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Realities of Power: The Minoan Thalassocracy 
in Historical Perspective

C h a p t e r

Malcolm H. Wiener

This paper discusses the Minoan empire at its 
height in Late Minoan (LM) IA in the context of 
five persistent themes in the history of human-
kind.* The themes are: (1) the ubiquity of war-
fare, often accompanied by the taking of captives; 
(2) the general prevalence of piracy, in particu-
lar in the Mediterranean; (3) the repeated appear-
ance in human history of empires and colonies; 
(4) the recurring role of the search for raw mate-
rials in the formation of empires; and (5) the per-
vasive role of religion and ritual in the unification 
and expansion of early states. It is only by address-
ing the major questions that we justify our calling 
and distinguish it from merely a pleasant antiquar-
ian pursuit, and only by fine-grained analysis of a 
wide body of evidence that we separate knowledge 
from speculation. 

Any reference to a Minoan empire might have 
led to the departure of part of the audience at certain 

Minoan conferences held in recent years at European 
universities, so great is the anti-imperialist, anti
colonialist temper of the time, and so strong the 
conviction that the Minoanization of the Aegean 
at that time was simply a matter of emulation of 
Cretan practices by local elites and peoples. As to 
the former, one may ask whether the general abhor-
rence of imperialism and colonialism reflects the 
fact that empires and colonies seldom existed, or 

*It is an honor and a pleasure to present this paper to my 
mentor, friend, and colleague of 40 years, Guenter Kopcke. 
The subject seems appropriate, for Professor Kopcke in his 
teaching has stressed the significance of Minoan Crete for all 
that followed in the history of ancient Greece. I am grateful 
to Jason Earle and Erin Hayes, two devoted former students 
whose work was supervised by Guenter Kopcke, and to Jayne 
Warner, Rebecca Hahn, and Heather Turnbow for editorial 
and research assistance.
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instead results from their frequency. With regard to 
the contemporary emphasis on emulation and agen-
cy as explanatory models for Minoanization, a prior 
work addressing a separate question has been cited 
inappropriately in support of the proposition that 
emulation was the critical factor in all cases and 
places. Almost 30 years ago I introduced into ar-
chaeological parlance the term the “Versailles ef-
fect” to describe what I regard as a key aspect of 
the impact of Minoan Crete on the very different 
culture of Mycenaean Greece (Wiener 1984). The 
capitals of Europe in the 18th century c.e. began to 
take on many aspects of the life and culture of the 
French court with respect to art, architecture, fur-
nishings, clothes, jewelry, tableware, and gardens, 
but there was no French conquest, economic dom-
ination, or colonization, and no large-scale move-
ment of architects, artists, or craftspeople. There 
was instead a process of cultural emulation. I distin-
guished sharply, however, between the Minoan im-
pact on Mycenaean Greece, on the one hand, and 
the impact on the islands of the Aegean and on the 
coast of Anatolia, which I believe was of an entire-
ly different type.

In 2004 Cyprian Broodbank published an impor-
tant article entitled “Minoanisation” (Broodbank 
2004). Minoanization can mean many things, in-
cluding conquest and reduction of the native pop-
ulation to slavery, full or partial colonization 
through movement of people, direct control, in-
direct control, dominance exercised through reli-
gion and cult, economic and cultural dominance, 

and (at the minimum) the Bronze Age equivalent 
of what after World War II was sometimes called 
the “Coca-Colanization” of Europe, a modern vari-
ant of the 18th-century Versailles effect, if not so 
pervasive. Of course both colonization and cultur-
al emulation may take many forms. Each instance 
will differ depending on the nature of the sending 
and receiving cultures and their modes of interac-
tion. The agents of transmission are also various 
and may include rulers and their courts, wives, em-
issaries, mercenaries, merchants, craftsmen, refu-
gees, and captives, to which should be added the 
messages conveyed by objects themselves and the 
technologies and knowledge they embody. In the 
preceding Old Palace period, for example, the cul-
tural attraction of Cretan palatial civilization must 
surely have been great in an Aegean world that 
was otherwise lacking most aspects of a high cul-
ture, including literacy, during most of the Middle 
Bronze Age. In the New Palace period after ca. 
1650 b.c.e, however, the evidence indicates a dif-
ferent type of Minoan penetration.

Broodbank noted in his article that the latest at-
tempt at a “grand synthesis” of the Minoan thalas-
socracy had been published 15 (now 23) years ago 
(Broodbank 2004, 55, referencing Wiener 1990). 
The many important discoveries of the last two 
decades require a reconsideration of the evidence 
for the putative existence of a Minoan empire 
ruled from Knossos and encompassing most of the 
Aegean islands plus sites on the coast of Anatolia.

The Role of Knossos

Discussion of a Minoan empire presupposes a 
capital. The evidence that Knossos was such a cap-
ital has been published in detail elsewhere (Wiener 
2007). The case in brief rests on eight propositions. 

(1) After the destructions that mark the end of 
Middle Minoan (MM) IIB, Knossos is the only 
palace fully functioning. Following a brief attempt 
to rebuild at Phaistos in MM IIIA, the site is large-
ly abandoned and administration in the Mesara 
shifts to the site of Hagia Triada. A new palace at 
Phaistos is built in LM IB after the period under 
consideration (La Rosa 2002). At Malia, the great 
palatial workshop of Quartier Mu is left in ruins 

and there is no sign of literacy or administration in 
the New Palace period. 

(2) The extent of the change is evident outside 
the palatial centers as well. The evidence includes: 
(a) the cessation of use of major cemeteries used 
for many centuries throughout the Prepalatial and 
Old Palace periods in the Mesara Plain in the south 
near Phaistos, at Petras-Siteia in the northeast and 
elsewhere; (b) the destruction and abandonment at 
the end of MM IIB of the major Phaistian sites of 
Monastiraki and Apodoulou in the Amari Valley; 
and (c) the dominating importance in LM I of the 
Mt. Juktas peak sanctuary near Knossos, when 
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most of the numerous and important preexisting 
peak sanctuaries fall out of use. All of these dra-
matic developments point to Knossian dominance. 

(3) The Pediada region east of Knossos, which 
in the Old Palace period appears to have been a 
part of the Malia–Myrtos Pyrgos subregion, be-
comes Knossian in all respects, including a newly 
established palace and cult center at Galatas plus 
mansions along key routes to Knossos, widely 
populated countryside dwellings, and communal 
dining structures and practices (Rethemiotakis 
and Christakis 2004). 

(4) The appearance of undefended and inde-
fensible “villas” or “country houses” in the Neo
palatial period reflects an internal pax minoica, 
dependent on a dominant power with broad ju-
risdiction. The dramatic reduction in the number 
of sites with protective enclosure walls in early 
LM IA, in contrast to the number that existed in 
the preceding Prepalatial and Old Palace periods 
(Alusik 2009, 9), is further evidence of internal se-
curity under Knossos. 

(5) In LM I, Knossian styles of architecture, art, 
craft, and cult and ritual practices (as witnessed, 
e.g., by the appearance everywhere of astonishing 
numbers of conical cups à la Knossos) becomes 
predominant throughout Crete. 

(6) Zakros, on the eastern coast of Crete, a site 
lacking extensive agricultural hinterland, receives 
a palace that was found to contain objects of pre-
cious materials made by master craftsmen, and 
raw materials such as ivory tusks imported from 

Egypt and the Near East. Zakros in LM I thus 
gives the appearance of a wealthy port involved in 
Cretan trade with the East directed from Knossos. 

(7) Knossian sealing practice and seals with 
typically Knossian imagery become dominant 
(Weingarten 2010). The existence of identical or 
very similar seal impressions at six sites on Crete 
and at Akrotiri on Thera, made by what in all 
likelihood were Knossian palatial gold rings, sug-
gests the existence of island-wide and interisland 
Knossian administration. 

(8) The specifically Knossian origin of or inspi-
ration for Minoan finds abroad in this period—for 
example, on the island of Kythera, where prior to 
the New Palace period contacts with West Crete 
were predominant—further emphasizes the domi-
nant role of Knossos in Late Minoan IA.

A contrary view with respect to the role of 
Knossos vis-à-vis other sites on Crete was ex-
pressed 27 years ago by John Cherry (1986) who 
adopted the peer polity competition model of in-
teraction developed by Colin Renfrew as applica-
ble to Bronze Age Crete. I am grateful to Professor 
Renfrew for informing me in a personal commu-
nication of 16 April 2010 that in the light of sub-
sequent discoveries and the arguments set forth in 
Wiener 2007, he now is persuaded that while the 
peer polity competition model may well describe 
the situation on Crete in the Old Palace period, the 
evidence for the New Palace period supports the 
existence of a unified state ruled from Knossos.

Colonies, Ports, and Entrepôts Abroad

At sites in the Cyclades, Dodecanese, and on 
the Anatolian coast, excavations have revealed 
evidence of a pervasive Minoan impact beyond 
anything attributable solely to cultural emula-
tion. Rather, the evidence indicates the presence 
of Minoan colonists in chains of settlements along 
trade routes, facilitating and protecting Minoan 
trade, and in particular the Minoan search for 
the copper and tin necessary to the production of 
bronze. Let us summarize the key items of evi-
dence at all sites. 

