access between the Central Court 
and the magazines, Hallager identifi ed contextually simi-
lar rooms at Phaistos (Room 25), Malia (Room VII3), 
and Zakros (Room IX). At Galatas the large Pillar Hall 
(Room 17) is in an equivalent position.

Reception Halls

In the Palaces at Knossos, Malia, and Phaistos many 
important rooms, those Graham calls Reception Halls, 

tripartite symmetry concealing the asymmetrical dispo-
sition of spaces beyond.
 G. Rethemiotakis suggests that the design of the ash-
lar north facade at Galatas was changed over the course 
of its construction (see fi g. 8.5).15 Originally the inten-
tion seems to have been to have two recesses fl anking a 
projecting central section. In the end, however, the ar-
chitects apparently decided to substitute a small portico 
for the western recess. Five windows along this facade 
opened onto the Central Court, two on the right, one 
in the central section, and two more in the back wall of 
the portico. A second portico ran the length of the east 
facade and probably supported balconies on the upper 
fl oor. Unfortunately the west wing of the Palace is not 
well preserved.
 At all fi ve Palaces the Central Court facades were 
composed of the same basic elements, and all aimed 
at creating similarly splendid eff ects. Th ey also had the 
same roles to play in the Palaces. Th ey were to frame the 
Central Courts, announce the presence of the impor-
tant rooms behind, and, at the same time, conceal the 
actual complexity of those rooms. Th e narrow porticoes 
behind the colonnades provided covered passageways 
connecting one end of the Palace to the other. On the 
ground fl oor they off ered shade and shelter, and on the 
upper fl oor they probably supported balconies and bal-
ustrades.16 Even though the Central Court facades had 
similar roles, however, no two Palaces treated them in 
precisely the same way.

Magazines

During the Neopalatial period the storage magazines 
provide the clearest information about the important 
economic and administrative functions of the Palaces. 
Each Palace was a center for the collection of agricul-
tural produce from the surrounding region. Th e maga-
zines provided the capacity for the Palaces to operate 
eff ectively within the larger Minoan economic system.17 
Th e magazines were self-contained units, and most were 
kept removed from other parts of the Palace. Residen-
tial Quarters, in particular, were placed as far from the 
magazines as possible. Th e magazines were structurally 
related to the rooms on the upper story. Th e closeness of 
their walls made them the perfect supports for the larger 
upper-story rooms (see fi g. 7.9).
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 Rethemiotakis found evidence of a similar situation 
in the east wing at Galatas (see fi g. 8.5).22 On the ground 
fl oor both the Pillar Hall (Room 17) and the Columnar 
Hall (Room 14) were used for ceremonial dining. Th ese 
rooms were convenient to the large kitchen (Room 
11–12) and to the storage magazines (Rooms 7–10). 
Stairways in Rooms 16 and 19–20 led to more dining 
facilities on the upper story. Rethemiotakis suggests that 
these upper rooms joined balconies and verandas that 
overlooked the Central Court and the vista to the east.
 If these rooms at Zakros and Galatas were ceremonial 
dining rooms, which, particularly at Galatas, seems to 
have been the case, what is one to do with the series of 
rooms that Graham called Banquet Rooms?23 Graham 
noticed that on the north sides of the Central Courts at 
Knossos (the North Pillar Hall), Malia (Rooms IX1–
IX2), Phaistos (Rooms 58–61, 91–92), and Zakros 
(Room XXXII) there were rectangular rooms or blocks 
of rooms whose ground-fl oor plans suggested they sup-
ported large upper-story rooms with two rows of interior 
columns. Th e fact that Graham had defi ned this form 
before the Palace at Zakros was excavated seemed to con-
fi rm his idea. His identifi cation of the room as a Banquet 
Hall was based largely on a comparison with banquet 
halls in some Egyptian palaces and was supported by a 
bit of artifactual evidence. Graham’s Banquet Halls are 
formally similar to one another, though it is anybody’s 
guess as to what they were used for. With a bit of wishful 
thinking, one could imagine a corresponding room above 
Rooms 42, 45, and 46 at Galatas, although the location of 
the setback in the facade complicates the matt er.

Residential Quarters

Th e Residential Quarters at Malia, Phaistos, Galatas, 
and Zakros, like those at Knossos, were among the 
best-built parts of the buildings, if on much smaller 
scales.24 Th e monumental Residential Quarter at Knos-
sos repeated essentially the same plan on three stories 
terraced into the slope on the east side of the Palace. Th e 
Residential Quarters at Phaistos and Malia probably 
had two stories, and Zakros and Galatas probably only 
one. Aside from the diff erences in size the Residential 
Quarters were remarkably similar. All were composed of 
the same set of rooms, incorporated similar features, and 
made use of the same sorts of intricate details.

may have been located on the Piano Nobile of the west 
wing. Nothing of these rooms survived in situ. Evans and 
Graham have dealt with the problems of restoring them 
on the basis of information acquired from the ground 
stories.20

  One of the many ways that Zakros diff ers from the 
other Palaces of the period is that it had some of these 
important Reception Halls on the ground story.21 Here 
was tangible evidence for the forms of these rooms and 
basic confi rmation for the proposals of Evans and Gra-
ham. For the fi rst time, the relative scale and elegance of 
the rooms were indisputably clear.
  Th e excavator, N. Platon, divided these spaces into 
two major parts. Th e south room (Room XXIX) he 
thought was used for formal and ritual dining. A sizeable 
room (ca. 6 m × 7 m), it was decorated with a rosett e 
frieze in plaster relief running around all four walls. Th e 
fl oor was divided into two rows of rectangles formed by 
raised plaster borders. Th e material set within these bor-
ders (carpets? wooden inlays?) has left  no trace. Platon 
called the northern section of this area the Hall of Cer-
emonies (Room XXVIII), regarding it as a single space, 
ca. 10 m × 12 m. Although there are no interior partition 
walls, the Hall of Ceremonies consists of fi ve component 
spaces. In the northwest corner is a light well paved with 
fl agstones and bordered on three sides by columns. It 
was the central light source for the entire western wing 
of the Palace. Th e other four subspaces were distin-
guished from one another by columns, diff erent sources 
of light, distinct fl oor patt erns, and, to judge from poorly 
preserved remains, diff ering wall decorations. Th e north-
eastern area was itself subdivided into two discrete areas. 
Th at on the north operated as vestibule to the complex 
and as corridor leading to the light well. A column and 
the beginning of the plaster borders on the fl oor mark 
the beginning of the second space to the south. Large 
double windows opening onto the Central Court sup-
plied the southern sections with their own source of 
direct light from the east, supplementing the borrowed 
light from the light well on the north. Divisions within 
the Hall of the Ceremonies were eff ected more through 
subtle implications than through solid architectural 
barriers. Th e space could be perceived and presumably 
could have operated as a whole or it could be seen as fi ve 
or six distinct spaces. To judge from the stairs, at least 
part of the plan was repeated on the upper story.
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the Residential Quarters, rooms became increasingly 
private as one moved from the entrance through the hall 
to the innermost suite of Queen’s Megaron and Lustral 
Basin.
 Only a fragment of the Residential Quarter at Gala-
tas is preserved, but it is suffi  cient to assure us that it 
was similar to the others: it has a clearly defi ned Minoan 
Hall with light well, forehall, and hall; it makes use of 
the same carefully cut bases for the pier-and-door parti-
tion; and it was situated to take full advantage of the 
view and to be removed from the bustle of the rest of 
the Palace.

Design and Measurement

One of the major aims of Graham’s Palaces of Crete was to 
counter the then-prevalent conception that Minoan ar-
chitecture, in contrast to Egyptian architecture and clas-
sical Greek architecture, consisted of essentially disorga-
nized, senseless, “labyrinthine” agglomerations. Where 
others saw chaos, Graham saw order. Looking at the Pal-
ace at Phaistos, for example, he saw various dimensions 
being repeated, and, reckoning that the major sections 
of the Palace might have been laid out in round numbers 
of a standard unit of measurement, he concluded that 
the Minoan architects had used a unit of 30.36 cm that 
he called the Minoan foot (fi g. 8.9). Tests at the Palace 
at Zakros, which was not excavated until aft er Graham 
had proposed his Minoan foot, appeared to support 
his hypothesis.26 Several years later J. Cherry submitt ed 
Graham’s published fi gures to a statistical test. He found 
that while the measurements were, in fact, quantal, that 
is, did correspond to some unit of measurement, the pre-
ferred quantum (or Minoan foot) was 46.8 cm.27

 In 1983 D. Preziosi proposed that the Minoan Palac-
es had been laid out not with a simple linear unit of mea-
sure, but according to a grid module (fi g. 8.10).28 Th us 
the approximately 2:1 proportions of the Central Courts 
were to be seen as half of the original square module, the 
other half of which defi ned a line of the west magazines.
 One problem with both Graham’s and Preziosi’s 
proposals is that they are both products of “paper archi-
tecture,” largely two-dimensional schemata that can be 
fi tt ed to the actual three-dimensional topography only 
with diffi  culty and take even less notice of the fourth di-
mension, time. Th e Palace at Knossos, for example, was 

 All Residential Quarters had some storage space, 
though the size and relative location of the closets var-
ied. Corridors and stairways were used to provide com-
munication from one area to another. At the innermost 
part of the Residential Quarters, furthest from the point 
of entry, was a suite of rooms consisting of a Lustral 
Basin and a room that, at Knossos, Evans called the 
Queen’s Megaron and Graham renamed the Women’s 
Hall. Oft en a toilet was located nearby.25 Th ere is no 
convincing evidence that the Queen’s Megaron was 
intended primarily for women. Its secluded position 
would also be appropriate for a bedroom.
 Th e major room in each of these complexes was the 
Minoan Hall. Th is was the largest room and was defi ned 
at Knossos and Phaistos North on two sides and at 
Phaistos East, Malia, and Zakros, on three sides by pier-
and-door partitions, allowing it to be almost completely 
opened to surrounding spaces. One side of the Minoan 
Hall generally opened onto the forehall, which in turn 
opened onto a light well. One or more of the other sides 
of the Minoan Hall opened onto a colonnaded portico 
facing a court. In every case the hall received light and 
air from at least two and usually three sides—a remark-
able achievement given the structural limitations of 
stone masonry.
 Th e courts onto which the halls opened provided 
not only light and ventilation, but also the best views in 
the Palace. At Knossos and Phaistos they overlook val-
leys. At Malia, the court may have overlooked a garden 
and was arranged to catch the sea breeze from the north. 
At Zakros, since the Palace was situated in a low valley, 
no spectacular views were available. As if to make up for 
this unavoidable shortcoming, the court onto which the 
hall opened was fi tt ed with a private bathing pool.
 Th e views aff orded by the Residential Quarters may 
have infl uenced their locations within the Palaces. Th ey 
were not positioned with reference to a specifi c compass 
bearing. None were on the south sides of the Central 
Courts or on the west, which was taken up with ceremo-
nial rooms, but they otherwise ranged around all sides 
of the Central Court: northwest (Malia), north (Phais-
tos North), northeast and east (Zakros), east (Phaistos 
East), and southeast (Knossos). Th ey were generally 
removed from the public courts, magazines, and Recep-
tion Halls and placed in relatively secluded sections of 
the Palace. Usually a single door provided access. Within 
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under sporadic construction for a millennium. At what 
points would the geometrical design have been applied?
 Preziosi himself recently pointed out another prob-
lem. Th e search for the Minoan unit of measure or 
module, while centered on trying to understand how 
the buildings were actually constructed in antiquity, is 
in addition an issue grounded in the traditions of mod-
ernist scholarship: identifying the unit of measure was 
presumed to be equivalent to the discovery of “a mark 
of conceptual sophistication no less signifi cant than 
the discovery of the systems of writing in Bronze Age 
Crete.”29 Within this context, to understand the unit of 
measure was to understand the fundamental principles 
of Minoan design, and having access to those principles 
meant having access to the Minoan mind and concep-
tual worldview. Within the actual context of Knossos, 
however, the Palace was the result of innumerable deci-
sions, compromises, innovations, mistakes, and correc-
tions. While some linear unit or units of measure were 
almost certainly employed along the way, they cannot 
encapsulate the mentality of generations of builders.

Are Th ere Other Minoan Palaces?

Before considering the question of whether or not there 
are other Minoan Palaces, I will explain again how I am 
using the term “Palace.”30 First, I do not use the term to 
imply a standard of architectural quality or social impor-
tance: in fact, the fi ve known Palaces vary in quality and 
importance (however one defi nes those terms). Second, 
as noted in Chapter 4, I am not using the term “Palace” 
to refer to a set of functions, such as economic center 
or religious center or administrative center. Neopalatial 
Palaces may have served these and other functions, 
but so did many other buildings. I am using the term 
“Palace” to refer only to an architectural form that is 
identifi able on the basis of its scale, plan, set of rooms, 
and certain structural features and techniques. As we 
have seen in this chapter, while each of the Palaces at 
Knossos, Phaistos, Galatas, Zakros, and Malia is unique, 
they share a specifi c set of characteristics, such as Cen-
tral Courts with articulated court facades, formal rooms 
in the west wing, magazines, Residential Quarters with 
Minoan Halls, Queen’s Megarons, Lustral Basins, light 
wells, and architectural features, such as pier-and-door 
partitions and columns. Even this highly arbitrary archi-

8.9.  Design of  Palace at Phaistos according to 
Graham’s Minoan foot. After PoC, fi g. 144.

8.10.  Design of  Palace at Phaistos according to Preziosi’s 
module. After Preziosi 1983, fi gs. IV.30.B and IV.30.C.
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tectural defi nition leaves a number of gray areas, as the 
distinction between “Palatial” and “non-Palatial” is oft en 
a matt er of degree.
 For example, the so-called palace at Gournia was the 
largest and best-built building in the Neopalatial town, 
and it may have served many of the same functions as 
the Palaces (fi gs. 8.11, 8.12). In addition, its sponsors 
and builders were clearly aspiring to the palatial form, 
particularly during the fi nal LM IB renovations, which 
involved the addition of an ashlar facade on the south 
and an att empt to embrace the Public Court.31 Even in 
this fi nal form, however, the palace at Gournia lacked 
many of the sophisticated masonry techniques seen in 
more canonical Palaces.
 In many respects the building most similar to the pal-
ace at Gournia is Maison E, the Litt le Palace at Malia (fi g. 
8.13). Th ese two important buildings are quite similar 
to one another in several respects. Th ey are also similar 
to the large Protopalatial houses in Quartier Mu at Malia 
(see fi gs. 6.15–6.17) and, in both original construction 
date and architectural layout, might be seen as interme-
diary between those earlier houses and the “Palatializ-
ing” houses of the later part of the Neopalatial period.
 Several other Neopalatial buildings have also been 
described as palaces. A house at Makrygiallos has a small 
courtyard near its center but lacks all of the distinguish-
ing rooms, features, and constructional elements of the 
Palaces.32 In central Crete, the large building at Zomin-
thos has been only partially excavated.33 Similarly, while 

8.11. Plan. So-called Palace at Gournia. After Gournia, plan.

8.12.  Restored section. So-called Palace, Gournia. 
After Soles 1979, p. 13, fi g. 3.

8.13.  Plan. Maison E, Malia. After Deshayes and 
Dessenne 1959, plate 7.

8.14.  Plan. Archanes Tourkogeitonia. After Sakellarakis and 
Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997, p. 79, drawing 6.
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establishment of the fi rst major building at Petras in 
MM IIA, aft er the destruction of Aghia Photia in MM 
IA, represented a shift  of power in the region. She con-
cludes, “Th us it is possible that Aghia Photia provided, 
to a certain extent and aft er a chronological hiatus, a 
model for Petras.”37 Certainly not all of the features at 
Petras are regional or provincial. Th e building makes 
use of the same kind of ashlar masonry, cut jamb bases, 
dovetail clamps and masons’ marks seen in the most 
sophisticated Neopalatial buildings. Clearly the builders 
were in part emulating the island-wide Minoan Palatial 
style. On the other hand, much of the building is also 
deeply rooted in a distinctively local tradition.
 Unique historical circumstances and complicated 
local and regional relationships were also involved in 
Building T at the harbor site of Kommos (fi g. 8.16).38 
Building T was designed as a monumental rectangle. 
Th e north facade is one of the most impressive walls in 
Minoan architecture. It was built in a single straight line 
over 55 m long with coursed ashlar blocks rising above 
massive orthostates and a projecting krepidoma.
 Th e interior of the building is extraordinarily simple. 
Th e rooms are arranged around a large (28.64 m × 39.10 
m) court. Th e east wing consists of a series of eight long 
(ca. 31.5 m) galleries, each nearly 4 m wide. Th e north 
and south sides are framed by stoas. Whether or not the 
building had a west wing is debatable: if such a wing ex-
isted it has been washed away by the sea. Th erein lies the 
problem in understanding the building.

the part of the building excavated at Tourkogeitonia in 
Archanes includes a grand canonical Minoan Hall that 
might well belong to a Minoan Palace, most of the build-
ing lies under the modern town, and its overall plan is 
unknown (fi g. 8.14).34

 In a recent discussion of Petras (fi g. 8.15), M. Tsi-
popoulou expresses the hope that scholars will stop 
using the term “Palace” to describe Minoan buildings. 
Th e term not only carries with it a number of powerful 
implications, but also fails to describe the complexity 
of buildings (like the one at Petras) that do not fall 
neatly into modern categories.35 She acknowledges that 
Petras may seem atypical when compared to the other 
Palaces—for example, its Central Court is tiny, only 
6 m × 13 m in LM IA and reduced to 4.9 m × 12 m in 
LM IB. But, she explains, one of the factors involved 
is that much of the building was laid out during the 
Protopalatial period. She also notes that conditions in 
this relatively isolated part of the island were decidedly 
diff erent from those in the expansive plains of central 
Crete and in a separate study argues that Petras needs 
also to be approached within a regional framework.36 
She argues that over the years Petras had a complex re-
lationship with the nearby MM IA fortifi ed site at Aghia 
Photia (see fi g. 4.3) and the MM IA defensible site at 
Chamaizi (see fi g. 4.4). Th e fortifi cations at those sites 
suggest to Tsipopoulou that the relationship between 
the coastal fort at Aghia Photia and the more inland 
farming site at Chamaizi had been contentious, and the 

8.15. Plan. Petras. After Tsipopoulou 1999, pl. CXC. 8.16.  Plan. Building T, Kommos. After J. Shaw and 
M. Shaw, 2006 pl. 1.7.
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facilities at Kommos. In addition to their workaday 
functions, these buildings constituted a grand seaside 
facade for the entire Great Minoan Triangle. For mer-
chants, sailors, and emissaries arriving from other parts 
of Crete or from around the Mediterranean these build-
ings presented an identity of authority, tradition, and 
internationalism. Over time that identity became sacred. 
By the late eleventh century BC, a sanctuary with strong 
Phoenician and Egyptian ties was established on the 
site of the Bronze Age harbor buildings. For more than 
a thousand years until it was fi nally abandoned around 
AD 150, Kommos served as a cosmopolitan safe haven 
for visiting merchants and pilgrims.45

Complexity and Contention

More than forty years aft er its initial publication, Gra-
ham’s Palaces of Crete remains the starting point for 
discussion of the Minoan Palaces. Yet there are many 
things his book did not att empt to do. For example, 
Graham felt that at the time he was writing, “We are not, 
I think, ready at present to att empt to trace the evolu-
tion of Minoan architecture and to relate it closely to 
the political or social history of the period.”46 He had 
litt le notion then of how complex the issues were: that 
each Palace had a unique history; that some Palaces 
(Phaistos and Zakros) were only begun as others (Gala-
tas and the building at Petras) were being dramatically 
reduced in size; that each Palace underwent signifi cant 
changes over time. Similarly, Graham did not att empt to 
consider diff erences or changes in function: that there 
is, for example, surprisingly less evidence for adminis-
trative bureaucracy in the Palace at Phaistos than in the 
contemporary houses at nearby Haghia Triada; or that 
the function of the Palace at Galatas changed dramati-
cally shortly before it was abandoned. Recent work has 
provided much greater specifi city about both chronol-
ogy and function than Graham could have imagined. 
Th e overall result is that today we have a more detailed 
and nuanced, albeit still incomplete, picture, one that 
conveys an impression of the intricacy and murkiness of 
actual human events. Relationships among the residents 
of the Neopalatial cities were likely to have been not ho-
mogeneous, but complicated, variable, and sometimes 
contentious.

 J. Shaw notes that Building T has many things in 
common with the Palaces, including its rectilinear 
layout, its orientation, the existence of wings around 
a court, and features such as pier-and-door partitions 
and ashlar masonry. But he also notes a number of dif-
ferences: the straight facades without any characteristic 
setbacks or recesses, the unusual depth of the stoas, the 
unusual proportions of the court, the lack of entrances, 
and the extraordinary size of the east galleries.39

 As at Petras, it may be that the unique character of 
Building T is grounded in local history and a complex 
network of regional ties. Building T was not the fi rst 
monumental building on the site. It had been preceded 
by Building AA, built in MM IIB, on a very similar plan. 
Building T was in turn followed by another monumental 
structure, Building P, in LM IIIA2 (see fi g. 11.4). Th is 
later building consists of a series of six long galleries and 
an administrative building (Building N); it had no west 
wing. Building P was probably a shed used for the stor-
age of ships during the winter. D. Puglisi suggests a simi-
lar function for Buildings AA and T.40 Th ere are scrappy 
remains of several other Minoan ship sheds, including 
examples at Nirou Khani, Amnisos, Poros, and Gournia, 
but these are not so monumental or so long-lived: the 
sequence of harbor buildings at Kommos was built and 
rebuilt over the course of six centuries.41

 How did such a monumental and enduring facility 
come to be built at Kommos? In part it had to do with 
natural resources: a suitably sheltered harbor site, the 
availability of water, etc. But it was probably also related 
to the close, complicated political relationships between 
Kommos, Phaistos, and Haghia Triada, a group that 
J. Shaw and M. Shaw call the Great Minoan Triangle.42 
As J. Shaw has noted, there is an enormous discrepancy 
between the monumental buildings at Kommos and the 
humble houses of the small surrounding sett lement.43 In 
fact, when the monumental Building AA was constructed 
in MM IIB, Kommos hardly had a sett lement at all. Th e 
monumental buildings, he proposes, did not grow from 
local roots but were part of a regional eff ort to establish 
a gateway for commerce.44 Th e unique series of harbor 
buildings were part of a unique nexus of relationships 
among the three sites of the Great Minoan Triangle.
 Th e commercial role alone, however, does not ex-
plain the extraordinary monumentality of the harbor 
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“Gazett eer of Neopalatial Sites,” I need not discuss these 
buildings individually but instead shall look at a number 
of examples.2

 Although the number of excavated houses is large, 
the evidence is uneven. It includes a number of partially 
excavated buildings, fragments of several buildings that 
have been published as single structures, and buildings 
that originally had been constructed in the Protopalatial 
period and continued in use. Incomplete excavations 
have led to a number of misconceptions. For example, 
many of the excavated houses are frequently described 
in the literature as villas, a term that, at least in English, 
implies a country house.3 Most, if not all, of those build-
ings were not isolated structures but belonged to larger, 
as yet unexcavated sett lements. To avoid confusion, I 
will discuss only buildings that have been completely 
excavated and published in substantial detail.

