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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 The goal of this dissertation is to provide a comprehensive study of scenes of 

fresh water in Minoan art from the Middle Minoan II (MM II) through the Late Minoan I 

(LM I) periods. This dissertation addresses and fills the gap in the scholarship regarding 

the depiction of riparian environments and the special place of these depictions in Aegean 

art. It also attempts to clarify the use and function of riverscapes across chronological 

periods. Rivers, marshes, streams, and springs, appear on a variety of media and fulfil 

multiple functions from MM II onward. Images of fresh water were used as topographical 

markers, ornamentation and decoration, and for religious purposes. Moreover, several 

images suggest that the Minoans may have believed that the realm for the goddess (or 

one of the goddesses) was a lush, riverscape.  

 A second goal of this dissertation is to clarify and dispose of the term “Nilotic” as 

a label for images of fresh water in the Aegean. Since its introduction into the literature 

of Aegean studies in the beginning of the 20th century, the term “Nilotic” has been used 

inconsistently to describe Aegean scenes of fresh water that may or may not contain 

Egyptian elements. This assumption has led some scholars to state that Aegean 

riverscapes are ultimately derived from Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling because 

they share similar iconographic elements. Unfortunately, the process of synthesis is 

important to the understanding of Aegean riverscapes, and iconographic similarities are 

somewhat superficial. Furthermore, the term has been used without regard for a long-

standing tradition of the depiction of riparian environments in Bronze Age Aegean art.  
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 To fully address both goals of this project, the origin of individual iconographic 

elements has been traced through various media, including glyptic art, pottery, and wall 

painting. Wall paintings from the Cyclades and some Late Helladic IA scenes have been 

included when appropriate. Whenever possible, categories of riverscapes have been 

grouped together, but each wall painting, has been examined and interpreted individually. 

Some unique, highly pictorial, and detailed images in other media have also been 

addressed separately. Parallels in Egyptian and, in some cases, Near Eastern art have 

been sought to determine the validity of the term “Nilotic,” and a special study of 

Egyptian scenes of hunting in the marshes has been conducted in comparison to Aegean 

scenes. Iconography, synthesis, and context have all been taken into consideration.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLGY  

 

Introduction 

 In the study of ancient civilizations, it is rare to find art that does not reflect a 

deeper cultural meaning. Therefore, it is essential to our understanding of a society and 

its culture to first understand the subject and function of the art and artifacts from that 

society. In the field of Minoan studies, art is particularly important given the absence of a 

deciphered Minoan language. Until now, scholars have largely overlooked landscape 

scenes that depict rivers and fresh water in Minoan art, and any reference to the genre at 

all is usually regarding its rarity as a subject. Given the importance of art to the 

reconstruction of Minoan civilization, it is essential to fill the gap in scholarship about 

these scenes. This investigation endeavors to help fill the lack of knowledge regarding the 

function and meaning of river landscapes in Minoan art. 

 Despite the scarcity of studies regarding riverscapes, the study of landscape scenes 

in general has been particularly popular among scholars of Minoan art because landscape 

as a genre is rare in the Bronze Age Mediterranean. Of notable exception are the 

landscape scenes created by the Minoans on Crete that are shown in various types of 

media including wall painting, pottery painting, and glyptic art. Moreover, instances of 

the depiction of landscape in the Aegean are different from their Levantine and Egyptian 

contemporaries as they often represent landscape without human involvement. A wide 

variety of Aegean landscapes are depicted including marine and mountain environments. 

There are examples of Minoan depictions of such landscapes containing both local and 
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exotic flora and fauna. The prevalence of landscapes in Minoan art, the uniqueness of 

landscape within the context of the Bronze Age Mediterranean, and the extreme attention 

to detail paid by Minoan artists to the representation of landscape implies that these 

representations convey a meaning that was of importance. A study of the iconography, 

syntax, context, and overall interpretation of these scenes is important for our 

understanding of Minoan culture. 

 Among the various natural environments that are depicted by Minoan artists are 

scenes that depict fresh water rivers.  Unfortunately, little to no attention has been paid to 

the study of riverine landscapes, and their interpretation has been largely overlooked. The 

only river scenes that have attracted any sort of attention are those that contain seemingly 

exotic flora and fauna. Studies of individual river scenes have attempted to draw 

comparisons with Egyptian art, but they fall short of an overall interpretation for the use 

and meaning of river scenes in Minoan Art.1 Many of these scenes have been labelled 

“Nilotic,” and this term has been used as a blanket phrase for depictions in Aegean art 

that represent animal-filled, riverine landscapes in general. Although this term appears 

throughout the literature, a comprehensive study of the many different types of river 

scenes and their meaning has yet to be conducted.2  

                                                
1 For a starting point for the comparison of the Mycenaean inlaid dagger discussed in 
Chapter 6 see: Crowley 1989, 231, no. 505. 

2 An extensive study of the iconography of the “Nilotic” scene from the West House at 
Akrotiri was made by Livia Morgan, but the author dealt more with the identification of 
elements within the scene than with the overall meaning of the vignette (Morgan 1988). 
Furthermore, her study was specifically focused on the program of one room in the West 
House and did not attempt to explain “Nilotic” scenes elsewhere in Minoan art. Her study 
will be an essential starting point in this study. 
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Goals of the Project 

 Given the large gap in research regarding fresh water scenes in Minoan art, it is the 

primary goal of this project to investigate this genre. Within this study, a re-evaluation of 

so called “Nilotic scenes” alongside of the general study of river scenes is necessary for 

our understanding of the complex beliefs that the Minoans expressed through art. 

However, the study of this subject and the iconography must be approached differently 

than in previous scholarship.  

 It is the purpose of this project to explore riverine scenes in Minoan art through an 

examination of the development of the motif and iconography in combination with 

context to better understand their meaning and function. This project will attempt to 

examine river scenes in all media, including glyptic art, fresco, and pottery, but there will 

be a focus on painted representations. Aspects of context will be examined to aid in the 

interpretation of the scenes. It is the goal of this study to categorize various fresh water 

representations by theme/subject, to tract their chronological development both visually 

and regarding their meaning.   

 A focus will be to reassess the scenes that have been dubbed “Nilotic” and to 

determine the validity of their original interpretations. “Nilotic landscape” is too broad a 

phrase to describe the multitude of representations of river landscapes throughout the 

Aegean, a fact that has been ignored in the scholarship. It is one of aims of this project to 

address this problematic terminology and re-examine the evidence to come to a closer 

interpretation of these complex riverine depictions. 
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Methodology 

 To conduct a thorough investigation of riverine landscapes throughout Minoan art, 

it is necessary to trace the development of the genre to its beginnings in the Middle 

Minoan period. For the iconographic study of the scenes it will be pertinent to trace 

individual elements from their earliest introduction into Minoan art into their 

incorporation into scenes of fresh water.   

 The first step in this study was to collect images of fresh water across media, 

context, and chronological periods. It was decided that only images with two or more 

iconographic elements would be included because singular elements are usually 

emblematic in nature and do not constitute entire scenes. It was also decided early on that 

the catalog would not be restricted to only so-called “Nilotic” images because there was 

no definition of what a “Nilotic” image was, and an attempt to collect images without 

defining the genre was methodologically unsound. Thus, a catalog of complete riparian 

scenes has been compiled for this study derived from previously published material. Due 

to the nature of seal stones and other smaller glyptic art, much of the study will 

concentrate on the painted images found on pottery and painted plaster. Furthermore, this 

catalog should not be considered exhaustive, but rather, this catalog should serve as an 

extensive representative of the surviving known river scenes in Minoan art, with a focus 

on painted images.  

 To understand how landscapes that depict rivers functioned in Minoan times, the 

subject, iconographic elements, and context of each of these scenes was analyzed to 

derive useful information for the categorization these scenes in terms of their function 

and meaning. Using the images that are compiled in the catalog and other examples, it is 
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possible to trace the introduction of the riverine landscape from the Middle Minoan 

period through the Late Minoan period, and in some instances, it is possible to identify 

specific categories within the over-arching genre of river landscape. Each scene, or 

categories of scenes where it is suitable, will also be studied for the possibility of 

influence from outside of the Aegean. Moreover, the physical context of each 

composition is very important for our understanding of function and use, because it often 

varied depending on the chronological period in which it was used. Therefore, whenever 

possible, context will also be taken into consideration. To that point, the chronological 

context must also be taken into consideration, particularly regarding the Late Minoan 

period, and the possible transference of ideas and imagery from the Minoans to a new 

people living on Crete as early as the Late Minoan II period. It is clear that several 

influences impacted the genre including both foreign contact and internal developments. 

 

Terminology 

Terminology is a very important issue that should be addressed, and certain terms 

should be defined and understood before undertaking any serious study of the subject. 

The definitions presented below were the criteria for the collection of images found 

throughout this study. They will be adhered to for the understanding of what constitutes a 

river landscape in Minoan art. The following definitions are used in this study: 

Landscape. In art historical contexts, the term landscape is defined as a genre of art that 

depicts natural scenery which can include but are not limited to views such as mountains, 

valleys, and oceans. A landscape is a scene in which the artists attempt to represent a 

natural setting rather than an emblematic image.  
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River Landscape. River landscapes are a sub-division of landscape scenes. This term will 

be used interchangeably with the terms riverine, riparian, and fresh water 

landscape/scene. The term riverscape will also be used in a similar way. These terms will 

be used to denote a landscape that is visually distinct from other types of landscapes in 

that it depicts a running course of fresh water with its accompanying flora and fauna.   

 It should be noted that many of the elements that constitute a river landscape 

could also be included in scenes of marshes. The distinction between a river and a marsh 

is often difficult to determine in art, particularly in glyptic art where the scene is often 

very abbreviated. This fact should not bother this study overall as the flooding of 

riverbanks often creates marshes. Therefore, the author will be working under the 

premise that most seal stones studied here depicted river scenes with the understanding 

that in some cases they may refer to more specific marsh landscapes.  

Emblem. An object or representation that functions as a symbol is called an emblem. 

 

Defining the Visual River Scene in Minoan Art 

For the purposes of this study, a river scene must include at least two of the 

following elements. Fresh water is the most important feature in any depiction of river 

landscapes. It can either be depicted literally or suggested by the presence of certain 

iconographic elements. Figure 1 outlines some of the basic riverine elements and their 

synthesis in Minoan art from MM III–LM IIA. In addition to the elements found in 

Figure 1, other elements can define a riverscape. There are four ways to depict or indicate 

rivers in Minoan art: 



	

	 7 

1. The Minoan artists achieve a literal depiction of water using an undulating blue 

line or band beneath the main part of the composition. This is visible only in the 

medium of painted plaster. 

2. In other media, such as pottery or glyptic art, a motif could also be used for a 

river. It is sometimes called a bifid stalk.3 This motif is depicted as a hooked 

element that stems from a wavy line.  

3. The medium of small stones for the creation of seal stones does not always allow 

for such detailed motif, and therefore, often a simple wavy line was used to 

denote a river setting. While it is tempting to view every wavy line as a literal 

interpretation of fresh water, an undulating band may also be used to represent a 

rocky landscape or a sandy coast where actual rockery is not depicted. Therefore, 

when the motif, rockery, and color are absent, a river can be depicted with the use 

of an undulating line plus one other essential element.   

4. Certain animals and plants are also considered indicators of fresh water because 

riverbanks are their natural habitat. These elements appear elsewhere in Minoan 

art, but they are used as iconographic, or emblematic images. When these 

elements are used as parts of an integrated scene or depiction, and where they are 

intended by the artist to portray a setting, they may be considered indicators of a 

nearby river. Fresh water may be indicated by the combined presence of fish and 

a land animal or plant, by the presence of one or more water birds and either one 

other essential element or one characteristic element, or by papyrus or palms.  

                                                
3 Morgan 1988, 14; Schiering 317, 321. 
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Essential Elements 

Essential elements can help to define a fresh water environment because they 

typically inhabit or grow along the banks of rivers. These elements are rarely found in a 

different biotype. When they are shown without other indicators of fresh water, they are 

shown either emblematically, or clearly imported. In Minoan art, these elements include 

both flora and fauna, and they are listed below: 

• Vegetation: Essential vegetation includes those plants that grow naturally by the banks 

of rivers, or that require a great deal of fresh water to grow. Typically, in Minoan art 

these plants include reeds, grasses, papyrus, and palms. 

• Birds: Essential birds include those that can be identified as waterfowl. While an exact 

identification of these animals is often impeded by the nature of the medium, it is 

possible to distinguish water birds from other types of birds in Minoan art. These birds 

typically have large rounded bodies and elongated necks.  

• Fish: The presence of fish in a composition may also be an indicator of fresh water. 

This element must be combined with another essential element because fish can also 

inhabit bodies of saltwater. 

 

Characteristic Elements 

Some elements appear in Minoan art that are not necessary to define a river landscape 

but that are frequent enough to be considered characteristic. They are present because 

they are fresh water creatures. Characteristic elements include rockery and predatory 

animals.  
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• Rockery: This element can either be a literal depiction or it can be portrayed as a 

very abstract motif of convex semi circles appearing either directly from the 

coastline, ground line, or even from above in the Minoan convention of 

surrounding background. In the wall paintings, the rocks are shown as rounded 

objects of varying color, often with the inclusion of contrasting lines to indicate 

the veins of natural stone.  

• Predators: In Minoan art predators, can include real or mythical animals. Most 

often the predators that inhabit the banks of river scenes are wildcats or lions, 

griffins, blue monkeys, and Minoan dragons. Other predators are also possible.  

 

Other Elements 

Other elements are elements that can appear in riverine scenes but either do not 

appear frequently or do not help to indicate the presence of fresh water. An example of 

this type of element is the fallow deer. Deer appear in a variety of contexts, including 

riparian environments, but their presence cannot define a fresh water scene. 

Both characteristic and other elements are important because they, along with 

context and media, help to define the differences of meaning and function of river scenes 

throughout Minoan history.  
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Figure 1. Riverine Elements and Their Synthesis in Minoan Art (After Morgan 1988, 14). 
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CHAPTER 2 

GEOGRAPHY OF THE AEGEAN 

 

Introduction 

 The topography, climate, and unique location of the Aegean region dictated much 

in terms of the development of the three major civilizations of Bronze Age Greece, 

including the development of art. The varied landscapes within the Aegean region served 

as inspiration for many of the artistic compositions from the Bronze Age, including 

scenes of fresh water. At the same time, however, certain areas of Greece were not as 

abundant in fresh water year-round, and this situation may have had an impact on how 

and why river scenes were created.  Art from the Bronze Age Aegean is reflective of the 

region’s topography, as well as its location in the middle of several important 

neighboring civilizations in the Levant and in Egypt. This chapter will outline the 

geography of the three major regions of the Aegean world to help elucidate the meaning 

and function of riparian landscapes for the people of the Bronze Age before a discussion 

of external influence can be addressed.  

 The focus will be on the geography of Crete as much of this dissertation deals 

with Minoan material. In pre-industrial Crete, the geomorphology of the island, including 

forests, mountains, springs, rivers, and so forth, were vital to the everyday life of Cretans 

and integral to the well-being of their communities.  The Bronze Age Minoans must have 

also been reliant on, as well as inhibited by Crete’s natural landscape. It is no wonder, 

therefore, that so much of their artwork focuses on the natural world. For this study, it is 
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important to recognize and understand the basic elements of the Cretan climate and 

geography, with an emphasis on the presence of fresh water sources across the island.  