First, there is the use of loom weights of Minoan 
discoid shape typically used with a warp-weighted 

loom, displacing earlier types used with a differ-
ent type of loom. Use of a warp-weighted loom 
requires the mastery of a much different weav-
ing technique, usually acquired in childhood 
and requiring an extended period of interac-
tion. Examination of the surviving discoid loom 
weights from Hagia Eirene on Kea and Miletus on 
the Anatolian coast produced numbers made from 
Cretan clay (Cutler 2012). 

Second, we observe the Minoanization of pot-
tery making and of the shapes and decoration 
of pottery, including vessels for serving, pour-
ing, eating, drinking, and storing (but on Thera 
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alongside a continuing and evolving local Cycladic 
tradition, as described below). In MM III, wheel-
made or wheel-finished pottery appears, a meth-
od of manufacture previously unknown in the 
Cyclades (Knappett and Hilditch, forthcoming). 
We note in particular the appearance of enormous 
numbers of archetypal Minoan conical cups on all 
the Cycladic sites and at Miletus on the Anatolian 
coast. Both the numbers and the manner in which 
they are made are significant. Carl Knappett and 
Jill Hilditch (forthcoming) conclude that “this is a 
dramatic development as plain wares of this kind 
are not at all part of the local Cycladic traditions. 
Moreover, these Minoan-style plain wares are 
wheel-fashioned, the first use of this technique in 
the Cyclades for such vessels.” On Thera, as well 
as Kea, the first and primary use of the wheel is for 
the production of conical cups. The authors con-
clude that “it seems that from its very inception 
that the conical cup is also a colonial cup, used as 
part of the strategies of Cretan elites to extend the 
colonializing influence over the southern Aegean” 
(I am extremely grateful to the authors for allow-
ing me to see and quote their work prior to publi-
cation). By mature LM IA we observe the striking 
standardization in size, shape, and method of man-
ufacture of conical cups from Knossos, Malia, 
Hagia Triada, Kommos, and the Cyclades (Van de 
Moortel 2002, 203), further strengthening the im-
pression of uniformity of cultic ritual and feasting 
practice throughout the Minoan world.

Minoan tripod cooking pots and sherds from 
the easily identifiable legs of the tripod vessels ap-
pear on all our sites in large numbers. A significant 
percentage of the cooking vessels in particular are 
imports made of Minoan clay. The great histo-
rian of the Mediterranean, Fernand Braudel, ob-
served that women do not readily change the way 
they cook and weave (Braudel 1972), which in it-
self may imply a significant degree of emigration 
from Crete.

Minoan architectural forms, such as the Minoan 
polythyron, a room with pier-and-door partitions 
that could be opened or closed to the elements and 
to spectators, depending on the wishes of the in-
habitants or the demands of ritual observances, 
appear at some of the major sites (for Thera, Kea, 
Rhodes, and Kos, see Shaw 2009, 170–71; see also 
Palyvou 2005, 187), along with the highly spe-
cialized Minoan technique of painting alfresco, 

followed by finishing touches al secco, applied to 
specially prepared lime plaster, used to depict cul-
tic and ritual themes and scenes in miniature as on 
Crete. Minoan-type terracotta vessels known as 
“fireboxes,” perhaps used in heating aromatic fats 
to dispel odors, appear in numbers all over Crete 
and at the Minoanized sites in the Cyclades and 
Dodecanese, but not elsewhere.

Literacy arrives in the form of the Minoan Linear 
A script, which is employed in administration in 
the same manner as it is on Crete, as shown by its 
appearance on sealings, tablets, roundels, and pots. 
Ligatured logograms and fractions are used as on 
Crete. Evidence of administration in the Minoan 
Linear A script is found on Kythera, Melos, Thera, 
and Kea, at Miletus on the Anatolian coast, and on 
Samothrace (Fig. 12.1). At Akrotiri on Thera, re-
cent excavations have produced 58 complete or al-
most complete sealings and fragments of more, 
made by 14 Minoan-type seals, all from one room 
in a major building. Both parcel nodules believed 
to have been applied to parchment documents and 
direct-object sealings are present as on Crete. The 
clay used in all of the sealings comes from a single 
clay source on Crete. Included are sealings made 
by the same magnificent large gold rings that made 
the seal impressions found in the later LM IB de-
structions at Hagia Triada and Sklavokampos on 
Crete, indicating continuity of administration at a 
very high level over at least three generations. One 
Cretan sealing was found in a wooden box with 
Cretan-style balance weights. One Theran tablet in 
local clay displays the Linear A logogram for fe-
male sheep followed by the number 46, while an-
other carries the ligatured logogram for textiles 
followed by a quantity of 200 or more, indicative 
of local administration in Linear A. The complete 
absence of any indication of local script or of non-
Minoan seals or sealings reinforces the picture of 
an overarching Minoan system of administration, 
different from whatever local methods may have 
existed previously (Karnava 2008).

Further, the Minoan Linear A script is the like-
ly inspiration for the first script known on Cyprus, 
with 17 or 18 of the 23 signs in Cypro-Minoan 
adopted from Linear A (Palaima 1989, 137–38), 
perhaps indicating a strong trade connection cen-
tered on the Minoan search for metal. It is certain-
ly striking that Cyprus adopts the Minoan script 
rather than the cuneiform ubiquitous on the nearby 
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Levantine coast. A Minoan trading presence may 
be indicated by the appearance of Minoan pot-
tery in the bay of Morphou at Hagia Eirene and 
Toumba tou Skourou, near the Troodos min-
ing area, in LM IA (Vermeule and Wolsky 1978; 
Pecorella and Rocchetti 1985). The intensifica-
tion of copper production and settlement in the 
Troodos area in Late Cypriot I is marked, while 
at the same time the number and scale of objects 
made of bronze expands dramatically on Crete. 

Lead isotope analysis of samples from Akrotiri on 
Thera and Hagia Eirene on Kea indicate a Cypriot 
origin for some of the copper in use in the LM IA 
Aegean. Conversely, there is a dramatic decline in 
the utilization of Cycladic copper sources in the 
New Palace period, perhaps as a result of the ex-
haustion of these sources, intensifying the Minoan 
dependence on more distant sources (Gale and 
Stos-Gale 2008; see below).

Conical Cups and the Role of Cult

Is there other evidence of Minoan coloniza-
tion or settlement, for example, evidence of ritu-
al activity of so highly particular and pervasive 
a nature as to extend beyond the bounds of the 
Versailles effect? Here we encounter what has 
been called the archaeologist’s nightmare ves-
sel, the Minoan conical cup. Every Minoan hab-
itation site of the period has enormous numbers 

of them, as does every Minoan peak sanctuary 
or other religious site. In an open area at Knossos 
around what Arthur Evans called the “Shrine of 
the Double Axes” in the southeastern area of the 
palace, so many conical cups appeared in a deposit 
that spanned MM IIIA and IIIB that the workmen 
called the area the Kapheneion, or “coffeehouse” 
(Evans 1928, 308). Peter Warren has estimated 

Figure 12.1. Map of the Aegean showing Bronze Age sites discussed in detail in the text and Minoan trade routes.
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that Knossos has produced over 47,000,000 frag-
ments of conical cups from the Bronze Age, repre-
senting over one million cups (Warren 1993, 219).

Conical cups were of course used for every con-
ceivable purpose: as receptacles for liquids and for 
vegetable matter; as lamps and ladles; as spindle 
whorls, loom weights, and/or rhyta when pierced 
with holes through their bottoms; as jar stoppers; 
possibly as incense burners; as containers for pig-
ments, paints (Schofield 1990, 205), and perhaps 
dyes (Rupp and Tsipopoulou 1999); as repositories 
for pieces of pumice from the Theran eruption, pre-
sumably left as cult offerings in foundation depos-
its of buildings; and for any odd purpose that came 
to hand, such as forming the breasts of at least two 
of the large terracotta statues of women dressed in 
the bare-breasted Minoan fashion from the tem-
ple at Hagia Eirene on Kea (Caskey 1986, pls. 32, 
33; as Peter Warren once remarked, “You can’t get 
much more Minoan than that!” [pers. comm.]).

Large numbers are found in funerary contexts, 
often upturned and in rows, as if to feed the spir-
it of the deceased or appease deities. The great 
shrine at Kato Syme produced enormous num-
bers, as did other ritual areas. At Chania in western 
Crete, 3,000 conical cups were found in a LM IA 

sanctuary deposit in or close by the Minoan palace. 
At Nopigia (Drapanias) in the extreme western-
most area of the island near the port of Kissamos, 
thousands of conical cups were found with other 
cult vessels and large numbers of Cretan wild goat 
and bull bones (Tomlinson 1995, 74; Blackman 
1997, 121; 2001, 140–141; Andreadaki-Vlazaki 
2011, 59), suggesting that the site served as a place 
of mass feasting.