S
ome societies invest heavily in tombs, others 
in temples or cathedrals, and still others in sports 
stadiums and museums. During the Neopalatial 

period, Minoans invested in domestic architecture (fi g. 
9.1). Houses range from the magnifi cent mansions at 
Knossos to the modest houses of artisans and farmers. 
Th e investment came to a halt when the houses and 
towns and the intricate social network that linked them 
were violently destroyed at the end of LM IB, bringing 
an end to the period that Evans called the New Era.

Th e Evidence

More than 60 Neopalatial sites have been excavated, and 
we have the remains of more than 320 houses.1 Given 
the extensive literature on the architecture of this pe-
riod, including J. Driessen’s and C. Macdonald’s useful 

Houses and Towns in the Neopalatial Period
ca. 1750–1490 BC

9.1. Sites discussed in chapter 9.
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Th e Architectural Continuum

In Chapter 8, I compared the fi ve Neopalatial Palaces 
with several other buildings that incorporated some 
“Palatial” features but lacked others. For example, there 
are no standard Residential Quarters at Petras or in 
Building T at Kommos. On the other hand, while the 
so-called palace at Gournia has a version of the Resi-
dential Quarter, it does not have a Central Court. Th ese 
buildings indicate that the distinction between “Palatial” 
and “non-Palatial” may not always be absolute. In fact, 
many other Neopalatial buildings had one or more of 
these “Palatial” features (ashlar masonry, pier-and-door 
partitions, magazines, the Minoan Hall, etc.). Th e Litt le 
Palace at Knossos included nearly all of them.
 Next to the Palace, the Litt le Palace is the grandest 
building at Knossos (fi g. 9.2).4 Th e ground fl oor of the 
building is about 990 m2, and it incorporates much of 
the same elaborate masonry and the same set of rooms 
we saw in the Residential Quarters of the Palaces (Mi-
noan Hall, Lustral Basin, light well, etc.) along with a 
Pillar Crypt. Here too the scale is impressive: one light 
well is a peristyle court; the Minoan Hall is doubled in 

9.2.  Plan. Little Palace and 
Unexplored Mansion, 
Knossos. After Popham 
et al. 1984, plan.

9.3. South House, Knossos, from the west. Photo by author.
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plan with two main rooms illuminated by light wells on 
two sides, like the Hall of the Double Axes in the Palace; 
the Pillar Crypt has two pillars.
 A bridge connects the Litt le Palace with the so-
called Unexplored Mansion, another impressive build-
ing that is neither unexplored nor a mansion, if that term 
implies a residential function. Th e Unexplored Mansion 
lacks the distinctive Minoan Hall, Lustral Basin, and 
light well characteristic of the Residential Quarters. 
If it was not a mansion, what was it? Th e excavator of 
the building argued that the Unexplored Mansion du-
plicated many of the (primarily religious) functions 
of the Litt le Palace.5 A few years later, J. Poblome and 
C. Dumon argued convincingly that the Unexplored 
Mansion had been originally built as a storage and in-
dustrial annex to the Litt le Palace, in the same way that 
Building B at Tylissos was built as an annex to House 
A.6 Th e Litt le Palace and the Unexplored Mansion taken 
together as part of the same complex have a total area of 
about 1,450 m2, or roughly half the size of the Palaces 
at Galatas and Zakros. Th e only reason that the Litt le 
Palace does not qualify as a Palace in my terms is that it 
lacks a Central Court.

Th e South House at Knossos

Other houses at Knossos also emulated the Residential 
Quarters of the Palaces. It is signifi cant that they do so 
on the ground fl oor. In more modest houses of the pe-
riod, the main living quarters were on the upper story. 
Placing the Minoan Hall on the ground made it accessi-
ble to visitors, suggesting that perhaps, as in later Roman 
houses, an important function of this kind of house was 
the reception of visitors and clients. A similar arrange-
ment is found much earlier in Building A at Quartier Mu 
in Malia, a building that had already incorporated many 
of the same features (Minoan Hall, Lustral Basin, and 
light well) in the MM II period. As I. Schoep has re-
cently noted, the Malia example means it is not entirely 
clear whether this set of rooms originated in the Palaces 
and was then imitated in the houses, or, vice versa, it was 
initially a monumental domestic form that was then ad-
opted in the Residential Quarters of the Palaces.7 By the 
Neopalatial period it is common to both.
 Th e South House at Knossos was built as part of a 
series of major constructions along the southern borders 
of the Palace (fi gs. 9.3–9.6).8 To form a level terrace 

9.4. Plan. South House, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 208.

9.5. Section. South House, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 208.

9.6. Reconstruction. South House, Knossos.
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hours, building this structure in a four-month build-
ing season would have required thirty-one full-time 
laborers.11

 Th e entrance to the house is not preserved, and 
there has been some debate as to its location.12 A. Evans 
and Driessen are almost certainly right in locating it on 
the upper fl oor from the higher terrace on the west side 
of the building. We see similar upper-story entrances 
in the Residential Quarter of the Palace and in several 
of the nearby houses. Th e second-story room with the 
central column served as a vestibule. It was fi tt ed with 
a bench and provided access to the rest of the house. In 
the northwest corner of the room, a stairway led up to 
the rooft op terrace. Th e west end of the stairway was 
framed by a balustrade and column reminiscent of the 
Grand Staircase in the Residential Quarter of the Palace. 
From the opposite side of the room, another fl ight led 
down to a Pillar Crypt just beneath the columned vesti-
bule. A third doorway led through the southeast corner 
of the columned vestibule to a room that occupies a 
position equivalent to the room that was associated with 
the Lustral Basin and toilet. Tucked into the center of 
the house, these three rooms formed a suite comparable 
to the Queen’s Megaron suite in the Palace. On the 
upper story (not preserved) there may have been an 
open verandah overlooking the Vlychia stream.
 Beneath these central rooms of the house were two 
basement rooms, an outer room with three stone pillars 
and an inner room. Th at both rooms could be barred 
and latched from inside and outside led A. Evans to pro-
pose that the inner room, with its hoard of bronze tools, 

for the house, a huge cutt ing was made into the slope, 
infringing upon the foundations of the Stepped Portico 
and the original South Corridor of the Palace. A. Evans 
collected sherds from within the walls that date the orig-
inal construction of the building to MM III B–LM IA.
  Like the Palaces and many other houses of this 
period, the South House underwent a series of modi-
fi cations during the course of its history. Th e Lustral 
Basin was fi lled, and a new fl oor and new wall paneling 
were added. Th e stairway south of the Lustral Basin was 
modifi ed. In addition, Driessen has suggested that the 
Minoan Hall and light well that form the eastern unit of 
the house were added only during the LM IA period.9 
Th e South House was destroyed in LM IA. Unlike many 
other houses at Knossos, it was never reoccupied.10

 Th e South House was impressively constructed of 
coursed ashlar masonry on the north and east sides. 
Inner walls of the ground story were rubble coated with 
painted plaster. Many of the walls on the upper stories 
were of mud brick, to judge from the amount of clay 
that A. Evans reported fi nding collapsed into the lower 
rooms. Most of the rooms had dadoes of gypsum slabs, 
and several also had corresponding gypsum fl oor pan-
els. Th e building made use of an extravagant number of 
wooden columns, stone pillars, and pier-and-door parti-
tions. No labor was spared. Even in the basement some 
of the doorjambs were entirely of cut gypsum rather 
than of the more usual wood-on-gypsum bases.
 Th e techniques employed by the builders were not 
only impressive, but also quite costly in terms of labor 
hours (see table 9.1). Assuming a workday of about six 

Table 9.1.
Labor Hours Required for South House at Knossos

Excavating terrace 2,000 m3 earth @ .25 m3/hr = 8,000 hr

Quarrying 320 m3 stone @ 4 hr/m3 = 1,280 hr

Transporting materials = 450 hr

Dressing block 2,400 blocks @ 4 hr each = 9.600 hr

Building walls 320 m3 @ 10 hr/m3 = 3,200 hr

Laying roofs 225 m2 = 125 hr

Plastering 14 rooms @ 20 hr each = 280 hr

TOTAL 22,485 labor hours
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was also equipped with a trapdoor from the room above. 
Th ese rooms were used for storage, but, as is the case in 
several other houses adjacent to the Palace at Knossos, 
there were no storage magazines. Th is may mean that 
the residents of these houses depended on the Palace for 
supplies.
  Along the east side of the house is the set of rooms 
which most clearly characterizes this type of house, the 
Minoan Hall consisting of an unroofed light well, a hall, 
and a forehall that intermediates between the two. Th e 
house might have had a secondary entrance from the 
lower terrace level into the light well, though the poor 
preservation of this part of the building means that any 
restoration is conjectural.
 Th e builders of the South House used the new build-
ing technology that we saw in the Residential Quarter 
of the Palace. Columns, pillars, and pier-and-door parti-
tions frequently replaced the dead mass of walls. Com-
munication within the house was open, and windows 
and light wells fl ooded the house with light and air. In all 
these things, the South House is a direct product of the 
second architectural revolution.

Th e Royal Villa at Knossos

Houses like the South House share another characteris-
tic with the Palaces, namely, the cultivation of individu-
ality and variety. Even when using the same materials, 
the same techniques, and the same set of rooms and 
when building at the same site in topographically similar 
plots, builders contrived to make each building distinct. 
For example, at the Royal Villa (fi gs. 9.7–9.11)13 the Mi-
noan Hall–light well complex occupies the center rather 
than, as at the South House, one side of the house. It is 
fl anked by two sets of rooms. On the north is a Pillar 
Crypt and stairway similar to those of the South House. 
On the south is the suite consisting of an inner room 
and Lustral Basin.
 Th e forms of the rooms also diff er from their coun-
terparts in the South House. Th e elaborate three-part 
stairway in the southwest corner of the house has no 
close parallels anywhere. It capitalized on the house’s 
terraced sett ing and provided access to the second and 
third stories independently. Th e Minoan Hall is also 
diff erent. Not only is it entered through a light well, 
but it also has a second, much narrower light well at 

9.7. Plan. Royal Villa, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 225.

9.8. Reconstruction. Royal Villa, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 225.

9.9.  Reconstruction. Minoan Hall in the Royal Villa, Knossos. 
After PM II, fi g. 232.
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the back separated from the Minoan Hall by a two-part 
balustrade that A. Evans called a Chancel Screen. Th e 
Chancel Screen, one of only three known examples, 
dramatically framed the brightly lit niche at the back of 
the light well. We can imagine a Minoan architecturally 
framed in the niche grandly receiving clients or visitors. 
Th e form of the symmetrical balustrade is based on an 
Egyptian model, here adapted to a quintessentially Mi-
noan room.14 Th e other two Chancel Screens are also at 
Knossos, one in the House of the High Priest and the 
other in the House of the Chancel Screen. It is tempting 
to think that some of these houses, along with the Tem-
ple Tomb (see fi g. 9.38), were built by the same group of 
architects.

Th e Extent of Palatialization

During the Neopalatial period, features associated with 
the Residential Quarters of the Palaces begin to appear 
in houses across much of the island. Th e Minoan Hall 
is adopted in the east end of the island at Palaikastro 
and in the west at Khania (fi g. 9.12) and Nerochorou.15 
Even some remarkably small houses, such as House BC 
at Pseira (fi gs. 9.13, 9.14), incorporated variations of the 
Minoan Hall. Ashlar masonry, pier-and-door partitions, 
pillars, fi gurative frescoes, and masons’ marks also ap-
pear throughout much of the island at the same time.
 Th e spread of these features has been att ributed to a 
process that has been variously described as “Knossifi ca-
tion” and, in Wiener’s phrase, the “Versailles eff ect.”16 
Both terms imply that during the Neopalatial period 
builders around the island were imitating architectural 
forms associated with the Palace at Knossos. Not clear, 
however, is whether the process involved direct imita-
tion of Knossian forms or the indirect emulation of 
forms through more local intermediaries like the Palaces 
at Malia and Phaistos. Neither is it clear whether or not 
the motivations behind the process remained the same 
throughout the Neopalatial period: what may have 
started for one set of reasons (social competition, for ex-
ample) may later have been adopted for other purposes 
(the expression of Knossian control). Because of these 
ambiguities, I shall use the more general (but no less 
awkward) term “Palatialization” to describe the process.
 While Palatializing houses had a broad geographi-
cal distribution, they were few in number. Th ere are fi ve 

9.10. Reconstruction. Chancel Screen in the Royal Villa, Knossos.

9.11.  Reconstruction. Pillar Crypt in the Royal Villa, Knossos. 
After PM II, fi g. 235.
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Palaces and about two dozen Palatializing houses, less 
than 10 percent of the total number of excavated houses. 
Th e vast majority of houses had no Palatializing features. 
On the other hand, every town that has had reasonably 
large areas excavated (Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, Haghia 
Triada, Gournia, Mochlos, Pseira, Palaikastro, and Za-
kros) had at least one Palatializing building. Presumably 
every Minoan was aware of the phenomenon.

Th e Date of Palatialization

In 1982 Driessen posed an important rhetorical question: 
“Th e Minoan Hall in Domestic Architecture on Crete: to 
be in Vogue in Late Minoan IA?”17 Th is article was per-
haps the fi rst att empt to date the process of Palatialization, 
a phenomenon Driessen assigned to LM IA. Driessen and 
Macdonald investigated this process more thoroughly 
in 1997 and came to the conclusion that the process of 
emulating Palatial forms reached its peak in LM IA and 
dramatically declined over the course of LM IB.18

 Th e decline was not universal, however. During LM 
IB builders added the ashlar facade to the so-called Pal-
ace at Gournia and perhaps endeavored to incorporate 
(or “Centralize”) the Public Court. Recently J. Soles de-
scribed a similar process at Mochlos in LM IB.19 Similar-
ly, the major constructions of the Palaces at Zakros and 
Phaistos also date to late LM IA and LM IB. In other 
words, while the Palatializing process may have begun 
in LM IA, it continued during LM IB at sites in various 
parts of the island.

Palatialization and Social Identity

Driessen and Macdonald explained that the process of 
Palatialization was not simply a matt er of being fashion-
able. Its cost in human and material resources indicates 
that monumental architecture was fi rst and foremost 
the expression of power, wealth, and authority.20 For 
the elite sponsors that built them, monumental Minoan 
buildings were a primary means of establishing and 
maintaining a place in the larger political and economic 
order—a proclamation and display of social identity. On 
the other hand, there is no consensus as to how the po-
litical and economic order was organized.
 One view, held by A. Evans and more recently reiter-
ated by P. Warren and P. Betancourt, sees this as a top-

9.12.  Plan. Neopalatial House, Kastelli, Khania. 
After E. Hallager 1990, fi g. 1.

9.13.  Plan. House BC, Pseira. After McEnroe 2001, fi g. 39.

9.14.  Reconstruction. House BC, Pseira. After McEnroe 2001, fi g. 27.
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 Similarly, the form of a building did not permanently 
lock the household onto a single rung of the social scale, 
for houses could be (and oft en were) changed. With 
the changes, the social affi  liations the buildings aimed 
to imply could be strengthened or dissolved.26 For ex-
ample, the Minoan Hall in House Zb at Malia (fi g. 9.15) 
was a late addition to an existing building, signaling that 
the sponsors or the builders or both aimed to present 
themselves as being somehow affi  liated with that group 
of people whose houses were characterized by Minoan 
Halls.27 In an interesting reversal of that process, the 
intentional demolition of a Minoan Hall at Palaikastro 
was, in Driessen’s reading, a political statement: the era-
sure of an undesired Knossian symbol.28

 Lustral Basins are another example of ongoing build-
ing renovations. In several houses, including the Litt le 
Palace, the South House at Knossos, the Villa of the 
Lilies at Amnisos, and Houses A and C at Tylissos, the 
sunken basins and the steps that led to them were fi lled 
in and the fl oor was raised to the level of the rest of the 
ground story.29 At several other houses, including Nirou 
Khani, the Royal Villa and the Southeast House at Knos-
sos, and the Queen’s Megaron in the Palace at Knossos, 
there are rooms that are identical to the modifi ed Lustral 
Basins. Th ese are either renovated Lustral Basins or were 
originally built this way and represent a newer form to 
which the others aspired.30 In either case, the changes 
in the Lustral Basins show that the development of the 
Neopalatial architectural language was an evolving pro-
cess that required the active engagement of the residents 
and their builders.

Local, Regional, and Island-wide Styles

Palatialization was, to some extent, an island-wide phe-
nomenon, but it may also have been in part a regional 
matt er, stronger in central Crete than in the rest of the 
island. While a variety of individual Palatializing features 
have been found in houses throughout the island—the 
Lustral Basin in House B 1-22 at Palaikastro and a Mino-
an Hall at Khania are examples—up to now, houses with 
complete sets of Palatializing residential rooms (Minoan 
Hall, Lustral Basin, light well, Pillar Crypt) have not 
been found outside of central Crete. Th e best-known 
examples are at Malia (fi gs. 9.15–9.17), Nirou Khani 
(fi g. 9.18), Tylissos (fi gs. 9.19–9.21), and Haghia Triada 
(fi gs. 9.22, 9.23).31

down hierarchical ranking with Knossos in political con-
trol of the entire island.21 In contrast to this hierarchical 
model, another interpretation would explain the poten-
tial relationships between the houses and the Palaces 
as being more complex and subject to change.22 Rather 
than having been imposed from a central authority, the 
patt ern might refl ect competitive social climbing. By 
emulating the Palaces, the elite owners of monumental 
Minoan houses might even have been encroaching upon 
Palatial social and economic prerogatives.23

 Th is second approach, anticipated by J. Cherry years 
ago, suits the evidence bett er, even though (or perhaps 
because) it involves greater complexity.24 Unlike the 
Final Palatial period, when the bureaucratic adminis-
tration of most of the island was for a brief time in the 
hands of the Knossos regime, there is no clear evidence 
that this was the case in the Neopalatial period. In the 
Neopalatial period, the Linear A economic administra-
tion was distributed among a variety of sites, and the 
interactions among them are likely to have been compli-
cated and subject to change. For example, political and 
economic relationships among Haghia Triada, Kommos, 
and Phaistos shift ed several times over the course of the 
long Neopalatial period.25

9.15. Plan. House Zb, Malia. After Deshayes and Dessenne 1959, pl. 3.
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9.16.  Plan. House Da, Malia. After Demargne and 
Gallet de Santerre 1953, pl. LXV.

9.17.  House Za, Malia. After Demargne and 
Gallet de Santerre 1953, pl. LXVI.

9.19. Plan. House A, Tylissos. After Hazzidakis 1934, Pl. 6.

9.20. Plan. House C, Tylissos. After Hazzidakis 1934, Pl. 6.

9.18. Plan. Nirou Khani. After PoC, fi g. 31.
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9.21. Plan. House B, Tylissos. After Hazzidakis 1934, Pl. 6.