 

Topography 

Modern day Greece is uniquely situated at the southeastern edge of Europe and is 

therefore at an intersection of three major continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa (Figure 2). 

It is at the southern-most tip of the Balkan Peninsula, and it borders Albania, the 

Republic of Macedonia, and Bulgaria to the north. Greece is divided into several 

geographical areas. The three major areas for this discussion are: mainland Greece, the 

Cyclades, and Crete (Figure 3). In the Bronze Age, the Aegean culture included these 

areas as well as some islands farther away, such as Rhodes, located in the Dodecanese. 

Approximately 80% of Greece’s territory is located on the Mainland, which consists of 

two peninsulas (the Peloponnese and the Chalkidice peninsulas) that branch out from the 

mainland area of the Balkan Peninsula. The Mainland is bordered by the Ionian Sea on 

the west, the Aegean Sea to the east, and by the Mediterranean Sea to the south. As such, 

the Helladic region in antiquity was in closer contact with territories to the north than 

either the Cyclades or Crete.4  

                                                
4 Betancourt 2007, 2.  
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Figure 2. Map of the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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Figure 3. Map of the Aegean (After Betancourt 2007, fig. 1.1). 

 

The Cyclades are a group of islands located in the Aegean Sea, roughly between 

the island of Crete and Mainland Greece. There are about 220 islands included in the 

Cyclades. This dissertation will reference especially Santorini, Kea, and Milos. The 

Cycladic islands are the peaks of an underwater mountain range, and they are known for 
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their rugged and mountainous terrain. The volcanic island of Santorini was once much 

larger than it is currently.5 Milos is also part of the South Aegean Volcanic Arc. The 

climate in the Cyclades is typically Mediterranean, and it remains largely dry and mild. 

The Cyclades are largely dry areas with few rivers or lakes. There are some notable 

exceptions, however. Kea, being one of the largest Cycladic islands, is abundant in water 

in certain regions, and it has several small rivers such as the Vathypotamos and 

Mylopotamos rivers. Santorini may have also had bodies of fresh water before the 

eruption.6 Large rivers are also known on Naxos (the Kinidaros river) and Andros (Achla 

river). To date, wall paintings are only found on Santorini, Kea, and Milos.7  

Crete is the largest island of Greece (Figure 4). It lies immediately south of the 

Aegean Sea and north of the Libyan Sea as it is located between the continents of Europe, 

Asia, and Africa. Its location between these areas made it an excellent point of contact for 

overseas trade in antiquity. Although the island is rather large, and it covers 

approximately 8, 400 km2, its widest point is only 57 km.8 The narrowest part of the 

island is in East Crete, at the Ierapetra isthmus. Here, the distance is only 12 km from 

north to south. Therefore, Crete is about 245 km long and 12–57 km wide.  

 

 

                                                
5 One of the largest volcanic eruptions in recorded history took place at the beginning of 
the Late Bronze Age on Santorini and forever changed the landscape of the island.  

6 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014.  

7 Immerwahr 1990, 3.  

8 Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 246. 
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Figure 4. Map of Crete (After Betancourt 2007, fig. 3.1). 

 

Crete has a varied landscape due to the four major mountain ranges on the island. 

Only about 10% of Crete lies lower than 100 m in elevation.9  It is part of the Hellenic 

Arc, between the Hellenides mountain range and the Taurides located in Anatolia.10 The 

western-most mountain range is the Lefka Ori, or White Mountains. From there moving 

east, are Psiloritis (Ida), Lasithi (Dikte), and the Siteia mountain ranges. The Lefka Ori 

range is the most impressive, and it has approximately 20 peaks reaching 2,200 m high.11 

                                                
9 Morris 2002, 3. 

10 Myers, Myers, and Cadogan, 1992, 17; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 247, 249. 

11 Rackham and Moody 1996, 12. 
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The tallest mountain peak on Crete is Psiloritis. This peak rises to 2,456 m in the center 

of the island.12  

Between the Psiloritis mountains and the Lasithi mountains lies the capital of 

Crete, Herakleion. Situated in the plain between the two masiffs, Herakleion is where the 

largest Minoan settlement, Knossos, was located. Crete also has mountainous-plateaus, 

and coastal plains. Additionally, there is a large alluvial plain called the Mesara on its 

southern coast.  

 

Climate of Crete 

The climate of Crete is largely affected by the topography but is generally 

considered a Mediterranean climate.13 The eastern part of the island tends to be more 

arid, while the western portion of the island is more humid. Precipitation across the island 

can range from 240 mm to 2,000 mm in the Lefka Ori mountains.14 In the area where 

rainfall is more abundant, it also tends to be for longer durations of time. Rainfall for 

these areas begins in August, whereas the rainfall in the east begins later, sometimes not 

until December. The highest peaks of Crete receive snowfall that can begin as early as 

October and remain until May. Melting snow creates temporal rivers, but the water can 

also seep into the porous limestone of the mountains.   

                                                
12 Rackham and Moody 1996, 12. 

13 Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 257. 

14 Grove and Rackham 1993; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 247. 
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Since Crete is composed primarily of limestone, there are very few perennial 

rivers on the island. Today, there are ten perennial rivers that originate in the mountains 

and empty into the sea. Figure 5 is a modern map of Crete’s seasonal and perennial rivers 

and streams in relation to the known Minoan palatial centers. One important river in 

antiquity, and possibly vital to the foundation of Knossos, is the Kairatos river. The 

Kairatos and its nearby brook supplied the palace with water through complex water 

management systems as early as the Bronze Age.15 As the population grew around 

Knossos, the Minoans developed aqueducts that relied on more distant springs.16 Rivers 

and springs would have been important resources for the Minoans, not only as sources of 

fresh water, but perhaps also for the transportation of goods from one location to another.  

 

                                                
15 Viollet 2003 82–83; Angelakis, Savvakis and Charalampakis, 2007, 424. 

16 Mays, Koutsoyiannis, and Angelakis 2007 3–5. 
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While rivers are scarce, fresh water springs are more abundant. Springs like those 

found across Crete are created when underground rivers meet blockages, forcing the 

water upward to the surface. The modern village of Argyroupoli is in the Rethymnon 

prefecture and is the site of the ancient city of Lappa (also known as Lampa). Ten springs 

are located here, one of which flows from the mouth of a cave, which is now the Agios 

Ioannis chapel (Figure 6).  The region is generally well watered, and the vegetation is 

quite lush.  Although archaeological evidence dates the use of the space to the Archaic 

period, the mythology of the region claims that it was founded by Agamemnon.17 

Although this does not prove that these springs were sacred during the Bronze Age, it 

does provide an interesting link.    

 

 

Figure 6. Springs of Argyroupoli, Rethymnon (ancient Lappa/Lampa).  
Author’s Photograph. 

                                                
17 Smith 1854, Lappa, Lampa. 
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Evidence for climate change on Crete suggests that the island was cooler, and it 

received more precipitation in the Middle and Late Bronze Age.18 Periods of drought may 

have punctuated this climate, particularly in the Late Minoan IB period. This can be 

deduced by the appearance of several large-scale water management systems created 

during this period.19  

 

Significance for Scenes of Fresh Water in the Aegean Bronze Age  

in Relation to the Geography 

Although the summer months of Crete can be very dry, there are still many 

sources of fresh water that are visible across the island, even in the months of August and 

September. Perennial rivers, though not abundant, must have existed during the Bronze 

Age, and they were perhaps more represented when the climate was slightly less arid. It 

is believed that many of the images of wetlands rife with waterfowl must have been 

studied from nature. Furthermore, their scarcity would have made rivers an important 

resource for the Minoans, and therefore, would have held significance for the people. 

Annual rivers created by snowmelt would have ushered in the springtime and the start of 

the growing season. Although some Minoan images depict autumn, or at least plants that 

bloom in autumn, there is no iconographic evidence yet to suggest that the Minoans were 

interested in depicting the cooler winter months where surely the mountains would have 

been covered in snow. Overall, then, Minoan artists preferred to depict either the spring 

                                                
18 Rackham and Moody, 1996. 

19 Betancourt 2012; Flood 2012; Flood and Soles 2014. 
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and summer months or an idealized version of the season occasionally conflating various 

aspects of autumn and spring.20  

  

                                                
20 Marinatos 1993, 195. 
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CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF THE SCHOLARSHIP AND THE QUESTION OF THE TERM 

“NILOTIC” 

 

Introduction 

 The goal of this chapter is to highlight the most significant studies that have dealt 

with scenes of fresh water from the Aegean Bronze Age. It is not intended as an 

exhaustive reiteration of research as the goal here is to trace the term “Nilotic” in the 

scholarship and to evaluate the term’s validity. With a few notable exceptions, there is a 

lack of scholarship that focuses on scenes of fresh water in the Aegean Bronze Age. 

While individual scenes of riparian environments have been studied, there has not been 

an attempt at a comprehensive study of riverine landscapes from the Minoan, Cycladic, 

or Mycenaean periods, nor has there been an attempt to group them into meaningful 

categories. The result is that most riverine scenes have been misinterpreted, and only a 

few scenes have been the focus of intense study. Moreover, some scenes have been 

studied without proper emphasis on their riparian nature. These two factors have led to an 

assumption that riverscapes were rarely depicted in the Minoan period, and, thus, their 

function and meaning to the Minoans have been largely overlooked. Another problem 

regarding fresh water depictions in the Aegean is a matter of terminology. The primary 

interest in Minoan river scenes has centered around a handful of representations that are 

often referred to as “Nilotic” scenes. Those representations that do not fit the supposed 

(and often ill-defined) criteria of what constitutes “Nilotic” are overlooked or classified in 

other groupings. By studying the material in this way, we run the risk of losing 
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information about how the Minoans perceived riverine environments and what 

significance their representations may have held to the Bronze Age viewer.  

 

The Question of the Term “Nilotic” and its Impact on the Scholarship 

The extraordinary landscape scenes of Minoan Crete have been of interest to 

scholars beginning with their initial discovery by Arthur Evans in the early 20th century. 

Many of Evans’ interpretations regarding the artifacts and architecture that he excavated 

across Crete, but most particularly from Knossos, may have been colored by his own 

cultural paradigm. Evans believed that Minoan culture was highly influenced by close 

international relations with the Levant and Egypt, a theory that must have shaped his 

perception of Minoan art, and a theory that colored the language of subsequent scholars. 

For Evans, much of the artwork that he uncovered spoke of close international 

relations with the Levant and Egypt.21 In his initial research on Crete, Evans believed that 

the people who built the palace of Knossos were Mycenaean. Quickly, however, he 

realized that his excavations had uncovered a different civilization living on Crete during 

the Bronze Age, which he called the Minoans after the ancient Greek mythological king 

Minos. It was clear from his early work that Evans believed that there was close contact 

between Egypt and the Aegean, and that Egypt influenced the Bronze Age people in 

many ways, including art and religion.22 The publication of the first volume of the Palace 

of Minos in 1921 outlines Evans’ belief that Minoans had close personal contact with 

                                                
21 Evans 1921–1935, I–IV, passim.  

22 Evans 1901.  
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Egypt. Furthermore, he believed that they were highly influenced by Egyptian culture 

from as early as the Neolithic period.23 Evans went as far as to suggest that perhaps the 

Minoans were in fact a group of Egyptians living in diaspora asking us to consider 

“…whether, in the time of stress and change that marked the triumph of the dynastic 

element in the Nile Valley, some part of the older population then driven out may not 

have made an actual settlement on the soil of Crete.”24 It is also within these first few 

pages of the Palace of Minos that Evans first refers to what he believes are Minoan 

“reproduction[s] of Nile scenes,” which are “so accurate and detailed as to convey the 

impression that guilds of Cretan craftsmen were actually working at this time on 

Egyptian soil.”25 Evans compared the scenes on the inlaid dagger from Mycenae, the 

Hagia Triada frescoes, and the House of the Frescoes paintings to hunting paintings 

found in Egypt .26 He applied the term “Nilotic” to the Aegean examples to reflect the 

parallel. Moreover, Evans used the term “Nilotic” interchangeably in reference to Minoan 

art as well as to the culture and geographical location surrounding the Nile River during 

the Bronze Age.27 Unfortunately, Evans gives no clear definition of what he considers a 

“Nile scene” and fails to specify the elements necessary in the depiction of Nile scenes.  

                                                
23 Evans 1921–1935, I, passim. 

24 Evans 1921–1935, I, 17. 

25 Evans1921–1935 I, 18.  

26 Evans 1921–1935 III, 114. 

27 Evans, 1925, 66. 



	

	 26 

It is difficult to blame him, however, as Europe was captivated for much of the 

19th century with archaeological finds that sought to connect the ancient Egyptians with 

the European continent. Evans may have derived some of his beliefs based on 

excavations taking place in both Egypt and in Italy. He, himself, was a collector and 

scholar of ancient Roman coins. Though it cannot be known for certain what coins 

Evans’ studied, several Roman coins bear images of the personification of the Nile river, 

and the some of the elements in these coins are iconographically similar to Aegean river 

scenes, namely water, water reeds, and palm trees. Figure 7 is the reverse of a gold aureus 

issued by the emperor Hadrian (134–138). The personification of the Nile River is 

depicted as a reclining, bearded male. He is nude to the waist. The figure holds a 

cornucopia in his right hand and a water reed in his left hand. He leans against a sphinx. 

A hippopotamus is visible at the figure’s feet, and a crocodile is shown beneath the figure 

in water. 

 

Figure 7.  Reverse aureus with personification of the Nile River, 134–138, minted in 
Rome. Münzkabinett der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin, (AM-011/087), 

http://ww2.smb.museum/ikmk/object.php?id=18204519. Used under the Creative 
Commons Attribution:	https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/de/deed.en. 
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 Even if Evans had not seen these coins, he was certainly influenced by the 

sensational excavations taking place in Italy during his lifetime. Excavations at Pompeii 

in the late 18th century and into the 19th century sent a thrill of Egyptomania across 

Europe. The first phase of this wave began in 1764 when the Temple of Isis was 

discovered at Pompeii. This was the first complete Egyptian temple found on European 

soil.28 The interest in Egyptian culture as well as Egyptian influence on European culture 

(particularly that of ancient Greece and Rome) was fueled by finds such as the Nile 

Mosaic found in the House of the Faun (Figure 8). The house was discovered and 

excavated between 1830 and 1832. Excavations produced several sensational floor 

mosaics among which was the Nile Mosaic.29 The mosaic, placed between two columns 

at the entrance to an exedra, depicted a river rife with wild life.30 The river is raised 

toward the viewer so that we are meant to view it from above. The coast closest to the 

viewer is visible. The animals are all shown in either full profile or partial profile view. 

Along with waterfowl, a snake, lily pads and other aquatic vegetation, a crocodile, 

hippopotamus, two ibises, and an ichneumon inform the viewer that this is not an Italian 

river. These animals are more suited for the Nile landscape. Clearly, images such as this 

one have several elements in common with Minoan artifacts unearthed by Evans.  