Conical cups appear to be an indicator of the ex-
tension of Knossian dominance over eastern and 
East-Central Crete in the Neopalatial period, for 
there are few conical cups at sites such as Malia, 
Mochlos, Gournia, and Pseira before then, but 
large numbers thereafter. That the central authori-
ty of a site required a large supply is indicated by a 
Linear A tablet from Hagia Triada on the southern 
coast of Crete that lists small amounts of other pot-
tery, but 3,710 conical cups. (The cups are further 
subdivided as follows: 3,000 of one variety, pre-
sumably the common, coarse, undecorated type; 
700 of another, perhaps painted and better made; 
and 10 of a third variety, perhaps finer still, or of 
metal [Godart and Olivier 1976; Duhoux 2000–
2001].) Clearly conical cups were used for Minoan 
feasting, funerary, and/or cultic rituals.

Kea

Let us consider the site of Hagia Eirene (“Ayia 
Irini” in the excavation reports) on the island 
of Kea in greater detail in this regard (Coleman 
1977; Bikaki 1984; Cummer and Schofield 1984; 
Caskey 1986; Davis 1986; Georgiou 1986; J.C. 
Overbeck 1989; Cherry, Davis, and Mantzourani, 
eds., 1991; Petruso 1992; Wilson 1999). The larg-
est structure, House A (Fig. 12.2), contained over 
8,000 conical cups, including 820 from one base-
ment storage room and 550 from the adjoining 
room. The estimated population of Hagia Eirene, 
a small one-hectare site, is 400 individuals at the  
maximum—most would say 250–300. Accordingly, 
House A alone would have contained at least 20 
cups for each person in the settlement! But every 
house at Hagia Eirene without exception contained 
large numbers of conical cups, not just House 
A. Over a hundred more came from the hilltop 
of Troullos above Hagia Eirene, together with a 

bronze worshipper figurine and two libation bowls. 
Troullos also produced an inscribed stone ladle, 
as did the peak sanctuaries on Kythera and at Mt. 
Juktas. It seems most likely that Troullos served as 
a Minoan peak sanctuary, as did Hagios Georgios 
on Kythera, where the evidence for a peak sanc-
tuary is clear. That sanctuary contained 903 com-
plete conical cups, an additional 875 complete 
bases, and 163,436 conical cup sherds. The mas-
sive number of conical cups plus the large num-
ber of bronze and copper figurines found in the 
peak sanctuary suggest that it received celebrants 
from Crete and perhaps other Minoan sites as well 
as Kythera. Here we may recall one of the grand 
themes set forth at the outset of this paper, name-
ly the pervasive role of cultic ritual in the unifica-
tion of early states. 

While there is considerable pottery in the local 
Cycladic tradition at Hagia Eirene in the earlier 
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Period V, there seems to be little left in Period VI 
during the zenith of Minoan expansion and influ-
ence. Whereas Minoan-style decoration had ap-
peared at Hagia Eirene as early as the Old Palace 
period before 1700 b.c.e, now all pottery shapes be-
come Minoan, even though the local clay does not 
lend itself so readily to Minoan potting technique. 
Fragments of a miniature wall painting show use 
of typically Minoan tripod cooking pots in a pub-
lic context. While mainland vessels are import-
ed and copied at Hagia Eirene in this period, as 
would be expected in view of the close distance to 
Thorikos and connections to Laurion considered 
below, the numbers are small until the Period VII, 

post-Theran eruption horizon. Moreover, inten-
sive survey has disclosed sherds of conical cups, 
tripod cooking pots, and Minoan-type storage 
pithoi in scatters at many places throughout the is-
land of Kea, which suggests the Minoanization of 
farmsteads on Kea as well. Such thoroughgoing 
Minoanization of all aspects of life, from elite to 
humble, in every house at Hagia Eirene and at all 
surveyed farmsteads during LM IA surely sug-
gests something beyond the process of cultural 
emulation alone.

Hagia Eirene on Kea is of course a small site, 
with a specialized function within the Minoan 
sphere, and hence it is far different from the much 

Figure 12.2. Plan of House 
A at Hagia Eirene, Kea. 
Courtesy Department 
of Classics, University 
of Cincinnati.
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larger and grander sites of Akrotiri on Thera or 
Trianda on Rhodes, each probably 20 hectares or 
more in size. House A, by far the largest structure 
at Hagia Eirene, contained 15 basement rooms and 
40 small rooms on the ground floor and a staircase 
leading to a now-lost second floor, where Willson 
Cummer, the site architect, located a hypotheti-
cal spacious parlor with frescoes, bath, toilet, and 
light-well. The excavation publication provides 
the following description (Cummer and Schofield 
1984, 41):

In its final phase, the approach and entrance to 
House A was an impressive sequence of passag-
es, courtyards and doorways, beginning with the 
main gate and the Plateia, and ending in the fres-
coed parlor above Room 31. The small inner court 
above Room 30 served as a private foreroom or 
vestibule outside the fine parlor. This set of two 
rooms, like the baths and the grand entrance, 
made up the familiar elements of a nobleman’s 
house, and these features were refined and formal-
ized in the Aegean palaces.

Some elements, such as the lightwell, bath-
rooms, and toilet, seem to us particularly Minoan. 
Lightwells in Minoan buildings often illuminat-
ed two separate rooms on the same level, and the 
scheme of window slots in the basement walls of 
House A is quite like the street windows in the 
half-basement rooms at Akrotiri. Minoan toilets 
were usually constructed as small rooms in the 
back corner of the residential quarter, with stone 
drains leading through the outside wall; in House 
A, the toilet reconstructed in Room 24 and the 
down spout outside in the South Alley would have 
functioned together very much like toilets, down 
spouts and drains in the Domestic Quarter of the 
Palace of Knossos. Bathroom 34 is comparable in 
size to the Minoan baths or “lustral chambers”; 
some of the Minoan baths were built at ground 
level, but none of them had drains.

House A lacks, however, the centrality and econ-
omy of the Minoan villa, as well as such char-
acteristic features as stone column bases and 
pier-and-door partitions. The gradual construc-
tion of House A suggests that its builders devel-
oped the design slowly, never copying an ideal 
form but adding a suite of rooms or a more lux-
urious facility (new kitchen, more baths) as pres-
tige, space and prosperity allowed. 

In general, the architecture of Kea resembles 
that of the island of Pseira, just off the northern 
coast of Crete in the Mirabello Bay, with buildings 

constructed of the local greenish schist rather than 
imported ashlar stone blocks. House A, the repos-
itory of 8,000 conical cups as noted, was situated 
adjacent to a building identified as a temple and 
containing the Minoanizing large terracotta stat-
ues of bare-breasted women in Minoan dress dis-
cussed above.

The evidence for Minoan administrative prac-
tice on Kea is as follows. Linear A inscriptions 
at Hagia Eirene begin in Period V during MM 
III, around the beginning of the Neopalatial peri-
od, and continue for about two centuries through 
LM IB. The Kean documents of local clay attest 
to knowledge of Minoan ligatures and fractions as 
well as basic logograms. The complete absence to 
date of any evidence of non-Cretan seals or seal-
ings on Kea, together with the almost total absence 
of any documents impressed locally on Kea or for 
that matter at any of the island sites, adds to the 
picture of an administrative system arriving with 
Minoan settlers. Even simple potters’ marks un-
dergo a change from the Period IV line markings 
to linear script signs in Periods V and VI. The sys-
tem of administration on all the island sites and at 
Miletus on the Anatolian coast in LM IA seems 
purely Minoan, unlike the very different system 
of Mycenaean Greece, and the different use of lin-
ear signs in the Cypriot system, where there are 
no ideograms. The fact that simple potters’ marks 
undergo such a change underscores the difference 
between the Minoan colonization in the islands 
and the cultural impact at the elite level on the 
Mycenaean mainland.

The New Palace period on Kea may also wit-
ness some change in grave types and burial cus-
toms, to judge from the meager evidence available, 
which consists of two large stone-built tombs, both 
of which had been robbed of all or most of their 
contents. One, however, contained conical cups 
and an imitation in clay of a Minoan stone vase 
of the period, as well as pieces of local pottery re-
garded as heirlooms, perhaps from an earlier grave 
just beneath (G.F. Overbeck 1984, 1989). The ear-
lier Middle Bronze Age tombs resemble those of 
the mainland and in particular of the island of 
Aegina, the leading center of the Middle Helladic 
period. Similar “hero” or “founder” burials out-
side the fortification walls at the main entrances of 
both sites are particularly notable (G.F. Overbeck 
1984, 1989; Kilian-Dirlmeier 1997). It may be that 
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after a possible abandonment of Kea during the pe-
riod of troubles at the end of the Early Bronze Age 
the island was resettled at least in part by colonists 
from Aegina. 

No extramural cemetery of Minoan type has 
been located on Kea, in spite of extensive search-
ing. It is surely relevant in this regard that few 
LM IA burials have been found on Crete itself. 
The Old Palace period custom of burial in com-
munal tombs appears to have been abandoned in 
favor of a Knossian practice of ritual feasts involv-
ing masses of conical cups, followed by individu-
al burial in pithoi, sometimes placed in the sand at 
beaches, such as in the East-Central Cretan cem-
eteries at Pacheia Ammos and Sphoungaras. (Of 
course major LM I elite burials in built tombs on 
Crete may await discovery, e.g., along the upper 
Gypsades Hill at Knossos near the famed Temple 
Tomb. The LM IB chamber tomb burial packed 
with bronze weapons at the Knossian port of Poros 
may provide a later example of such elite tombs.) 
On Kea, pithos burials may have been lost to the 
rising sea levels covering the sand and eroding 
the seaward cliff faces, which may also once have 
contained burials. (I am grateful to Jack Davis and 
Philip Betancourt for discussions concerning buri-
al practices.)