9.22.  Plan. House A, Haghia Triada. After 
Di Vita and La Regina 1984, fi g. 230.

9.23.  Plan. House B, Haghia Triada. After Di Vita 
and La Regina 1984, fi g. 230.

9.24.  Plan. House B 1–22, Palaikastro. After 
Bosanquet 1901–1902, pl. XX.

9.25.  Plan. House G, Zakros. After Hogarth 1900–1901, p. 138, fi g. C.
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large houses were associated with separate storage and 
industrial annexes. Building B at Tylissos (see fi g. 9.21), 
for example, was att ached to House A by means of a 
bridge in the same way that the Unexplored Mansion 
was att ached to the Litt le Palace at Knossos.
 Purely local (as opposed to regional) traditions also 
continued to play a major role in this period. House B 
1-22 at Palaikastro is a good example (fi g. 9.24). In the 
center of the building, the largest room is what Driessen 
calls a Palaikastro Hall (or PKH).33 Unlike the famil-
iar Minoan Hall, with its pier-and-door partition and 
light well, the Palaikastro Hall has a sunken square area 
framed by four columns, rather like the later Roman 
impluvium. Other examples of this unique feature have 
been found in blocks Gamma, Delta, and Sigma at Palai-
kastro, but at no other sites.
 Th e houses at nearby Zakros were diff erent from 
the Palaikastro houses. House G (fi g. 9.25) is a good 
example. As L. Platon has noted, the large Zakros houses 
are characterized by their remarkably square plans.34 

 Even these houses are diff erent from the houses built 
next to the Palace at Knossos in that they had separate 
wings devoted to agricultural storage and industry. In 
most cases a single door connects the storage and indus-
trial wing with the main body of the house; the wings 
were built of rubble and mud brick and lacked the elabo-
rate features of the residential wings.
 Pithoi found in the magazines of the service quar-
ters were used primarily for the storage of agricultural 
produce. Th ey were also used for various specialized 
industries, as shown by the fi nds in House Za at Malia 
and House A at Tylissos.32 Sometimes costly goods and 
records were also stored in these wings. For example, a 
stock of copper ingots and Linear A tablets was found in 
the east service quarters of House A at Haghia Triada. 
More oft en, however, expensive metal was kept in stor-
age closets of the residential wings. Many storage and 
industrial wings had second stories (Tylissos A, Tylis-
sos C, Litt le Palace, Malia Da), while others had only 
a single story (Nirou Khani, Malia Za). In a few cases, 

9.26. Gournia from the east. Photo by author.
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tra (fi gs. 9.26–9.30).36 More than a century later it is still 
the site that gives visitors the best impression of life in 
a typical Minoan village. Th e main part of the town was 
built over the top of a low ridge. Already sizeable in the 
Protopalatial period, by the Neopalatial period it cov-
ered about 4 hectares and had a population of perhaps 
fourteen hundred people.37

 Boyd and her team excavated more than forty sub-
stantial houses. Most of the Gournia houses were about 
80–100 m2 in total ground-fl oor area. Th ese houses were 
larger than their recent Cretan counterparts (see fi g. 
9.28). In 1948 the average fl oor space (not including 
the thicknesses of the walls) of houses in villages was 

Th ey are entered by a large vestibule which gave access 
to rooms used for service, storage, and industry on the 
ground fl oor and, by means of a stairway, to the living 
quarters on the upper story. Th ese houses, along with 
smaller houses and supplementary structures, formed 
the basic matrix of the town before the new, Knossian 
Palace was inserted into their midst.35

Gournia

From 1901 through 1904 H. Boyd (and, later, 
H. Hawes) conducted one of the earliest American exca-
vations in Crete at Gournia on the Isthmus of Hierape-

9.27. Gournia. After Gournia, plan.

9.28.  Plan, section, and elevation. Modern traditional house, 
Achladia. After Vasileidades 1976, fi g. 148.
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access from the entrance to the upper-story residential 
rooms, the other near the southwest corner, just off  the 
hall. Th e plans of the houses at Gournia vary accord-
ing to the shape of the available lot, giving each house a 
unique exterior trace. Nevertheless most of the houses 
had more or less the same set of rooms (see fi g. 9.31). 
Similar houses have been found throughout central and 
eastern Crete (fi g. 9.30).40

 Most of these houses had a second story. Although 
no example is preserved in Crete, there is abundant 
evidence concerning the general appearance and use 
of these upper stories from Th era. To some extent, 
the arrangement of the upper-story rooms can also be 
estimated from clues like the varying thickness of the 
ground-story walls, the location of the stairways and 
doorless spaces, objects or building materials fallen into 
the ground-fl oor rooms, and the locations of ground-
story halls.
 An MM III house model from Archanes gives anoth-
er indication of how these houses might have originally 
looked (fi g. 9.32). Its vestibule, lit by a large window, 
provides access to the ground fl oor rooms and to a stair-
way leading to the upper story. Th e house represented in 
the model is more elaborate than most of the houses at 
Gournia. On the ground fl oor it has a main room with a 
central column and, in addition, a version of the Minoan 
Hall that consists of hall, forehall, and light well.

56 m2 and in cities only 39 m2.38 Th e fi gure for the Mi-
noan houses does not even take the second stories into 
consideration.
 House Ck (see fi g. 9.29) is a typical Gournia house.39 
It was one of the later structures on the east slope, built 
on ground that sloped gently down from southwest to 
northeast. Four steps led up to the door from the street. 
Inside the door was a vestibule, from which one could 
proceed to the other ground-story spaces. Th e largest 
of these was the hall, a central, multifunctional living 
space. Th e remaining ground-story rooms were used 
for storage and industry. Th e house had two stairways, 
one located next to the hall and providing almost direct 

9.29. House Ck, Gournia. After Gournia, plan.

9.31. Plan and section. House Ad, Gournia. After Gournia, plan.9.30.  Plan. House P 7–16, Palaikastro. After 
Dawkins, 1904–1905, pl. 13.
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 Th e best example of Neopalatial home workshops is 
the Artisans’ Quarter at Mochlos (fi gs. 9.33–9.35).43 Th e 
houses served as both residences and workshops for sev-
eral craft s. Stone vase making was done in both houses 
(Building A, Room 1; Building B, Rooms 2 and 10). 
Th e resident of Building A also worked in bronze, while 
there were probably at least three looms for weaving in 
Building B. In addition, kilns and clay pits indicate that 
both households were engaged in pott ery making. Th e 
Artisans’ Quarter at Mochlos is somewhat reminiscent 
of the Protopalatial artisans’ buildings in Quartier Mu at 
Malia (see fi g. 6.15) but, unlike the earlier craft s makers, 

 Nearly all the people who lived in the houses at 
Gournia were farmers, and many also worked at least 
part-time in various specialized craft s. Th e families in 
Houses Ac and Dd had wine presses. Metalsmiths lived 
in Houses Ea and Fh. Th e village carpenter lived in 
House Fa.41 Most of the people in the village, however, 
were probably involved in a broad range of activities. 
From the House with the Snake Tube at Kommos, for 
example, there is evidence that the family farmed, raised 
animals, fi shed, prepared food, dined, wove fabrics, and 
made use of tools of bone, ground stone, and chipped 
stone.42

9.32. House model from Archanes. After Lembessi 1976, fi g. 3.

9.33. Plan. Artisans’ Quarter, Mochlos. After Soles 2003, fi g. 4.

9.34.  Reconstruction. Artisans’ Quarter, 
Mochlos. After Soles 2003, fi g. 5.

9.35.  Reconstruction. Interior of  Building A, Room 4, 
Mochlos. After Soles 2003, fi g. 13.
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Towns and Cities: Knossos

Widespread archaeological surveys show that there was 
a signifi cant increase in the population of the island in 
the Neopalatial period. New sett lements were founded, 
and old sett lements were expanded. Knossos, already 
large in the Protopalatial period, reached a peak of four-
teen to eighteen thousand people.46 Th e basic fabric of 
the city, however, did not change much from the Pro-
topalatial period. Th e main public courts and the street 
system that had been laid out in the Protopalatial period 
remained in use.
 Th ere were a few new urban constructions. For ex-
ample, a remarkable building that A. Evans named the 
Caravanserai was built near the Viaduct in the gulley 
formed by the Vlychia stream (fi g. 9.37).47 Evans pic-
tured weary travelers pausing here to use the footbath, 
dining room, and stables before proceeding to the Pal-
ace. To the northwest the tiny, elegant Spring Chamber 
(a fountain house) was arranged at an angle to the main 
axis of the Caravanserai. Fresh water rises through the 
pebble fl oor to fi ll the central reservoir. Th e back wall, 
with its fi ne gypsum masonry forming a symmetrical 
composition with two ledges fl anking a central recess 
with a niche for a lamp, was as refi ned as any of the most 
polished architectural elements of the Royal Villa or Pal-
ace. Th e specifi c combination of features in the Caravan-
serai has no precise parallel in Minoan architecture. Its 
use of several sorts of pools, tubs, fountains, and springs 
is paralleled only by the extravagances at Zakros, where 
a well, a spring chamber, and a circular pool were built in 
the Residential Quarter of the Palace (see fi g. 8.6).

who apparently made luxury goods for the residents of 
the main buildings of Quartier Mu, the Mochlos artisans 
were freelancers employed in making utilitarian objects.44

 House building was also a major industry. Even 
relatively small houses would have required the coopera-
tion of several workers, as labor estimates for the small 
House AM at Pseira (fi g. 9.36) suggest (see table 9.2).
 Assuming a six-hour workday, four people could 
have built the house in slightly over three months, work-
ing, one assumes, during the part of the year when they 
were relatively free from agricultural duties.45 Th e cost of 
this building was, in other words, about a tenth the cost 
of the South House at Knossos.

9.36. Plan. House AM, Pseira. After McEnroe 2001, fi g. 46.

Table 9.2.
Labor Hours Required for House AM at Pseira

Excavating terrace 100 m3 earth @ .25 m3/hr = 400 hours

Quarrying 120 m3 @ 4 hr/m3 = 480 hours

Transporting materials = 450 hours

Building walls 120 m3 @ 10 hr/m3 = 1,200 hours

Laying roof = 40 hours

Total = 2,570 labor hours
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posit and a few bones of an old man and a child. Above 
the subterranean burial chambers stood a second-story 
shrine, an arrangement that reminded Evans of the de-
scription of the Tomb of Minos by Diodorus Siculus, 
with its lower tomb and upper temple to the goddess. A 
two-columned room stood above the outer Pillar Crypt. 
Horns of Consecration found in the fi ll may have fallen 
from its roof. Th ere is no precedent for this tomb in Mi-
noan Crete.

Th eatral Areas

North of the Palace, the Royal Road was still the main 
street, now connecting the Palace with the Litt le Palace 
and the Unexplored Mansion. In the Neopalatial period 
the eastern end of the Royal Road was cut off  by the 
construction of an additional bank of seats to the Th ea-
tral Area (fi g. 9.39).49 Eighteen risers, shallower than 
those of the southern bank, were supported on an arti-
fi cial fi ll. Th e fi ll was held in place by retaining walls on 
the north and east. In the narrow space at the top of the 
eastern bank, between the top seat and the back retain-
ing wall, Evans envisioned a stoa. Such a stoa might have 
served as a replacement for the MM portico at the top of 
the southern fl ight that was destroyed by the new walk-
way that cut obliquely through the seats. Th e junction of 
the new bank of seats with the old was somewhat awk-
ward. Th e builders att empted to knit the seats together 

 South of the Caravanserai, a group of Knossian ar-
chitects constructed the Temple Tomb, the only monu-
mental tomb known from the Neopalatial period (fi g. 
9.38).48 Th e Temple Tomb was located along the road 
just south of the Palace at Knossos and would have been 
visible to all who approached the Palace from this direc-
tion. It seems to have been both private tomb and public 
monument. In general form, the Temple Tomb imitates 
on a tiny scale the layout of colossal Middle Kingdom 
tombs of Egypt that featured a series of symmetrical ele-
ments arranged sequentially along a central axis. Here 
the Egyptianizing form has been reinterpreted and com-
bined with a series of uniquely Knossian architectural 
features and techniques, in the same way that the Egyp-
tianizing Chancel Screen was adopted for a few of the 
houses at the site.
 Th e Temple Tomb was set into the slope of Gyp-
sades Hill. A narrow entrance passage led down to a 
two-columned portico. Beyond that was a paved court 
and the entrance to the inner chambers. Th e central pas-
sage led to a door that was fi tt ed with a lock of the type 
used in the basement of the South House. Th rough the 
door was the Outer Pillar Crypt. As early as the LM IA 
period, this had been subdivided into a series of enclo-
sures that contained, amidst the rubble fi ll, the bones 
of some twenty people. Th e central passage through the 
room was kept clear. At its west end, a third door led to 
an inner Pillar Crypt, which contained an LM IIIA de-

9.37. Plan. Caravanserai, Knossos. After PM II. fi g. 48.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   108McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   108 3/2/10   3:44:58 PM3/2/10   3:44:58 PM



H o u s e s  a n d  T o w n s  i n  t h e  N e o p a l a t i a l  P e r i o d
109

ing capacity was reduced by half. As if in compensation, 
the back (north) wall was moved back about a meter, 
increasing the space at the top of the seats (see fi g. 6.4).
 Just as many houses of the Neopalatial period fol-
lowed the forms of the Palaces, in a few towns residents 
of the largest residential structures built miniature Th ea-
tral Areas. At Gournia, a small Th eatral Area was built 
along the south facade of the so-called Palace overlook-
ing the north end of the Public Court (fi g. 9.41).50 Like 
the Th eatral Area at Knossos, it consists of two banks of 

by overlapping the second through fi ft h risers of the 
eastern fl ight with the fi rst riser of the southern bank. 
Th e left over rectangular gap between the two banks of 
seats was fi lled with a raised platform that Evans named 
the Royal Box.
 At Phaistos, the Neopalatial changes to the Th eatral 
Area were diff erent. Here, the Th eatral Area was reduced 
in size by raising the level of the Th eatral Area courtyard, 
which covered the lowest courses of the Old Palace 
facade and the fi rst fi ve risers of the Th eatral Area. Seat-

9.38. Plan and restored section. Temple Tomb, Knossos. After PM IV, plan.

9.39. Theatral Area, Knossos, from west. Photo by author.
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seats that meet at a right angle. At the top of the eastern 
bank is a narrow pavilion whose roof was supported on 
three pillars, the bases of which were found tumbled 
into the Public Court. A pair of Horns of Consecra-
tion, also found in the court, may have belonged to the 
entablature of the pavilion. At the southwest corner of 
the Th eatral Area, a second pavilion with one pillar in 
antis framed the northwestern edge of the Public Court. 
Th ese small pavilions recall the porticoes that had been 
associated with the Th eatral Areas since their origins in 
the First Palatial period.
 At Haghia Triada, there is a small Th eatral Area in 
the southwest corner of the Piazzale dei Sacelli (fi g. 
9.40). It consists of four steps that led up to a paved 
area. Unfortunately much of the upper paved area had 
been destroyed by a Venetian cemetery associated with 
the litt le chapel of Haghios Giorghios and has not been 
completely excavated. North of the bank of seats is a 
portico. At the south end of the top step was a kernos 
(pavement game) like those associated with the other 
Th eatral Areas.
 A larger portico formed the east end of the court 
associated with the Rampa dal Mare just to the north. 
Th is monumental stoa was built in association with the 
Bastione, a large, rectangular storage building. Th is com-
bination of a storage facility and a stoa anticipates the 
functional components of the adjacent Stoà del Mercato, 
one of the most extraordinary Postpalatial buildings in 
Crete (see fi gs. 11.5, 11.6).

9.40.  Plan. Neopalatial Haghia Triada. After Di Vita 
and La Regina 1984, p. 163, fi g. 230.

9.41. Theatral Area, Gournia, from south. Photo by author.
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Urban Shrines

Th e evidence for independent Neopalatial shrines is 
sparse. Th e so-called Shrine (Building AC) at Pseira 
was almost barren of fi nds; only fragments of two seated 
women in plaster relief were found (fi g. 9.42).51 Th ose 
frescoes are the only reason for regarding the building as 
a shrine, and one wonders if they are suffi  cient evidence.
 Cult equipment was found in the Civic Shrine at 
Gournia, but all of it dates to the LM IIIB period.52 In 
LM IIIB the shrine was a single, square room with a 
bench against its south wall. Originally there was more 
to the building. Several earlier walls, still visible at the 
site, are shown on a plan published in 1904 but not on 
the fi nal plan of 1908, in which the building is shown as 
a single, isolated room (fi gs. 9.43, 9.44).
 Parts of a magnifi cent ivory statue of a young boy 
were found in the Shrine at Palaikastro in 1987 (fi g. 
9.45).53 Th e shrine was part of a reconstruction of an 
existing Neopalatial building. By LM IB, however, ac-
cess from the rest of the building was cut off , and the 
entrance to the main room (Room 2) was through a 
1.60-m-wide door from the small courtyard on the 
north. At the same time a slab-covered pit was dug 

9.42. Plan. Building AC, Pseira. After McEnroe 2001, fi g. 15.

9.43. Plan. Civic Shrine, Gournia 1904. After Boyd 1904, fi g. 23.

9.44. Plan. Civic Shrine, Gournia, 1908. After Gournia, Plan. 9.45.  Plan. Building V, Palaikastro. After Macgillivray, 
Sackett et al. 1991, p. 124, fi g. 2.
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into the fl oor of Room 2. Fragments of the statues were 
found in Room 2 and in the court outside the build-
ing. Th e excavators report that it had been intentionally 
smashed and burned.

Rural Shrines

Th e network of peak sanctuaries that was established 
in the fi rst Palatial period continued during the time of 
the second Palaces but with some signifi cant changes. 
During this later period some of these topographically 
spectacular sites received their fi rst buildings, monu-
mentalizing the popular rural cult. At the same time the 
number of peak sanctuaries was reduced from around 
thirty in the Protopalatial period to only about nine in 
the Neopalatial period. A. Peatfi eld suggests the change 
represents a takeover of the popular cult by the Palaces.54

 At the peak sanctuary at Petsophas (fi g. 9.46) a small 
building was placed over the earlier votive deposit.55 Th e 
building was situated on a hill that sloped down from 
north to south and had a heavy terrace wall on its down-
hill side. Inside, parts of two rooms were excavated, 
with traces of two more on the north. Room 1 was not 
well preserved. From it, two steps led down to Room 2. 
Many MM fi gurines were found beneath the fl oor, but 
very litt le material of LM date was found in association 
with the building.
 Even in the fi ft eenth century AD, travelers to Crete 
had recognized Mt. Iouktas as one of the most ancient 
sacred places in the island. In 1415 Cristoforo Buondel-
monti associated it with the legendary tomb of Zeus. 
Th e mountain was frequently visited, but the nature of 
the ancient remains started to become clear only with 
the excavations of A. Evans in 1909. Evans found votive 
off erings and a building roughly similar to the fi nds at 
Petsophas. Supplementary work by A. Karetsou has not 
only clarifi ed much of the architecture at the site, but 
also added important information concerning its cult. 
Much of the sanctuary was in the open air. It included an 
altar, a cave, and a rock cleft  in which a number of vo-
tives were found. Only the basement of the cult building 
was preserved (fi g. 9.47). Today a series of fi ve storage 
rooms stands on three terraces below the summit of the 
peak. Th e excavator thinks that the ground-fl oor rooms 
originally supported a second story.

9.46. Plan. Peak sanctuary, Petsophas. After Myres 1902–1903, Pl. 7.

9.47.  Plan. Peak sanctuary, Iouktas. After 
Ioannidou-Karetsou 1985, pl. IG.
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joined the street walls of the neighboring houses to form 
a continuous facade lining the street (fi g. 9.48). Visi-
tors to the town were routed through a maze of narrow 
streets lined with massive walls, unable to see beyond 
the buildings that were constantly at arm’s length. Th e 
arrangement was well suited to defense.
 Eventually all the major routes through the town 
found their way into the Public Court that fi lls the level 
saddle of land near the center of the excavated area (see 
fi g. 9.27). Th e contrast between the compressed streets 
and the broad, open expanse of the Public Court would 
have been dramatic as visitors stepped into the Public 
Court. Th e space suddenly expanded, and the light and 
heat of the sun replaced the shade of the narrow lanes. 
Visitors got their fi rst view of the ashlar facade of the 
Palace through the screen of pillars behind the small 
Th eatral Area.

Houses, Towns, and History

In Th e Troubled Island, Driessen and Macdonald tried 
to demonstrate that the eff ects of the eruption of Th era 
in the late seventeenth century BC had a more serious 
impact on Crete than is generally assumed.57 In their 
view, the island had been devastated by earthquake dam-
age, a tsunami, ash fall, crop failure, and economic and 
political confusion from which it never fully recovered. 
Rather than one of the high points of Minoan history, 
they described the LM IB period as the twilight of Ev-
ans’s New Era.
 Some sites—Galatas and Kommos are good exam-
ples—fi t the Troubled Island patt ern, but many others 
do not. As we have seen, most of the construction of the 
Palaces at Zakros and Phaistos dates to late LM IA and 
LM IB. In addition, monumental ashlar facades were 
built at Gournia, Mochlos, Haghia Triada, and Palaikas-
tro in LM IB.58 Following the Th era eruption a period 
of recovery lasted for about a century until around 1490 
BC, when every village and city on the island, with a 
single exception, was destroyed, burned, and aban-
doned.59 Towns like Gournia were left  as empty as they 
are today.
 Some propose that the destructions were caused by 
another earthquake, but the scenario looks more like 
war. Specifi c buildings were targeted, particularly ad-
ministrative buildings. Unburied bodies left  in the ruins 

Gournia and Minoan Town Planning

Like most Minoan sett lements, the town of Gournia was 
built on a hill. Th e narrow cobblestone streets either fol-
lowed the contours like the circular Ridge Road and the 
East Valley Road, or they ran at right angles to the con-
tours as did the three major ascents on the east. Streets 
that cut across the contours were stepped. Remarkably 
few Minoan streets were suitable for wheeled traffi  c, and 
none bear the telltale ruts that would have resulted from 
routine use of vehicles with wheels. As at many sites, the 
streets at Gournia had been originally built in the Proto-
palatial period during the great era of civic architecture. 
Th e Neopalatial streets followed the established routes.56 
As the population grew over the course of the period, 
every available space was fi lled in, sometimes resulting 
in oddly shaped houses.
 Th e houses at Gournia were well suited to the 
compactness of the community. Th ey shared materi-
als, techniques, features, and plans with neighboring 
houses. Th ey were arranged contiguously so that the 
town resembled a honeycomb of spaces. Walls between 
the houses were either party walls of a single thickness 
or double walls, as the occasion required. Builders paid 
special att ention to the facades facing the streets. Th ese 
were always the best-built walls of the houses, and they 

9.48. Street wall, Gournia. Photo by author.
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of the village of Mochlos and the bodies of butchered 
children at Knossos off er glimpses of extraordinary vio-
lence.60 Only Knossos was spared, and its Palace would 
soon be occupied by a new regime of Mycenaeans and 
their Minoan collaborators.