 

                                                
28 Harris 2007, 89.  

29 Amery and Curran 2002, 42. 

30 Amery and Curran 2002, 102.  
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Figure 8. Nile Mosaic, House of the Faun, 1st century BC. National Museum Naples. 
Photograph courtesy of Yair Karelic, 

http://www.yairkarelic.com/Albums/Naples_museum/slides/IMG_1672_73_74_75.html. 
 
 

Unfortunately, Evans’ use of the term “Nilotic” suggests that the riverscapes that 

he studied depict an Egyptian locale or were somehow derivative of Egyptian models. 

This is problematic because it leaves little room to view the images as merely influenced 

by Egyptian art, let alone the possibility that the scenes depict Aegean landscapes based 

on an indigenous tradition of riparian scenes. Accordingly, the examination of fresh water 

scenes in Minoan art has been largely confined to the discussion of a handful of scenes 

that scholars use “Nilotic” without further explanation to what constitutes a “Nilotic” 

scene. Based on the nomenclature one might assume that a “Nilotic” scene is a scene, 

which specifically represents the Nile River or obviously Egyptian elements that are 

foreign to the Aegean, but this remains unclear.  

Since Evans, scholars have taken this terminology for granted and have applied it 

to where it seemed obvious to them. As a result, Aegean river scenes that do not contain 

any overtly Egyptian influence, have been largely overlooked thus leading to the 

confusion that the Minoans preferred not to depict riverine biotypes. Furthermore, it led 

to a secondary problem in which scholars, needing to fit Aegean river scenes into Evans’ 

terminology, have automatically looked for parallels with Egyptian scenes. Although 

Evans never explained why he saw similarities between the Aegean depictions of rivers 
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and Egyptian paintings of fishing and fowling, his idea remained embedded in the 

literature. Thus, the term “Nilotic” paired with Evans’ original comparisons with 

Egyptian depictions of hunting in the marshes, led subsequent scholars to assume that 

Minoan riverscapes depicted either an Egyptian landscape and the Nile river, or an 

Aegean landscape derived from an Egyptian prototype. Unfortunately, neither 

assumption has been tested.   

One of the largest problems with the term “Nilotic” is the insistence of subsequent 

scholars to define the term through examples, rather than focusing on the identification of 

specific elements that create the motif. In fact, scholars have typically used only two 

scenes to describe what a “Nilotic” scene should be: the miniature fresco from the West 

House at Akrotiri and the inlaid dagger from Shaft Grave IV at Mycenae.31 Based on 

these examples, it is supposed that a “Nilotic” scene should consist of cats, waterfowl, 

papyrus, palms, and perhaps a river.  There are certainly other scenes that include these 

elements that did not function in the same way. In fact, even the two above examples 

likely functioned in very different ways.   

 The only real attempt to define the term “Nilotic” in both Aegean and Egyptian 

art is the study conducted by Adele Ullman in her unpublished Master’s thesis.32 This 

thesis is vital in that she attempts to define what should be considered “Nilotic,” but she 

delves little into the meaning and function of the scenes she denotes as “Nilotic.” 

                                                
31 Vermule described the imagery on the inlaid dagger from Mycenae as “the least Greek 
imagery” (1964, 107).  

32 Ullman 1987.  
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Moreover, she begins the study with an a priori assumption that because Aegean images 

share iconographic similarities with certain Egyptian images, the Aegean images must be 

derived from Egyptian models. Ullman does not question the possibility of an indigenous 

tradition. She also does not attempt to discuss the similarities or differences in function 

and meaning with the prototypes that she sees from Egypt.  

 Even with a clearer definition of what constitutes a so-called “Nilotic” landscape, 

it is difficult to ascertain whether “Nilotic” scenes were meant to represent the Nile itself. 

Since this term is used so haphazardly, some scholars clearly intend to use the term as a 

place identifier, some use it to speak about Egyptian influence in a piece, while others use 

the term to mean generally exotic local outside of the Aegean. These are very different 

and problematic uses of the same term. 

            The West House miniature frieze from the east wall is one of the most frequently 

cited examples of an Aegean “Nilotic” scene. There have been several suggestions for the 

location of the scene including North Africa (Egypt or Libya) and a non-specific and non-

Aegean location.33 On the other hand, some scholars have proposed an Aegean locale. 

Warren, for example, has been a champion for the notion that papyrus could have existed 

on Bronze Age Crete, and, thus, he supports the theory that the riverine landscape has an 

                                                
33 For a North African interpretation see: Marinatos 1929–1974, VI, 34–60; 1974; Page 
1976; Schachermeyr 1976, 79. For another non-Aegean interpretation see: Sakellariou 
1975.  
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Aegean setting. 34 The argument is based mainly on iconographic studies that suggest a 

close observation of the real plant rather than merely a copy of an imported motif.  

In her pivotal study of the miniature frescoes from the West House at Akrotiri, 

Lyvia Morgan outlined every iconographic detail of the wall paintings, including the so-

called “Nilotic scene” that adorns the east wall of the upper story Room 5.35 To her 

credit, Morgan is particularly careful not to call this scene “Nilotic.” Instead, she prefers 

to call it a landscape scene. This research is invaluable to the study at hand because it 

provides a strong background in the iconographic meaning and possible interpretations of 

the vignettes, without labels such as “Nilotic.” The study also traces many of the motifs 

back to Aegean origins. Some problems arise, however, as Morgan is not always careful 

to date her comparanda, and she often assumes identical iconographic meaning for 

examples/cases that range chronologically and geographically across the Aegean. 

Furthermore, it is not within the scope of her book to review all the scenes of fresh water 

in the Aegean, and thus, the interpretation cannot be complete.   

In 1985, Sara Immerwahr once again raised the question over the possible 

influence of Egyptian wall painting on Minoan art, and more specifically the motif of a 

crouching cat by a tree.36 Three vases excavated at Quartier Mu were executed in molded 

relief with images of seashells, crabs, trees, and cats. The excavator immediately noted 

                                                
34 For papyrus in the Aegean see: Warren 1976; Betts 1978. For an Aegean setting for the 
river scene in the West House see: Warren 1976; 1979, 123; Gesell 1980; Morgan 1977, 
144. 

35 Morgan 1988.  

36 Immerwahr 1985.  
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the Egyptian element in the vases, and Immerwhar supported his theory in her later 

article.37 Per Immerwahr, these scenes most resemble scenes from Egypt that portray 

Egyptian royals engaged in fishing and fowling. Her argument is attractive and 

convincing, but there is one important question that this article raises that is not 

addressed. Immerwahr does not attempt an interpretation of the scenes on the Minoan 

vases, nor does she explain the reasons behind the obvious change in context from the 

walls of a tomb to the application on three small ceramic vessels. Moreover, she does not 

address the fact that there are several important elements from the Egyptian scene that are 

missing in the Aegean depiction, namely, the river and human participants. It is more 

likely, then, that the motif found on the Malia vases was transferred to Crete by a smaller 

more portable method. Since only some elements of the scene were transferred to the 

Aegean, it is just as probable that the vignette of the cat and tree were seen by an Aegean 

artist, either on a portable object or even from a pattern book.38  

In her general study of Aegean wall painting, Immerwahr did not question the 

notion of Egyptian inspiration for many Aegean images. Specifically, she accepts the 

terms coined by Evans for his description of one section of the wall painting from the 

House of the Frescoes at Knossos.39 What is problematic here is that Evans pictured the 

                                                
37 Detourney, Poursat and Vandenabeele 1980 120-124, nos. 172–174, figs. 171–175.   

38 Pattern books refer to a collection of preliminary sketches that a Minoan artist could 
utilize in the creation of a composition. In Egypt, for example, preliminary drawings and 
practice drawings have been found on discarded pieces of pottery, or Ostraca (Houlihan 
1996, 210–217; Robins 2008, 191–192, 212). There is also evidence for plans and 
sketches on plastered pieces of wood (see Figure 77). 

39 Immerwahr 1990, 42. 
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fragments from the House of the Frescoes as fragments from three separate panels.40 In 

his and Immerwahr’s views the blue monkey who is in a thicket of papyrus is located in a 

“more Nilotic landscape.”41  But, as Immerwahr points out, in the more recent 

reconstruction put forth by Mark Cameron, the fragments were actually part of a 

continuous landscape scene that extended over the corners of three walls. If this 

reconstruction is correct, the papyrus and blue monkey are to be viewed as inhabiting the 

same landscape as the other flora and fauna. She does not make clear whether this 

changes the landscape to a “Nilotic” landscape.  

Furthermore, Immerwahr also accepts the term “Nilotic” to describe the West 

House miniature landscape on the east wall.42 She believes that the inclusion of palm 

trees, palmettos, and papyrus plants create a “Nilotic effect.”43 The inclusion of what she 

calls Aegean plants, such as reeds, betray the artist who has tried to depict a “Nilotic” 

landscape but has never seen the Nile. In this way, she denies that palm, palmettos, and 

papyrus could have grown in the Aegean, and, moreover, implies that scenes coined 

“Nilotic” are intending to depict the Nile.  

Not all Aegean fresh water scenes have been dubbed “Nilotic,” but still, our 

interpretation of Aegean art is often focused on drawing parallels from neighboring 

civilizations. The extent to which the Minoans had direct contact with Egypt and the 

                                                
40 Evans 1921–1935, II, 451, fig. 264. 

41 Immerwahr 1990, 42. 

42 Immerwahr 1985, 46; 1990, 73. 

43 Immerwahr 1990, 73. 
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exact nature of Egypt’s influence on the Aegean have also been brought into question in 

recent years. Scholars such as Renfrew prefer to see Crete and the Aegean islands as 

much more isolated and independent than Evans originally proposed.44 Still, despite these 

debates, the question over the independent development of certain motifs in Minoan art 

has gone largely unaddressed.  

In 1991 Vance Watrous used the term “Nilotic” to describe what he felt were 

representations of the afterworld found on LM larnakes.45 While he mentions several 

characteristics of the scenes that he considers to be Nilotic, he does not give us the 

parameters to define examples outside of those he lists. For example, he names papyrus, 

waterfowl, and palms among the elements located in these depictions but neglects to 

explain if a scene only includes one or two of these elements if it should be considered 

Nilotic. Moreover, he does not discuss why these elements are Nilotic. For instance, 

when discussing the Violent Cup from Vapheio he describes the palm as a Nilotic motif 

that is used in combination with Aegean elements to indicate an Aegean environment but 

does not explain why the palm tree is “Nilotic.”46   

To further confuse the situation, when discussing the riverine scene from the West 

House at Thera, Watrous conflates the word “Nilotic” with the Minoan idea of foreign or 

exotic by stating, “The artist made the Nilotic character of the landscape apparent by 

filling it with flora and fauna atypical of the Aegean (palms, papyri, wildcats, Nile geese) 

                                                
44 Renfrew 1972.  

45 Watrous 1991, 296. 

46 Watrous 1991, 297. 
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and fabulous element (griffins). This purely “Nilotic” landscape probably represents a 

faraway exotic land.”47 These two statements are problematic because he clearly states 

what he believes to be “Nilotic” about the scene and proceeds to describe the scene as a 

“faraway land” without calling it Egypt.48 

Watrous’ observation that riverine scenes that appear on larnakes in the LM III 

period are representations of the afterworld, and that they are related to those scenes of 

fowling from Egypt, however, is an interesting one. While this observation is interesting, 

it is beyond the scope of the present study to determine the function of riverine motifs in 

the periods following LM IB, when arguably, power shifted from the Minoan to 

Mycenaean hands. 

More recently, in her dissertation on fish and bird motifs on Aegean, Philistine, 

and Near Eastern Bronze Age art, Linda Meiberg also uses the term “Nilotic” and 

supports the notion that many Aegean river landscapes were “Adopted from Egyptian 

fowling scenes…”49 She fails to recognize, however, that the motif of water birds began 

as early as the EM period, and that water birds were included in their natural environment 

in glyptic art by MM II. The LH II–III motif, therefore, had a long tradition in Minoan art 

and was an indigenous creation and not the result of Egyptian importation. Moreover, the 

motif does not necessarily depict an environment outside of the Aegean. The use of the 

                                                
47 ibid. 

48 ibid. 

49 Meiberg 2011, 175.  
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imagery changed from one period to the next, which may reflect a different type or level 

of influence, but the scenes are certainly not completely “Nilotic.” 

Only recently has science entered the picture regarding the various flora and fauna 

depicted in the so-called “Nilotic” scenes.  Andreas Vlachopoulos and Lefteris Zorzos 

studied the phytoliths and diatoms from the island of Santorini and proved that certain 

plants once called exotic by scholars were in fact present on the island at the time of the 

Theran eruption.50 Included in this list of plants is the palm, along with various other wet 

condition plants that are found in the Theran miniature wall painting in the West House. 

The scholars are careful to point out that this does not imply that the scene depicted is 

meant to be an Aegean landscape, but rather that scholars should proceed with caution 

when interpreting scenes such as these that include previously believed to be exotic 

plants. While their study applies to the vegetation on the island of Thera, some of their 

conclusions are supported by findings for the island of Crete itself. It was once believed 

that the palm tree was imported to the island of Crete during the Hellenistic period, but it 

is now known that the tree grew on Crete much earlier.51  

Research is ongoing regarding Aegeo-Egyptian relations and the cross-cultural 

transmission of images in the Bronze Age. There are many more scenes of fresh water 

from the Aegean that have been neglected completely, and thus our understanding of 

                                                
50 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014. In the same volume Blakolmer refers to Aegean 
landscapes with rivers or marshes with papyrus as “exotic,” despite iconographic, and 
now scientific studies, that support an Aegean locality (2014, 121).   

51 A plaster cast taken from a supporting beam from an upper storey floor at Xeste 4 
revealed that the Therans used palm trees in construction (Doumas 1999, 175–176).  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water imagery from the Aegean is incomplete. It is not the goal of the author to disprove 

or deny the foreign influence of Aegean images, but rather to understand and examine the 

nuanced way iconographic transfer may have happened. Furthermore, it is valuable to 

pinpoint specific parallels and instances where this influence is visible and determine if 

the iconography and motifs functioned the same way in both cultures. Moreover, it is 

important to question how this transfer happened as it brings up important issues 

regarding direct vs indirect contact.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ICONOGRAPHIC ELEMENTS 

 

Introduction 

 The MM III–LM IA period witnessed an artistic blossoming, particularly in the 

medium of wall painting. On a much larger scale, Minoan artists combined iconographic 

elements that, in some cases, had been present since the EM period in glyptic art. It is 

within this context that the first complete riverine scenes were created. To understand the 

meaning and function of Minoan river scenes, it is important to understand not only the 

riverine compositions as a whole, but also the iconographic elements that are combined to 

create each scene. The focus of this chapter will be on the analysis of iconographic 

elements that contribute to the various Minoan river landscapes. Although many river 

landscapes contain the exact same features, not all riverine scenes have identical 

compositions or contain identical components. On the other hand, some plants and 

animals appear frequently enough in river landscapes that it is possible to speak of a set 

of essential elements. In other words, in the absence of the representation of the body of 

water itself, a composition cannot be considered a fresh water landscape without one or 

more of the following elements.     