A further aspect of the history of Hagia Eirene 
on Kea is worth noting. In the Middle Cycladic 
period the site was protected by a great fortifica-
tion wall. At the end of the period the wall was 
destroyed, perhaps by an earthquake, and never 
fully repaired. Cosmetic repairs were made around 
the main eastern gate of the town, but the west-
ern side was left exposed and steps leading to the 
spring chamber were built over the stones of the 
destroyed fortification wall. During Late Cycladic 
(LC) I/LM IA the site was largely unfortified. The 
final publication describes the situation as follows: 
“While still the town wall, this was no longer a 
fortification wall, designed to withstand attack or 

siege. A reasonably athletic person could proba-
bly have clambered up and over the wall even be-
fore the construction of the stairwell. Indeed, this 
may even have been one of the routes by which 
water was transported into the town in Period VI” 
(Schofield 2011, 55). The change coincides with the 
total Minoanization of the island. Taken in the con-
text of developments elsewhere in the Aegean, in 
the Dodecanese, and on the coast of Anatolia, the 
dismantling of the fortification wall suggests that 
Hagia Eirene on Kea, Minoan in all respects in 
Period VI during LM IA, was now protected from 
raids by the retaliatory power of Minoan Crete.

During this period it appears that Hagia Eirene, 
which sits on a promontory opposite the copper 
and silver mines at Laurion, became a special-
ized metallurgical site. Traces of metallurgical ac-
tivity appear in earlier strata, but now litharge is 
spread throughout the site and, remarkably, cruci-
bles appear in numbers in every single house ex-
cavated, with a particular concentration in House 
A, the evident administrative center. Contrast this 
with the typical situation in small ancient sites 
where metallurgy, if it exists, is concentrated in 
one or two houses (Shennan 2000). The vast ma-
jority of the balance weights found throughout the 
Aegean are made of Laurion lead and conform to 
the Minoan weight standard. Of 22 bronze objects 
from Neopalatial Knossos examined by lead iso-
tope analysis, 11 appear to contain copper from 
the Laurion mines. More generally the proportion 
of bronze objects with copper traceable to Laurion 
goes from 19% in the Old Palace period to 44% in 
the New Palace period (Kristiansen and Larsson 
2005, 124; Gale, Kayafa, and Stos-Gale 2009; see 
also Mineralien-Magazin Lapis, issue 24, July/
August 1999, which is devoted to Laurion). In 
sum, by Period VI at the beginning of the Late 
Bronze Age, Hagia Eirene on Kea has the appear-
ance of a Minoan processing port for metals from 
the mines of Laurion (Wiener 2007, 237).

Akrotiri

Akrotiri on Thera displays the manifold Minoan 
features we have observed on Crete and on Kea. 
First we observe the general Minoanization of 
kitchens, including in particular the archetypal 

Minoan tripod cooking pots, mostly imported to 
judge from the appearance of the clay (Marthari 
1992, 195–196), which constitute the overwhelm-
ing majority of the cooking pots in the LC I houses. 
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dealing with an independent workshop, but an off-
shoot of the Minoan School” (Televantou 1992, 
146). The revealing dress of some of the women 
shows that patrons and painters were unconcerned 
about offending any remaining non-Minoan sensi-
bilities. The dissemination and repetition of cultic 
images made Minoan religious practice a con-
stant presence. Moreover, Minoanization of the is-
land of Thera was not confined to the great site of 
Akrotiri; rather, Minoan features, including bits 
of fresco, columns, and stone bowls, appear at 16 
sites around the island. These finds may be an in-
dication that the “villas” of the New Palace period 
in Crete also existed on Thera.

Akrotiri may have had a special cultic signifi-
cance. Depictions of cultic activities on seals show 
liquids being poured from vessels called rhyta. 
Rhyta have been found in every single house at 
Akrotiri, whereas only a minority of houses on 
Crete contain rhyta (Koehl 2006, 357). A house 
just southwest of Xeste 3 has produced sever-
al hundred horns, mostly of bovines but some of 
sheep. In the midst of the horns was a larnax that 
contained an ibex made of gold. One grand build-
ing, Xeste 4, contained a painting of a male carry-
ing in procession a portable altar displaying every 
known Minoan religious symbol. The ubiquitous 
evidence of Minoan cultic practice at the site led 
N. Marinatos to propose the existence of a Minoan 
“threskeiocracy” on Thera (1984)—that is to say, 
Minoan control through religion.

A good indication of the social complexity 
of Akrotiri in comparison to other Minoanized 
Cycladic sites comes from the discovery to date 
of about 100 sealings made by over 20 different 
Minoan seals, together with a number of the seals. 
Linear A tablets of local clay record large amounts 
of woolen textiles and olive oil (Karnava 2008). 
The seal impressions found at Akrotiri made by 
magnificent Knossian gold rings on clay from a 
Central Cretan source discussed above are indica-
tive of the nature of Cretan administration. Exotic 
goods of various types were imported, including 
elephant tusks. The volcanic water in the caldera, 
famous in the 19th century c.e. for its ability to re-
move barnacles from ships and thus extend the life 
of their hulls (Bent 1965, 121–122), if already ef-
fective in the pre-Minoan eruption period because 
of prior volcanic activity, would have made Thera 
a port of special attraction, and may have been 

Traditional Cycladic cooking pots in the shape of 
a mug with a somewhat spherical body and a fun-
nel-like neck, whose ancestry is traceable back 
to the end of the Early Cycladic/beginning of the 
Middle Cycladic period, are present only in far 
smaller numbers (Ch. Doumas, pers. comm. of 
15 December 2010; I am most grateful to Prof. 
Doumas for this information, and for informing me 
of the unpublished thesis of Dr. Marisa Marthari). 
The use of imported cooking pots (or of the clay 
used in their manufacture) suggests that their users 
wanted pots of the durability, impermeability, and 
heat resistance to which they were accustomed. 
The use of Minoan cooking pots is accompanied 
by that of Minoan looms and loomweights. 

We also observe the appearance of “fireboxes” 
(although not in such large numbers or in every 
house as on Kea), and the impressive evidence of 
Minoan administrative practices previously noted, 
both with respect to the internal management of 
the Theran economy, via the use of Minoan script, 
seals, sealing practices, and weights, and with re-
spect to the receipt of documents from Crete with 
seal impressions of Central Cretan clay. Minoan 
techniques of stone-vase making and of pottery 
production appear, while the matt impressions on 
the bottoms of vases that were common on earli-
er Theran pottery disappear. Wine is measured in 
the same system using the same Linear A signs at 
Akrotiri as on Crete and at Hagia Eirene on Kea.

The ubiquitous conical cups appear in great 
number on Thera, and in every building com-
plex, as on Crete; for example, about 700 coni-
cal cups lined the shelves of Room 6 in the West 
House, adjacent to Room 5 with its iconic mari-
time and battle wall painting (Doumas 1992, figs. 
26, 35). In Xeste 3 at Akrotiri are found archetyp-
al forms of Minoan cultic architecture, polythy-
ron on top of polythyron as well as a lustral basin, 
and on the wall frescoes depicting well-known el-
ements of Minoan cult (Preziosi and Hitchcock 
1999, fig. 80). The scholars responsible for pub-
lishing the paintings have noted that wall paintings 
from Building Beta bear a close resemblance to 
paintings from Knossos and Hagia Triada, that ties 
between Akrotiri and Knossos specifically “are 
becoming ever clearer” (Boulotis 2005, 69), and 
that “the Minoan origin of the Thera wall paint-
ings is apparent in the general character, the range 
of subjects and the techniques. We are clearly not 
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given a cultic connotation. The harbor at Akrotiri, 
perhaps a double harbor in the Bronze Age and 
facing southeast, would have been an ideal anchor-
age. The geographical position of Thera made it a 
critical node in both the north–south and east–west 
trade routes of the Minoan thalassocracy. 

Unlike Hagia Eirene on Kea, however, Akrotiri 
in LC/LM IA also presents clear evidence of a na-
tive Cycladic component in the form of local pot-
tery shapes such as the rectangular tray (kymbe), 
cylindrical plant pot, ribbed vase, and Cycladic 
bowl; in the decoration of the Theran nippled 
ewers and other vessels; and in the interplay be-
tween this decoration and aspects of the frescoes. 
It is the evolution in the local pottery during the 
century preceding the Theran eruption at the end 
of LM IA that suggests the continuing vitality of 
a local tradition (Marthari 1987). Theran potters 
display a range of styles that include a conserva-
tive Minoanizing Light-on-Dark; good imitations 
of the latest Cretan LM IA Dark-on-Light spirals 
and florals; the vases described earlier that have 
nothing to do with Crete; and vases that com-
bine Theran ideas such as the heavy use of red 

and white with Cretan motifs. It seems likely that 
several workshops were operating on Thera at the 
same time. Minoan and native Cycladic potters 
appear to learn from one another with regard to 
such matters as the technique of working from a 
wheel and sources of pigments, unlike the pattern 
on the island of Melos where two distinct tradi-
tions coexist for a time, one maintaining indige-
nous features and the other producing exact copies 
of Minoan vases, with no cross-fertilization or in-
novation, until the mature LM IA phase when pot-
tery of purely Minoan type is overwhelmingly 
predominant (Berg 2002). Akrotiri also contains 
certain architectural features that differ somewhat 
from Cretan palatial architecture, such as entranc-
es off side alleys rather than main roads, and the 
absence to date of rectangular courts and infre-
quency of light-wells. While Thera clearly seems 
to belong to a Minoan sphere of administration, 
accompanied by the physical presence of Minoan 
settlers and/or their descendents and manifold ev-
idence of Minoan cultic practice and belief, a vi-
brant local Cycladic cultural tradition seems to 
continue as well.