Postscript: Th e West House at Akrotiri, Th era

Th e West House at Akrotiri is not on Crete, but its re-
markable preservation and its similarity to a number 
of Minoan houses are instructive (fi gs. 9.49–9.53).61 
Among other things, it gives us a much bett er under-
standing of construction techniques that are similar to 
those used on Crete.62

 Th e visitor to Th era today can make out the large 
ashlar blocks that were used as quoins at the angles of 
the building and to border the window and door frames. 
Th e timbers of these frames have now been restored in 
concrete. Th e bulk of the building was not ashlar, but 
rubble masonry coated with a thick layer of reddish 
brown stucco. In the West House carefully trimmed 
ashlar blocks were used only where they would be 
structurally useful, to frame the openings and to pro-
vide strength at the angles of the building. Th e builders 
apparently cared litt le for the appearance of the meticu-
lously cut blocks themselves—they were covered with 
stucco—but they may have appreciated the sharp angles 
and straight lines they were able to create with them.63

  Carpentry was simple on the ground fl oor, where 
small, horizontal timbers were used within the walls to 
help consolidate the rubble masonry.64 Much larger tim-
bers were used for framing the doors and the surprising 
number of windows, which aff ord every room its own 
source of light.65 On the upper story, where the walls 
did not have to support as much weight as those of the 
ground fl oor, an extensive series of timbers was used to 
form the pier-and-door partitions and elaborate series of 
windows that extended around two walls of the north-
western room. Th ese windows allowed this corner of the 
house to be as open or as closed as the residents liked. 
Mud brick partition walls were common on the upper 
fl oor. Th ese light, fl exible walls were used to screen off  
spaces like the toilet and, in the northwest room, to form 
a series of niches along the inner walls of the room.
 Th e West House was moderate in size (ca. 150 m2 
on the ground fl oor), but its situation within the sett le-

9.49.  Ground story, West House, Akrotiri, Thera. 
After Marinatos 1984, p.13.

9.50.  Plan. Second story, West House, Akrotiri, 
Thera. After Marinatos 1984, p. 13.

9.51.  Restored plan and section. Toilet in Room 4a, West House, 
Akrotiri, Thera. After Palyvou 1986, fi g. 6.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   114McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   114 3/2/10   3:45:01 PM3/2/10   3:45:01 PM



H o u s e s  a n d  T o w n s  i n  t h e  N e o p a l a t i a l  P e r i o d
115

 Th e entrance to the building was in the southeast 
corner. A single door with adjacent window led to a ves-
tibule. As in the smaller houses at Gournia, the vestibule 
was the key to communication within the house. It was 
intermediary between the public space of the street and 
the private space of the house. From it the visitor could 
either go to the other ground-story rooms through the 
door on the left  or proceed upstairs. Seven other rooms 
were located on the ground fl oor. Th ey formed the ser-
vice quarters of the house and were used for the storage 
of food, household goods, and raw materials. Th e room 
in the southwest corner was used partly as a kitchen and 
partly for bronze working. With the exception of two 
small rooms near the center of the house, each of the 
rooms was windowed.
 Th e West House is one of the very few Bronze Age 
buildings in which two stories have been excavated, and 
it thus off ers a rare opportunity to see how the ground-
fl oor plan actually relates to the plan of the upper story.66 
Th e two fl oors diff er slightly. Most of the upper-story 
walls were thinner than those of the ground fl oor. Some 
of the upper rooms were larger than the lower rooms. 
For example, a single large room with a central column 
stands above three ground-fl oor rooms, using the thick 
wall between them as support for its column. In other 
cases, such as the toilet, thin mud brick or pisé partitions 
could be used to defi ne upper-story spaces without fol-
lowing the lines of the ground-fl oor walls. In conversa-
tion, J. Shaw suggested that the house might have had a 
partial third story, a single room covering the stairwell 
and providing access to the roof. Th e Archanes model 
and the Miniature Fresco from the West House depict 
a similar arrangement. A large window lit the landing 
above the vestibule. From the landing, a single door 
led to a hall with a central column and broad window 
overlooking the court below. Th e room was used, among 
other things, for weaving. From the inside, the reason 
the central support for the window was placed slightly to 
the west of the middle of the sill becomes obvious: the 
support had to align with the central column to support 
the main roof beam. Th e hall intervened between the 
stair landing and the more secluded rooms on the west-
ern side of the house.
 In the northwest corner of the hall, a door led to 
an inner Room 5. Its north and west walls were made 
almost entirely of windows, and the shapes of the 

ment was imposing. It was arranged at an angle to most 
of the other known buildings in the village, its impres-
sive front (south) facade forming one side of a triangular 
courtyard. In overall proportions the building was a low, 
rectangular block. Th e house had two main stories with 
perhaps a third-story room covering the stairwell and 
providing access to the roof. From the outside, however, 
the division between the stories was partly obscured by 
the inconsistent positioning and shapes of the windows.

9.52.  Elevation. West facade, West House, Thera. 
After Palyvou 1986, fi g. 7.

9.53.  Reconstruction. West House, Akrotiri, Thera. 
Based on Palyvou 1986, fi g. 4.
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Th e toilet was connected with a drain that led down 
through the wall to a collection pit and drain in the alley 
west of the house.
 Several houses in Crete, including House G at Zak-
ros (see fi g. 9.25), resemble the West House at Akrotiri 
in signifi cant ways. Th ey incorporate ashlar masonry 
sparingly but lack most other Palatializing features such 
as pier-and-door partitions, light wells, and ground-sto-
ry Minoan Halls. In these houses, most of the ground-
fl oor rooms were used for storage and home industries, 
while the residential rooms were on an upper story that 
was accessible by means of a stairway adjacent to the 
vestibule on the ground fl oor. Smaller houses at Gournia 
and various other sites throughout Crete also follow 
this patt ern. Th e West House at Akrotiri may, therefore, 
show what traditional Neopalatial houses looked like 
before the rise of the Palatializing movement.

windows were reiterated in the series of pisé niches 
that formed the south and east walls. Frescoed friezes, 
including the famous Miniature Fresco and a Nilotic 
scene, ran around the tops of the walls. Frescoes of nude 
boys holding fi sh stood in the southwest and northeast 
corners of the room. Two other doors led out of Room 
5. One in the northeast corner led, via a corridor with a 
closet, to Room 6. Th is room, to judge from the abun-
dant pott ery found in it, was a pantry. Th e other door 
from Room 5 led to Room 4. Th is room was painted 
with the images of eight ikria, the cabins seen on Aegean 
ships. Painted fl owerpots holding lilies were painted on 
the jambs of the window.67 C. Kopaka has suggested that 
the room was a bedroom.68 A clay partition wall sepa-
rated this room from the small space 4a in the south-
west corner of the house. Th is room had a bathtub and 
bronze cauldron for bathing and a toilet (see fi g. 9.51). 
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IIIB contexts at Khania, in the Final Palatial period 
economic administration was channeled through Knos-
sos. Th is is very diff erent from the Neopalatial Linear 
A administrations that had been spread throughout the 
island. Th e Linear B tablets mention over one hundred 
place names that were apparently economically tied to 
Knossos. Th e tablets also record massive quantities of 
agricultural produce.1 One tablet, for instance, refers to 
10,000 units of grain (about 960,000 liters) from a place 
named da-wo, which was located near Phaistos and may 
be either Kommos or Haghia Triada.2 Th e largest re-
corded numbers concern sheep: over 100,000 are men-
tioned. In fact, unlike the Linear B bureaucracy at Pylos 
in the mainland, the tablets at Knossos are overwhelm-
ingly concerned with sheep raising and the production 
of textiles.3 Such numbers go far beyond anything need-
ed for day-to-day subsistence and are grounded in an 
economy geared toward export. Th e wealth of Knossos 
during this period depended almost exclusively on the 
textile industry, which in turn depended largely on the 
labor of women and children working in various towns 
around the island.4

 Th e date of the tablets has been the subject of heated 
debate for half a century. Th e controversy began in 1952 
when Michael Ventris fi nally deciphered the Linear B 
script and found that the tablets were writt en in a form 
of Greek, the language of the Mycenaean mainland. Did 
this mean that Mycenaeans were running the Palace at 
Knossos and, through it, the rest of the island? Evans 
had insisted that non-Greek-speaking Minoans ruled 
until the fi nal destruction of the Palace about 1400 
BC. Was he wrong? Or did the tablets postdate Evans’s 

A new regime at Knossos took advantage of 
the devastation caused by the LM IB destruc-
tions. Th is administration introduced the 

Linear B script to manage a newly centralized bureau-
cracy, completely rebuilt the Palace, and erected a series 
of exotic monumental tombs to advertise their power. 
Th e rest of the island, with the notable exception of sev-
eral extraordinary buildings at Haghia Triada, remained 
eerily quiet.

Th e Linear B Tablets at Knossos

Th e study of Linear B has blossomed into a sizeable 
academic industry. Here I will limit the discussion to a 
handful of observations concerning the general nature 
and some of the historical and architectural implications 
of the Linear B tablets. A. Evans recovered thousands of 
them at Knossos. While they were found throughout the 
Palace, there were four main concentrations: the south-
ern part of the West Wing, in most of the West Maga-
zines, near the North Entrance Passage, and just north 
of the Residential Quarter near the Hall of the Double 
Axes (fi g. 10.2). Several parts of the Palace, mostly on 
the upper story, were involved in administrative record 
keeping. At least seventy-fi ve scribes—they should 
probably be regarded as administrative bureaucrats—
can be distinguished on the basis of their handwrit-
ing. Th is infl ated bureaucracy in itself marked a major 
change in the general nature of the Palace.
 Th e tablets tell us a great deal about the relationship 
between Knossos and the rest of the island. Although 
a few Linear B tablets have recently been found in LM 

Buildings, Frescoes, and the Language of 
Power in the Final Palatial Period
ca. 1490–1360 BC
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readers should bear in mind the alternative views. What-
ever their date, when considered as artifacts the masses 
of tablets and their distribution across the site marked 
a major change in the general nature of the Palace. 
Popham suggested an apt parallel situation from the 
time of World War II:

Th e picture is . . . curious—scribes and archives spread 
over large areas of the Palace and in unexpected places. 
It is somewhat reminiscent of, say, the Ministry of Sup-
ply, evacuated from London during the last war and 
accommodated in one of the stately country houses of 
Britain, with clerks sitt ing in the ballroom (with its tap-
estries still hanging on the walls) and in alcoves along 
the corridors, fi ling cabinets and all, amid the ancestral 
possessions of the owners; the cellars fi rmly locked 
against intruders (I am thinking of the oil magazines of 
the Palace) and the family chapel available at hand for 
religious att endance.”8

Material Culture and Ethnic Identity

Aft er the discovery that the Linear B tablets were writ-
ten in a nonalphabetic form of Greek, several scholars 
began to look for other evidence that Mycenaeans were 
living in Crete. Th ey began to interpret such things as 
new tomb types and grave assemblages—the so-called 
Warrior Graves at Knossos—new pott ery shapes like 
the Ephyraean goblet, and house forms like the so-called 
megaron as direct evidence of an invasion from the 
mainland.9 Some newcomers did arrive on the island, 
but what did this mean in terms of the larger popula-
tion? Th rough the mid-1990s, as we learned more about 
the Final Palatial and Postpalatial periods at sites outside 
Knossos, the question continued to be asked: was Crete 
in LM III Mycenaean?10

 In the 1990s, other scholars began to take a more 
sophisticated approach to the issue of ethnicity.11 As 
we saw in Chapter 3, ethnicity is not genetically or geo-
graphically fi xed, but it is a social construction that can 
vary in degrees and change over time. Furthermore it is 
not possible to make a direct connection between an ob-
ject and the genetic identity of the person who used it. 
Material culture does not equate directly with DNA but 
provides a repertoire of symbolic forms among which 
an individual may choose in order to project a desired 

“fi nal destruction”? Did they date to a time when Evans 
thought the Palace site was partially reoccupied by 
squatt ers? Currently there are three main positions in 
the debate, and each has problematic ramifi cations.
 One position is a slight modifi cation of the fi nal 
views of Evans. It assumes that all the tablets belong to 
the same period—the so-called unity of the archives—
since they were only accidentally preserved by the fi re 
that destroyed the Final Palace. Th e destruction took 
place a litt le later than Evans thought, at the end of LM 
IIIA1 or early in LM IIIA2, and in the Postpalatial LM 
IIIB period the Palace site was only partly reoccupied. 
As an administrative center, the Final Palace went out 
in a literal blaze of glory in the confl agration of early 
LM IIIA2. Th is position is supported by J. Boardman, 
M. Popham, D. Doxey, and most recently in two im-
portant articles by E. Hatzaki.5 One of the problematic 
consequences of this position is that it envisions a vast 
Knossian bureaucracy overseeing an island that was oth-
erwise nearly empty, having not recovered from the LM 
IB destructions.
 L. Palmer, S. Hood, N. Momigliano and M. S. F. 
Hood, E. Hallager, and W.-D. Niemeier hold an oppos-
ing view.6 Th ey too assume the unity of the archives but 
date the tablets to LM IIIB. Th e main problem with this 
position is that in LM IIIB the Palace was vastly diff er-
ent from the elegant building it had been since its initial 
construction in the Protopalatial period, and most of the 
formerly magnifi cent houses were essentially burned-
out shells in which a few people cleared out corners in 
which to live. Could this be the Knossos whose scribes 
administered the economics of most of the island?
 A third position, originally proposed by J. Driessen 
and taken up by R. Firth, questions the unity of the ar-
chives and proposes that the tablets range in date from 
LM II to LM IIIB and had been preserved by several 
fi res rather than a single confl agration.7 Th is view off ers 
greater fl exibility but does not clarify the relations be-
tween Knossos and the rest of Crete.
 In this chapter and the next I take the view that 
while some of the tablets might be considerably earlier 
than the LM IIIA2 destruction, few if any belong to 
LM IIIB. While it will not greatly aff ect the discussion 
of specifi c buildings, the date I assign to the bulk of the 
tablets will have a signifi cant impact on how we under-
stand the larger political and economic context, and 
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sions of the building? Would it incorporate recognizably 
mainland-style features? Over the course of the past sev-
eral years much of the Final Palace has been thoroughly 
reexamined, and at least a general picture is sett led: 
S. Mirié investigated the Th rone Room Complex; Dries-
sen studied the southeast part of the West Wing in the 
area of the Room of the Chariot tablets; Momigliano 
and Hood conducted excavations on the South Front of 
the Palace; M. Panagiotaki published a detailed study 
of the Central Palace Sanctuary; D. J. I. Begg and, more 
recently, K. Christakis reexamined the West Magazines 
and the Long Corridor. In addition, J. Overbeck and 
C. McDonald published a summary of the soundings 
A. Evans made in 1913 below the fl oors of the Residen-
tial Quarter.13 Th e results from all these areas were clear 
and consistent. Th ey show that, while most of the island 
still lay in ruins from the LM IB destructions, the Palace 
at Knossos was rebuilt from one end to the other.

image. In much of the world, for example, people be-
come Irish on St. Patrick’s Day.
 For Knossos, much of the theoretical groundwork 
on this topic was laid out by L. Preston in three articles 
dealing with mortuary practices. She showed that Knos-
sians sometimes chose to employ “Mycenaeanizing” 
forms that would emphasize their affi  nity with the new 
warrior elite and at other times chose “Minoanizing” 
forms rooted in the Neopalatial tradition that would 
underscore their political legitimacy. On occasion 
both forms can appear in a single monument (see fi g. 
10.13).12 How might Preston’s approach to the tombs be 
applied to other forms of architecture?

Th e Final Palace at Knossos

What might an allegedly Mycenaean Palace at Knossos 
look like? Would it be diff erent from the earlier ver-

10.1. Throne Room, Knossos. © Gail Mooney/Corbis.
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Key 1 to Figure 10.2
Final Palace LM II–LM IIIA Building Program  

Room #

5 Room of the Seal Impressions Built LM II–LM IIIA14

6 Room of the Clay Signet Built LM II–LM IIIA15

7 Room of the Egyptian Beans Built LM II–LM IIIA16

8 Room of the Wheat Built LM II–LM IIIA17

x South Terrace Basements Built LM II–LM IIIA18

23–26 Southeast part of West Wing LM II–LM IIIA119

28 Corridor to Magazines Probably LM II–LM IIIA20

29–34 Central Palace Sanctuary LM II–LM IIIA21

37 Stepped Porch and Central Staircase LM IIIA22

39 Magazine of the Jewel Fresco Door blocked LM IIIA23

40 Long Corridor LM II–LM IIIA2 fl oor 24

IV–VI Magazine S. Cist LM IIIA2 fl oor 25

VII Magazine LM IIIA2 fl oor Buttress wall 26

IV–VII Magazine LM IIIA2 fl oor 27

IX–XIII Magazines LM IIIA2 fl oor 28

XIV Magazine Buttress wall LM IIIA29

XV Magazine Door blocked LM IIIA30

XVII Long Corridor Stairway built LM IIIA31

41–48 Throne Room Complex Paving LM IIIA32

Central Court Paving outside the Throne Room Complex. LM IIIA33

89 Hall of the Colonnades LM III fl oor 34

92 Eastern light area LM III fl oor 35

93 Southern light area LM III fl oor 36

95 Service stairs LM III fl oor 37

98 Room of the Plaster Couch LM II fl oor. Drain blocked LM IIIA? 38

99 Treasure/Treasury/Lair LM III fl oor 39

104 Private staircase LM III fl oor 40
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the entire facade, with the exception of the Tripartite 
Shrine, was built in the Final Palatial period.
 Th e area around the Room of the Chariot Tablets 
(Rooms 23–26 in fi g. 10.2) underwent a series of ar-
chitectural modifi cations from the Protopalatial period 
through the Postpalatial period into classical times. 
Driessen has tried to unravel this complex history. He 
dates a major rebuilding to the early part of the Final 
Palatial period.43

 In work carried out further to the south, Momigliano 
and Hood showed that most of the rooms of the South 
Terrace Basements date to LM II–LM IIIA1.44 Much of 
the material found in the area represented a broad range 
of domestic activities, prompting the excavators to pro-
pose that the area served as slave quarters.45

 Th e West Magazines and the Long Corridor were 
modifi ed slightly later in LM IIIA2 (fi g. 10.4). While 
some of these modifi cations, such as the butt ress walls 
built in Magazines VII and XIV, were relatively minor at-

 Most of what we see now of the central part of the 
West Wing that opens onto the Central Court also be-
longs to the Final Palatial period. Th e famous Th rone 
Room, which so excited A. Evans during his fi rst season 
of excavation, received its fi nal form in LM IIIA (fi g. 
10.1). Th is involved a repaving of at least part of the 
Central Court outside the Anteroom and the building of 
two new stairs leading down into the room.
 Just to the south, the grand Stepped Portico to the 
Piano Nobile may have been a new construction sup-
ported on the thickened south wall of the Th rone Room 
Complex.41 Th ere were also several changes in the area 
of the Central Palace Sanctuary, including the moving 
of the pillars in the Pillar Crypts into their present posi-
tions. During this period the East Pillar Crypt and pos-
sibly the West Pillar Crypt were crowded with storage 
pithoi.42 In fact, if one looks at Evans’s reconstruction 
of the west facade on the Central Court (fi g. 10.3) with 
these changes in mind, it quickly becomes apparent that 

10.3. Restoration. Facade of  the West Wing onto the Central Court, Knossos. After PM III, p. 526.
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reinvestigation of the Palace’s drainage system.47 More 
important, Evans’s soundings below the latest fl oors 
showed that most of the Residential Quarter had been 
rebuilt in LM II–LM IIIA.48 Many famous rooms in the 
Palace were reconstructed, including the Queen’s Mega-
ron (fi g. 10.5), the grand light well Evans named the 
Hall of the Colonnades (fi g. 10.6), and the Hall of the 
Double Axes, the largest Minoan Hall ever built (fi g. 
10.7). Th ere is only scatt ered information about what 
was actually constructed in the areas north and south 
of the Residential Quarter. Yet both areas saw extensive 
occupation in the Postpalatial period and were almost 
certainly occupied during the preceding Final Palatial 
period.

tempts to provide additional support for the upper story, 
most of them refl ect a continuation of the new building 
program. Most of the fi ne stone pavements in the West 
Magazines and the Long Corridor were laid at this time. 
Above the West Magazines, many of the rooms of the 
Piano Nobile were renovated. Th e date of these altera-
tions constitutes a terminus post quem of LM IIIA2 for 
the masses of Linear B tablets that were found fallen into 
the magazines. In fact, this is one of the few dates that is 
generally agreed upon by both factions involved in the 
debate over the date of the tablets.46

 Th ere have been fewer recent studies in the east 
wing of the Palace. C. Macdonald and J. Driessen 
came up with some useful information during their 

10.4. West Magazines, Knossos. © Atlantide Phototravel/Corbis.

10.5. Queen’s Megaron, Knossos. © Roger Wood/Corbis.

10.6. Hall of  Colonnades, Knossos. 
© Atlantide Phototravel/Corbis.
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Th e Fresco Program of the Final Palace at Knossos

As part of the LM II–LM IIIA1 building program, much 
of the Palace was redecorated with a series of new fres-
coes whose iconography was geared to the tastes and 
ambitions of the new generation of Knossian elite (see 
fi g. 10.2). Unlike the building program, which is clearly 
dated by pott ery evidence, the frescoes are datable only 
by style, and the two most important studies of the fres-
coes, by S. Hood and S. Immerwahr, diff er somewhat in 
the dates they assign. Hood tends to date many of them 
to LM II, whereas Immerwahr prefers LM IIIA1. With 
the possible exception of the Bull Relief in the North 
Entrance that Immerwahr dates to LM IB–LM II (fi g. 
10.8), however, they agree that the frescoes listed below 
were made for the Final Palace.

 From such a sizeable body of evidence one deduces 
quite well what the so-called Mycenaean Palace at Knos-
sos looked like. In fact, of all the phases of this building 
over the course of its seven-hundred-year history, this 
is the most familiar. It is the building at the heart of Ev-
ans’s Palace of Minos. Th e Final Palace at Knossos was a 
total reworking of the two-hundred-year-old Neopalatial 
building into its quintessential form. In construction 
and in the design of its various elements—Magazines, 
Residential Quarter, Central Court, and the ceremonial 
rooms of the West Wing—it is the embodiment of archi-
tectural “Minoanness.” In other words, in the architec-
ture of the Palace the Mycenaean regime was presenting 
itself as the legitimate heir to Minoan tradition. As we 
shall see, the same regime built monumental tombs to 
convey a quite diff erent message.