As a starting point, the working definition of a riverine scene must contain at 

least two of the following three criteria: 1. Rich animal life, most frequently water birds, 

felines, griffins, and dragons; 2. vegetation, in particular water reeds/grasses, papyrus, 

and palm trees; 3. and/or rockery. In addition, it is essential that the scene also contains 

an element that represents fresh water either by an actual representation of water (i.e., 
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wavy lines) or an indication of fresh water by the presence of fish or other fresh water 

animals such as water birds, and/or vegetation that occurs naturally along the banks of a 

river such as papyrus or water grasses. Only the most common, reoccurring elements will 

be addressed in this chapter because river scenes can vary greatly. Additionally, they 

often incorporate elements that are not necessarily iconographically significant. In the 

cases where elements not discussed below have been added to a river scene, those 

elements will be addressed separately during the individual discussion of the piece.  

This chapter is dedicated to the identification of important iconographic elements 

in fresh water environments, the discussion of the appearance of each iconographic 

element in Minoan art, its origin, and any possible significance that the element may have 

held for the Minoans. Where there are only one or two instances of a river scene with a 

particular element, that element’s individual iconographic meaning will not be found 

here, but will be addressed along with the image in its respective chapter. In instances 

where a symbol may have been imported from outside of the Aegean, a discussion of that 

symbol’s importance in its place of origin is included. The goal, therefore, of exploring 

the iconography is to aid in a deeper understanding of riparian representations in the 

Aegean. A secondary goal is to explore whether some of these elements may have been 

imported to the Aegean from Egypt to determine the level of influence Egyptian art and 

culture had on Minoan depictions of the same theme.  

 

Vegetation: Water Reeds and Grasses, Papyrus, Palms/Palmettes 

Lush vegetation is one of the main components of Minoan river scenes. The 

identification of the exact type of vegetation within these compositions is often difficult 
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to determine due in large part to the fact that the overwhelming majority of the depictions 

of riparian environments in Minoan art are found on seal stones and sealings. The small 

scale of glyptic art often forced the artist to abbreviate his subjects and to treat vegetation 

in a cursory way making it difficult for the modern viewer to recognize the setting. There 

are some instances, however, where the vegetation is detailed enough to make an 

accurate taxonomic identification in glyptic as well as in the larger scenes executed in 

fresco and other media. In the scenes where the plant life is detailed enough, we can 

identify several different types of plants that are associated with rivers including papyrus, 

palms, and water grasses. These fresh water specific plants are considered essential 

elements because they immediately indicate to the viewer that the environment in the 

depiction is riparian. 

 

Water Reeds and Grasses 

 Reeds are ubiquitous in Crete today and are indicative of areas of very moist soil 

and marshy landscapes.52 A good example of this type of environment is the wetlands 

around Almyros river near of the town of Agios Nikolaos in East. The most likely 

candidates for the taxonomical identification for the type of reeds found in Aegean art 

during the Bronze Age are the giant Reed, Arundo donax, or the common reed, 

Phragmites communis (Figure 9). 

                                                
52 Grueter and Scholz 1996; Arundo donax, for example, was recorded from the Kommos 
survey: Shaw and Shaw 1995, 106.  
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Figure 9. Common water reed (Phragmites communis), Siteia, Crete. Author’s 
Photograph. 

 
 

Both types of reeds are found around lakes, rivers, rivulets, and marshes.53  

Today, these reeds are commonly found in Crete, and they are the most likely candidate 

for the reeds depicted in Bronze Age Aegean art. The Arundo donax grows in dense 

thickets, and it can range in height from 1.50 to 5 meters.  The Phragmites communis can 

                                                
53 Vlachopoulos, 2000, 642; Morgan 1988, 20; Cook 1974, 368, figs. 164, 202, and 423.  
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also create thickets, but it grows only about 3 meters tall.54 Both species of reeds have an 

inflorescence in late August and early September. The inflorescence in both appears as a 

soft, feathery tuft.55   

Unfortunately, most Aegean depictions of water reeds do not show the 

inflorescence. The choice not to depict the inflorescence is problematic for scholars 

because the lack of this distinct feature makes identification of the plant less clear in art. 

Many scholars find it best to be cautious and tentative with its identification, particularly 

on smaller objects such as pottery and glyptic art.56 This very conservative approach 

greatly diminishes the number of scenes that can be identified as riverine environments, 

which in turn may alter our perception of the frequency of fresh water scenes. Some 

scholars have even gone as far to say that “the only true reeds in Aegean art are depicted 

on the reed bed wall painting from Xeste 3,” because they are the only example that 

shows the inflorescence.57 This way of thinking about the plant in art is detrimental since 

it puts an emphasis on the inflorescence, and, thus, a particular time of year, which may 

not have been the goal of the Minoan artist. Since most water reed depictions do not 

show the plant’s inflorescence, it is supposed that the artist wished to depict the plants 

sometime before late summer or early fall.58 We should acknowledge that the Minoan 

                                                
54 Baumann 1982, 77.  

55 Morgan, 1988, 20.  

56 Morgan 1988, 20.  

57 Vlachopoulos 2000, 631.  

58 Morgan 1988, 20.  
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artist usually depicts an idealized time of year, focusing primarily on spring and summer. 

In this case, the water reed should not be shown with its inflorescence. Furthermore, 

recent studies of water reeds growing on Crete today have shown that many of the reeds 

do not flower, or flower rarely, which may be a result of the type of reed and the fact that 

it occurs in seasonally wet areas.59 This corresponds very nicely with the fact that many 

of the rivers, rivulets and marshes around Crete are seasonal, occur during the springtime, 

and tend to be dry during the late summer months.  

Thus, while the Minoan artist does not appear to be concerned with depicting the 

tuft, it does make identification slightly harder. Fortunately, there are some simple 

observations that can be applied to these more tentative identifications that expand the 

number of freshwater scenes in Minoan art and push back the dating of this element 

possibly to MM IIB. The tall thin stalks grow upright, and have thin, opposing leaves. 

The leaves of the Phragmites communis are somewhat thinner and longer, but the Minoan 

artist most likely did not make this distinction. Interestingly, when the plant is cultivated 

and in controlled environments, the stalk does remain upright and the leaves extend up 

the stalk in pairs, opposing one another. In nature, however, strong winds influence the 

direction that the leaves grow, causing the leaves to all point in the same direction as in 

Figure 9.  

These two observations make the identification of the plant somewhat easier in 

certain instances where the description of vegetation has been tentative and cautious. The 

addition of other aquatic elements in a composition can also be useful in these instances. 

                                                
59 Greuter and Scholz 1996, 521.  
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For example, in Figure 10 a bird is shown facing some sort of vegetation. The seal stone 

was found at Malia, and it is dated to the MM IIB period. The description in the CMS 

states that it is a “Hockender Wasservogel; davor ein schräger Zweig.”60  The bird has 

been identified as a waterfowl, but the vegetation is only referred to as an angled branch. 

The basic characteristics of the reed are all present; the long thin stalk and alternating 

leaves clearly indicate that this branch is a water reed. The presence of the waterfowl 

serves to underline this observation because these birds would have been found naturally 

and frequently in riverine environments where reeds are present.  

 

 

Figure 10. Drawing of a three-sided prism seal, MM IIB, Malia (After CMS II.2, 184a). 

 
 

Again, in Figure 11 a waterfowl is identified, but the description of the vegetation 

remains vague despite the obvious characteristics of the reed that are present. In this 

instance, the description is even tentatively calling the object “ein vertikal angeordnetes 

Motiv (Zweig?) mit ausgeprägt gezahntem Aussenrand und zum Teil gezahntem 

                                                
60 CMS II.2 184a. 
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Innenrand.”61 The identification of objects on seal stones should not be taken lightly, but 

by recognizing that reeds are common and ubiquitous across Crete and by understanding 

the elemental characteristics of the plant, we need not be so cautious.   

 

 

Figure 11. Drawing of seal stone, MM III, Hagios Charalambos (After CMS VS.1A, 44). 

 
 

Water reeds are not overtly symbolic in Minoan art. There is no evidence to 

suggest that the individual element itself contained any particularly religious meaning. 

But, as will be demonstrated later in the iconography from the LM I period, in its role as 

an indicator of a fresh water environment, the water reed sometimes combines with other 

elements to create a sacred setting.  In Figure 12, the inclusion of the water reed is 

instructive. Here, a female adorant places grasses on an altar with horns of consecration. 

The vegetation is not detailed, but at the base of the plant there is a set of rings that 

mirrors the rings found at the base of the water reeds that grow directly behind the 

woman. Thus, the sacred space is defined as a riparian environment. 

 

                                                
61 CMS VS.1A, 44.  
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Figure 12. Drawing of seal stone, LB I, Milos (After CMS I, 410). 

 
 

Papyrus 

 The Cyperus papyrus, also known simply as the papyrus plant or papyrus sedge, 

is one of the reoccurring plants in Aegean riverine scenes. The Cyperus papyrus is a 

perennial fresh water plant from the sedge family, and it is found primarily in North 

Africa. It is also known to grow elsewhere in the Mediterranean in places such as Israel. 

It is not currently native to Greece or to Crete. The sedge needs an abundance of water to 

grow, and therefore it is found naturally along riverbeds and rooted in lakes.62 Cyperus 

papyrus is known for its exceptional height, which can range from 1.5–4 meters. The 

umbel of the papyrus is characterized by many small spikelets that are about 6–10 mm 

long (Figure 13). Each spikelet is topped by a floret giving the bloomed plant the 

appearance of a fan. Papyrus stems are 5–8 cm thick and triangular in cross-section.  

 

                                                
62 Kumar 2013. 



	

	 47 

 

Figure 13. Cyperus papyrus. Photography courtesy of Kurt Stüber, caliban.mpiz-
koeln.mpg.de/mavica/index.html. Used under the Creative Commons Attribution 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en. 
 

 
In art, the plant is generally identified by its long, thin, stalk and a characteristic 

large, triangular umbel. Representations of papyrus could begin as early as the MM I 

period, but more secure images are dated to the MM II period. In these early depictions, 

the papyrus plant tends to be relatively stylized and abstract. It can usually be identified 
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by an inverted bell-shape with an umbel that will occasionally have two slightly curving 

outer petals or volutes (Figure 14). 

 

 

Figure 14. Drawing of seal stone, MM IIB, Malia (After CMS II.2, 142). 

 
 

Although stylized and abstract depictions of papyrus plants continued throughout 

the course of Minoan art until the LM III period, increased naturalism at the end of the 

MM II–III period led to closer representations of the plant in wall painting. After the MM 

II period the papyrus plant can similarly be identified by its long, usually leafless-stalk, 

and large umbel. The umbel is usually depicted as an inverted, campaniform element, 

with linear ridges. The inflorescence can be shown by dots placed on top of, or directly 

above the umbel. Linear elements are often added to the interior of the umbel to give the 

impression of ridges. This is to be understood as an abstracted way in which to show the 

tiny spikelets of the actual plant. The plant can have small basal leaves at the bottom of 

the umbel, but this is not always the case. Papyrus can be shown individually, or in 

groups, usually of three.  When found in wall paintings from LM IA onward, the stem, 

leaves, and umbel are painted blue to represent the green color of the plant (Figure 15). 



	

	 49 

 

 
 

Figure 15. Detail of Papyrus Frescoes. Room of the Papyri, House of the Ladies, LM 
IA, Akrotiri (After Doumas 1992, fig. 5). 

 
  

The use of the iconographic representation of the papyrus plant in the Aegean is 

attested in glyptic art from the MM period onward, but its origin and physical 

introduction in the Aegean is somewhat uncertain. As noted above, the appearance of the 

papyrus flower in Minoan art began as early as MM I on seal stones.63 In some early 

representations the plant is shown as a hybrid with the well-known lily flower. Evans 

called this hybridization a “waz-lily” because the ancient Egyptian word for papyrus is 

waz.64 The hybridization of the plant has led to the hypothesis that papyrus did not grow 

                                                
63 Morgan 1988, 23. 

64 Evans 1921–1935, II, 775–776. 
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in the Aegean and that the element was an import from the East. In other images the 

papyrus flower is combined with water reeds (Figure 16). An example of the 

papyrus/water reed combination is clearly depicted on a MM III signet ring from the 

Hagios Charalambos cave. Five papyrus plants grow from pebbly shoreline. The plants 

are immediately identifiable by their umbels, which are made of short linear incisions that 

fan out to create an inverted triangle, above which are small dots to show the 

inflorescence. Two short leaves are indicated on either side at the base of each umbel. 

Uncharacteristically, sets of opposing leaves that grow up the entire length of each stem 

are depicted. This convention is not found on examples from the LM I period and later 

nor is the convention consistent with the actual plant. This would suggest that the artist 

may have known that papyrus grows in fresh water, like the reeds, but that he/she had 

never actually seen the plant in person. 

 

 

Figure 16. Drawing of a signet ring, MM III, Hagios Charalambos (After CMS VS.1, 46). 

 
 

In addition to these hybrid plants, some (and especially early) representations of 

papyrus are highly stylized which has given weight to the idea that the plant itself was not 
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native to the Aegean.65 A much more abstract version of a papyrus plant is depicted on a 

large MM III jar found at Anemospilia (Figure 17). On the jar, papyrus plants are shown 

directly to the right of a central bull figure. The plant is harder to identify than on the 

signet ring, despite its larger size. Here, only the depiction of long stems, fanned 

triangular umbels, and small indications of ridges on the umbels allow for the possibility 

that they are papyrus plants. 

 

 

Figure 17. Detail of jar, MM III, Anemospilia. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 

The above examples suggest that the Minoan artist was not overly familiar with 

the actual papyrus plant at an early date of MM III. The depiction of the papyrus on the 

Anemospilia jar is extremely abstract while the other plants depicted are more detailed 

and easily identifiable. Although the fanned, triangular umbels are indicative of the 

                                                
65 Porter 2000. 
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papyrus plants, the representations appear to have been derived from an image of a 

papyrus, rather than the actual plant. The papyri from Figure 16 is much more detailed 

than Figure 17, but the stalks are inaccurate and belie a similar assumption. 

Still, even if the plant did grow in the Aegean, the artist chose to use an 

essentialist approach to its representation.66 Peter Warren points to the well-known work 

of Gesela Walberg who has argued that the Minoans were not always interested in 

naturalistic representations of plants; rather, it was more important to “combine elements 

that gave the right associations to the right plants.”67 There are many instances of 

stylization in Minoan art of plants, and therefore this element cannot be taken as an 

indicator of an artist’s familiarity with the plant. 

After the MM II period, the plant appears with increasing frequency and with 

more accuracy, which suggests that the plant was accessible to Minoan artists. The 

depiction of papyrus was most popular during the MM III–LM II period, and it is also 

during this time that the representations of the plant become more naturalistic. 

Furthermore, Linear A, the predominant Minoan script during the Late Bronze Age, has 

ligatures, and it is therefore better suited to be written with a brush or stylus on papyrus. 