Trianda on Rhodes and the Seraglio on Kos

Trianda on Rhodes, like Akrotiri on Thera, 
was a significant site in the Early Bronze Age 
and Middle Bronze Age. By LM I it had become 
a major site, 20 hectares or more in size, with 
wide stone-paved streets and side streets, build-
ings made with ashlar masonry and boasting fine 
Minoan polythyra, Minoan horns of consecra-
tion, offering tables, and wall paintings, plus all 
the standard indicia of Minoan presence discussed 
above, including enormous numbers of conical 
cups. The finds reported from Ialysos-Philerimos 
above Trianda suggest that it was another Minoan 
peak sanctuary. In sum, Trianda has the appear-
ance of a Minoan settlement populated largely by 
Cretan colonists and/or their descendants. Trianda 
may have received Minoan settlers early on, for 
one of the polythyra may date from MM IIIA, not 
long after the earliest known example from Crete 
itself (Marketou 2009; pers. comm., for which I 
am most grateful). Trianda on Rhodes is a natu-
ral stopping place on the journey to Miletus to the 

north and Cyprus to the southeast, and it faces the 
harbor of Fethiye on the Anatolian coast, which in 
turn is connected by river and valley to the metal 
sources of Anatolia. The Cyprus connection is 
further strengthened by the fact that Cypriot pot-
tery such as White Slip I milk bowls, Base Ring I, 
and Red Lustrous Ware appears at Trianda.

The Minoanized site called the Seraglio on the 
island of Kos seems to face north to Anatolia in 
its contacts. On Kos we again encounter the stan-
dard indicia of Minoanization including great 
numbers of conical cups, but in this case accom-
panied by Koan Light-on-Dark and Dark-on-Light 
wares, inspired ultimately by Minoan pottery but 
unlike anything produced by Minoan potters in 
technique. The clay source for the ware is still 
unknown, but the clay does not resemble known 
clay sources near the Seraglio itself (Marthari, 
Marketou, and Jones 1990). The Koan pottery ap-
pears in significant proportion among the pot-
tery recovered at the Anatolian site of Iasos as 



malcolm h. wiener160

well (Momigliano 2009). The semi-Minoanized 
community at Iasos may represent a second stage 
of colonization, with new settlers coming from 
nearby Kos (I am grateful to N. Momigliano for 

this suggestion). Iasos in any event lies within a 
gulf apart from the major trade routes connecting 
Crete, Thera, Rhodes, Kos, and Miletus.

The Minoan Search for Bronze in the Bronze Age

We turn now to the heart of the matter. The de-
pendence of Minoan Crete at the height of its power 
on foreign sources for the copper and tin needed to 
make bronze was total, since Crete has no tin and 
only the most negligible sources of copper. Bronze 
was of course the essential constituent of a Middle 
and Late Bronze Age society. Bronze was needed 
for the tools to build ships, palaces, and villas; for 
the grand symbols of cult and state, including cer-
emonial swords, double axes, and enormous bronze 
ewers; for saws taller than a person; and especial-
ly for the Type A swords, daggers, and socketed 
spears, which were the leading military technology 
of the day. The Minoan mastery of weapon produc-
tion extended from the Old Palace period, as shown 
by the grand swords found in the palace of Malia of 
the 18th century b.c.e. to the LM IA Type A swords 
of the 16th century b.c.e. Nancy Sandars noted long 
ago that armorers of the Near East and Egypt pro-
duced nothing that could compare with the Malia 
swords (Sandars 1963, 119). Ten of the 23 referenc-
es to Kaptara—surely Crete—in the tablets found at 
Mari on the Euphrates dating to ca. 1775–1760 b.c.e. 
(Middle Chronology) refer to decorated weapons 
(Cline 1994, 26–27; the Mari archives in general and 
their dating are discussed in Guichard 1997). One 
of the Mari texts describes a shipment of tin des-
tined for Ugarit, the great Levantine entrepôt, where 
it was to be given to the man from Kaptara and his 
interpreter-agent (Dossin 1952, 3, 37, letter 20; 1970, 
97; Malamat 1971, 38; Bardet et al., eds., 1984, 528–
529, no. 556; Wiener 1991). Stefan Hiller notes that 
“as regards the Aegean, the solid long dagger, the 
short sword, the long sword, the shoe-socketed and 
the tube-socketed spear- and arrow-head all make 
their first appearance on Crete” (Hiller 1984, 27). In 
the depiction of Keftiu bearing gifts in the tomb of 
Senmut ca. 1470–1460 b.c.e. (LM IB), the leading 
figure is carrying a large sword.

The swords are of particular significance. Barry 
Molloy, in his comprehensive study of Aegean Bronze 

Age weapons, concludes that the Protopalatial Malia 
and early Neopalatial Type A swords required “a 
complexity in moldmaking and pyrotechnology that 
was not needed for daggers. Swords thus represent 
a leap forward in metallurgical technology that may 
imply that military requirements played an impor-
tant role in driving bronzesmiths to push their craft 
in new directions” (Molloy 2010, 413). Moreover, 
Molloy’s analysis (which incorporates data obtained 
from rigorous experimental archaeology) supports 
the proposition that

[t]his paradigm shift in martial arts required 
commensurately greater investment of resourc-
es by communities and combatants themselves 
to allow participation in the requisite training. 
These swords were the first-ever purpose-made 
tools of interpersonal combat, as they could serve 
no other practical function. While the users of the 
multipurpose dagger could hold pluralistic identi-
ties (e.g., warrior, hunter, trader, butcher, farmer, 
head-man), the sword points specifically to the ad-
vent of a more unique identity, that of the warrior 
(Molloy 2010, 414; see also Peatfield 1999; 2007; 
Molloy 2008; 2009). 

The mass of weapons that must have been avail-
able in Neopalatial Crete is indicated by the large 
number of bronze swords found in the Arkalochori 
Cave deposit, which moreover is believed to have 
been massively looted with much metal taken and 
melted before rumors of the looting reached the 
Archaeological Service and the rescue excavation 
begun. 

The security, economy, and hierarchy of Crete 
depended significantly on bronze. It seems incon-
ceivable under these circumstances that Minoan 
palatial rulers would have just waited passively, 
hoping for a Near Eastern merchantman to arrive 
with copper and tin. Rather it seems highly likely 
that copper and tin, or bronze, were the objects of 
intensive search, planning, and investment by the 
ruling elite.
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The Metal Routes

The evidence suggests that Minoan metal routes 
lay along three island chains (Fig. 12.1). One ran 
north via Thera and/or Melos, to Kea and the mines 
of Laurion. A second ran east toward Cyprus, 
where imported Neopalatial Minoan pottery ap-
pears at three sites on the northwestern coast with-
in 20 km of the metal resources of the Troodos 
Mountains (Vermeule and Wolsky 1978, 294–317). 
The dependence of the earliest known form of the 
Cypro-Minoan script on Minoan Linear A has al-
ready been noted. This second route, for mariners 
wishing to stay within sight of land, included the 
Minoanizing sites on Kasos, Karpathos, Saros, 
Chalki, and Rhodes. (The proximity of Trianda on 
Rhodes to the Anatolian coast with its access to the 
metal resources of the Anatolian hinterland and its 
position on the sea route to Cyprus are discussed 
above.) On Crete the major eastern coast ports of 
Palaikastro and Zakros surely owed their size and 
wealth largely to trade with the East, perhaps pri-
marily in connection with this metal route. Zakros 
in particular appears to lack an adjacent agricul-
tural hinterland sufficient to support a palace, as 
noted above.

A third major chain in the metal network ap-
pears to have run via Telos (with its hundreds of 
conical cups), the Seraglio on Kos (with its abun-
dant evidence of Minoanization), and Kalymnos 
(with its conical cups), to the island of Samos and 
the great site of Miletus on the opposite shore. On 
Samos, directly under the later temple of Hera 
known as the Heraion, the German Archaeological 
Institute excavations of 2009 discovered additional 
strong evidence of the previously known Minoan 
presence, including an assemblage of conical cups 
found in situ on the earliest paved surface, turned 
upside down in the manner known from the ritu-
al deposit at Knossos described earlier (Niemeier 
2009, 11–12).