10.8.  North Entrance Passage, Knossos from the east. Photo by author.10.7. Hall of  the Double Axes, Knossos. © Roger Wood/Corbis.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   124McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   124 3/2/10   3:45:03 PM3/2/10   3:45:03 PM



T h e  F i n a l  P a l a t i a l  P e r i o d
125

 Second, most of the fresco motifs used in the Final 
Palace at Knossos would continue to have a long history 
in later mainland painting. Th e couchant griffi  ns in the 
Th rone Room and in Room 46 at Pylos owed something 
to those of the Th rone Room at Knossos. Similarly, the 
processions of women in Minoan dress at Pylos, Tiryns, 
and Th ebes are intentionally reminiscent of the proces-
sional scenes at Knossos. Figure-eight shields apparently 
appealed to the leaders of LH IIIB Tiryns and Th ebes as 
much as they did to the new military elite in Final Pala-
tial Knossos (see fi g. 10.6). Even the smaller decorative 
works like the Argonaut Frieze at Pylos and the spiral 
friezes at Tiryns and Th ebes were used in the Mycenae-
an Palaces.66 What such imitation might say about how 
the later Mycenaeans wanted to present themselves is 
beyond my concern here, but it is important to keep the 
cross-cultural or hybrid nature of these motifs in mind.
 Last, of all the motifs used in the Final Palace, only 
the image of the bull seems to have been specifi cally 
Knossian, where it had been long used for its propagan-
distic value.67 Th e Bull in the West Porch, for example, 
was the third and fi nal version painted in this room. Th e 
bull appears in about a third of the surviving Final Pal-
ace frescoes. Th ese were placed at key points throughout 
the building: at the two major entrances, the West Porch 
and the North Entrance, in the Anteroom to the Th rone 
Room, and in the Hall of the Double Axes. Th e image 
of the bull, like the almost neo-Neopalatial architectural 
form of the Final Palace, ostentatiously drew on power-
ful symbols from the past, associating the new regime 
with deeply engrained Minoan tradition.
 Th e iconographic program of the Final Palace is thus 
pared down to a minimal core, focusing like a laser on 
the single concept of power.68 Th e Campstool fresco 
from the Piano Nobile over the West Magazines portrays 
feasting, an activity closely tied to the notion of power 
in Mycenaean society.69 Th roughout the rest of the Pal-
ace, the emblematic power of the Knossian bull was re-
inforced by the supernatural power of the Th rone Room 
griffi  ns and the personal military prowess implied by 
the shield frescoes in the Hall of the Double Axes in the 
Residential Quarter. We cannot be certain of the genetic 
ethnicity of this new ruling elite, but how they wanted to 
be seen is unmistakable.

 Th e subjects of the frescoes are noteworthy. First, 
compared with the frescoes of the Neopalatial Palace 
and houses, the range of motifs of the frescoes in the 
Final Palace is remarkably narrow. Th ere are no fanciful 
nature scenes with exotic animals or scenes of fashion-
able women joyously participating in outdoor ceremo-
nies. Instead, the fresco program was stripped down to 
a few bare essentials. Bulls, tribute-bearing processions, 
heraldic devices, and decorative friezes form the bulk of 
a thematically focused repertoire.

Key 2 to Figure 10.2
Fresco Program of the LM II–LM IIIA1 

Palace at Knossos 

Room # 

West Court Campstool and “La Parisienne” 49

West Porch Bull-grappling scene, Dado 

imitating veined stone 50

6 Palanquin 51

11 Procession fresco and cupbearer 52

37 Central staircase procession 53

41 Bull in anteroom to Throne Room 54

42 Throne Room griffi ns (see fi g. 10.1)55

60 Bull Relief in North Entrance. 

LM I–LM II (see fi g. 10.7)

74 Taureador fresco 56

83 Palanquin-Chariot fresco 57

87 Argonaut Frieze 58

89 Shield fresco. Hall of the Colonnades 59

90 Bull. Upper fl oor of Hall 

of the Double Axes 60

90 Spiral Frieze. Hall of the Double Axes 61

95 Bull Relief fragments. Service staircase 62

100 Spiral Frieze. Corridor 

of the Painted Pithos 63

102 Spiral Frieze. Queen’s Bathroom 64

101 Light well east of Queen’s 

Megaron. Dancing Lady 65
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change came at the beginning of the Final Palatial pe-
riod.77 New Mycenaeanizing tomb types, the shaft  grave, 
the chamber tomb with dromos, and the tholos tomb 
were introduced along with a new set of grave goods that 
oft en included bronze weapons. Unlike the communal 
Prepalatial and Protopalatial tholoi and house tombs, 
these new tombs were intended for individuals or very 
small numbers of people. As in EM III–MM IA, tombs 
again became a medium for proclaiming personal status 
for the deceased individual and his descendants. For 
males such status depended on the display of personal 
weaponry to project a real or desired image of power, 
military prowess, and personal reputation.78

 Th ree of the most interesting tombs built in LM II 
(fi gs. 10.9–10.11) were located in the same area north 
of the Palace, and were presumably built by people who 
knew one another. In recent studies, L. Preston deter-
mines that these tombs represent a wildly experimental 
group unique to the early part of the Final Palatial pe-
riod. Th ey had neither close predecessors nor did they 
inspire successors.79

 Th e Royal Tomb at Isopata (see fi g. 10.9) is the 
largest of the three, with a monumental ashlar chamber 
about 50 m2. It is the larger of two rectangular corbelled, 
keel-vaulted tombs in the Isopata cemetery, an uncom-
mon form in the island. Roughly similar tombs at Ugarit 
have been cited as parallels for its construction, and it 
also resembles the equally unique Tomb Rho in Grave 
Circle B at Mycenae.
 Th e Kephala Th olos (fi g. 10.10), on the other hand, 
at fi rst looks like a canonical Mycenaean tholos tomb 
with a corbel-vaulted dome and a dromos. Yet this 
tomb, too, is unique. Th e only parallel for its elaborate 
forechamber is the forechamber in the Royal Tomb at 
Isopata.
 Finally, the Tomb of the Double Axes is also unique 
(fi g. 10.11). A double-chambered tomb with dromos, it 
features a burial cist cut into the shape of that traditional 
Neopalatial symbol, the Double Axe. Th ree bronze Dou-
ble Axes and a Bull’s Head rhyton, objects traditionally 
more closely associated with Cretan sanctuaries than 
with tombs, were included among the grave goods. To 
make the situation even more complex, included with 
these patently Minoanizing symbols were a number of 
Mycenaeanizing objects, including a set of bronze weap-
ons. Like the architectural forms of these tombs, the 
grave goods juxtapose symbols from two traditions.

Th e Town of Knossos in the Final Palatial Period

In LM II–LM IIIA, Knossos had shrunk from its maxi-
mum Neopalatial population of around sixteen thousand 
to about eleven thousand.70 Nevertheless it was a thriving 
and remarkably prosperous town. As Hatzaki remarked, 
“LM II Knossos began with an extensive building pro-
gramme that was almost comparable in scale to A. Ev-
ans’s ‘Great Rebuilding’ of the Neopalatial period.”71

 In the vicinity of the renovated Palace many promi-
nent Neopalatial houses were repaired (if necessary) and 
occupied until the end of the Final Palatial period. Th ese 
include the Litt le Palace, the Unexplored Mansion, the 
Southeast House, and the Royal Villa (see fi gs. 9.2, 9.7).72

 In addition to the Neopalatial houses that continued 
in use, several more modest houses were newly con-
structed in LM II. A partly excavated house just to the 
south of the West Court included a well-made gypsum 
pier-and-door partition.73 Th e extensive use of gypsum 
may have been a hallmark for the period, as it was used 
for fl oors, jamb bases, stairs, and cupboards in the ap-
propriately named Gypsum House in the Stratigraphical 
Museum Extension Site. Just southeast of the Gypsum 
House, the smaller, less elaborate Stratigraphical Mu-
seum Extension Site South House was built in the same 
period.74 Th ese two houses were demolished at the end 
of LM II to make way for new public constructions.
 A number of important public works projects were 
undertaken in the Final Palatial period.75 Th e Royal 
Road, the most monumental street in Minoan Crete, 
was entirely repaved, and a new grandstand was built 
along its south side not far from where it crosses the 
modern highway. In LM IIIA1 three intriguing circu-
lar structures, respectively, 3 m, 3.22 m, and 8.38 m in 
diameter, were built in ashlar masonry over the LM II 
houses in the Stratigraphical Museum Extension Site.76 
Th e excavator describes these structures as Dancing 
Circles. Like most of the houses at Knossos the circular 
structures went out of use aft er much of the town was 
destroyed at some point in the early LM IIIA2 period.

Monumental Tombs

A fundamental shift  in mortuary customs seems to have 
already begun in the Neopalatial cemetery at Poros, the 
port city of Knossos, and with the extraordinary Temple 
Tomb south of the Palace (see fi g. 9.38), but a bigger 
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10.10. Plan and elevation. 
Kephala Tholos, Knossos. After 
Hutchinson 1962, fi g. 58.

10.9. Section. Royal Tomb, 
Isopata (Knossos). After A. 
Evans 1906, pl. XLV.
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 As in the contemporary Final Palace at Knossos, 
with which the individuals buried in these tombs must 
have been closely associated, the monumental tombs os-
tentatiously display the idea of personal power through 
their size, construction, and location. Like the fresco 
program in the Palace, the tombs consciously incorpo-
rate an eclectic and innovative mixture of Minoanizing 
and Mycenaeanizing semantic forms, the language of the 
new regime. Th ese monumental, publicly visible tombs 
represented the descendants’ claim to the accomplish-
ments and reputation of earlier generations of the Knos-
sian elite.

Monumental Buildings at Haghia Triada

Th e only other place one can see iconographical and 
architectural experimentation on a monumental scale 
during the Final Palatial period is in the series of build-
ings at Haghia Triada (fi g. 10.12).80 Th ese buildings date 
to early LM IIIA2.81

 Like the residents of Knossos, people at Haghia 
Triada decided to use mortuary art as a medium for 
ostentatious display during the Final Palatial period. 
Th e monumental MMIB Th olos Tomb B was reused, 
and next to it a new tomb was constructed. Th e new 
tomb was not architecturally monumental: it was a small 
rectangle of 3.85 m × 4.25 m, although its walls were 
nearly a meter thick. Inside there were two sarcophagi. 
One was made of terra cott a and had been buried in 
the earth and used as an ossuary for at least three buri-
als. Th e other, the famous Haghia Triada sarcophagus, 
was of limestone covered with stucco and painted with 
remarkable scenes (fi g. 10.13).82 On one side it depicts 
a religious procession and the sacrifi ce of a bull in front 
of a shrine. On the end panels goddesses ride in chariots 
pulled by Mycenaeanizing griffi  ns on one side and by 
Minoanizing agrimi, or wild Cretan goats, on the other. 
On the main side, a priestess followed by a situla bearer 
and a lyre player pours a libation while three men in 
hide skirts off er gift s to the deceased young man who 
stands in front of his tomb, probably a depiction of this 
very building.
 Stylistically the fresco is related closely to the Camp-
stool fresco and Chariot fresco at Final Palatial Knossos 
and to the Room of the Frescoes in the Citadel Area at 
Mycenae. Yet as a whole this painted sarcophagus has 

10.11.  Plan. Tomb of  the Double Axes, Knossos. 
After A. Evans 1914, plan.

10.12.  Plan. Haghia Triada in LM III. After Di Vita 
and La Regina 1984, p. 163, fi g. 230.
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and to the possibly earlier seascape fl oor in the Residen-
tial Quarter at Knossos. Th e edges of the plaster show 
that some rectangular fi xture was installed against the 
south wall of the inner room, in a position similar to 
that of the throne in the Th rone Room at Knossos and 
the Mycenaean Palaces. Th e building was identifi ed as a 
shrine partly on the basis of its location in the Piazzale 
dei Sacelli and partly because inside it the excavators 
found a set of seven Snake Tubes.84 Th ere was no trace of 
a statuett e of a goddess, which would be characteristic of 
later Minoan shrines.
 Th e construction of Sanctuary H is diff erent from 
that of the earlier buildings at the site. Its walls were 
made of ashlar blocks interspersed with rubble and held 
in place by a half-timber framework of the sort used in 
Building ABCD. Th e pier-and-door partition that di-
vided the interior into two rooms was not of the form 
normal in earlier periods. Instead it was joined with the 
fl anking thresholds formed of closely fi tt ed stones. Th is 
type of threshold, found also in the Stoà del Mercato 

no close parallels anywhere. P. Militello summed up the 
new painting style at Haghia Triada: “Th e Mycenaean 
elite had sought to appropriate a local artistic language 
for the expression of a new politico-religious conception 
born of the fusion of a specifi cally Mycenaean ideology 
with the now age-old Minoan tradition.”83

Sanctuary H at Haghia Triada

Sanctuary H at Haghia Triada (fi g. 10.14) is an unusual 
free-standing building set into a cutt ing on the slope 
above the southeast corner of the Piazzale dei Sacelli. It 
opened to the west, sharing the orientation of the later 
Mercato and the slope that runs along the east sides of 
both buildings. Inside were two rooms, an anteroom 
and an inner room with a raised platform against its 
back wall. Th e fl oor of the inner room was originally 
painted with a marine scene representing an octopus 
symmetrically fl anked by dolphins and fi sh, similar to 
the fl oor patt erns at Pylos and Tiryns on the mainland 

10.13. Haghia Triada Sarcophagus. © Gianni Dagli Orti/Corbis.
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cenaean Megaron.85 In fact it is neither. Now dated fairly 
specifi cally to early LM IIIA2 or slightly earlier, it has 
none of the features associated with large Mycenaean-
izing houses (see Chapter 11).86

 Building ABCD is preserved to only one course 
above the level of the Piazzale dei Sacelli, but on the 
north its foundations were sunk deep into the remains 
of the Neopalatial building below. Well-built stone chan-
nels were constructed along its south and east sides 
to drain water from the Piazzale. Th e main part of the 
building is a large (ca. 24 m × 15 m) rectangle divided 
into a series of four rooms. Th e western room was ap-
parently a late addition, and the original entrance may 

(see fi g. 11.6) and in an important LM III house at 
Gournia (see fi g. 11.10), seems to have been character-
istic of the LM III period. With its square mortices for 
the door pivots, the threshold also resembles the slightly 
later examples at Pylos.

Building ABCD

Th e large, rectangular Building ABCD at Haghia Triada 
(fi g. 10.15) has been the subject of debate since 1905. 
So unusual was its plan for a Bronze Age building that 
W. Dörpfeld regarded it as the foundation of a Greek 
temple, while D. Mackenzie described it as a typical My-

10.14.  Plan. Sanctuary H, Haghia Triada. 
After Banti 1941–1943, fi g. 27.

10.15.  Plan. Building ABCD, Haghia Triada. After 
Di Vita and La Regina 1984, fi g. 230.

10.16. Plan. LM III Tylissos. After Hayden 1984, fi g. 7.
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could see from the public piazza and from which people 
inside the porticos could view the activities in shelter 
and shade. Th e new generation at Haghia Triada chose 
to superimpose their monumental buildings over the 
ruins of the fi nest Neopalatial houses in the same way 
they placed the Tomb with the Painted Sarcophagus 
near the venerable Th olos B.
 Th ere was probably a sizeable LM II–LM IIIA1 town 
at Haghia Triada during this period, but in the northern 
part of the site the buildings are not well preserved. A 
partly excavated LM IIIA1 building was built over the 
LM IA Edifi cio Cicoplico and was in turn razed to make 
room for the later Stoà del Mercato. In addition the re-
mains of the Casa delle Camere Decapitate were leveled 
by the construction of Edifi cio Nord-Ouest/P later in 
the LM IIIA2 period (see fi g. 11.20).92

Th e Fresco Dump

Th e most important frescoes of Final Palatial Haghia 
Triada were in a dump below the later fl oor of Room 
A of Casa VAP. Recently published by Militello,93 the 
fragments came from at least three main scenes, a Lady 
at the Altar, the Small Procession, and the Great Proces-
sion. Th e Great Procession is very close to the hybrid 
Minoanizing/Mycenaeanizing style of the Haghia Triada 
sarcophagus, and many of its details—situla bearers, ani-
mals, a lyre player, a fl ute player, and decorative triglyph 
and rosett e border—are almost precisely the same.
 What building was originally decorated with these 
frescoes? One possibility is the nearby Casa delle Ca-
mere Decapitate. However, given the fact that we are 
certain that both Stoa F-G and Chiostro E of ABCD 
were painted with fi gurative frescoes, it seems equally 
likely, as Militello points out, that these impressive fres-
coes were originally associated with the monumental 
buildings around the Piazzale dei Sacelli. As the painted 
sarcophagus portrayed the costly rituals accorded the 
deceased, so these frescoes lavishly displayed the rituals 
of the living that had probably been under the control of 
the same small group of individuals. In fact, V. La Rosa 
suggests that the young man who stands silently in front 
of his tomb (see fi g. 10.13) might have been the actual 
sponsor of the monumental buildings in the southern 
part of the site.94

have been in this corner. A small side porch, Chiostro E, 
opened to the east. It had a Neopalatial-style column (of 
the sort set into, rather than on top of, the stylobate) and 
a gypsum bench with a so-called triglyph patt ern, and, 
like Sanctuary H, it was originally painted with frescoes. 
Fragments of painted rosett es, much like those on the 
Haghia Triada sarcophagus, and a fragment of a possible 
animal head were found in the original excavations.87 
Th is large ashlar building looks like a public rather than 
a private building, but its use remains unknown.

Stoa F-G

Stoa F-G was probably the last building to be added to 
this complex (see fi g. 10.12).88 Like ABCD, it was set 
into the fi ll in the destroyed Neopalatial buildings. Even 
part of the stepped street on the east—later restored by 
the excavators—was removed to make way for its foun-
dations.89 Measuring some 6 m × 21 m, F-G consists 
largely of a seven-columned portico, of which two bases 
remain in situ. Th e bases, like those of Chiosco E, are of 
the traditional Neopalatial type. A single doorless space 
was later added against the north side of the building.
 A similar LM III stoa, though only about half the 
size of F-G, was found by L. Platon at Tylissos (fi g. 
10.16).90 It too consisted of a portico of seven wooden 
columns resting on stone bases set into the stylobate. As 
at Haghia Triada, rubble walls, here incompletely exca-
vated, butt  against the back of the building. And here too 
the stoa overlooks an important paved courtyard that 
continued to serve as the center of religious ceremonies 
into the classical period.
 Like Chiosco E, Stoa F-G at Haghia Triada was 
painted with frescoes. Militello reports that fresco frag-
ments representing a bull’s (or possibly horse’s) leg were 
found inside the building. In addition, a series of stone 
bases for double axes, like the ones depicted on the 
Haghia Triada sarcophagus, were found nearby. One of 
the bases also was covered with stucco and painted with 
a griffi  n’s head.91 In his fanciful reconstruction of the 
area, E. Stefani restores the north room of F-G as an en-
closure for a sacred tree and places the double axe bases 
between the columns of the colonnade.
 Th e monumental buildings at Haghia Triada were 
clearly laid out as an organized group. Together they 
form a linked set of open facades into which people 
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 In Crete itself the appearance at Knossos of what 
there is every reason to believe to have been a new and 
aggressive dynasty about the beginning of the Fift eenth 
Century B.C. is marked not only by the break in conti-
nuity visible in the remains of the series of smaller sites 
along the Northern Coast from the neighboring Tylis-
sos to Nirou Chani and Gournia, but by the eloquent 
cessation of the great rivals at Phaestos and Haghia 
Triada, bordering the Libyan Sea.
 Th e bureaucratic methods evidenced by the docu-
ments in the form of the linear script B, introduced by 
the new dynasty suffi  ciently declare the authoritative 
character of the new government.95

 Th e monumental architecture and propagandistic 
fresco programs at Knossos and Haghia Triada also pro-
claim the “authoritative character” of the new regime. 
Like the new Linear B script, they were not merely 
the end product of that power. Th ey were a large part 
of the means by which that power was generated and 
maintained.

Conclusions

A. Evans had a clear understanding of the Final Palatial 
period at Knossos:

It has been remarked that the last Palatial phase at 
Knossos presents a military and indeed militaristic as-
pect. Its most prominent feature, when the residential 
Quarter was still complete, must have been the great 
Shield Fresco winding down from story to story along 
the descending walls of its Grand Staircase and leading 
thus, we may conclude, to the material realization of 
its subject, the Shields themselves, namely, suspended 
along the similar dado frieze in the great Hall below. 
When, indeed, aft er the great catastrophe, the spirit and 
perhaps the actual persons of the Knossian lords trans-
ported themselves to the Mainland side, its psychologi-
cal expression lived again in this respect in the closely 
imitative Shield frieze, less ambitious in its scale, on the 
walls of the later Palace at Tiryns.
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press visitors. Builders did not trouble over dadoes and 
pavements. Th ere were no new fi gural frescoes. And if 
some of the old colonnades, pillars, and pier-and-door 
partitions were in need of repair, they were replaced by 
the simplest means possible, with plain rubble walls. 
Superfi cial appearance matt ered litt le in this relentlessly 
utilitarian building. Even the Shrine of the Double Axes 
(see fi g. 11.3) smacks of the practicality of a business 
transaction in which off ertory goods are exchanged for 
the benefi cent, but frozen gesture of the goddess. Th e 
subtlety of Neopalatial religious sculpture had disap-
peared with the Palace that produced it.
 Th e role of the building also changed. It was no lon-
ger concerned with the articulation of elaborate social 
ceremonies or even with the monumental expression of 
power. Much of the Palace was apparently focused on 

A
fter the early LM IIIA2 fi res, Knossos 
was drastically reduced in size. Th roughout 
the island, Minoans found themselves in a 

grim new world. Utilitarian regional centers were es-
tablished at several sites to administer an agricultural 
economy that, to judge from the industrial-scale storage 
and harbor facilities in the Mesara, was geared largely 
toward export (fi g. 11.1).