Thus, the absence of papyrus as a writing material is likely due to a lack of preservation 

rather than its absence during the late Bronze Age.68 The need for a product made of the 

papyrus plant would have been incentive enough for the Minoans to import and cultivate 

                                                
66 Warren 1997. 

67 Walberg 1992, 242. 

68 Morgan 1988, 23. 
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it in gardens themselves, thereby making it more accessible to artists and resulting in the 

increased naturalistic representation of the plant by the LM period.   

Due to a lack of concrete scientific evidence to prove that papyrus grew naturally 

in the Aegean, we must concede that the relative absence of papyrus depictions until the 

late MM period supports the notion that the motif and possibly the actual plant were 

imported from elsewhere. Although papyrus plants could have grown in the Aegean, their 

relative absence in early Minoan art could be a result of their scarcity in nature despite 

their presence as imported, decorative plants in Aegean gardens of elite buildings. As it 

has become clear that the papyrus motif was not indigenous to Crete, we are forced to 

look at areas of contact for the Minoans during the late MM period. Since papyrus does 

grow naturally and in abundance in Egypt, we should first look to Egypt as a possible 

source of origin.  

Likely, the physical introduction of the plant to the Aegean was simultaneous 

with its introduction as a visual motif. Morgan believes that the introduction of this motif 

to the Minoan repertoire originated in Egypt where the papyrus is native, and she further 

postulates that the plant was brought to the Aegean sometime after MM I where it was 

then cultivated.69 In all likelihood, this cultivation was limited, and therefore its 

associations with Egypt were most likely retained with limited knowledge of the plant’s 

environment. By LM I, however, the plant was more readily available for the artist to be 

able to observe it on Crete.  

                                                
69 Morgan 1988, 23. 
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Papyrus was introduced into the visual vocabulary of Egyptian art in the 

Protodynastic period.70 The earliest representations of papyrus in Egyptian art both come 

from Hierakonpolis.71 By the 1st Dynasty the characteristic bell-shape was established.72 

As was typical of Egyptian art, once a motif was established, its manner of representation 

often became standardized and easily recognizable.73  

Figure 18 shows an Egyptian version of the papyrus plant from the tomb of 

Hesire, of the Old Kingdom.74 Although it is not the first representation of the papyrus 

plant in Egyptian art, it is the earliest representation of the standard manner of depiction 

in which a campaniform umbel is depicted.75 From the Old Kingdom onward, this form 

was the standard form for the representation of the umbel well into the New Kingdom 

with very little variation.76 It was not until the New Kingdom that any degree of 

experimentation took place with the general form of the papyrus plant.77 Interestingly, the 

general outline of the plant is consistent with only one of the Minoan examples from the 

                                                
70 Kantor 1945, 13. 

71 Quibell 1900, Pl. XXV, below; XXVI, C, 1–3; XXIX. 

72 Petrie 1900–1901, 116; Kantor 1945, 13.   

73 As Kantor points out, the form of papyrus found in the tomb of Hesire remained the 
common form of representation throughout the Middle and New Kingdoms (1945, 15). 

74 Kantor 1945, 14; Quibell 1913, pl. XV, 5. 

75 Kantor 1945, 14. 

76 Kantor 1945, 15.  

77 Kantor 1945, 14–15. 
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same time period. The papyrus displayed on the pithos from Anemospilia recalls the 

same profile as the Egyptian example. This suggests that the Anemospilia papyrus was 

modeled after an image of the papyrus plant in the absence of an actual papyrus blossom. 

 

 

Figure 18. Drawing of papyrus, Tomb of Hesire, Old Kingdom, Egypt. Adapted from 
Kantor 1945, II.7). 

 
 

The Hagios Charalambos example is much more naturalistic than the Anemospilia 

version. Variations in the Minoan versions of the plant could suggest that instead of 

modeling the Minoan version after an Egyptian image, the Minoan artist modeled his/her 

papyrus from the memory of the actual plant. Both the Egyptian and Minoan papyri have 

radiating lines that fan outward to depict the spikelets of the papyrus plant, and both 

images show small basal leaves. Contrastingly, the Minoan image shows small dots 

above the umbel, whereas the Egyptian version does not. Kantor has demonstrated that 

the evolution of the Minoan papyrus motif in the MM period was not derived from 

Egyptian prototypes.78 Rather, the introduction of the papyrus motif was a matter of the 

                                                
78 Kantor 1945, 318.  
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transmission of an Egyptian subject without visual influence.79 Nowhere from the Old or 

Middle Kingdoms are there examples of papyrus plants that have small dots above the 

umbel, suggesting that the dots are a Minoan addition based on real-life observation.80  

Although the Minoan artist successfully created an image of papyrus flowers 

based on observation, the opposing leaves that grow up the stems are not consistent with 

how an actual papyrus looks.  Therefore, the plant is the artists’ conflation of a water reed 

and an actual papyrus plant. This mistake would be very unlikely if papyrus grew in 

abundance on Crete, and therefore, the artist may have had only a few rare opportunities 

to see an actual papyrus plant. The confusion with the opposing leaves may have come 

from a mental conflation of the Aegean water reed, and the knowledge that papyrus 

plants also grow near rivers.  

Regarding the iconographic use of the plant in Minoan art, the practicality of 

papyrus was probably second to its religious significance. The scarcity of the plant, 

combined with its religious significance in Egypt could be the possible source for its 

sacredness for the Minoans. The increasing appearance of the plant from the MM period 

onward is significant enough to suggest that it was important to the Minoans, and by the 

MM III period, its somewhat emblematic depiction on a silver signet ring would further 

                                                
79 Kantor 1945, 319. Kantor saw Egyptian influence in later Aegean wall paintings that 
contain papyrus, such as the Blue Birds and Monkeys fresco from the House of the 
Frescoes (1945, 317). Furumark on the other hand, proposed that the papyrus of the LM I 
period were ultimately derived from MM II Kamares ware designs (BSA Sup. I, Pl. IX) 
This hypothesis is strengthened by the parallel of the papyrus and monkey vignette 
outlined in Chapter 6.  

80 Kantor 1945, 318. 
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strengthen this hypothesis by virtue of the extreme preciousness of the medium. 

Moreover, from the LM I period onward there are several instances of the plant in art that 

suggest that it was considered sacred. One such instance is represented on a clay sealing 

from Hagia Triada (Figure 19). On this sealing, a papyrus plant is flanked on either side 

by griffins.  

 

 

Figure 19. Drawing of sealing, LM I, Hagia Triada (After CMS II.6, 102). 

 
 

This compositional device is used in Minoan and Mycenaean art to relay the 

sacredness or importance of the person, creature, or object that is flanked by the mythical 

creatures. There are also instances in which the papyrus is related to athletic events. 

Figure 20 illustrates the association between athletic events and the papyrus plant.81 

Three papyrus plants are depicted in the center of the composition. Although they do not 

have small dots above the umbel, the fan-like flowers represent the spikelets of the 

                                                
81 Evans 1921–1935, IV, 501. 
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papyrus plant. Two tumblers are visible on either side of the plants. Again, the use of the 

heraldic composition speaks to the importance of the plant while at the same time the 

tumblers connect the papyrus to an athletic event.  A similar connection between athletics 

and papyri plants can be seen in the Aegean fresco of the bull leaper from Tell el-Dabca. 

As Shaw has pointed out, the figure in this fresco wears a headpiece from which springs a 

papyrus plant. Finally, a fragment from a plastered offering table from Ialysos shows the 

same combination of tumblers and papyri.82  

 

 

Figure 20. Drawing of a cushion seal, MM III–LM I, unknown provenance (After CMS I, 
131). 

 
 

In Egyptian iconography, the papyrus plant was a symbol for Lower Egypt.83 As 

such, the papyrus was often associated with the Egyptian goddess Uto, the personification 

                                                
82 Aruz 2008, 129–130, fig. 71.  

83 Bonnet 2000, 583; Evely 1999, 104. 
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of the red crown of Lower Egypt.84 Papyrus is also associated with the god Horus, who in 

his falcon form is occasionally shown sitting in the umbel of a papyrus plant. By the New 

Kingdom, the papyrus plant was most often associated with female deities, and in 

particular Hathor.85 In the Egyptian cosmology the papyrus plant was a symbol for the 

life that emerged from the primeval marsh.86 It was also believed that papyri stalks held 

up the sky. Thus, the environment itself, indicated by the papyri, was viewed as not only 

the background setting for hunting, but also as the ultimate symbol of life. Papyrus can be 

depicted alone, as a stylized umbel on top of a long thin stalk, sometimes with small 

leaves at its base. It can also be depicted in a clump of three, as in the hieroglyph, or as 

one in a group of many plants to show a thick area of growth.87  It is unlikely that the 

exact religious connotations the papyrus plant had for the Egyptians transferred to the 

Aegean. On the other hand, the notion that the plant was sacred could have been easily 

recognized by the peoples of the Aegean, and this idea could have been adapted to fit into 

Aegean beliefs.   

 

 

 

                                                
84 Bonnet 2000, 583. 

85 Bonnet 2000, 583, Anthony 2017, 54.  

86 Anthony 2017, 54.  

87 Bonnet 2000, 853; Evely 1999, 105; Tackholm and Drar 1950; National Academy of 
Sciences 1976. 



	

	 60 

Palms 

Palms constitute another important element in scenes of fresh water. The palm 

appears in both images of pure landscape and those containing animals from the Middle 

Minoan period. They appear in riverscapes from the MM III period onward, but their use 

as an iconographic element began in the MM IIB period. In fact, their early appearance 

and the frequency with which they appear in river scenes make them a characteristic 

element. Palms grow on Crete today in areas with abundant water, such as in the area of 

Vai (Figure 21). Evidence for palm wood has been found in the archaeological record at 

Pseira (LM IB) and on Thera (LM IA).88  

 

 

Figure 21. Palm Tree (Phoenix theophrasti), Vai, Crete. Author’s Photograph. 

                                                
88 Doumas 1999, 175–176; Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014, 191. 
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There is some discussion over the exact type of palm that is depicted in Minoan 

art because some palms are shown with an inflorescence of fruit. The representation of 

fruit identifies the plant as the date palm, either the Phonenix dactylifera or the Phoenix 

theophrasti.89 The Phoenix theophrasti is the most likely candidate. It is a non-edible 

version of the date palm, and it is known from fossil records to be an endemic plant to 

Crete.90 Not all representations of the palm are necessarily the same species, however. As 

Morgan points out both species are very similar visually, and the trees in the Theran 

landscape from the West House appear to be cultivated.91 If she is correct and the artist 

represented cultivated plants, it is possible that the Minoans imported the edible date 

palm from abroad to cultivate it for fruit.92 

Like papyrus, palms do not appear in Minoan art until the MM IIB period, though 

“pseudo-palmettes” appear in the MM IIA period.93 Furumark sees the palms of the MM 

IIB period as a natural outgrowth of the formal designs from MM IIA.94 Early examples 

are found on seal stones and pottery alike. These examples demonstrate varying levels of 

naturalism, which is to be expected from the MM IIB on Crete.  In art, the palm tree is 

identified by its large broad leaves that terminate in two antithetical J-spirals that 

                                                
89  Morgan 1988, 24. 

90 Greuter 1967, 243–50; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008; 297.  

91 Morgan 1988, 24–25. 

92 Morgan 1988, 26. 

93 Kantor 1945, 308.  

94 Furumark 1941, 136. Contra this idea see Kantor 1945, 310.  
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represent the basal leaves. The palms show pinnation, which is a characteristic of the date 

palm. Of the known examples, a vertical pinnate frond is visible. The trunk of the tree is 

often tall and slender. It can be smooth, or it may have bulges. The bulges are the remains 

of the leaves that grow from the trunk of the date palm as the plant grows, but that 

eventually fall off leaving behind small bumps on the trunk. More detailed depictions of 

the tree also show the individual leaflets that grow from the petiole.  

Figure 22 shows the Minoan use of the palm as a decorative motif on a carnelian 

three-sided prism seal. The central register of side A is filled with Minoan hieroglyphics. 

Abstract palm leaves are found on either side of this central image. Perhaps noteworthy is 

the presence of a cat on the opposite side of the seal stone since later representations of 

riverine landscapes often include feline hunters (Figure 22B). Abstract palms also appear 

from pottery as early as MM IIB at Phaistos. A palm is the main subject of the 

composition on the polychrome amphora from Phaistos (Figure 23). The plant is centrally 

placed on the dark background of the vessel, beneath the spout and two opposing handles. 

A single, red tree trunk grows directly from the base of the amphora. In total, nine white 

branches radiate from the central trunk and embrace the body of the vessel. Leaves are 

indicated on each branch by small triangles. Although the tree is stylized, the artist 

demonstrates remarkable attention to detail including the semi- downward curving 

branches and pointed leaves of the actual plant as well as the large knobs found on the 

tree trunks due to growth. 
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Figure 22. Drawing of two sides of a three-sided prism seal, MM II, Lasithi(?) (After 
CMS VI, 93a–b). 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 23. Kamares Ware oval mouthed amphora, MM IIB, Phaistos, Vano II (After 
Betancourt 1985, fig. 12B). 
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The small basin from MM IIB Phaistos discussed above contains images of 

palms, as well as other types of vegetation. Three, small abstract palms decorate the 

interior wall of the basin opposite lilies and dittany. In the central bottom of the basin, 

two more lilies are shown on either side of a sprig of dittany. Although the elements in 

this basin are not synthesized, the combination of components gives the viewer the 

overall impression of a landscape scene. 

It is not necessary to assume that the Minoans borrowed the palm tree motif from 

outside of the Aegean since it is well documented that palm trees did grow in the Aegean 

during the Bronze Age.95 The origin of the manner in which palms are depicted has been 

questioned.96 Although very limited, the iconographic details of palm/palmette trees in 

the Aegean and the Levant suggest a possible iconographic transference.97 Egyptian palm 

trees do not resemble early depictions of palm trees from Crete, but some similarities can 

be seen between the Minoan examples and Old Syrian examples. An Old Syrian hematite 

cylinder seal shows a triumvirate of palmette trees.98 Two antithetical trees curve outward 

from a taller, straight central palmette. The lower leaves of the trees curve downward in a 

J-spiral like the Knossian example in Figure 24.  

 

                                                
95 Doumas 1999, 175–176; Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014, 191. 

96 Crowley, 1989, 71–75. 

97 Crowley, 295.  

98 Buchanan 1966, 874.  
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Figure 24. Kamares Ware amphora, MM III, Knossos, Loomweight Basement (After 
Betancourt 1985, fig. 12I). 

 
 

One can argue, however, that real-life observation of palm trees would also 

produce fronds that curve in such a way. Furthermore, there are some Prepalatial seals 

that have abstract designs that are like palm trees, and therefore, Minoan palm trees of the 

MM II period onward are possibly derived from these earlier depictions. Figure 25A 

shows an EM III–MM IA seal stone with several abstract designs. One of the symbols on 

the seal stone is an object that has diagonal lines radiating from a central vertical element 

in the shape of a fan. It is very similar to the images found on two sides of the three-sided 

prism seal of the MM II period. Side C shows several Minoan hieroglyphs. Among the 

glyphs is a fan-like design with diagonal radiating lines from a central vertical element 

like in Figure 25B. What is striking is how similar the curving lower part of the symbols 

on side B of the three-sided prism are to later J-spirals of the MM II–III period.  
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The progression of this element from the EM III period into the MM II period is clear. 