At Miletus on the Anatolian coast in LM I the 
pottery is more than 90% locally made Minoan 
plus some Minoan imports, including many frag-
ments of Minoan tripod cooking pots and masses of 
conical cups (Kaiser 2009, 159–160, 163). The ex-
cavations of the early 20th century by the German 
Archaeological Institute had already uncovered in a 
sandy area of Miletus what the excavator described 

as an unbelievable number of such cups (“Nur 
trat eine sehr große Anzahl kleiner, unbemalter 
Näpfchen auf dem untersuchten Geländestück in 
fast erdrückender Menge zutage” [Weickert 1940, 
328, cited by Kaiser 2009, 159]). Other LM I finds 
include six Linear A inscriptions, five of which ap-
pear on objects made of local clay, six Minoan-style 
kilns, Minoan discoid loomweights supplanting 
earlier Anatolian types, a marble weight fitting the 
Minoan system, a seal impression from a Minoan 
seal, and what appears to be a Minoan sanctu-
ary with a sequence of mudbrick altars, pieces of a 
stuccoed offering table, votives, part of a stone rit-
ual chalice of Minoan type, and fragments of wall 
painting in the Minoan technique depicting a min-
iature landscape with river and white lilies on a red 
ground. How else can one describe Miletus, other 
than as a Minoan settlement colony? Moreover, a 
site has recently been discovered at Tavşanadası, or 
Rabbit Island, just south of Miletus, perhaps a sat-
ellite port, where the pottery is overwhelmingly lo-
cally made Minoan. Miletus itself is situated on a 
defensible island-like site near a major river, the 
Maeander, an excellent point of access to Anatolian 
metal sources. Minoan interest in the area predates 
the Neopalatial period; Miletus has produced MM 
seals and the largest group of the beautiful Kamares 
Ware, as well as semi-coarse MM vessels, east of 
Crete. Finally, Miletus has a Minoan foundation 
legend as noted above, ascribing the settlement to 
the time of Minos.

Other Minoan or Minoanizing sites may have 
existed that are now inaccessible because of the 
high water table along the Anatolian coast, which 
generally hinders excavation below Archaic period 
levels. The excavation of the Bronze Age levels at 
Miletus was only possible with use of oil-drilling 
equipment to remove the water. Farther north on 
the Anatolian coast, Erythrai near Çeşme has both 
locally made and imported Minoan pottery and, 
like Miletus, a Minoan foundation legend (Paus. 
7.2.5). Erythrai is an ideal point of access for the 
many metalliferous deposits in the Izmir region. 
Sherds of LM I and LC I pottery have also been 
found in Turkey at the inland site believed to be the 
Puranda of the Hittite texts, perhaps a further indi-
cation of a search for metal. 
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Evidence of Minoan presence is found in the 
North Aegean as well, and again with indications 
that the search for metal may have been a major 
motivation. Minoan administrative documents and 
seal impressions of the MM III period have been 
found at Mikro Vouni on the island of Samothrace 
in the northern Aegean, including three examples 
of the archetypal Knossian palatial administra-
tive device, the roundel, one with the impressions 
of different seals along the rim, some inscribed 
with signs in the Minoan hieroglyphic script. On 
one roundel, two of six original impressions had 
been erased by placing lumps of clay over them. 
Together with the roundels were Minoan seal im-
pressions, one made by a metal—perhaps gold—
ring, on two noduli, or multiple-faced cones, and 
on two single-faced cones (Matsas 1991, 1995).

Excavation at Koukonisi on Lemnos oppo-
site Troy has also revealed plentiful Minoan and 
Minoanizing material of the New Palace peri-
od between about 1650 and 1525 b.c.e., togeth-
er with evidence of local metallurgy. In antiquity 
the Koukonisi islet would have been connected by 
a land bridge to Lemnos, creating an ideal south-
facing double harbor (Boulotis 2009). The ev-
idence encompasses Minoan and Minoanizing 
pottery including numerous conical cups; discoid 
loom weights of various sizes, which appear for 
the first time in this period; the use of the tubular 
drill typical of the Minoanized sites of the south-
ern Aegean; certain luxury items, such as an un-
finished drop-leaf bead of rock crystal drilled in 
the Minoan stone-working manner; and Minoan-
style painted plaster fragments, perhaps originally 
part of a Minoan offering stand. However, much of 
the pottery, including cooking wares, is of a local, 
non-Minoan type, and while only a very small por-
tion of the site has been excavated, there is as yet 
no evidence of Minoan influence on local architec-
ture (Boulotis 2009).

Koukonisi also contained terracotta tuyeres of 
the Minoan straight cylindrical type for supplying 
air to metallurgical furnaces. Further evidence of 
metallurgy is attested by the appearance of a schist 
mold of a razor’s leaf-shaped blade and crucibles. 
A lead discoid balance weight of Minoan type and 
metrical system, similar to weights from Thera 

and Kea, was also found. In Greek mythology, the 
first metalworker, the Olympian god Hephaistos, 
had his workshop on Lemnos, as did his descen-
dants, the Kabeiroi. Mikro Vouni on Samothrace 
and Koukonisi on Lemnos are well situated with 
regard to the metal sources of Thasos, the Rhodope 
Mountains of Thrace, the Balkan peninsula, Mt. 
Pangaion, and Amphipolis (see now Borislavov 
2010). On present evidence, the sites of Koukonisi, 
Mikro Vouni on Samothrace, and Iasos on the 
Anatolian coast give the appearance of Minoan 
metallurgical trading colonies residing within a 
predominantly local culture. 

History provides numerous examples of a search 
for essential raw materials prompting expansion 
and colonization. The fourth-millennium Uruk ex-
pansion is the earliest known case in point. (The 
important role played in the process by improved 
methods of transportation—advancements in riv-
erine traffic and the development of donkey car-
avans in the Uruk example, seagoing ships in the 
Minoan—is also worth noting.) Phoenician expan-
sion and colonization in the Early Iron Age was 
initially largely motivated by the search for metals, 
with extensive trade in other products following. 
The establishment of secure ports of call was an 
essential prerequisite. Phoenician settlements were 
established on Cyprus, beginning with the sei-
zure of Kition, then Trianda on Rhodes, Kommos 
on Crete, Pithecusae on Ischia, and various sites 
on Sicily, Malta, Sardinia, Corsica, the Balearic 
Islands, and the Spanish and African coasts. 
Colonies were typically established at a distance 
of one day’s sail from one another; protected estu-
aries and offshore islands were preferred locations, 
as in the Minoan case. Conversely, when Greek 
forces took control of all of Cyprus, Phoenician 
trading ventures in the western Mediterranean 
came largely to a halt (Aubet 1993; Tsetskhladze 
and De Angelis, eds., 1994). Establishment of 
the first Greek settlement colonies in the cen-
tral Mediterranean in the eighth century b.c.e. at 
Pithecusae on the island of Ischia and then on the 
peninsula at Cumae was most likely inspired by 
the desire for convenient access to sources of metal 
in Etruria and Sardinia.
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Other Motives for the Establishment of  
Minoan Settlements Abroad

Of course the establishment of secure sea routes 
to metal sources was not the sole reason for the 
protection of sea-lanes or for Minoan emigration. 
Crete imported much besides copper and tin, for 
example gold, silver, ivory, semiprecious and other 
stones, wine (some imported in containers of south-
eastern Aegean provenance, as indicated by recent 
studies of the pottery from Knossos and Mochlos), 
and such exotica as ostrich eggs and monkeys. 
Minoan Crete also imported coveted stone of many 
kinds, including veined alabaster vessels from 
Egypt, which were transformed by Minoan artists 
into familiar Cretan shapes (Warren 1969, 105–
115; Wiener 2010). Exports included ceremonial 
and functional weapons, silver and bronze vessels, 
fabrics (some very elaborate), pots, sandals, spic-
es, and medicinal herbs. One of the Middle Bronze 
Age tablets from Mari on the Euphrates refers to 
a Cretan barque inlaid with lapis lazuli, presum-
ably a model ship such as the one depicted much 
later on the Hagia Triada sarcophagus (Fig. 12.3), 

perhaps symbolic of the importance of seafaring to 
Minoan Crete. These tablets contain 23 references 
to Kaptara, as noted above.

Apart from trade, Minoans in the Neopalatial 
period may have emigrated in search of land to 
settle. On the island of Kythera between Crete 
and the Greek mainland, the decade-long inten-
sive survey conducted by Cyprian Broodbank 
and Evangelia Kiriatzi reported that “the land-
scape of the island is filled with small farmsteads 
with exclusively ‘Minoanising’ material culture” 
(Kiriatzi 2010, 693), in stark contrast to the mix-
ture of Minoan and local features of the preceding 
Middle Bronze Age period. The links appear to 
be exclusively with Central Crete, the area around 
Knossos, as noted above. Crete in LM I seems, in 
Warren’s phrase, “quite ‘full’” (Warren 2009, 263; 
1984), with every possible piece of land terraced 
and planted, as in the case of the island of Pseira 
off the northern coast of Crete.