Th e Palace Site at Knossos in LM IIIB

In the LM IIIB period, the Palace was very diff erent 
from what it had been in the LM IIIA period. It was no 
longer the elegant, luxurious building of bright frescoes, 
dramatic lighting, clever construction, and imposing 
facades intended to pamper the royal residents and im-

Aft er the Palaces
ca. 1360–1200 BC

11.1. Sites discussed in chapter 11.
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11.2. Plan. LM IIIB walls in Palace at Knossos. Based on Pendlebury 1954, plan, and Hood 1965, fi g. 1.
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Room, the North Entrance Passage, and the passageway 
on the west side of the School Room were all at least 
partly closed off . In other places, large rooms were divid-
ed into smaller spaces. Th e North Pillar Hall, the Court 
of the Stone Spout, the adjoining School Room, and the 
Queen’s Megaron were all compartmentalized.
 Many of these late constructions not only resulted in 
changes to the form of the Palace, but also marked shift s 
of activities to areas of the Palace not originally intended 
for them. For example, the cult center, the Shrine of the 
Double Axes (fi g. 11.3), was located on the east side of 
the Palace site, far from the earlier Palace cult center in 
the West Wing.
 Th e Queen’s Megaron was no longer the center of 
an elegant residential suite. Th e bathroom was used 
for storing lime produced in the kiln that had been 
installed in the room just to the east of the south light 
well. A number of other rooms were converted to stor-
age rooms, including the room on the story above the 
Queen’s Megaron, the South Propylaeum, the North 
Entrance Passage, the Room of the Stirrup Jars, and the 
corridor near the School Room. In addition, several 
parts of the Palace, including most of the West Maga-
zines, with the earlier pithoi still in place, went out of 
use years before the fi nal destruction.1

Th e Town of Knossos in LM IIIB

Like the Palace, much of the town was seriously dam-
aged in the early LM IIIA2 fi res. T. Whitelaw estimates 
that the population of Knossos plummeted from some 
nine to ten thousand people in LM II–LM IIIA1 to 
about one thousand in LM IIIB.2 Whitelaw’s calcula-
tions, based on his estimates of the area of the town, are 
supported by what we know from E. Hatzaki’s recent 
studies of the architecture of the LM IIIB town.3 Th ere 
was some new construction, but it was very limited—a 
few scrappy walls built over the LM IIIA1 circular Danc-
ing Floors, for example. Th e most common form of 
habitation outside the Palace was what A. Evans called 
squatt er occupation—the partial reuse of small parts of 
some of the old mansions, while surrounding rooms re-
mained in ruins from the early LM IIIA2 destructions.4 
Good examples include Room H of the Royal Villa (see 
fi g. 9.7), Rooms F1, K1, and L1 of the Southeast House, 
a few rooms in the northern part of the Litt le Palace, and 

mundane, day-to-day realities of keeping an aging build-
ing running at a time when, in the broader Aegean con-
text, Crete was becoming increasingly irrelevant except 
as a source of agricultural produce. Elegant rooms with 
elaborate decorations would probably not have helped.
 Th e Palace site at Knossos changed aft er it was 
rebuilt in LM II–LM IIIA1 (fi g. 11.2). During the Post-
palatial period, poorly built rubble walls were put up 
throughout the site. A number of the walls run directly 
counter to the earlier organization of the building. Cor-
ridors were blocked in several places: the South Terrace 
Basements, the South Propylaeum, the Long Corridor 
of the Magazines, the corridor north of the Th rone 

11.3.  Plan and elevation. Shrine of  the Double 
Axes, Knossos. After PM II, fi g. 190.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   135McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   135 3/2/10   3:45:06 PM3/2/10   3:45:06 PM



A r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  M i n o a n  C r e t e
136

 Th e fi nds from the building are not of much help 
in fi guring out its function. Building P contained many 
fragments of short-necked amphorae for transport but 
also domestic pott ery and ovens. Building N had been 
used for metalworking and food preparation. Citing 
several Bronze Age and later classical parallels, the ex-
cavators propose that the building was a ship shed used 
for the winter storage of boats. Th e adjacent Building 
N would have been used by its overseer. Th e interpreta-
tion is appealing, given the location of the building on 
the beach and the fact that this monumental building is 
unlikely to have been commissioned and built by locals. 
It was probably a harbor facility tied to either Haghia 
Triada or Knossos or both. As we have seen, D. Puglisi 
suggests that the Protopalatial and Neopalatial predeces-
sors of Building P had a similar function (see chap. 8).6

Th e Stoà del Mercato

Th e Stoà del Mercato at Haghia Triada (fi gs. 11.5, 11.6) 
was also built in LM IIIA2 at a date later than that of 
the monumental constructions around the Piazzale 
dei Sacelli. It was used through the LM IIIB period.7 
Like Building P at Kommos, the Stoà is huge, some 48 
m long, half the length of an American football fi eld. 
On the ground fl oor, a row of eight rectangular storage 
rooms opens onto a portico of alternating columns and 
pillars. Th e pillars were carefully aligned with the walls 
dividing the magazines, an arrangement unparalleled at 
other Minoan sites and rare in classical stoas until the 
late fourth century BC.8 At the north end of the build-
ing, a stairway probably led to a second-story portico.
 While the form of the building is unique, it retains 
most of the elements of the earlier complex immediately 
to the south, the Bastione (a storage building) and Por-
tico 10. Here those elements were combined into a sin-
gle structure. Th e Bastione was renovated and remained 
in use. In the LM IIIB period, a stairway was added to 
connect the two.

Shrines

With the abandonment of all the Palaces except Knossos 
came a remarkable change in cult practices. Religious 
ceremonies that had previously been conducted in the 
Palaces and in rural peak sanctuaries now shift ed to the 

Rooms A, B, C, D, E in the Unexplored Mansion (see 
fi g. 9.2). Similarly, while there was basic continuity in 
tomb types and mortuary practices, no more ostenta-
tious monumental tombs were built. At Knossos the 
entire range of trades that had been associated with 
monumental architecture—quarry workers, masons, 
skilled carpenters, fresco painters, etc.—ceased to exist.

Th e New Monumental Architecture

In contrast to Knossos, in the Mesara several new monu-
mental buildings were constructed during LM IIIA2. 
Th ese might have been connected with the Mesara’s tra-
ditional role as the breadbasket of Crete and occasion-
ally, as under the Romans, the food supplier for much of 
the Aegean. Two of the most interesting, Building P at 
Kommos and the Stoà del Mercato at Haghia Triada, are 
massive, well built but totally utilitarian warehouses.
 Construction on Building P at Kommos (fi g. 11.4) 
may have already begun in an early part of LM IIIA2, at 
about the same time as Building ABCD, Stoa FG, and 
Sanctuary H at Haghia Triada, but the building was still 
under construction long into the period.5 By the time 
it was fi nished, it was one of the largest buildings of its 
time, measuring some 38.51 m by 39.60 m. Th e inte-
rior consisted of six galleries varying in width from 4.5 
m to 5.88 m with a height of at least 4 m. Galleries P1 
and P2 were the fi rst part of the building to have been 
constructed. Th ey employed a half-timber technique in 
which a horizontal beam was laid above a krepidoma. 
Vertical timbers were joined to the horizontal beam 
and the interstices fi lled with massive masonry. Th e 
technique is similar to that used for Building ABCD and 
Sanctuary H at Haghia Triada.

11.4.  Reconstruction. Building P, Kommos. After 
J. Shaw and M. Shaw 2006, frontispiece.

McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   136McEnroe_4524_BK.indd   136 3/2/10   3:45:06 PM3/2/10   3:45:06 PM



A f t e r  t h e  P a l a c e s
137

symbolic objects here, including the Horns of Conse-
cration and the Double Axes, would not be found in 
the later sanctuaries except as emblems att ached to the 
GWUA’s crown.11

 Over the course of the LM IIIB period and continu-
ing into LM IIIC, the cult equipment used in public 
shrines became increasingly standardized. Several 
GWUA fi gures were placed on a raised platform. Terra-
cott a plaques, probably with painted images, were hung 
on the walls.12 Nearby, snake tubes, stands with loop-
ing snakelike handles, held off ertory vessels. Th e snake 
tubes were made of the same clay and apparently as a set 
with the GWUA fi gures, so that each goddess had her 
own stands.13

 Outside Knossos the best example of this new kind 
of public shrine is the LM IIIB Civic Shrine at Gournia 
(see fi g. 9.44).14 Th e Civic Shrine was a small (ca. 3 m × 
4 m), one-room building standing alone near the top of 
the site. It had been built within the remains of a Neopa-
latial building that, as mentioned in chapter 10, may also 

villages. Over the course of the LM IIIA2–LMIIIB pe-
riod independent civic shrines became the major centers 
of worship, and for the fi rst time a standard set of cult 
equipment was adopted. Th is included statues of the 
Goddess with the Upraised Arms (conventionally called 
the GWUA) and off ertory cups supported on “snake 
tube” stands.9

 Th e Shrine of the Double Axes at Knossos (see 
fi g. 11.3) is the earliest of these shrines (probably LM 
IIIA2), and in some ways it is a transitional monu-
ment.10 Th is small, rectangular structure was installed 
in a room just south of the Residential Quarter. Its fl oor 
was divided in three levels, rising from a low entrance 
level to a higher section in the center to a raised platform 
built against the north wall. On the platform were a 
statue of the GWUA, four statuett es of votaries, two sets 
of Horns of Consecration with sockets to hold Double 
Axes, and a small steatite Double Axe. Th is set of equip-
ment is slightly diff erent from the assemblage used in 
LM IIIB–LM IIIC. In addition several of the traditional 

11.6. Stoà del Mercato from the south. Photo by author.

11.5. Plan. Stoà del Mercato. 
After Di Vita and La Regina 
1984, fi g. 230.
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directly accessible from the exterior in LM IIIB. As at 
Gournia the sanctuary room had a raised platform on 
which four GWUA fi gures had been placed. Snake tubes 
stood in front of the platform and a terra-cott a plaque 
with a molded image of the GWUA probably hung on 
the wall. Other cult equipment, including more GWUA 
fi gures and snake tubes, was found in the storage rooms 
III, V, and XV.
 Gesell and others assume that in addition to these 
public shrines, there were also domestic shrines in the 
LM IIIA2–LM IIIB period, oft en marked by the appear-

have been a shrine. A bench set into a recess in the south 
wall may have originally held the cult equipment, which 
included an off ering table, statues of the GWUA, and 
fi ve snake tubes.
 Much less is known about what must have been a 
public shrine at Kannia, near Gortyn, because the build-
ing had been badly disturbed by plowing before its ex-
cavation (fi g. 11.7).15 Like the Civic Shrine at Gournia, 
this shrine had also been built into the remains of an 
earlier Neopalatial building. Th e main sanctuary room 
was Room I, which G. Gesell suggests may have been 

11.7. Plan. Kannia. After Levi 1959, p. fi g. 4.

11.8.  Plan. House with the Snake Tube, Knossos. 
After McEnroe 1996, pl. 3.112.

11.9.  Reconstruction. House with the Snake Tube, 
Kommos. After McEnroe 1996, pl. 3.113.

11.10. Plan. House Eh, Gournia. After Gournia, plan.
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the island more than half of the excavated dwellings of 
this period are reused Neopalatial buildings. People re-
turned to the earlier sett lements, and perhaps many had 
never left . Wherever possible the well-built houses of 
the earlier period were reinhabited. Repairs were made 
as necessary, oft en replacing costly wood construction 
with rubble. Litt le att ention was paid to the earlier func-
tions of the rooms: a stairway could become a storage 
room; a hall could become a kitchen; industries could be 
located in unlikely buildings.
 Despite the fact that so many houses of the Second 
Palatial period continued to be used in LM III, surpris-
ingly few buildings were actually built according to the 
traditional forms. House Eh at Gournia (fi g. 11.10) is 
basically similar to the earlier houses at the site.20 Save 
for the substitution of a court for the normal vestibule, 
it consists of the familiar set of rooms: the storage room, 
hall, industrial room, stairway, and doorless space, ar-
ranged as in the earlier houses. Only the thresholds, 
formed of a central slab of limestone with harder slabs 
closely fi tt ed against either side, refl ects a later style of 
construction. Buildings such as this were exceptions in 
the LM III A2–LM IIIB period. One might have expect-
ed more continuity at the local level. Instead, it appears 
that the link to the Neopalatial past had largely broken 
down.
 At nearby Mochlos the Neopalatial buildings were 
apparently so badly damaged in the LM IB destructions 
that they were beyond repair and could not be reoc-
cupied. Beginning in LM IIIA1 the new sett lers started 
building a series of small houses (fi g. 11.11). Six of the 
earliest were built by building short walls across the 
remains of the Neopalatial streets, incorporating the 
facades of the ruined houses into the new structures. 
Th e largest new house, House Alpha, was set apart from 
the other houses and had a large main room supported 
by two columns. Th e excavators identify this building as 
the house of the local ruler who was buried in Tomb 15 
of the cemetery located across the bay.21

 Several new villages or new neighborhoods in old 
sett lements were established in this period. None has 
been completely published, and all of them are confus-
ing. Th e tiny sett lement at Khondro Viannou is typical 
(fi gs. 11.12, 11.13).22 It was occupied from LM IIIA1 
through the end of LM IIIA2, a period of about seventy 
years. Although the site has been the subject of two re-

ance of snake tubes. Rooms in houses at Haghia Triada, 
Khondro Viannou, Kommos (fi g. 11.9), and Katsamba 
had been identifi ed as shrines on this basis.16 However, 
if we defi ne a shrine on the basis of a specifi c assemblage 
of cult equipment, of which the GWUA is the essential 
requirement, none of these rooms would qualify.17 Th e 
picture is one of an emerging public cult conducted in 
specialized facilities.
 Th e two shrines whose context we know best, those 
at Knossos and Gournia, present an intriguing picture 
of that new cult. Both are surrounded by the wreckage 
of the past: the Shrine of the Double Axes is in a largely 
abandoned Palace, while the Civic Shrine at Gournia 
stands in the midst of the ruins of the earlier town. Reli-
gion has a political dimension, and one wonders about 
the political implications of these shrines and who ad-
ministered them. Did the cult proclaim continuity with 
the past? or did it represent the religion of resistance? 
In the following period, LM IIIC, this new cult of the 
GWUA would culminate in independent cult buildings 
that for the fi rst time might properly be called temples.

Houses and Villages

Th e House with the Snake Tube at Kommos had been 
built originally in the LM IA period.18 By the time it was 
fi nally abandoned some three hundred years later in LM 
IIIB it had undergone a number of changes (fi gs. 11.8, 
11.9). A series of scrappy rubble walls blocked the door 
in the northwest corner, perhaps a result of someone’s 
att empt to shore up the roof. Th e interior walls in the 
northwestern part of the house were leveled and covered 
with a new fl oor that turned this section of the house 
into a single room. Th e western part of the south wall 
had collapsed, and a wide gap in the wall opened from 
the room containing the snake tube toward the south. 
And while the eastern half of the house retained more 
of its original form, it was clutt ered with a series of pot 
stands and slab-framed hearths whose distinctive form 
was studied by M. Shaw.19 Most of the house had the 
appearance of a makeshift  shelter, with crude furniture 
built of the rubble picked from the ruins.
 Topographically only about fi ft y meters separate this 
building from the monumental LM III buildings to the 
south. In other respects, however, they are worlds apart. 
Th e House with the Snake Tube is not unusual: across 
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11.11. Plan. LM III buildings, Mochlos. After Brogan, Smith, and Soles 2002, fi g. 4.

11.12. Plan. Khondro Viannou. After L. Platon 1997, fi g. 4.
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cent studies, there is still no general agreement on how 
to divide the complex into individual houses. One of the 
factors that makes the site diffi  cult to understand is that 
it was not laid out all at the same time but accumulated 
over the course of its rather brief history. Th e earliest 
structures were those in the middle, Rooms Γ1, Β1, Κ1, 
and Ι1. Gradually other structures were added to the 
east and the west.
 Another new feature, characteristic of all the new 
LM III sett lements, was the use of walled courtyards 
used for cooking or as work areas, supplementing the in-
terior spaces of the tiny houses. B. Hayden observes that 
in this period these private walled courtyards seem to 
take the place of the public courtyards of the Neopalatial 
towns.23 Th e hamlet at Khondro Viannou consists of a 
series of small, single-story houses, each having two to 
four rooms.24 Th ere was a degree of specialization within 
the sett lement. For example, in the large room with 
the central column, D1, the number of drinking vessels 
found suggests a communal activity. Th e excavator and, 
more recently, L. Platon located a sanctuary someplace 
in the center of the site based on a snake tube found in 
Room Z1, but recently S. Privitera has challenged that 
proposal.25

 Other sett lements of this period similarly combine 
small houses and associated enclosed courtyards. Th e 
excavated portion of the LM III sett lement at Amnisos 
(fi g. 11.14) was built over the course of many years, 
beginning with the largest and best-built room, A, and 
gradually new houses were added in every direction as 
need arose. Unfortunately we know litt le about what was 
found in the houses.
 Quartier Nu at Malia (fi g. 11.15) appears to be es-
sentially similar.26 Th e excavators regard the entire area 
as a single building complex, but that seems unlikely.27 
For one thing, circulation patt erns suggest a division 
into smaller units: access from one part of the site to 
the other is quite restricted. In addition, an examination 
of the butt ed joints indicates that the site had a more 
complex building history than the two broad phases 
that J. Driessen and A. Farnoux describe for the LM III 
period.28 Th e fi nal publication of the site may clarify the 
situation.
 Th e LM IIIB sett lement at Kato Gouves, located on 
the coast between Herakleion and Malia, is especially 
noteworthy (fi g. 11.16).29 Th e excavated portion of the 

11.13.  Isometric reconstruction. Khondro Viannou. 
After Hayden 1990, fi g. 3.

11.14. Plan. Amnisos. After Hayden 1990, fi g. 4.
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town was a specialized pott ers’ quarter reminiscent of 
the traditional workshops in the modern Cretan towns 
of Th rapsano, Margarites, Kentri, and Lochria. Two of 
the houses had specialized interior workshops. Th ese 
were marked by pott er’s wheels and stone sockets for the 
vertical shaft  of the wheels. Additional pott er’s wheels 
and sockets were found outside the workshops, indicat-
ing that the work spilled out into the courtyards. Nine 
kilns were found, along with cisterns for holding water 
to clean the clay and piles of refi ned clay.
 D. Vallianou identifi ed parts of more than six houses, 
at least one in the southeast Area A and three in Area C. 
Area B is unclear. Th ese houses are larger than the ones 
at Khondro Viannou, having up to ten rooms each. Th e 
houses had a standardized set of rooms. Th e main room 

11.15.  Plan. Quartier Nu, Malia. After 
Driessen and Farnoux 1994, fi g. 4.

11.16. Plan. Kato Gouves. After 
Vallianou 1997, pl. CXXIV.
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compared with a specifi c type of Mycenaean house on 
the mainland, a type G. Hiesel calls the Korridorhaus 
and I. Shear Type D1.30 Shear writes that this type “con-
sists of a main room with a hearth, preceded by a vesti-
bule and frequently containing a rear chamber. Th is two- 
or three-roomed suite is arranged along a single axis 
behind a courtyard and it was entered from one of the 
narrow ends of the suite. Parallel to the main axis there 
is a corridor which leads to a series of secondary rooms 
arranged along an axis roughly parallel to the major axis 
of the building . . . it is usually the most elaborate type 
of private house to be found on LH sites, except at My-
cenae.”31 Shear lists examples at Mycenae, Tiryns, the 
Menelaion at Sparta, Prosymna, Zygouries, Mouriatada, 
and Krisa. Th e form also appeared at Mycenaean-dom-
inated sites outside the mainland, including Phylakopi 
and Miletus.32

 Shear’s defi nition is useful because it does not rely 
on one or two simple characteristics—an axial plan or 
a central hearth, for example—but involves an entire 
set of rooms arranged in a specifi c way. When we see 
that same set of rooms and the same arrangement ap-
pear in LM IIIA2–LM IIIB Crete we can be reasonably 
confi dent they constitute a reference to mainland forms. 
Th is does not necessarily mean that the individuals who 
lived in these buildings were genetically Mycenaean (see 
chap. 10); it does, however, indicate that they intention-
ally chose to present a Mycenaeanizing image.
 No two of these Cretan houses were precisely the 
same. Each was made of locally available materials and 
used some techniques specifi c to the site. Nevertheless 
their plans are similar to one another and similar to the 
examples on the mainland. Th e even distribution of the 
Corridor Houses across most of the island—one at Kha-
nia, one at Haghia Triada in the Mesara, one in the fer-
tile Lasithi plain, and one at Gournia—is reminiscent of 
the “second-order” regional administrative hubs J. Ben-
net identifi ed in the slightly earlier Linear B tablets.33

 Th e idea that there might be mainland-style houses 
in Postpalatial Crete is not new. F. Oelmann recognized 
House He at Gournia (fi gs. 11.17, 11.18) as a Myce-
naeanizing form in 1912.34 Th e building consists of an 
anteroom, a main room, a side corridor, and supple-
mentary rooms, all arranged along a single axis. It cor-
responds closely to Shear’s Type D1 house, and in all 
these aspects diff ers from Cretan Neopalatial traditions. 

was approximately square with a central column and a 
hearth. Around the main rooms were supplementary 
storage rooms and work areas.
 By the late LM IIIA2–LM IIIB period, house archi-
tecture had very litt le to do with the earlier architecture 
of the age of Palaces. Houses grounded in local tradi-
tions were again the norm. Th e Palatial veneer that once 
had so tentatively covered the island had cracked, and 
people were left  to their own devices.