One can see the beginning of the J-spirals that will make up the basal leaves of later 

depictions of palm trees in Minoan art. These seals, coupled with the very real probability 

that Minoan artists directly observed palm trees, negates the necessity to look to outside 

of the Aegean for inspiration.  

 

                    
                                          A                                                           B 
 

Figure 25. A. Drawing of stamp seal, EM III-MM II, Messara(?) (After CMS VI, 7).  
B. Drawing of one side of a three-sided prism seal, unknown provenance  

(After CMS VI, 94c). 

                

By the LM I period the representation of palms in art was increasingly more 

naturalistic. They serve as indicators of setting in numerous glyptic examples from their 

introduction in the MM IIB period until the end of LM III. Interestingly though, it has 

been observed by Morgan that palms rarely feature in wall paintings from the Aegean 

Bronze Age.99 Given their early appearance on pottery and seal stones, their scarcity in 

                                                
99 Morgan 1988, 24. 
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wall paintings may be a result of preservation. Moreover, to those examples supplied by 

Morgan in 1988, we can now add the fragment of a palm tree and face of a man from the 

Porter’s Lodge at Akrotiri, as well as the fragment of two palm trees and cow from Xeste 

3 at Akrotiri, and palm trees that were found in the recently excavated frescoes from Tell 

el-Dabca.100 Thus, it seems that palms appeared much more frequently in the Minoan 

repertoire than originally believed. 

The significance of the palm tree by the LM II period is attested in several images 

found on seal stones. Their general importance to the peoples of the Aegean is 

demonstrated by Figure 26A. Two quadrupeds (probably agrimia) flank a group of three 

palm trees. Similarly, Figure 26B demonstrates that the importance lies in the tree’s 

sacredness. Again, a palm tree (albeit stylized) is placed in the center of two antithetical 

sphinxes. These animals are mythological creatures associated with the Minoan goddess 

and, thus, their presence in this heraldic composition underlines the sacred nature of the 

palm tree.  

 

 

                                                
100 Vlachopoulos; 2008, 451; Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014; 195; pl. 7a and 7b; Bietak, 
Marinatos, Palyvou, 2007.  
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                                  A                                                                           B 
 
Figure 26. A. Drawing of a sealing, LH II, Pylos (After CMS I, 375). B. Drawing of gold 

signet ring, LH II-LH IIIA 1, Mycenae (After CMS I, 87). 

 
 

In Figure 27A a female worshipper is shown on the right of the composition, 

facing the viewer’s left. The adorant wears a full, tiered skirt and has long tresses of hair 

that flow down past her waist. Her right arm is raised to her forehead in a gesture of 

prayer toward the two objects on the left side of the image. She stands before a curved 

palm tree with an incurved altar topped with horns of consecration placed before it. A 

similar composition depicted in Figure 27B helps clarify the abovementioned example. 

Here a male figure is shown on the right-hand side of a cushion seal. The figure wears a 

kilt and holds a staff in his extended right hand. Beneath his arm are several objects 

placed on a table. Among the objects is at least one rhyton, and other ceremonial vessels. 

The combination of the figure’s gesture of extended arm and ceremonial vessels placed 

on a table is to be understood as an offering. The staff effectively serves as a border 

between the offerings and the object that is receiving the offering. Directly to the left of 

the staff is a palm tree. In both instances a worshipper is shown either offering actual 

objects or prayers in front of an altar or table that is placed directly in front of a palm tree. 

The altar and table are not the objects of worship; the palm tree receives the offerings. 
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The precise symbolism of the palm tree is somewhat elusive in Minoan art. It is tempting 

to associate the palm tree with the tree of life, particularly because in Egypt the tree was a 

symbol of life conquering death, but we must be cautious about exact interpretations 

without textual evidence.  

 

                     

                                            A                                                                     B 
 
Figure 27. A. Drawing of a seal stone, LM II-IIIA1, Knossos (After CMS VS1A, 75). B. 

Drawing of a cushion seal, LM IIIA1, Naxos (After CMS V, 608).  

 
 

Fauna: Felines, Water Birds, Monkeys, Griffins, Minoan Dragons, Minoan Genii, Deer 
 

There are several different types of animals that the Minoans envisioned as fresh 

water inhabitants. Certain animals appear more frequently in fresh water landscapes than 

others, and some appear almost exclusively in this type of landscape, thus making them 

characteristic elements. Their presence in a scene can help to identify a riverine landscape 

when there is a lack of the depiction of the river itself. Other animals appear less 

frequently in depictions of fresh water landscapes and occasionally in depictions of other 

habitats; therefore, they cannot help to define fresh water scenes. Among the animals that 
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appear in depictions of fresh water are water birds (aquatic and land birds), fish, felines 

(smaller wildcats and lions), monkeys, griffins, Minoan genii, and Minoan dragons. 

Interestingly, evidence suggests that several of the fantastic or mythological creatures that 

were depicted by the Minoans were believed to also dwell in fresh water habitats. The 

animals included in these images are griffins, genius figures, and Minoan dragons. 

Monkeys may also be part of this category as they often assume anthropomorphized roles 

and can thus be considered fantastical.  

   

Felines 

Small to medium-sized felines and lions are among the rich fauna depicted in 

Minoan riverine scenes. As with vegetation, the taxonomic identification of cats in 

Minoan art is somewhat difficult. Small to medium-sized felines are represented, as well 

as clearly identifiable male lions, but it is sometimes difficult to distinguish female lions 

from other cats because of the absence of a mane. Furthermore, although there are wild 

cats living on Crete today, there is not much osteological evidence to support that there 

was an abundance of the animal during the Bronze Age. Until now, the only remains of a 

cat on Crete from this time come from the Hagios Charalambos cave.101 It should be 

remembered that the lack of cat bones found on Crete and in the Cyclades, may be a 

result of archaeological preservation. Early excavations were not so concerned with the 

study of animal bones, and they may have been thrown away. Regardless, even if there 

were cats on Crete, their presence would have been special, and certainly not common 

                                                
101 Betancourt et al. 2008, 163.  



	

	 71 

place. This fact makes their appearance in Aegean Bronze Age art rather remarkable.   

This lack of evidence, however, makes the identification of species in Minoan art more 

difficult and raises the question of both physical and iconographic origin.  

 

Small to Medium-Sized Felines 

Images of cats first appear in the MM period on seal stones and as individual 

representations in clay. The depiction of cats in Minoan art can be treated naturalistically 

or quite abstractly, particularly in glyptic art of the MM II period.102 There is evidence to 

support the notion that the symbol of the cat that is found on MM II seals with Minoans 

hieroglyphs was, itself, a hieroglyph. Although cats were depicted in their entirety as well 

as just their heads, heads appear with greater frequency in the MM II period. In fact, the 

ratio of cat heads to cat bodies in the MM II period is 3:1.103 These early examples of cat 

heads show abstracted cats with only the necessary elements to convey the idea of a cat 

and suggest that it was used as part of the syllabary. Cat heads are carved fully frontally 

with wide faces and large rounded eyes; they often have a smaller, circular nose and two 

very pointy ears. Sometimes the animals are shown with whiskers. When the body is also 

depicted, it is shown in profile with a strong, wide, shoulder. Both front legs are generally 

depicted in twisted perspective, though not always. The body then tapers inward toward 

the hips of the animal where there is an emphasis on the animal’s hind legs. The tail is 

                                                
102 Kryszkowska 2015.  

103 Kryszkowska 2015, 100.  
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almost invariably curled, either behind the animal or between its hind legs, and 

sometimes the claws of the creature are indicated.   

Not all depictions of cats from the MM II period are treated so abstractly, 

however. Three vessels from Quartier Mu at Malia104 demonstrate that the Minoans were 

not only familiar with the anatomy of cats, but also their posture and nature. Their 

pictorial nature is undeniable. Shown on all three vessels is a cat crouching beneath a tree 

while other indications of the natural environment are also included such as seashells and 

a crab (Figure 28). The elements are organically combined to create a naturalistic 

landscape in which the cat is apparently or presumably stalking prey. What the cat is 

looking at the viewer’s right is unknown, but his gaze is certainly intent on something in 

that direction. Although strictly speaking sea shells, crabs and leafy trees are not usually 

part of the same environment, here the artist has combined incongruous elements together 

to give the cat a landscape in which to inhabit and perhaps hunt.  

 

                                                
104 Detournary, Poursat, and Vandenabeele 1980, 120–124. 
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Figure 28. Detail of cup with ceramic applique of cat and tree. Quartier Mu, MM IIB, 
Malia. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 
 

The naturalistic handling of small felines from the MM III period onward strongly 

suggests that Minoan artists were not only familiar with the animals’ physical 

appearance, but also their predatory nature and natural habitat. The faience figurine of a 

bare-breasted woman in a flounced skirt from Knossos stands fully frontal with an 

elaborate headpiece with a cat on top (Figure 29).105 The cat is shown in a natural pose. 

Its forelegs are locked and it is seated with his tail curled around it. Here, the artist has 

also given us an indication of the animal’s markings with small blackish spots. This is 

clearly not the natural habitat for the animal, but it is treated with such accuracy and 

naturalism that its taxonomical identification can be hypothesized.  

                                                
105 The cat attachment may not have originally been part of the female figurine’s 
headdress. There are no parallels in Aegean art for this type of headpiece. This fact, 
however, does not change the composition or style of the cat.  
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Figure 29. Front and side views of cat attachment, MM III, Knossos, Hieroglyphic 
Deposit (After Evans PM 1921–1935, I, fig. 362a–b). Digitized image courtesy of the 

Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 

 

The taxonomical identification of these small felines is somewhat difficult on seal 

stones because it is hard to gauge their size and coloring when portrayed on this small 

scale and in the absence of color. A few possibilities for the taxonomical identification 

exist for the few examples of cats rendered in color, however, and we must assume that 

the seal stones also depict the same species of felines. For example, a wild cat is among 

the rich fauna in the miniature fresco from the West House at Akrotiri (Figure 30A). The 

animal is partaking in the hunt of waterfowl alongside of a blue, curving river. Here, the 

feline has a medium-sized body and a small head with large pointed ears. The cat is blue 

in color with several dark markings on its body. This type of patterning is also visible on 

both the inlaid dagger from Shaft Grave V from Mycenae (Figure 30B) and the faience 

cat attachment on the headpiece of the Minoan Snake goddess from the Temple 

Repositories (Figure 29). 
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                         A                                                                              B 

Figure 30. A. Detail river scene. East wall of Room 5, West House, LM IA, Akrotiri 
(After Betancourt 2007, pl. 5B). B. Detail dagger from Grave Circle A, LH I, Mycenae 

(After Betancourt 2007, fig. 7.14). 

 

According to Morgan, there are four possibilities for the identification of the 

feline from Akrotiri.  The first and closest identification to the West House cat is with the 

Felis serval (Figure 31). This cat is a wild cat that can grow up to about 1 m in length 

(including tail). Long ears and a small head as well as long legs are characteristic of the 

animal. The color patterns of the Felis serval are consistent with the color patterns of the 

animal in the painting. The Felis serval is a yellow to brown spotted cat with rings 

around its tail.106 Although the Theran cat is blue, the color is intended to replace a 

                                                
106 Phillips 2008, 193. 
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grayish color.107 Unfortunately, although it is the most visually compelling parallel, this 

species of cat is not native to Crete or anywhere in the Aegean. This would mean that it 

was either brought to the area from elsewhere, or it could represent an iconic transfer 

from outside of the Aegean. If it was imported from Africa, it would have most likely 

have had to go through Egypt. Interestingly though, this species of cat is not even 

commonplace in the areas around Egypt. While the Felis serval is among the mummified 

species identified from Egypt, these would have been imported from Nubia.108 

 

 

 

Figure 31. Felis Serval. Photograph courtesy of Peet van Schalkwyk	
https://www.flickr.com/photos/peetvs/5345514962.  

 
 

The second possibility is the Felis silvestris (Figure 32). This cat is found 

throughout Africa, Europe, and parts of Asia.109  A subspecies of the Felis silvestris is 

                                                
107 Davis 1986. 

108 Malek 1993, 27; Phillips 2008, 193. 

109 Phillips 2008, 191. 
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called the Felis silvestris cretensis (φουρόγατος) and is also a candidate. The first 

mention of the Cretan wildcat was in 1953, and it was believed to be extinct until recently 

when, in 1996, members of the University of Perugia captured one of these felines.110 

Although the Felis silvestris cretensis seems to be the natural choice for the wild cats in 

Minoan art, it is unsure if this cat inhabited the island during prehistoric times. Among 

the cats that were native to the Aegean are the Felis lybica and Felis chaus. Both cats are 

small wild cats that inhabit the area of southern Greece. Felis chaus is also one of the two 

common wild cats found in Egypt.111 It is also sometimes called the swamp or jungle cat. 

It lives in wetter areas, preferring marshy swamps. It is characterized by a short tail (c. 

250–300 mm long), and tufted ears.112 

 

                                                
110 Haltenorth 1953.  

111 Malek 1993, 22; Phillips 2008, 193. 

112 Malek 1993, 24. 
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Figure 32. Felis silvestris. Photograph courtesy of Luc Viatour 
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/60354712/0. Use under the Creative Commons 

Attribution http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en.  

 
 

There are two probable explanations for the appearance of the cat in Minoan 

iconography. The first explanation is that the Minoan artist came into contact, and closely 

studied the animal. Although abundant osteological evidence is lacking in the 

archaeological record to support an exact identification, it is obvious that the Minoan 

artist was familiar with the natural behavior of the animal. The Minoan artist recognized 

that felines are excellent hunters and are therefore most commonly depicted in the 

predatory hunting motif. For example, they can be shown waiting to pounce on their 

prey, or in the act of pouncing. In the instances where the cat is shown in the moment of 

action, its tail is raised as in nature. Furthermore, the fact that cats are most usually 

shown in wetland-type areas such as beside a river or in a swamp, shows them in their 

natural environment. Figure 33 illustrates the accuracy with which Aegean artists 

depicted pouncing cats in riverine landscapes. This demonstrates that the Minoan artist 
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was familiar with not just the image of the cat, but also its conduct, suggesting the strong 

possibility that cats were present in the Minoan world. Although not found in great 

abundance on Crete, cat bones have been found at the Hagios Charalambos cave.113  

 

 

 

Figure 33. Drawing of seal stone, LM I, Knossos, Ellinika (?) (After CMS II.3, 172). 

 
 

The occurrence of predatory felines in works of art from the MM II period 

onward may indicate that the animals were first brought to the island at this time, or that 

Minoan artists became familiar with these animals while they were abroad, or may have 

even used pattern books. If we return to the vases from Quartier Mu discussed previously 

it is possible to suppose that cats were very likely imported either iconographically and/or 

physically from Egypt114. This is supported by the fact that the depiction of cats in 

                                                
113 Betancourt et al. 2008, 163. The ossuary found inside the Hagios Charalambos cave 
dates to the MM IIB period, but the original burials range in date from the Neolithic to 
the MM IIB period (Betancourt et al. 2008). This makes it difficult to date the cat bones 
found there, but it is possible that they came from the MM II period since this coincides 
with the introduction of the motif on Crete. 