Figure 12.3. Painted scene 
on the Hagia Triada sar-
cophagus. Betancourt 
2007, pl. 12A.
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The Role of Piracy and Its Suppression

A Minoan seal found in a MM IA context ca. 
2000 b.c.e. just prior to the erection of the first 
palaces in MM IB (Fig. 12.4), showing a ves-
sel with a square sail as well as rowers, provides 
the earliest depiction of sailing in the Aegean (of 
course sailing may have preceded its depiction on 
this seal). Earlier Cycladic depictions show long-
boats with rowers only. Middle Bronze Age ships 
of ca. 1800–1700 b.c.e., one with armed warriors 
aboard, are depicted on clay jars found at the site 
of Kolonna on the island of Aegina (Fig. 12.5). It 
may be that these were, or were among, the pirates 
whom the navy of Minos is said to have swept 
from the seas, in which case the walled citadel 
depicted in the Siege Rhyton could be Kolonna 
(Fig. 12.6). Bronze Age texts describe piracy in 
the Mediterranean. Tuthmosis III describes seiz-
ing two ships “equipped with their crews and 
laden with every good thing including male and 
female slaves, copper and lead” while return-
ing home from his fifth Syrian campaign in 1450 
b.c.e. (assuming an accession date of 1479 b.c.e.). 
The text preserves the first recorded act of piracy 
and the transport of captives by sea. In the reign 
of Amenophis III (ca. 1390–1350 b.c.e.) one of his 
chief officials reports on his efforts to fortify the 
mouths of the Nile against pirate raids (Helck 1979, 
133; 1984, 272; I am grateful to Manfred Bietak 
for these references). Hittite texts of the period or 

shortly thereafter complain of pirate raids against 
their vassal states on the Anatolian coast (Laroche 
1971, no. 105; Bryce 1998, 140–147, 244–248). 
Piracy of course has been endemic in most peri-
ods of Aegean and broader Mediterranean history. 
Herodotus states that Polycrates, the tyrant of the 
island of Samos from ca. 538 to 522 b.c.e., with a 
navy of 100 ships of 50 oars, plundered the Aegean 
islands and the cities of the Anatolian coast, 
including Miletus, and enslaved the navies of 
Miletus and Lesbos (Hdt. 3.39). The Carthaginian 
naval empire of the later sixth century b.c.e. con-
solidated port sites throughout the central and 
western Mediterranean, and, with Etruscan aid, 
in 535 b.c.e. drove the Greeks from their notori-
ous pirate base at Aleria on the island of Corsica, 
which was established by the Phocaean Greek col-
ony of Massalia (Marseille). 

Piracy was the casus belli for both the Roman 
and Ottoman conquests of Crete and other Aegean 
islands. Cilician pirates were described as a threat 
to the Roman Empire. Cretan harbors became pi-
rate bases in the Hellenistic period, and again no-
toriously in the ninth century c.e. (Horden and 
Purcell 2000, 156–158). Crete throughout its histo-
ry was also often the victim of devastating piracy. 
While Crete flourished during periods of secure 
control of the sea, as in the Minoan Neopalatial, 
Roman, and Byzantine periods, at other times the 
fertile coastal plains were deserted as the popula-
tion fled inland, as in the middle of the 13th cen-
tury b.c.e. during the raids of the Sea Peoples and 
again in the late 15th and 16th centuries c.e. (see 
generally Rackham and Moody 1995, 197–200). 
At times the threat of piracy in the Aegean was so 
severe that the islands of the Cyclades were large-
ly abandoned. Conversely, when there has been 
a dominant naval power willing and able to sup-
press piracy, whether Athens, Rhodes, Rome, 
Byzantium, Venice, the Ottoman Empire, or the 
British navy in the 19th century, many of the is-
lands, and the Aegean in general, flourished. A 
good illustration of the principle can be found 
through a comparison of island subsistence prac-
tices in various periods. Ottoman tax records from 
the period just following the establishment of 
Ottoman control disclose that the proportions of 

Figure 12.4. Middle Minoan I seal depicting a ship with 
sails and oars. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum 1938.761. 
Courtsey Ashmolean Museum.
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Figure 12.5. Middle Helladic Aeginetan pottery: (a) jar depicting ships; (b) sherds showing armed sailors. Courtesy Ägina-
Kolonna Excavations.

Figure 12.6. The Siege Rhyton. After Vermeule 1964, pl. 14.

various crops grown in the main Cycladic islands 
were very similar, with each island poor but self-
sufficient. By 1885 the traveler J. Theodore Bent 
was able to report that the volcanic island of Thera 

grew 70 varieties of grape while importing its 
wheat, barley, and legumes (Bent 1965, 121–122); 
that is to say, it felt secure enough to specialize.

a b
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Kea plays a prominent role in the later Greek 
tradition of a Minoan thalassocracy. Thucydides 
begins his history with Minos of Crete, who is de-
scribed as building a great navy, ridding the seas 
of pirates, and establishing his sons as governors 
of the islands (Thuc. 1.4). The fifth-century b.c.e. 
Kean poet Bacchylides speaks of a Minos who 
sailed to Kea with 50 ships, wedded Dexithea, 
daughter of the Kean king, and left her with half his 
accompanying warriors (Bacchyl. Ep. 1.80–120).

Such foundation legends are frequently viewed 
suspiciously today as inventions serving the pur-
poses of their recounters, for example, as a justifica-
tion for the Athenian naval empire of Thucydides’ 
day. Crete was then at its nadir, however, as a result 
of constant, brutal internal warfare, and it was con-
sidered a wild and barbarous place by other Greeks. 
Knossos itself seems to have been occupied sparse-
ly at best in the Archaic and Classical periods. 
Accordingly, it is hard to see what contemporary 
interest an invented Kean claim of Minoan descent 
would have served or why anyone elsewhere in the 
fifth century b.c.e. would have regarded a Cretan 
precedent as a justification for the Athenian empire. 
Athens itself credited its hero Theseus with ending 

the barbaric demand of Minos for seven Athenian 
young men and seven young women annually to be 
sacrificed to the Minotaur. In any event, centuries 
earlier, both Homer and Hesiod, neither of whom 
was an Athenian, described a Minos who ruled 
over a wide area. Hesiod, writing around 700 b.c.e., 
portrayed a Minos who was the most royal of all 
kings, who ruled over most of mankind (attributed 
to Hesiod by Plato, see Pl. Minos 320d). Herodotus 
said that he had heard in various places that Minos 
used his subjects on the Aegean islands to man his 
ships when required (Hdt. 1.171). (Herodotus would 
certainly have found such accounts credible, for in 
his day both the Athenian and Persian empires em-
ployed ships crewed by subjects or provided by sub-
ject polities, and Greek polities frequently enslaved 
the inhabitants of port sites they had conquered.) 
Ephoros of Kyme on the Anatolian coast, writ-
ing in the fourth century b.c.e., said that the site of 
Miletus was founded by settlers from Crete, led by 
the brother of Minos (FGrH 70F127). In LM IA, 
Miletus was a Minoan colony in all respects (see 
above) and abundant Minoan material has been 
found at Erythrai farther north, a port site with its 
own tradition of Minoan foundation (Paus. 7.3.7).

The Minoan Thalassocracy in Later Greek Legend  
and Its Archaeological Correlates

Conclusions

Clearly, there were varying degrees of Minoan 
domination, colonization, influence, and contact 
in LM IA, ranging from Kythera, Kea, Trianda 
on Rhodes, and Miletus, where the Minoan ele-
ment seems all encompassing in this period, to 
the somewhat different situation on Thera, where 
certain local traditions are observable, to Iasos in 
Caria, Mikro Vouni on Samothrace and Koukonisi 
on Lemnos, where local populations and practices 
are clearly evident. That such differences in degree 
and extent of Minoanization exist between sites is 
unsurprising and indeed inevitable, given the dif-
fering trajectories, inhabitants, and functions of 
the sites. Of course local rulers and elites also dif-
fered, along with their connections to Cretan rul-
ers and elites. Finally, a measure of agency must be 

allowed to artists, artisans, and craftspeople, along 
with other inhabitants at each site.

How should the commonalities and differenc-
es in Minoanization at the various sites be as-
sessed in considering the likelihood of a Minoan 
thalassocracy at the beginning of the Late Bronze 
Age? Could the general Minoanization of the sites  
discussed be the result not of the arrival of Cretans, 
but rather of the total absorption by Cycladic elites 
and populace of Minoan culture, indeed a de-
sire to proclaim oneself Minoan, a sort of “Grand 
Versailles effect”? Preexisting peripheral elites 
often see the presence of more powerful, wealthy 
and culturally advanced neighbors as beneficial 
to their local interests. For island polities, the 
diminution of piracy and a consequent dramatic 
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increase in sea trade would provide special ben-
efits. A “tithe to Minos” may have seemed a rea-
sonable price to the inhabitants of the island sites 
for participating in Minoan prosperity. Moreover, 
Minoan religion and ritual may have been attrac-
tive, both in themselves and from the standpoint  
of the local ruler for the accretion of prestige and 
authority that direction of, or participation in, such 
rituals may have provided. Empires for their part 
often choose to maintain control through local 
elites. Aegean history provides examples from the 
Roman, Byzantine, and Venetian periods.