“Mycenaeanizing” Corridor Houses in Crete

Th ere was, however, one form of LM IIIA2–LM IIIB 
house that followed an international model. Four well-
built LM IIIA2–LM IIIB houses have been reasonably 

11.17. Plan. House He, Gournia. After Gournia, plan.

11.18. House He, Gournia, from south. Photo by author.
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interpreted as two buildings, Edifi cio Nord-Ouest and 
Edifi cio P, actually were parts of the same large (ca. 
22.20 m × 22.20 m) Mycenaeanizing Corridor House 
(fi g. 11.20). Only the foundations are preserved, but 
they are monumental, with walls up to 2 m thick. Cu-
cuzza locates the main room in the east (in the former 
Edifi cio P). He proposes that the entire south end of the 
vestibule was open to the south with a 7-m-wide door, 
which would have required columns or pillars for sup-
port. A corridor running through the center of the build-
ing provided access to the supplementary rooms above 
the doorless basement spaces of Edifi cio Nord-Ouest.37 
Th is massive Corridor House was built at the same time 
as the Stoà del Mercato and, by the LM IIIB period, was 
physically joined to it. Th e Corridor House is likely to 
have been the residence of the chief administrator of 
Haghia Triada, who may also have controlled Kommos 
and much of the Mesara.
 Excavations at Kastelli, Khania, in the middle of the 
modern city, have produced important information on 
Linear B, stratigraphy, and chronology.38 Unfortunately 
the architecture has been seriously disturbed by later 
construction, and only the basic outlines of the build-
ings along with a few intriguing details with clear Myce-
naean parallels are decipherable. Th e main room of each 
house had a circular hearth up to 1.5 m in diameter, built 

In addition, the type of threshold used in the building, 
formed of several closely fi tt ing slabs, may also refl ect 
Mycenaean construction techniques.
 Two buildings at Plati in the Lasithi Plain may be-
long to the same type.35 Building A consists of an ante-
room, a main room, and a side corridor leading to a set 
of back rooms (fi g. 11.19). Its rooms as well as its axial 
arrangement and emphasis on the front facade are simi-
lar to House He at Gournia. Other features, such as the 
pier-and-door partition, the decorative paving, and the 
paved exterior court with a bench come from Neopala-
tial traditions.
 Building B, though not preserved above its founda-
tions, is similar. R. Dawkins, the excavator, insightfully 
compared the building with the Menelaion near Sparta 
on the mainland, which he had excavated three years 
earlier.36 Th e arrangement of these two buildings in a 
right angle around a courtyard may be simply a continu-
ation of the arrangement of the Neopalatial arrangement 
of the site. Yet the formality of the plan here contrasts 
with the tangled arrangements of the houses at Khondro 
Viannou, Amnisos, and Gouves.
 A series of new buildings, including the Stoà del 
Mercato, was constructed in the northern part of Haghia 
Triada in the later part of LM IIIA2. Recently N. Cu-
cuzza proposed that what the original excavators had 

11.19. Plan. House A, Plati. After Dawkins 1913–1914, Pl. I. 11.20.  Plan. Edifi cio Nord-Ouest/P, Haghia Triada. 
After Cucuzza 1997, fi g. 8.
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with the Neopalatial period, the picture is utilitarian and 
bleak. Yet it would soon get much worse.
 At the end of this period, around 1200 BC, Crete ex-
perienced a new wave of destructions. Th is time the dev-
astation was almost complete. Crete was caught up in a 
series of events that devastated the entire eastern Medi-
terranean: the palaces and cities of Mycenaean Greece 
were destroyed; the Hitt ite empire of Anatolia col-
lapsed; waves of invaders and fl eeing refugees swept the 
Aegean islands, Cyprus, Syria, and the Levantine coast; 
further east, the Kassite kingdom in Mesopotamia was 
overthrown; even Egypt suff ered permanent damage. 
Th is was one of the most profound upheavals in history, 
and the forces behind it are still not fully understood. 
Later Greeks recalled the Dorian invasion, while Egyp-
tian documents and lett ers found at Ugarit in Syria refer 
to invasions of the Sea Peoples. Several other factors, 
including the introduction of iron weapons, changes in 
military tactics, and drought, may have contributed. Th e 
damage was not only to people and property, but to the 
entire social and economic system. Th e sophisticated 
Bronze Age network of international trade broke down. 
In the Aegean, writing ceased. Th e few survivors in 
Crete retreated to remote villages to fend for themselves 
at a subsistence level. With this cataclysm, the Bronze 
Age ended and the Dark Age began.

of clay and stones on a bedding of potsherds and clay. 
Th ese hearths are strikingly similar to hearths excavated 
on the mainland at, for example, the Palace at Pylos.39 In 
addition, several fi gurines, some of which appear to have 
been imported from the mainland, were inserted into or 
placed near the hearths in a way that is also reminiscent 
of Mycenaean practice. Th is evidence, along with several 
stirrup jars inscribed with Linear B, suggested to the ex-
cavators that Greeks from the mainland actually lived in 
at least one building at Kastelli, Khania.

Crete in the Postpalatial Period

During the long (ca. 1360–1200 BC), complex Postpa-
latial period, life in Crete was radically diff erent from 
what it had been in the Neopalatial period. Th e Palaces 
and the elaborate houses were gone. In their place were 
villages like Khondro Viannou that were geared toward 
subsistence farming, villages of craft s makers such as 
Kato Gouves, large-scale export facilities in the Mesara, 
and a handful of regional centers with Mycenaean-style 
Corridor Houses. Knossos was no longer the major city 
on the island. Perhaps that role had been taken over by 
Khania; perhaps Cretan aff airs were overseen directly by 
the mainland powers at Mycenae or Th ebes; or perhaps 
there was no island-wide social and economic integra-
tion at all, just a set of independent regions.40 Compared 
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Katalimata perched at the edge of Ha Gorge and the 
lower and larger site of Monasteraki Halasmenos. Kar-
phi consists of a tight group of sites. In each case, the 
higher component was founded fi rst as an impregnable 
defensive refuge and the lower, more sustainable com-
ponent slightly later. D. Haggis found that a similar pat-
tern of interdependent clusters of sites operated in the 
Kavousi region until World War II.3

 4.  Following the total collapse of the island-wide Linear 
B economy, the sett lements had to be self-sustainable. 
All are small (under 40,000 m2) and are located near 
sources of water and arable land.4 To borrow two oxy-
moronic phrases from H. Glassie, over the long term in 
Crete there had been a dramatic change from the “indi-
vidualistic dependence” of the Palatializing network to 
the “communal self-suffi  ciency” of the remote moun-
tain hamlets.5

Reconstructing Houses and Households at Kavousi

H. Boyd (and later H. Hawes) excavated at Kavousi for a 
month in 1900, and from 1978 to the present G. Gesell, 
W. Coulson, and L. Day have continued the project.6 
In LM IIIC Kavousi was made up of two distinct sites, 
Kavousi Kastro and Kavousi Vronda, both of which were 
also linked with the important Iron Age site at Azoria to 
the northeast.
 Kavousi Kastro, as the name Kastro (“castle”) 
implies, is a towering citadel visible from miles away. 
It projects from the north face of the Kavousi-Th ripti 
Mountains and overlooks the sea, the Kampos plain, and 
the transit routes that run along the coast and through 

T
he catastrophes at the end of LM IIIB 
resulted in the abandonment of nearly all 
the Minoan sett lements along the coasts and 

in low-lying inland areas (fi g. 12.1). In LM IIIC, new 
hamlets were established in defensible upland areas. 
With this dramatic shift  came changes in economy and 
religion, and the Bronze Age past began to take on the 
aura of myth.

Defensible Sett lements

At traumatic moments in Cretan history—in Final 
Neolithic, under the Byzantines, the Venetians, and the 
Ott omans—islanders fl ed the threatened, accessible 
coastal areas and sought safety in the mountains. In LM 
IIIC, vast expanses of the lowlands were abandoned 
and at least 109 remote upland sett lements were estab-
lished.1 Four of these new villages—Kavousi, Monaste-
raki, Kephala Vasilikis, and Karphi—have several char-
acteristics in common:

 1.  Th e architecture of poverty. It embodies the struggles 
of three or four generations of refugees for survival.

 2.  Part of the survival strategy involved locating the new 
sett lements in diffi  cult-to-reach areas high on the slopes 
of mountains, at a safe distance from the sea, but with 
a clear view of it. A few LM IIIC sites were surrounded 
with fortifi cation walls.2

 3.  Many of these sites were grouped in tight clusters. Ka-
vousi Kastro is a high precipice overlooking Kavousi 
Vronda on the slopes below. Similarly Monasteraki 
is composed of the almost inaccessible Monasteraki 

Survival and Memory in LM IIIC
ca. 1200–1100 BC
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Vronda house and a description of how the small clus-
ters of buildings were formed over time (fi g. 12.3).7 
Building I, the fi rst part of the cluster to have been built, 
originally consisted of three axially arranged rooms, I3, 
I4, and I5. Th e main room, I3, was a rectangular room 
with a central hearth for cooking, light, and heat and 
a small, domed clay oven in the northeast corner. A 
bench ran along its east wall, and near the hearth there 
must have been a vertical post to support the ceiling. 
Th e room had a broad range of stone tools (for grind-
ing, pounding, and chopping) and pots (for cooking, 
storage, and fi ne ware), indicating that it had been the 
center of several domestic activities. Th e other rooms 
were supplementary: Room I4 was an anteroom, and I1 
and I2 were later additions. Th e walls were carried up in 
rubble. Chimney pots placed above the central hearths 

the Isthmus of Hierapetra. Although this was the fi rst 
part of the Kavousi complex to be established in LM 
IIIC, nearly all of its preserved architecture dates to the 
later Protogeometric and Geometric periods.
 Kavousi Vronda (fi g. 12.2) is located on the top of a 
hill about 300 m below and to the west of Kastro. Dis-
rupted by a series of Geometric graves and later farming 
and erosion, the sett lement in plan looks at fi rst glance as 
confusing as any of the small LM IIIB villages discussed 
above (see chap. 10). However, here the excavators have 
managed to interpret the architecture so specifi cally that 
we can not only understand much about this site, but 
also use the conclusions drawn here as a starting point 
for examining other sett lements of the period.
 K. Glowacki’s study of cluster I-O-N in the western 
part of the site gives a distinct picture of the typical 

12.2. Plan. Kavousi Vronda. After Day and Snyder 2004, fi g. 5.1.
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allowed the smoke to escape.8 Th is typical Vronda house 
would have been home to a family of about fi ve people.
 Applying the same crude calculations used to esti-
mate the labor costs for the construction of the Neopala-
tial House AM at Pseira, one can come up with a rough 
idea of the amount of work that went into the construc-
tion of House I (see table 12.1). Th is is about a third of 
the labor cost of House AM at Pseira. Assuming once 
again a six-hour workday, four people could have built 
House I in about thirty-six work days.9

 Building I, however, was never a completely fi nished 
project. As children became parents and the family grew, 
the building cluster grew with it, following the natural 
contours of the site downward toward the west. Th e 
axial Building O was built next, followed by Building N. 
Each new house had a large main room with a central 

Table 12.1.
Labor Hours Required for House I at Vronda

Excavating 

terrace

40 m3 earth 

removed

@ .25 m3/hr = 160 hr

Quarrying 40 m3 @  4 hr/m3  =  160 hr

Transporting 

materials

                      120 hr

Building walls 40 m3 @ 10 hr/m3  = 400 hr

Laying roof                        20 hr

Total = 860 labor hours

12.3. Plan. Houses I-O-N. After Glowacki 2004, fi g. 9.3.
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hearth, vertical support for the roof, and the same as-
semblage of stone tools and pots. In fact, the relation-
ship between central hearth and tool and pot assemblage 
is so standardized at Vronda that it is possible to divide 
the complicated site into a series of individual houses 
more or less on the basis of the large, rectangular room 
with the central hearth alone. Building N, then, might 
actually represent two households with main rooms in 
N1 and N5. (N4, which also has a large central hearth, is 
not well preserved.)
 Using Glowacki’s analysis of I-O-N as a template, 
one can relatively simply decipher the rest of the site. 
Each of the building clusters D, C, and E is probably the 
result of the changing makeup of specifi c families. Indi-
vidual houses are recognizable by their main rooms with 
central hearths (in D1, D4, C1, C2, C4, E1, and N1. At 
its maximum size Vronda was a sett lement of fewer than 
one hundred people living in fi ft een to twenty single-
story houses, each about 35 m2–45 m2 in size. Th e sett le-
ment was occupied for about four generations.10

Constructing Community Identity

Th e distribution patt ern of artifacts is more than a di-
agnostic tool for distinguishing one household from 
another. If the patt ern is consistent, as it is at Vronda, it 
not only represents a snapshot of how things were done 
at one moment, but also embodies a code of behavior 
regarding how things were generally done. Indeed, as a 
growing body of research has shown, the entire notion 
of community depends not simply on living in physi-
cal proximity within a geographically defi ned place, but 
also on the patt erned interactions among the individuals 
who live there.11

 Walking across the sett lement at Vronda and enter-
ing, say, the hearth room of a cousin’s house, one knew 
where to go, where not to go, what to do, what not to do, 
where to sit, etc.—in short, how to behave. An agreed-
upon patt ern of interaction—one might regard it as a 
set of manners—is probably almost as necessary to the 
sustainability of a community as a water source and ar-
able land, even, or perhaps especially, in a time of dire 
poverty. Community identity depends on familiarity 
(in the root sense of the word) with the set of social ex-
pectations. Conversely, nothing so marks a person as an 
outsider as when he or she commits a social faux pas, a 
transgression of the unwritt en code.

12.4. Ha Gorge from the west. Photo by author.

12.5.  Reconstruction. Monasteraki Katalimata. 
After Haggis and Nowicki 1993, fi g. 13.
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course of the LM IIIC period. Th ey were single-story 
buildings with a main room and one or two supplemen-
tary storage rooms. Hearths were built into the corners 
of some of the main rooms (Room B5, for example).
 Th e excavators divided the site into three areas, A, 
B, and C. Although built in phases, like the buildings of 
Vronda, the buildings here belong to the same general 
period. Th ey were built in the middle part of LM IIIC 
and abandoned before the end of the period.
 Tsipopoulou notes a distinct diff erence between the 
irregular plans of the houses and the axial plans of fi ve 
buildings in area A, which she refers to as “megara of 
Mycenaean type.”14 Th ere have been numerous calls to 
avoid the use of the term “megaron.”15 Th e term is prob-
lematic partly because it has been used so inconsistently 
(see chap. 10).16 In addition, the term is loaded with 
assumptions about race and ethnicity. As early as 1908, 
D. Mackenzie warned against the already widespread 
tendency to interpret axial “megaron” plans as embodi-
ments of the “Achaean” or “Nordic” race based on 
simplistic nineteenth-century stereotypes of fi xed racial 
mentalities.17 Nevertheless, the term “megaron” has been 
routinely used to contrast the logical, organized, axial, 
masculine “Mycenaeans” with the nature-loving, laby-
rinthine, feminine “Minoans.”
 Tsipopoulou’s argument is more sophisticated than 
the usual ethnic stereotyping. She is concerned not 
directly with genetic identity but with cultural identity. 
Th ose two concepts are quite distinct (see chap. 10). 
Racial identity implies something fi xed and essential, 
while cultural identity is a fl exible social construction. 
Tsipopoulou describes Halasmenos as having a mixed 
population of “Mycenoans” whose most “Mycenaean” 
elements may have been several generations removed 
from the mainland. Within this complex community, 
diff erent groups used architecture as one of the means of 
ascribing to themselves a particular cultural tradition.18

Kephala Vasilikis

Kephala Vasilikis is clearly visible from Halasmenos. It is 
located a short distance away, across the modern and an-
cient routes that run through the Isthmus of Hierapetra 
(fi g. 12.7).19 Th e site is on a steep-sided hill only about 
200 m above sea level, but at a strategic point with a 
clear view of the sea both to the north and to the south.

Monasteraki Katalimata and Halasmenos

Monasteraki is also a double site.12 Th e lower, more 
extensive sett lement at Halasmenos is similar in many 
ways to the hamlet at Vronda, while the upper group of 
buildings at Katalimata was probably only sporadically 
occupied for defensive purposes.
 Katalimata (fi gs. 12.4, 12.5) is one of the most spec-
tacularly situated sites in all of Greece. It consists of 
several buildings perched on individual narrow ledges 
of the sheer face of the cliff  on the north fl ank of the Ha 
Gorge. Today the site is visited by goats, a few archae-
ologists, and a handful of thrill-seeking rock climbers 
equipped with ropes, pitons, and neoprene climbing 
suits. It is, in short, almost inaccessible. Under the direc-
tion of M. Tsipopoulou and Coulson, K. Nowicki single-
handedly excavated the site, uncovering an LM IIIC 
building that by its fi nal stage consisted of six rooms.13

 Th e excavated portion of the lower site, Halasmenos 
(fi g. 12.6), consists of a series of about fi ft een houses. 
As at Vronda, the houses were built gradually over the 

12.6.  Plan. Monasteraki Halasmenos. After 
Tsipopoulou 2004, fi g. 8.1.
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 Th e excavator described the Building E complex as a 
single, integrated eight-room temple complex, an inter-
pretation to which I shall return. Th e complex was not, 
however, laid out at one time but was constructed over 
the course of many years from LM IIIC to Protogeomet-
ric (the construction of Room E1). Moreover, as both 
T. Eliopoulos and M. Prent note, objects specifi cally 
associated with the cult were found only in Room E4 
and in the fi ll above E5, and E4 may have been the actual 
center of the cult.20 Much of the rest of the complex may 
have been domestic. If the presence of a hearth indicates 
the location of the main room of a house, as it did at 
Vronda, the rooms at Kephala Vasilikis could represent 
three houses built over the course of two or more 
generations.

Karphi

“Karphi” means “nail,” which describes this site per-
fectly: a rocky spike jutt ing out from the north face of 
the mountainous ridge that frames the upland Lasithi 
plain (fi gs. 12.8–12.11).21 While its location is not nearly 
as breathtaking as Katalimata’s, no one who has hiked 
the rough cobblestone path from Lasithi to reach the site 
will forget the experience.
 Th e twenty-fi ve to thirty small houses that have been 
excavated here represent only part of a larger cluster of 
neighborhoods that spreads over the adjacent saddles of 
land. Narrow lanes were paved in rough cobbles and at 
two key points, in Space 48 and Space 39, the lanes wid-
ened into public courts. Several walled courts associated 
with individual houses (Spaces 106, 61, 39, 75, 41 and 
4) provided additional industrial and storage space. Th e 
entire sett lement may have had about 750 people, many 
times the size of Kavousi Vronda.22

 Like Vronda and Halasmenos, the village at Karphi 
was built gradually. Th e original excavators suggested 
that the earliest houses were simple structures fi tt ed into 
the natural crevices along the western part of the site 
(Rooms 104, 123–125, and 90–95). Th e next phase saw 
the construction of the large axial houses in the east, 
Rooms 135–140), the so-called Barracks (Rooms 3–7), 
aligned near the center of the site, the Temple (Room 
1), and the main room (Room 9) of the so-called 
Great House. Finally the western blocks of houses were 
squeezed into and occasionally over the existing street 

12.7. Plan. Kephala Vasilikis. After Eliopoulos 1998, fi g. 9.

12.8. Karphi from the east. Photo by author.
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 One set of buildings at Karphi stands out from the 
rest. Rooms 135–144, located on the eastern edge of the 
excavated area, are laid out on axial plans similar to the 
“megara” of area A at Halasmenos. Nowicki has inter-
preted the diff erences between this set of buildings and 
those on the saddle to the southwest as evidence that 
there were two diff erent cultural groups in the town, a 
view that is consistent with Tsipopoulou’s interpretation 
of the buildings at Halasmenos.24

 Nowicki’s reconstruction of House 138–140 (fi g. 
12.11) provides a vivid illustration of life in a refuge 
village: a family of perhaps fi ve was squeezed into three 
rooms with a single hearth for light, warmth, and cook-
ing; water was carried every day from the spring; the 
edges of the rooms and a loft  off ered limited space for 
the family possessions and the more than 2,000 kg of 
foodstuff s that moved through the house over the course 
of the year to keep the family alive.25

system. Nowicki is almost certainly right in suggesting 
that these phases are probably to be understood as part 
of an ongoing process rather than as discrete historical 
horizons.23 As at Vronda and Halasmenos, the houses 
probably changed as families changed.
 Th e houses are similar to those at Vronda and Ha-
lasmenos. Th e northeastern cluster can be read as three 
adjacent houses of one, two, and three rooms, each cen-
tered on a main room (Rooms 136, 137, and 139) with 
a central hearth. Th e Great House seems to have begun 
as a one-room house (Room 9) with a central hearth 
and, rather like House I at Vronda, was expanded with 
the addition of an anteroom (Room 8), a side supple-
mentary room (Room 14), and storage rooms (Rooms 
11–13). Several other houses, such as the Baker’s House 
(Rooms 71, 73, and 74) and the Priest’s House (Rooms 
58–61) were nonaxial buildings that were laid out as the 
topography and existing buildings and streets allowed.