114 It should also be noted that molded cat heads have also been found at the peak 
sanctuary of Prinias, Siteia (Detournay, Poursat, and Vandenabeele 1980, 123). 
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Minoan art coincides with an increase in the contact between Egypt and Crete. Cats 

appear in Egyptian art as early as the third millennium BC, but our closest parallel to the 

Aegean examples is from the tomb of Khnumhotep III at Beni Hassan.115 The tomb dates 

to approximately 1900 BC, around the same time as the MM period on Crete. The wall 

painting is found in the entrance to the shrine. The scene is a typical scene of fishing and 

fowling, which has its roots in Egyptian art dating back to the third millennium. Instead 

of the traditional depiction of ichneumon or genet among the papyrus or reeds, the artist 

introduced a cat (Felis chaus), to the scene.116 It is interesting that this motif was 

introduced in Egypt at the same time it was introduced into the Aegean repertoire. The 

use of molded appliqué at Quartier Mu may have also been an attempt to imitate 

Egyptian faience. If the motif of the cat, and the technology and knowledge of faience 

was imported from Egypt, it is also possible that actual live cats were imported.  

The various ways in which cats were depicted in Minoan art makes their meaning 

slightly ambiguous. Cats were depicted as predatory animals, and as part of the MM 

Minoan syllabary. Cats also appear as a sign in Minoan hieroglyphics.117 This could 

mean that symbolically cats had different meanings in different contexts. Most scenes in 

which cats play a role, however, are scenes of stalking or hunting prey, and therefore the 

animal may simply reinforce the hunting motif. For instance, in the West House, the 

riverine scene with the wild cat has been interpreted as a means by which the artist 

                                                
115 For the appearance of the cat in Egyptian art see Malek 1993, 28. 

116 Malek 1993, 38, 41. 

117 Kryszkowska 2015, 1001–101.  
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reinforced the overall theme of aggression used throughout the room on the other three 

walls.118 The inlaid dagger from Mycenae that shows cats hunting waterfowl along a river 

is also a convincing example because it combines the motif with an aggressive weapon.  

Cats appear in Egyptian art as early as the third millennium BC, and they were 

considered extremely important to Egyptian cosmology already by the Old Kingdom.119 

According to Gautier, the Egyptians had domesticated the cat by the Old Kingdom, 

which coincides with the rise in the depictions of cats in Egyptian art.120 They do not 

appear in scenes of fishing and fowling until the Middle Kingdom. Like the ichneumon, 

cats were valuable to the Egyptians due to their ability to hunt and catch mice and other 

rodents.121 In images of fowling, the nobleman seems to have used cats to startle the birds 

so that the human could better hunt them with a throw stick.122  

Moreover, cats were also powerful animals in the Egyptian cosmology. As such, 

felines constitute one of the largest groups of animals chosen for mummification.123 In 

fact, a cult of the cat arose and was primarily centered in the Delta region of Egypt. The 

goddess Bastet was often found either with a cat by her side, or with the head of a cat.124 

                                                
118 Marinatos 1983, 10; Morgan 1988, 149. 

119 Malek 1993, 28. 

120 Gautier 1990, 158; 1999. 

121 Linseele, Van Neer, and Hendrickx 2007, 2082. 

122 Janssen and Janssen 1989, 16–17.  

123 Armitage and Clutton-Brock 1981. 

124 Bonnet 2000, 371. 



	

	 82 

In early Egyptian iconography the goddess Bastet was shown with the head of a lioness, 

but by the first millennium her head became that of a cat. Interestingly though, the 

depiction of cats in scenes of fishing and fowling is rare, and the first instance of the 

animal in this context is from approximately 1900 BC.125 The eye of the cat found in the 

wall painting of the Theban official Nebamun was painted with gold paint, surely a 

testament to the animal’s importance.126 

The significance of cats to people of the Aegean is less clear. The repetition of the 

motif combined with the scarcity of the animal itself would have made this animal at the 

very least, interesting and more likely, quite significant. Importantly, the appearance of 

cats in these paintings is contemporary with its appearance in Minoan iconography from 

the MM period.  

 

Lions 

Lions constitute a separate and distinct iconographic element in Aegean art. 

Moreover, lions are frequently depicted in riparian landscapes and are often associated 

with palm trees.127 Although it is possible that some representations of wild cats are 

female lions, male lions are easily identifiable by their mane. Lions can also be 

distinguished from smaller felines by the representation of a small tuft of hair at the end 

of their tail. The Minoans made a distinction between the two animals, and thus they 

                                                
125 Malek 1993, 38, 41.  

126 Ambers 2008, 38.  

127 Morgan 1988, 27.  
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should be discussed separately. Their distinction is evidenced in the West House at 

Akrotiri where the wildcat is shown in the so called “Nilotic Scene,” but a lion is clearly 

rendered in another scene in pursuit of deer. Furthermore, a lion is used as a decorative 

element on one of the ships on an adjoining wall.  

 Although lions are only abundant in central and east Africa today, the Panthera 

leo was known in antiquity throughout parts of Europe, the Levant and Asia in addition to 

the African continent.128 The African lion is slightly larger than the Persian or 

Mesopotamian lions (which are now extinct), growing to an average of three meters long 

from tail to nose, and to a height of one meter to the shoulder.129 Its coat is generally light 

in color, and it can range from yellowish-brown to light beige which corresponds well to 

the Theran lion. There is little evidence that the small island of Thera could sustain a 

population of lions.  

Lions appear on wall paintings, seal stones, and other glyptic art in the Bronze 

Age, possibly as early as the EM period.130  There are no lion representations in wall 

painting from the island of Crete, but there are several instances of lions on seal stones.131 

The abundance of representations of lions on Cretan seal stones has lead scholars to 

propose that lions may have lived on Crete during the Bronze Age.132 The earliest 

                                                
128 Bauer et al. 2016.  

129 Cowie 1966; Morgan 1988, 44. 

130 Crowley 1986, 171, ff. 4; Yule 1980, 127–129.  

131 Shapland 2010, 273.  

132 Guest-Papamanoli 1996, 337–349; Pini 1985, 155–156; Warren 1979, 123.  
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examples of lions on Crete are from EM III–MM IA glyptic.133 In these early depictions, 

the lion is shown rather schematized and formally.134 Also in these depictions the lion 

plays no particular role. It is either shown alone, in a flying gallop or in a heraldic pose. 

There is no evidence to support the presence of lions on Crete or on any of the Cycladic 

islands, but lion bones were found at Pylos.135 Morgan suggests that their limited role up 

until the LM I period may indicate that the motif was first imported from Egypt, or the 

Levant and was later given its powerful iconographic role.136  

Beginning in the LM I period, lions appear more frequently, and they are 

integrated into compositions that show their role as hunters and companions to the 

deities. Frequently, lions are depicted in hunting scenes like the one on the inlaid dagger 

from Mycenae shown in Figure 34.137 Due to increased pictorialization during the Late 

Bronze Age it becomes clear that lions were associated with fresh water environments, 

and rivers in particular, an idea illustrated by the two seals depicted in Figure 35.  

 

                                                
133 Yule 1980, 127–129. 

134 Vanshoonwinkel 1979, 331.  

135 Nobis 1993, 163. In fact, Thomas reports that 9 Mainland sites have now confirmed 
the presence of lion bones from various periods ranging from the Neolithic to the Archaic 
(2004, 162).   

136 Morgan 1988, 45. 

137 Karo 1930, 77–78, no. 273. 
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Figure 34. Dagger from Grave Circle A, LH I, Mycenae (After Betancourt 2007, pl. 8A). 

 
 
 

                 

                                               A                                                               B 
 

Figure 35. Drawing of a seal stone, LM IIIA, Chania (After CMS VS1A, 340). B. 
Drawing of a seal stone, LH II, Mycenae (After CMS I, 71). 

 
 

Lions can also as appear as guardians such as on the gate of Mycenae where they 

flank a Minoan-style column. Furthermore, the animal is also associated with both male 

and female deities. A reconstruction drawing my Émile Gilliéron at the Ashmolean 

Museum shows a powerful female in a flounced skirt is depicted on top of a mountain 
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with her arm outstretched and holding a scepter.138 Her position on top of the mountain, 

in addition to her garments and scepter strongly suggest her high status. Her religious role 

is possibly eluded by the fact that she is flanked on either side by lions, one definitively 

male with a mane, the other possibly a female. There is a strong correlation between 

warrior and lion documented not only on the mainland where this sort of imagery is more 

common, but also on Crete. A sealing recovered from the Temple Repositories at 

Knossos from MM III shows a male warrior holding a shield and staff. He wears a belt 

and loin cloth. A lion accompanies him at his feet. The lion is shown to be rather tame, a 

testament to the power of the warrior to control this wild beast. Morgan believes that the 

lion is meant to symbolize strength and power, attributes of any good warrior.139 

 Lion imagery was equally important in the Levant and Egypt.140 It is difficult to 

ascertain if the lion was imported into the Aegean repertoire or if it was modeled off real 

life observation since it is known that lions did live on the Mainland during the Bronze 

Age. Given the naturalistic rendering of the animal from its first appearance on Minoan 

glyptic art, it is most likely that Minoan artists were familiar with the animal itself. 

Interestingly, the lion appears first as an emblem on Crete and gradually obtains its 

aggressive nature in Aegean art.141 This would suggest that the Minoan artist was perhaps 

                                                
138 Hutchinson 1962, fig. 39. 

139 Morgan 1988, 46. 

140 Crowley 1986, 171–172, 175–176.  

141 Thomas 2004, 171. On the evolution of the lion in Aegean art see: Younger 1988.  
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familiar with the animal but not with its natural habits. Perhaps this is because lions did 

not live on Crete for closer observation.  

  

Water birds 

 Birds are common in Minoan art, but their iconographic roles can vary.142 They 

can be utilized as religious symbols or as indicators of setting. The types of birds that 

inhabit river scenes can vary. The most commonly depicted birds in riparian habitats are 

waterfowl, particularly ducks and swans.143 Aegean art illustrates that artists observed 

several different types of water birds in their natural fresh water environment. 144 This is 

evident by the presence of water birds and waterfowl in early glyptic depictions, and in 

some rare instances on pottery.145 Terracotta and bronze duck figurines are also known 

from the LM I period.146 While water birds, such as heron, appear early on seal stones, 

                                                
142 Frequently birds are associated with a god or goddess and horns of consecration (Long 
1974, 31). For more on the depiction of birds in Minoan art see: Ure 1934, pl. 17, nos. 
117.12, 104.42; Kenna 1968, 23–38; Coldstream et al. 1973, pl. 65, no. 264; Lamberton 
and Rotroff 1985, fig. 16; Ruuskanen, J.-P. 1992, 25–31; Meiberg 2011, 83–89, 131–143, 
162–164. 

143 Kenna 1968, 26–29. 

144 Burke 2005, 404–405, figs. 2–3; Doumas 1992, 98–107; Evans 1921–1935, I, 45–46, 
95, 117, 220–224, 440–441, 447, II, 309, 454, 469, 540, III, 90, 116–117, 411, 415, fig. 
68, IV, 42–43, 80–81, 330, 356–358, 461, 490–491, 541–542; 605–608, 614, 683, figs. 
300, 424, 495, 597a, l; Evely 1999, 110–112; Harte 1997, 681–698; Immerwahr 1990, 
73, 78–79; Marinatos 1971, 49–51, pl. A; Militello 1998, 154–155; Vlachopoulos 2008, 
454, figs. 41.22–41.32. 

145 Betancourt 1984, 89, fig. 64. 

146 Karetsou 1976, pl. 230ζ; 1978, pl. 170β–γ. 
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waterfowl were much more frequent from the MM III period onward. During this phase 

of Aegean art waterfowl are also easier to identify as well. Since the largest corpus of 

bird representations comes from seal stones and sealings where color is absent, it is 

therefore difficult to determine the exact taxonomical identification of the birds. 

According to Ruuskanen, it is apparent that several types of waterfowl (Anseriformes 

Anatidae) were chosen by the Minoan artist, including ducks, geese, and swans. 

Ruuskanen identifies waterfowl by their large bodies in proportion to their short legs. 

Depending on the animal, its neck length varies from short to long.147 There are six 

subfamilies of waterfowl in total, and they include swans (Cygninae), geese (Anerinae), 

and ducks (Anatinae, Aythyinae, Merginae, and Oxyurinae). Overall, waterfowl make up 

the minority of birds that are represented in wall paintings.148 Conversely, most birds 

represented in riverine scenes in glyptic are waterfowl. This is to be expected, as there are 

fewer depictions of rivers in wall painting than there are in glyptic. Their relative scarcity 

in wall paintings should not be taken as an indication of their importance in Minoan 

iconography, however, as they do appear frequently on seal stones, and when they do 

appear in wall paintings, their presence is significant. 

An example of this idea comes from the upper story of Xeste 3 where ducks, most 

likely mallards (Anas playrhnchos), are among the other wildlife living in a marsh-like 

area. It is unclear if there was such an environment on Thera, but according to the 

                                                
147 Ruuskanen 1992, 59. 

148 Cameron 1968, 94. 
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excavator the scene represents a habitat from Thera itself.149 Moreover, it has been 

suggested that the details of the depiction are so accurate that the artist may have been 

working from a live specimen.150 The osteological evidence supports this possibility as 

duck remains constitute the largest group of bird species from Prehistoric Greece.151 

While some scholars believe that waterfowl served no other purpose than to 

establish a setting, others believe that the Minoan artist chose no animal without purpose 

and intent.152 The early and frequent depiction of ducks on seal stones indicates at least 

an interest in the animal, and it might suggest that they were somehow significant to the 

Minoans and perhaps even sacred. One interesting example of the depiction of waterfowl 

from Akrotiri alludes to this suggestion. In the upper story of Xeste 3, a woman who has 

been identified with a young goddess wears a necklace that has beads in the shape of 

waterfowl.153  Figure 36 shows a female figure. Her body is shown in a twisted 

perspective and her face is shown in profile. Long locks of hair flow behind her. She 

holds one large waterfowl on each side of her creating a heraldic composition. The birds 

are identified as waterfowl by their elongated necks. The woman is presumably a goddess 

due to her elite garments and position of power. Depictions of men and women in 

                                                
149 Marinatos 1976. 

150 Masseti 1997, 356. 

151 Trantalidou 1990. 

152 For waterfowl as setting indicators see Morgan 1988, 66; for sacred interpretation see 
Ruuskanen 1992, 31. 

153 Marinatos 1993, 151. 
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heraldic compositions with animals on either side of them are referred to as Master or 

Mistress of the Animals.154  

 

 

 
Figure 36. Drawing of a seal stone, LH I–IIA, Lakonia (After CMS I, 233b). 