The prominent role of religious belief and cultic 
ritual in Minoan culture and society requires special 
attention. Evidence of cultic activity is omnipres-
ent on Crete, from the great capital and cult center 
at Knossos to the other major sites from Chania in 
the west to Hagia Triada in the south to Zakros in 
the east, and to the great sanctuaries/cult centers at 
Juktas and Kato Syme, cave sanctuaries, the numer-
ous villas, country houses, and rural feasting sites 
such as Nopigia (Drapanias), discussed above. The 
nature of the space at palatial and other main build-
ings devoted to cultic activity, the cultic parapherna-
lia, such as bronze double axes taller than a human 
being and the horns of consecration, the treasures 
found in the Temple Repositories in the palace at 
Knossos, and the Neopalatial wall paintings, rings, 
and seals depicting religious activities all speak to 
the extent of the resources devoted to cultic obser-
vance. The massive evidence for Minoan cult prac-
tice at Akrotiri on Thera was noted above.

Jeffrey Soles (1995) has proposed that in the 
Neopalatial period Knossos was the center of 
the Minoan cosmological world. Annual reli-
gious festivals that included the presence of the 
whole population are known from Early Dynastic 
Mesopotamia (Pollock 2003, 25). If the great ritu-
al events were calendrical, then it seems likely that 
they would have been celebrated simultaneously 
throughout the Minoan world, including sites on 
the Cyclades, Dodecanese, and Anatolian coast. 
As Minoan Crete under the direction of Knossos 
grew in power, wealth, technology, trade connec-
tions, numbers and quality of weapons, ability to 
muster large numbers, and general sociopoliti-
cal complexity, its cosmology and rituals spread 
throughout the Aegean.

Both processual archaeology and postprocessu-
al, postmodernist critique have prioritized cultural 

particularism, societal variability, and local per-
spectives as opposed to broader regional and inter-
regional patterns. What requires explanation with 
regard to Aegean sites in LM IA, however, is not the 
inevitable differences between sites, but rather the 
common basic elements noted, covering so many 
aspects of daily life, of ways of making and doing, 
of cultic practice and iconographic depiction, and of 
administrative practice including Linear A script, 
sealing systems, dispatch of sealed documents from 
Knossos, and weights and measures. Acculturation 
occurs, after all, as a result of living together over 
time. Cretan ways of making and doing are often 
complex and not easily mastered. With respect to 
all the Aegean sites discussed, impulses apparently 
run almost exclusively in one direction, emanating 
from Crete. There seems very little transfer of aes-
thetics, beliefs, styles, technologies, or ways of be-
having from the rest of the Aegean to Crete at the 
beginning of the Late Bronze Age. Few would deny 
that at least some of the sites discussed should be 
described as Minoan colonies, for example Kastri 
on Kythera and Miletus.

Moreover, it seems clear that Crete under 
Knossos was a “great power” in the Aegean world 
at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age, with an 
enormous advantage vis-à-vis other island sites in 
population, wealth, weapons, technology, literacy, 
administrative capacity, and access to the knowl-
edge and skills of the Near East and Egypt. The 
population of Crete has been estimated at between 
75,000 and 150,000 at the beginning of LM I, in 
contrast, for example, to about 250–300 at Hagia 
Eirene and less than 1,000 on the whole island of 
Kea. The advantage in numbers and weapons was 
surely relevant, if the depictions of warfare in such 
Minoan or Minoan-inspired works as the minia-
ture maritime wall painting from Akrotiri (Fig 
12.7), the Siege Rhyton (Fig 12.6), the inlaid dag-
gers, various seals, and the Town Mosaic from 
Knossos are any indication. (The evidence for the 
universality, frequency and destructiveness of war-
fare in both pre-state and state societies in antiq-
uity in general is set forth in detail in the classic 
work by Lawrence Keeley [1996].)

Prior to the apparent Knossian extension of con-
trol over all of Crete at the end of MM IIB, there is 
evidence of people fleeing to extremely inaccessi-
ble hilltop sites such as Katalimata in East-Central 
Crete to escape some severe threat, perhaps the 
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threat of captive labor under Knossos (Fig. 12.8). 
(The Katalimata ascent is so perilous that on one oc-
casion a trained mountain-climbing guide refused to 
undertake it [Nowicki 2008, 77–80].) Indeed, there 
was even an attempt to construct a fortress at this 
site in MM IIB. The taking of captives for slave labor 
was endemic throughout the history of the Aegean 
Sea, and indeed of the Mediterranean (see general-
ly Horden and Purcell 2000). The seizure of captives 
in great numbers at various times in the Classical 
period by Athens, Chios, Corcyra, and Delos pro-
vide obvious examples (Horden and Purcell 2000, 
390–391). Captive labor/slavery is attested as early 
as the Late Uruk period ca. 3350–3000 b.c.e. and 
Early Dynastic IIIb (pre-Sargonic Lagash, ca. 2500–
2340 b.c.e.; see Englund 2009, 5–6). Egyptian, Near 
Eastern, Hittite, and Mycenaean texts describe the 
taking of captives or their labors. It would be sur-
prising if Minoan Crete were an exception to the 
common practice. 

Minoan Crete is the only complex civilization 
in history to have arisen on an island distant from 
other centers. The power, wealth, and prestige of 
Crete, however, was dependent on overseas sourc-
es for the inputs of copper and tin required for the 
dominant technology of the Bronze Age. It hard-
ly seems credible that a society such as existed on 
Crete in the Neopalatial period would have failed 
to act to secure the sea-lanes, the ports to serve 
both as stopping places and bases from which to at-
tack pirates, and the entrepôts necessary to obtain 
the essential inputs. The planning and investment 
would surely have included: (1) providing ships 

and crews suitable for long-distance trade, togeth-
er with the necessary ship sheds, shipwrights, and 
supplies of everything from sails, ropes, and an-
chors to provisions; (2) producing goods for gift 
or exchange, including luxury objects such as 
those depicted arriving at the court of the pharaoh 
in wall paintings in the tombs of Egyptian viziers 
in the LM IB period (Matthäus 1995); (3) estab-
lishing relations with foreign courts and ports; 
(4) protecting trade routes through occupying po-
tential pirate bases and, when necessary, raiding 
others; and (5) maintaining chains of colonies, set-
tlements, or ports of call on the sea routes to the 
metal sources. 

At the very least, none of the Aegean sites dis-
cussed could have acted in a manner opposed to 
the interests and desires of Minoan Crete at the be-
ginning of the Late Bronze Age. Rather, it seems 
likely that each of the sites discussed played a spe-
cial but complementary role within the Minoan 
ambit. Those who would deny the existence of a 
Minoan thalassocracy in any form must believe 
that Crete at the height of its power lacked either 
the ability or the incentive to dominate the Aegean 
Sea and establish colonies. The weight of evidence 
suggests that neither proposition can be correct. 
Cultural emulation via the agency of local elites 
and populace is not a satisfactory explanation for 
the degree and extent of Minoan impact.

A contrary position was set forth some decades 
ago by Colin Renfrew, the Disney Professor emer-
itus at Cambridge University and godfather of 
processual archaeology, in his work on peer poli-
ty interaction and competition. Lord Renfrew ar-
gued that the islands of the Cyclades could only 
have been prosperous if independent, reasoning 
that an imperial power or colonizer would seize 
all production beyond subsistence, leaving the is-
lands impoverished. During the Minoan period, 
islands such as Thera clearly flourished; accord-
ingly there could have been no Minoan empire 
(Renfrew 1978, 1986). Such a view appears pro-
foundly ahistorical. Even within one imperial ad-
ministration at one time, great differences may 
exist: consider, for example, the contrast between 
the benign Venetian rule in the Ionian islands with 
the harshness of Venetian rule in the Cyclades. 
For the most part the Cyclades have flourished 
when a dominant power was able to suppress pira-
cy and warfare and encourage trade. Considering 

Figure 12.7. Detail of the Miniature Fresco from Akrotiri, 
Thera. Doumas 1992, fig. 26.
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the Aegean throughout its history, it appears that 
Renfrew took the exception—the relative prosper-
ity of the Cyclades in the eighth to sixth century 
b.c.e., when there was no dominant power—and 
turned it into the rule. As a general rule, the is-
lands of the Aegean flourished when a dominant 
power was able to suppress warfare and piracy and 
secure the sea-lanes, as noted above. 

We thus return to the grand themes set forth at 
the outset to contend that Minoan Crete, with its 
great skill in weapons manufacture and frequent 
depiction of warfare and sieges, provides an ex-
ample of the ubiquity of warfare in human history; 
that participation in the Knossian Minoan thalas-
socracy was not always voluntary; that the estab-
lishment of secure ports of call and suppression of 
piracy, so frequently and significantly present in 

the history of the Mediterranean, was a necessary 
condition for the creation of the thalassocracy; that 
the Minoan search for raw materials, in particular 
copper and tin, was a major impetus for the estab-
lishment of colonies of one form or another and/or 
control of critical port sites; that Minoan cultic rit-
ual and feasting, as indicated by the major invest-
ment of labor and materials involved in the creation 
of urban, rural, mountain, and cave shrines and the 
routes of access to them, and the astounding num-
bers of conical cups present everywhere, was a po-
tent factor in the integration of the Aegean sites we 
have examined into the Minoan realm; and, final-
ly, that the best explanation for all the phenomena 
considered is the existence of Minoan colonization 
and a Minoan seaborne empire, the Minoan thalas-
socracy of Greek tradition. 

Figure 12.8. View from 
southwest of Monastiraki 
Katalimata, East Crete: 
(C) Terrace C. Nowicki 
2008, pl. 1B.
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