12.9. Plan. Karphi. After Day and Snyder 2004, fi g. 5.12.
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that supported the only second story at the site. Th e 
main room is extraordinarily large, ca. 7 m by 10 m, or 
70 m2. Th is makes it nearly twice the size of the next 
largest main room at the site and about twice the size 
of the average house. Th e size of a house has oft en been 
taken as a direct indication of the social status of the 
residents: the largest house, in this commonsense view, 
must be the house of the local ruler.26 But is this direct 
equation between size and status supported by other 
evidence?
 Size diff erentiation—whether or not one associates 
it with hierarchical social stratifi cation—is less obvious 
at the other sites. At Karphi, for example, the excava-
tors thought that the house they called the Great House 

Houses and Hierarchy

Two buildings at Vronda do not fi t the model of the 
typical house. One of these is the Temple, Building G, 
which I shall consider later. Th e second is the Big House 
(Building A–B), which is oft en assumed to have been 
the house of the local ruler (see fi g. 12.2). Th e building 
was originally excavated by H. Boyd at the beginning of 
the last century and has since badly eroded. Despite its 
poor preservation, several architectural features distin-
guish this building from others at the site. It is located 
on the highest part of the sett lement. Th e building con-
sists of two parts, a main room, A1, with an anteroom, 
A2, and a series of basement storerooms, B1–4 and B7, 

12.10. Reconstruction. Karphi. After Nowicki 1987, fi g. 6.
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shaped into plaques intended for display. In addition, 
pithoi from B1–B3, cooking pots from B4, and numer-
ous large kylikes (stemmed drinking cups) from B3 led 
the excavators to propose that this building was used for 
communal feasting and drinking.28

 Only recently have we begun to understand that 
feasting in the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age was a 
crucial means of integrating society. It tied celebrations 
with the agricultural calendar; marked most major life 
events (births, deaths, celebrations); and, through social 
reciprocity and competition, bound people with each 
other.29 Although the occurrence of feasting might seem 
ironic in a village like Vronda, where people struggled to 
get by and lived on the economic edge, it is precisely in 
these circumstances that it would have been especially 
important. To be meaningful, in other words, the feast 
had to off er something quite distinct from ordinary 
activities.
 In a recent article, S. Wallace takes the discussion 
of LM IIIC feasting in a new direction.30 She suggests 
that Building A-B at Vronda was not necessarily the 
residence of the local leader but primarily a building 
set aside for secular public feasting. She also proposes 
that the largest “megaron” in area A at Halasmenos and 

(Rooms 8–9 and 11–14) was the house of the local 
ruler. Th ere are, however, other possibilities. Nowicki 
pointed out that, in its original state, the Great House 
had been much smaller and that both House 138–140 
and the Priest’s House (Rooms 58–61 and 80) were at 
least as large. What should we make of the diff erences 
between Vronda and Karphi? L. Day and L. Snyder 
suggest some possibilities: perhaps Karphi was not as 
centralized as Vronda; perhaps the role of the leader 
shift ed from one person and one house to another; per-
haps the “Big House” has not been found yet.27 What is 
clear, however, is that in the broader context of Minoan 
Crete there was much less hierarchical distance between 
the largest buildings and the smallest houses than at 
any time since the construction of the fi rst Palaces eight 
hundred years earlier.

Communal Feasting

It is not only size that distinguishes Building A-B from 
the other houses at Vronda. Th e fi nds were also unusual. 
A unique large painted and fenestrated terra-cott a object 
may have hung on one of the walls. Agrimi horns and 
catt le skulls, probably from sacrifi ced animals, had been 

12.11. Reconstruction. House 138–140, Karphi. After Nowicki, 1999, fi g. 3.
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emblems as the identifying marks of the individual god-
desses represented in this polytheistic cult. M. Prent of-
fers a diff erent reading of the various emblems. She pro-
poses that the costly sets of terra-cott a statues, plaques, 
and vessels had been placed in the temples by the heads 
of leading families. Th eir public display signaled the do-
nor’s piety and generosity.35 In this scenario the temple 
was an arena for social competition.
 Temple G at Vronda (see fi g. 12.2) is the best ex-
ample of the new temple architecture. At fi rst glance, 
it appears to be an unremarkable two-room structure. 
However, as N. Klein and K. Glowacki propose in a 
forthcoming article, every element in this building was 
carefully conceived to manipulate and intensify the 
worshiper’s experience.36 Like the temples at Karphi and 
Halasmenos, Temple G was set apart from the nearby 
houses and located near an open area where worship-
ers could gather. A bench used by spectators or for the 
occasional exhibition of cult objects or both ran along 
its south wall, visible from the adjacent open court. In 
addition to the practicality of the location in terms of 
accommodating crowds, the building’s isolation from 
other structures may have helped to signal that this was 
a special domain of spiritual experience, a place distinct 
from the mundane world that surrounded it.37

 Temple G has just two rooms. Th e outer room has 
a central hearth, benches along three walls, and a raised 
display platform. In the larger inner room are another 
bench and platform. At one time or another as many as 
twenty to thirty GWUA fi gures and associated plaques, 
snake tubes, kalathoi, and other bric-a-brac would have 
been placed on the benches and platforms. While the 
building is too small to have accommodated more than 
a few visitors at a time, when the broad front door was 
open it would have allowed worshipers standing outside 
a glimpse of the paraphernalia carefully elevated on 
the benches and platforms and lit by fl ames from the 
hearth.38

 Th e temples at Halasmenos and Karphi are similar 
to the one at Vronda (in the case of Halasmenos remark-
ably similar) (see fi g. 12.6). Th e temple at Halasmenos 
has not yet been completely published, but in basic 
layout it is for all practical purposes a twin of Temple 
G at Vronda, except that at Halasmenos the door from 
the exterior provides access to the larger room rather 
than to the smaller one.39 Th e Temple at Karphi is more 

Building 138–140 at Karphi served the same functions 
at those sites. In her view, these buildings were the an-
cestors of the andreion, a communal dining room for 
men that was a standard part of Cretan towns in the 
Archaic and classical periods. Th ere are problems with 
some details of her proposal: there is more artifactual 
evidence for cooking and feasting in Area B at Halasme-
nos and in the Priest’s House at Karphi than in either 
of the buildings Wallace identifi es as communal dining 
facilities. Room 61 of the Priest’s House even contained 
horns of oxen, deer, and goats like the material found in 
Vronda Building A-B.31 Nevertheless Wallace sees two 
distinctive and complementary institutions of later Cre-
tan society already taking root in LM IIIC: the secular 
andreion and the sacred temple.

Public Shrines and Temples

Th e diff erences among the houses and hamlets at Vron-
da, Halasmenos, Karphi, and Kephala Vasilikis probably 
had to do with variations in immediate historical, social, 
and topographical conditions at each of the sites. At the 
same time, the sites were tied together by means of a 
common form of public cult centered on the Goddess 
with the Upraised Arms (GWUA) (fi g. 12.12).32 Th e 
cult employed an elaborate and standardized set of cult 
equipment, and at each site (with the possible exception 
of Kephala Vasilikis) people constructed large, special-
ized independent cult buildings to house the goddess 
and her paraphernalia. Although researchers are reluc-
tant to call them temples, it makes sense to refer to at 
least some of them by that term.33

 Each of the main shrine rooms was focused on sev-
eral fi gures of the GWUA. Th e precise number of statues 
ranged from fi ve found in the Temple at Karphi to as 
many as thirty in Temple G at Vronda. Th ey vary in size 
and in the symbolic devices fi xed to their crowns. Th ese 
include circular disks, birds, Horns of Consecration, and 
opium poppies. Th e GWUA fi gures were associated with 
snake tube stands, kalathoi, and clay wall plaques. Some-
times the GWUA, snake tubes, and kalathoi were made 
from the same clay as a set.
 As A. Peatfi eld noted, the GWUA fi gures stem di-
rectly from long-standing Minoan traditions, and they 
employ in their crowns the entire range of traditional 
Minoan symbols.34 Peatfi eld interprets these diff erent 
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complex, in part because of its more complicated build-
ing history. Th e north wall of the building is missing, 
and the south side of the building was at one point 
expanded, the remains of the earlier south wall being 
left  to form a bench. Th ere was a free-standing platform 
(an altar?) on the north and another platform on the 
east wall. On the west were two storage rooms. Th e cult 
equipment was the same as that in the temple at Vronda 
(see fi g. 12.9).
 Building E at Kephala Vasilikis is generally grouped 
with the three buildings at Vronda, Halasmenos, and 
Karphi,40 but it is not the same sort of free-standing 
temple. As mentioned above, all the cult equipment as-
sociated with the building—which was essentially iden-
tical to that at the other three sites—was found in Room 
E4 or in the fi ll above E5. Very litt le is known about the 
other rooms. Th e excavator interprets all eight rooms 
as a single, sprawling temple complex, while Prent sug-
gests that most of the rooms belonged to the house of 
the community leader and that E4 was a small, att ached 
semipublic sanctuary.41 In either case, the building is 
architecturally diff erent from the others.

Were LM IIIC Temples Purely Regional?

Because of the consistency of the cult assemblages at 
these four sites and the scarcity of comparable mate-
rial elsewhere, Prent proposes that the sanctuaries of 
the GWUA at Vronda, Halasmenos, Kephala Vasilikis, 
and Karphi represent a purely regional development, 
restricted to the newly established defensible LM IIIC 
sett lements in eastern Crete.42

 Th ere is, however, some evidence that this cult was 
practiced in other parts of the island. At Prinias, near 
Phaistos, at least fi ve GWUA fi gures, numerous snake 
tubes, and kalathoi were found near the later Temple 
A.43 So far, the building they were originally associated 
with has not been discovered. Similarly, cult material 
from Gazi, just west of modern Herakleion, dated by 
G. Rethemiotakis to his Late Phase (LM IIIC), might 
also be reconsidered on the basis of what we now know 
from Vronda and the other LM IIIC temples. Th e single 
room S. Marinatos excavated at Gazi may just as well 
belong to a free-standing, independent religious build-
ing as to the traditionally assumed domestic shrine.44

12.12.  Goddess with Upraised Arms, Karphi. 
Herakleion Museum. Photo by author.
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era of almost total discontinuity, many people sought 
to associate themselves with the time before the apoca-
lypse—with the lost “golden age.”47

 Th e yearning for continuity took several forms, of-
ten—as seems so common in times and places of abject 
poverty—having to do with radical (in the literal sense) 
religion. Th us in the new LM IIIC village temples the 
GWUA wore the entire range of symbols remembered 
from the palatial past: birds, Horns of Consecration, 
and snakes. Originally used on a variety of monu-
ments, they were here distilled into emblems adorning 
the goddesses’ crowns. Whatever else they might have 
symbolized—identities of the deities? references to the 
donors?—the emblems were a bridge to the past.
 At more or less the same time new civic temples 
were being constructed for the GWUA, a second form of 
cult was developing in places far from the newly estab-
lished upland villages.48 Th is extra-urban cult involved 
not the veneration of cult statues but the presentation 
of large, elaborate votives—wheel-made terra-cott a 
animals, fantastic half-human, half-animal fi gures, and 
Horns of Consecration were the standard off erings. Th ey 
were presented not in new village shrines but in tradi-
tionally hallowed places on the island. Th e sacred caves 
at Patsos, Psychro, Phaneromeni, Archalochori, and 
the Idean cave received new off erings as did the ancient 
sanctuaries at Syme, Kophinas, and Mt. Iouktas. At the 
same time, the Spring Chamber in the Caravanserai (see 
fi g. 9.37) at Knossos was fi lled with votive vessels and, 
aft er a period of abandonment, worshipers bearing LM 
IIIC votives made their way to a new open-air sanctuary 
in the ancient Piazzale dei Sacelli at Haghia Triada (see 
fi g. 9.40). On a more intimate scale, some individuals at 
Knossos placed off erings of pott ery in the Royal Tomb 
at Isopata (see fi g. 10.9) and at the monumental Kephala 
Th olos (see fi g. 10.10). Th ese off erings, as Wallace notes, 
“may have been ways of asserting an identity with the 
glorious, mythological past.”49 Th e practice seems par-
ticularly fi tt ing in tombs that had themselves originally 
been involved in the process of asserting the identity of 
the owner and his descendents.
 Over the course of the next few generations, such 
annexation of the past occurred in many parts of the 
island. Early Iron Age “ruin cults” were established over 
the partly visible Bronze Age remains at Knossos, Phais-
tos, Haghia Triada, Kommos, Amnisos, Tylissos, and 

 Prent’s proposal that the GWUA cult was largely 
regional is nevertheless important. Th e island probably 
did not operate as a monolithic whole in the LM IIIC 
period, and the possibility of distinct regional variations 
cautions that one ought not view these buildings as rep-
resenting an undiff erentiated stage in a unilinear cultural 
evolution from the Minoan shrine to classical temple or, 
as a widely used undergraduate course title phrases it, 
“from palace to polis.” As the idiosyncratic complex at 
Kephala Vasilikis vividly demonstrates, history is messi-
er than that.

Constructing Memory

Much of this book has been concerned with construct-
ing various sorts of social identities: the identity of the 
family, the identity of community, of authority, of status, 
and of ethnicities. Here I want to talk about the ancient 
construction of the identity of the past, or memory.45 
Humans’ memories—the stories we tell ourselves about 
the past—are necessarily selective: we choose from 
among the infi nite body of undiff erentiated data those 
instances that, for the moment, suit us. A similar process 
operated in the past. R. Van Dyke and S. Alcock write, 
“Past peoples knowingly inhabited landscapes that were 
palimpsests of previous occupations. Sites were built on 
sites; landscapes were occupied and reoccupied time 
and again. Rarely was this a meaningless or innocent 
reuse. Like us, past peoples observed and interpreted 
traces of more distant pasts to serve the needs and the 
purposes of their present lives.”46

 We have already seen several examples of Minoans 
staking claims to particular aspects of the past: the fresco 
program and reconstruction of the Final Palace at Knos-
sos by the new military regime; the reuse in LM IIIA 
of Th olos B at Haghia Triada; the deliberate decision 
to locate monumental LM III buildings directly over 
the Neopalatial ruins at Haghia Triada, Tylissos, and 
Archanes, etc. In these cases, authority was legitimated 
through overt references to the past.
 Not surprisingly, the situation was similar in LM 
IIIC. As Wallace has pointed out, the catastrophes that 
devastated Crete in the very beginning of the period, 
around 1200 BC, had constituted a watershed in the 
history of the island and served as the major frame of 
chronological reference for those who survived. In this 
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the people of Vronda moved again, this time probably 
to Kavousi Kastro or to the nearby village of Azoria. But 
Vronda was not entirely forgott en. Several generations 
later, in the Late Geometric period, a family dug a tomb 
in the temple and cremated three bodies. Th is was one 
of dozens of Geometric tombs at the site, built perhaps 
by descendants (real or imagined) using the ruins of 
Vronda as evidence of their own past.51 In its turn, this 
part of the story faded from memory for centuries. In 
1988, archaeologists excavated the small grave (Grave 
19) and are now writing their fi nal report.52

Palaikastro. In most cases this phenomenon was not a 
simple matt er of continuity but part of a much broader 
appropriation of the imagined heroic past by an emerg-
ing aristocracy.50

 Th e modest Temple G at Vronda (see fi g. 12.2) tells 
its own multilayered version of the story. As one of the 
new temples established by the refugee generation, 
the building displayed the symbol-clad goddesses who 
off ered a connection with the Palatial age that had pre-
ceded the catastrophes. By the end of LM IIIC, perhaps 
because the village was too small to subsist on its own, 
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 For example, during the Neopalatial period, the resi-
dents of House Zb at Malia chose to modify their house 
by adding a Minoan Hall (see fi g. 9.15). Seen in the 
context of the wider Palatializing movement in the LM 
I period, we read that choice as the proclamation of a 
diff erent social status within the community. Th e build-
ers or sponsors or both chose to present themselves as 
members of the group whose houses were distinguished 
by that characteristic feature.
 Signifi cant choices and architectural changes are dy-
namic processes. In Minoan architecture, meanings were 
not fi xed but were created through the active processes 
of becoming and of emulating. (Th is has led to the fre-
quent use in this book of awkward present participles 
such as Cycladicizing, Palatializing, and Mycenaeaniz-
ing.) While these processes were almost infi nitely com-
plex, the broad, diachronic narrative I have constructed 
from them can be reduced to a simple outline:

 a.  During the Prepalatial period each sett lement had a 
distinct style of architecture, giving each village an indi-
vidual physical presence and a specifi cally local identity 
(see fi gs. 3.2, 3.5, 3.6). At the same time, the people of 
Crete chose to build tombs that were tied to regional, 
rather than local, traditions.

 b.  During the Protopalatial period, the construction of 
the fi rst Palaces at Malia, Knossos, and Phaistos were 
the embodiments of an island-wide (or at least transre-
gional) style that, perhaps for the fi rst time, proclaimed 
a distinctively Minoan identity.

 c.  Eventually elements of those Palaces would get caught 
up in the competitive Palatializing movement of the 
Neopalatial period, when Palaces and houses became 

I
ended Chapter 12 by mentioning two acts as-
sociated with the small temple at Vronda: the con-
structing of a Late Geometric tomb and the writing 

of a modern excavation report. Th e implication is that 
these two acts are in some way parallel—that both have 
to do with communicating meaning. Writing an excava-
tion report is certainly a communicative act. But what 
of the tomb? How do buildings (mere things) convey 
meanings?
 In the words of C. Tilley, “Th ings are meaningful 
and signifi cant not only because they are necessary to 
sustain life and society, to reproduce or transform social 
relations and mediate diff erential interests and values, 
but because they provide essential tools for thought. 
Material forms are essential vehicles for the (conscious 
or unconscious) self-realization of the identities of indi-
viduals or groups because they provide a fundamental 
non-discursive mode of communication. We ‘talk’ and 
‘think’ about ourselves through things.”1

 Architecture aff ords people a unique opportunity to 
understand, if only imperfectly, how Minoans talked and 
thought about themselves. Minoan buildings and towns 
continually changed: rooms were added or removed; 
roofs were damaged and repaired; doors were blocked; 
walls were removed; materials from old buildings were 
incorporated in newer buildings. A Minoan village like 
Gournia (see fi g. 9.26) is like a giant game of pick-up 
sticks. Because walls were built over one another or 
against one another, we can determine which wall was 
built before another and, given enough time, we can 
unravel the building sequence of the entire sett lement.2 
All these changes were the results of signifi cant choices. 
Signifi cant choices involve meanings.

Conclusion
a r c h i t e c t u r e  a n d  i d e n t i t y
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aims of this book has been to focus att ention on the 
interdependent relationships between individuals, the 
social context the individuals belong to and shape, and 
the language of material culture.
 In 1989, Tilley wrote, “Th e individual does not so 
much construct material culture or language, but is 
rather constructed through them.”3 To understand what 
he meant, let us return fi nally to the Palace at Knossos 
(see fi g. 7.1) and to a set of questions posed in Chapter 
1. What did it mean to be a Bronze Age Knossian, a 
Herakleiot, or a Minoan? To a large extent, the Palace 
is the answer to the questions. To be a Minoan was not 
primarily a matt er of birthplace, language, or genetics. 
To be a Minoan was to be an active participant in and 
product of the social, cultural, economic, and ideologi-
cal networks that made and used Minoan buildings and 
the assemblages of meaningful things in them. As the 
Minoans constructed the buildings, they constructed 
also themselves.

the major means of proclaiming status identity.
 d.  During LM IIIA–LM IIIB, architecture became an 

arena for playing out complex relationships between 
Minoanizing and Mycenaeanizing constituencies.

 e.  Finally, aft er the widespread destructions that devas-
tated Crete around 1200, people of the Dark Age laid 
claim to the ruins as evidence of their heroic past. Frag-
ments of the past, such as the ruins of the litt le temple 
at Vronda, became part of a new identity in the present.

 Yet there is a serious problem with this outline. By 
focusing mainly on building types and epochal shift s, 
the broad sketch risks overlooking the key role of the 
individual people of Crete—the family that built the 
tomb in the Vronda temple or the people who renovated 
House Zb at Malia, for example. Th eir individual choic-
es provided the basis for the broader outline: without 
the individuals, no patt ern exists; without the patt ern, 
no social identity for the individuals exists. One of the 
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sents all the features of natural growth. Art is a fl ower 
and, like the fl ower of the fi eld, is sown in obscurity, 
nourished by the decay of pre-existing organisms and, 
though refi ned and perfected by high culture, buds 
and blooms at its own time. It is in large measure 
what the soil and the sunshine make it; it repays the 
care and toil that human hands bestow upon it; yet 
its form and color are its own. And so we might not 
know all the causes which produce the phenomenon, 
but we may at least watch it grow, enjoy its full beauty 
and follow it in its withering; for, like the plant, it is 
beautiful not only when in full fl ower, but at every 
stage of progress and even in decline.” Dinsmoor 
1950, xv.
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(including a Residential Quarter, storage maga-
zines, and rooms for bureaucracy and cult) arranged 
around a Central Court. Th e fi ve known Minoan 
Palaces are at Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, Zakros, and 
Galatas.

peak sanctuary. A rural sanctuary located on or near a 
prominent peak. It is typically marked by votive of-
ferings, particularly terra-cott a fi gurines.

Piano Nobile. A term A. Evans borrowed from Italian 
Renaissance architecture to refer to grand, upper-
story rooms, particularly those in the west wing of 
the Palace at Knossos.

pier-and-door partition. A partition formed by a series 
of doors that could be closed (creating a barrier), 
open (merging two spaces), or partly opened (sepa-
rating the spaces but allowing communication and 
admitt ing light). Th e pier-and-door partition is typi-
cally associated with the Minoan Hall. Th e pier-and-
door partition is sometimes called a Polythyron.

Pillar Crypt. A ground-fl oor room with one or more 
central pillars. Since the time of A. Evans, they have 
been interpreted as cult spaces. Most were used for 
storage.

Residential Quarter. A set of rooms found in the Mi-
noan Palaces and Palatializing houses. It usually 
consists of a Minoan Hall, forehall, light well, Lustral 
Basin, and a private room that A. Evans called the 
Queen’s Megaron in the Palace at Knossos.

Central Court. A large, unroofed area in the center of a 
monumental Minoan Palace. It is roughly 2:1 in L:W 
proportion and is typically oriented approximately 
north-south.

forehall. A room in the Minoan Hall complex located 
between the light well and the Minoan Hall. It is 
separated from the light well by one or more col-
umns and from the Minoan Hall by a pier-and-door 
partition.

Kouloura. A circular, stone-lined pit found in the West 
Courts of the fi rst palaces at Knossos and Phaistos. 
Koulouras have been variously interpreted as cis-
terns, dry wells, granaries, and pits for sacred trees.

Lustral Basin. Initially the Lustral Basin was a small, 
square room with a fl oor at a lower level than that 
of the surrounding fl oors. It was entered by a small 
fl ight of stairs. At some time during the course of the 
Neopalatial period, the fl oors of many Lustral Basins 
were raised to the level of the surrounding rooms. 
Lustral Basins have been interpreted as baths or cult 
rooms.

Minoan Hall. Th e largest room in the Residential Quar-
ters of the Palaces and of Palatializing houses. It is 
part of a set of rooms that includes the forehall and 
light well. Th e Minoan Hall is separated from the 
forehall by a pier-and-door partition.

Palace. A Minoan Palace is a monumental architectural 
form characterized by a standard set of quarters 

g l o s s a r y
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