 
 

Since waterfowl were common to the Aegean region, the waterbird motif was 

likely indigenous. The symbolic meaning behind waterfowl is uncertain in the Aegean, 

but birds in Egypt were symbols of chaos. Although one can interpret the catching of 

birds in scenes of fishing and fowling representations as a means for food for the 

nobleman and his family in the afterworld, on a deeper level, their capture represents the 

triumph of order.155 More specifically though, the duck was a powerful symbol of 

fertility, sexuality, and even rebirth. This is evidenced by Egyptian texts referring to 

waterfowl in the afterworld as well as carved spoons that depicted nude women and 

                                                
154 Crowley 1986, 34.  

155 Anthony 2017 54.  
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ducks together in addition to the scenes where ducks are present in the motif of a nude 

girl on a ship.156 

Monkeys 

Monkeys appear in Minoan art as early as the EM IIA period and remain an 

important iconographic element in both seal stones and wall paintings. Despite their 

frequent appearance in art, particularly by the LM period, there is no osteological 

evidence to support their presence on Bronze Age Crete so far. Varying degrees of 

naturalism in the representation of these animals does suggest that Minoan artists did 

occasionally come into close contact with monkeys, and it is possible that they were kept 

as pets by the elites. Since monkeys are not indigenous to Crete, both images of monkeys 

as well as actual specimens must have been imported from elsewhere.  

Their early appearance in the iconographic record is remarkable because it points 

to contact with the external, non-Aegean world. A seal is dated to the EM IIA period 

based on context, but stylistically it fits more cleanly into the EM III–MM I period. It is 

shown in Figure 37. The seal is made of hippopotamus ivory, and it shows two seated 

monkeys with their backs to one another and their arms raised. The animals are abstract, 

and there is little to no detail in their renderings. Both the material and the image on this 

seal stone suggest contact with Egypt. Although the imagery and materials are clearly 

imported, the somewhat poor execution and complete abstraction of the animals suggest 

the material was carved by a Minoan artist.157 

                                                
156 Freed 1982; Säve-Söderbergh 1953, 51. 

157 Phillips 2008, 174. 
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Figure 37. Drawing of a stamp seal, EM III–MM I, Mochlos (After CMS II.1, 473). 

 
 

Monkeys are not an essential element in riverine scenes, but they appear 

frequently enough by rivers to suggest that the Minoans viewed them as animals that live 

near fresh water. In early Minoan seals and sealings it is sometimes difficult to 

distinguish baboons from monkeys, but overall, monkeys are depicted much more 

frequently by the LM I period. Varying degrees of naturalism in the representation of 

these animals does suggest that Minoan artists did occasionally come into close contact 

with monkeys, and it is possible that they were kept as pets by the elites. 

Primate iconography first appears on Crete in the form of small figurines, many of 

which were carved from hippopotamus ivory.158 Although these figurines come primarily 

from complex, multi-phase burial contexts, it is possible to date them to the EM II–MM 

II period in part due to the use of hippopotamus ivory, which was largely imported during 

the EM and MM periods in contrast to elephant ivory, which was imported in the LM 

                                                
158 There are two notable exceptions: a black steatite monkey figurine from Malia (Platon 
1969, 484, 492, no. 416; Vandervondelen 1994, 181–182, fig. 7a–b; Karetsou 2000, 174, 
fig. 157) and another from Kali Limines made of a white faience (Vandervondelen 1994, 
181, fig. 6).   
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period.159 Primate iconography was most likely imported since neither primates nor the 

material from which many of the figurines were made, were indigenous to Crete. 

Hippopotamus ivory was available to the Aegean through trade with either Egypt or the 

Levant, and both areas also created images of primates. Marie Pareja has demonstrated 

that there are many similarities between EM II–MM II figurines of primates and the 

contemporary images of the baboon god Hedji-wer (The Great White One).160 These 

similarities include the long snouts and thick shoulders, as well as the poses of the 

animals and the materials from which the representations are made.  

It is not until the MM II period that there are secure examples of compositions 

that contain primates and other elements. In these images the primates now have tails, 

which clearly differentiates them as monkeys. Furthermore, some representations are 

clear enough to determine that the monkeys inhabit a fresh water environment. Figure 38 

is one of the first examples of a monkey in Minoan glyptic art with indications of setting. 

Like the Mochlos seal, this monkey is also seated with its arm raised. Similarly, this 

depiction may have been a monkey due to the length of its nose and the large hump on its 

back, which is indicative of large shoulders. Interestingly, the artist shows the monkey’s 

hand in profile and with its thumb extended upward. In this we can see that the artist is 

aware that these animals have human-like hands. The exact identification of the 

vegetation is difficult because it is highly abstract, but its lengthy stem and pointed leaves 

                                                
159 Kryszkowska 1988; 1989; 2005, 59; Sbonias 1995, 38–65, 73–74; Betancourt 2014, 
50.  

160 Barbash 2013, 443; Pareja 2015, 50–53.  
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suggest that it is a water reed/grass. There are many similar depictions of vegetation as 

fillers from the MM II period that are not identifiable and therefore, this cannot be called 

a riverine landscape. It is important, however, because the artist uses the vegetation in 

this image as a filler to invoke the idea of a natural setting for the monkey, but on the 

whole, the image is abstract and more emblematic than in later landscape scenes. 

 

 

Figure 38. Drawing of a seal stone, MM II, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 297). 

 
 

The transference of the image to Crete initially was probably through small 

portable objects like the Egyptian figurine in Figure 39. Evidently a second wave of 

monkey iconography washed over the Aegean at the end of the MM III period and 

continued into the Late Bronze Age. The reintroduction of the motif was evidenced by 

new roles for monkeys as well as a tendency to depict monkeys over baboons. The 

decline in popularity for the Egyptian baboon god Hedji-wer at the end of the Old 

Kingdom period coincided with the decline in the depictions of primates found on, or 

carved from ivory and other white materials.161 Baboon imagery continued into the New 

                                                
161 Pareja 2015 24, ff. 28.  
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Kingdom, sometimes representing the god Thoth or just ordinary baboons. 

Simultaneously, however, slender-bodied monkeys are known in Egyptian art as well. 

 

 

Figure 39. Monkey amulet, 13–18th Dynasty, Memphite Region Egypt. Photograph 
courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/587624. This object is designated 
Public Domain. 

 
 

The monkeys depicted in Egyptian art are largely vervets (more specifically 

Chlorocebus aethiops or green monkeys).162 Monkeys are featured on a variety of media 

including plaques, figurines, and wall paintings. While it is possible that monkeys held 

some religious significance to the Egyptians, by and large their depiction in Egyptian art 

                                                
162 Parker 1997, 348; Strasser 1997, 348; Greenlaw 2011, 47. 
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shows them as pets or as helpers trained to gather fruit or used for other activities.163 

From tomb paintings monkeys are often depicted with their matrons, or on leashes with 

their attendants.164 

The small nature of glyptic art does not always allow for a specific species of 

monkey to be identified, but larger images from wall paintings do. Monkeys are, without 

exception, depicted blue in Aegean wall paintings.  Spyridon Marinatos first identified 

the monkeys he found at Akrotiri as the green monkey, or Cercopithecus aethiops.165 

They are called green monkeys because their gray fur looks greenish is certain light. The 

males and females alike have a gray to green coat, whitish underbelly, and ring around 

their faces. Not unimportantly, in Egypt where monkeys were frequently depicted as 

well, they are shown with green fur. Green is largely replaced in Aegean painting with 

the color blue. Indeed, the Aegean artist either had access to real monkeys and upon 

seeing their gray fur used blue as the Aegean convention dictated, or the Aegean artist 

had access to Egyptian paintings (either on walls, or even in texts or pattern books) and 

upon seeing the monkey depicted as green, used blue instead.  

  There is some evidence to support the idea that monkey imagery was introduced 

or perhaps influenced from the Levant as well. Aside from being portrayed in their 

natural environment, monkeys are also depicted taking on a variety of roles from the MM 

III period onward including: attendant to the goddess, musician, and pet. On the first 

                                                
163 Vandier 1966, 198, fig. 57; Shaw 1993, 671–672. 

164 Vandier 1964, I, 146–177; II 177–188; III 143–201. 

165 Marinatos 1969, 64. 



	

	 97 

level of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri we find fragmentary evidence of monkeys playing musical 

instruments and conducting other human activities. One monkey plays a yellow lyre, and 

based on the fragment of a filial, Rehak had proposed a second monkey musician in 

addition to the three other monkeys. 166 The other monkeys’ actions are unknown, but 

they all possess a type of sword. The depiction of monkeys as musicians is also known 

from Egypt and from the Levant, and may have iconographic ties to both regions. Figure 

40 shows a New Kingdom statuette of a monkey playing a harp. 

 

 

Figure 40. Group of Large and Small Monkeys. New Kingdom, Egypt. Brooklyn 
Museum https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/3139. Used under the 

Creative Commons Attribution https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/. 
 
 
 

Through her study of terracottas from the British Museum, Carole Mendelson has 

identified three types of monkey depictions; all three types show a man, with his monkey 

                                                
166 Rehak 1999. 
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who plays a musical instrument (Figure 41). This type of iconography has often been 

labeled, “showman with his monkey.”167  

 

 

Figure 41. Man with Monkeys Plaque, fired clay, 2000–1750 BC, Ur. Image courtesy of 
the Trustees of the British Museum. 

 

 

The transference of imagery from Egypt and the Levant is quite plausible, as is 

the possibility that the Minoans imported the physical animal to the island to be kept as 

pets. Vervet monkeys were not native to Egypt, but they were imported to the area of the 

Nile and were introduced early into the Egyptian iconography.168 While some have 

                                                
167 Mendelson 1983, 81–83. 

168 Their importation to Egypt is attested to in the literature as well. The Middle Kingdom 
story of the Shipwrecked Sailor describes the gifts that the serpent who proclaims himself 
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contended that monkeys were imported from Nubia and Punt during the New Kingdom, it 

seems that they were imported to Egypt as early as the Old Kingdom.169 In this way, 

monkeys were viewed as tradable commodities and likely treated as such.   

Although osteological evidence is lacking in the Aegean, the presence of blue 

monkeys gathering saffron in Figure 42 from Knossos is suggestive. The animals wear 

red harnesses and pick saffron from potted crocuses. Gardening was already well-known 

in Egypt and the Levant and was mostly likely conducted in the Aegean as well. 

Additionally, archaeologists have identified “flower pots” of faience and clay by their 

apertures at the base.  Furthermore, cultivated flora for decorative purposes was used as 

early as the Old Kingdom in Egypt, and by the New Kingdom the elite class of Egypt 

often adorned their domiciles with “luxury gardens.”170 Shaw has demonstrated that the 

Minoans kept gardens as well.171 Due to the presence of potted plants in the composition 

the monkey must be a pet located within the confines of a garden. 

 

                                                
the king of Punt, gives to the sailor when he leaves. Among these gifts are long tailed 
vervets (Budge 1914, 213).    

169 The Metropolitan Museum of Art 2002, 20. For the introduction of the monkey from 
Nubia or Punt during the New Kingdom see Houlihan 1997, 31. 

170 Shaw 1993, 97. 

171 Shaw 1993.  
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Figure 42. Saffron Gatherers, MM IIIA, Knossos (After Betancourt 2007, pl. 1a).  

 
 

The saffron gatherer is arguably one of the only images in wall painting, and 

possibly in Aegean wall painting, in which the monkey is shown in a non-religious role. 

This highlights the fact that artistic motifs and images can be transferred from one place 

to the next, but the ideas associated with those images may not travel. Baboons were 

considered sacred for the Egyptians, but it appears that monkeys held a less significant 

role. In fact, Egyptians were careful to distinguish between representations of the two 

animals. Baboons are not suitable pets, whereas monkeys are easier to tame and train. 

There are instances in which the Egyptians held baboons in special temples, and even 

mummified them after their deaths.172 The status of monkeys in the Levant is also 

seemingly non-religious. For the Minoans, however, monkeys were viewed as attendants 

to the goddess, and perhaps they were even venerated.  

                                                
172 Ikram 2005.  
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For instance, at Xeste 3, the monkeys are shown in the Levantine role as 

musicians, but the scene is different in that the monkeys are anthropomorphized and do 

not have human owners. In the absence of a human owner, the monkeys in room 4 have 

their own agendas contrasting the monkeys from Mesopotamia. Alongside the musicians 

at Xeste 3 are more monkeys involved in various other human activities such as 

swordplay. The monkeys in Xeste 3 seem then to have more supernatural qualities than 

the monkeys of the Levant. In this way, Rehak believed that the monkeys of Room 4 

were depicted in a transitional area to prepare them for the religious activities that would 

take place on the upper stories.173 

The notion that monkeys possess supernatural qualities is reinforced on the upper 

level of Xeste 3 in an offertory scene. In the frescoes of Room 3 of Xeste 3, a scene is 

depicted on all four walls in which young girls are shown in the process of gathering 

saffron. In what is to be read as the last part of the scene, a blue monkey, standing upright 

presents the goddess with the final offering of saffron (Figure 43). As Nanno Marinatos 

has pointed out, the monkey is given a position of honor in the scene because he is the 

one who presents the goddess with the final product.174 This is further expressed as the 

anthropomorphized monkey is shown with one foot on the ground, while the other is 

placed on the platform of the seated goddess.175 In doing this, the artist conveys the idea 

                                                
173 Rehak 1999, 707.  

174 Marinatos 1987, 124. 

175 Angelopoulou 2000, 550; Marinatos 1987 23–24; Greenlaw 2005, 71–73; 2006, 63–
67; 2011 47–53. 
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that the monkey plays an intermediary role between humans and the divine, stressing the 

monkey’s semi-divine nature.  

 

 

Figure 43. Reconstructed drawing of a saffron offering to an enthroned goddess from 
Xeste 3, LM IA, Akrotiri (After Betancourt 2007, fig. 6.15). 

 

There are images, such as this one, where the monkey is the attendant to the 

goddess, but there are also images where the monkey receives the adoration.176 On a LM 

I–II sealing from an unknown provenance, a monkey is seated on a backless chair with its 

arms raised (Figure 44). Directly in front of the monkey a papyrus(?) is depicted. The 

upper half of a human figure, as well as the forepart of a feline, are preserved in front of 

                                                
176 Marinatos 1987, 124. 
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the plant. The monkey’s seated position on a piece of furniture is indicative of his higher 

position in the composition. 

 

  

Figure 44. Drawing of a sealing, LM I-II, Knossos (After CMS II.8, 262).  

 
 

The importance of the monkey to the Minoans was in part due to its scarcity. The 

remarkable degree of naturalism in several of the wall paintings suggests that Minoan 

artists did encounter monkeys, but they were most likely held as prestige items and were 

very expensive. The religious association with monkeys was a Minoan creation that may 

have also stemmed from their scarcity as well as their natural abilities and humanlike 

qualities.  It is important to note that when monkeys are depicted in landscape settings, 

they are often depicted alongside rivers.  

 

Griffins 

 The griffin is another animal that appears frequently near bodies of fresh water. In 

fact, to my knowledge, whenever a griffin is shown in a natural landscape and without a 
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leash, it is invariably close to a river or other body of fresh water. Griffins are unusual in 

that they are not real creatures that the Minoan artist could have observed in the natural 

world. The animal itself is a composite creature made up of part lion and part eagle or 

other bird of prey. In Minoan art, the griffin usually has a small crest on its head or just at 

the back of its neck, though this is not always present. Similarly, the griffin can be 

winged, or without wings.  

The first griffin appears on Crete in the MM II period. Two early examples of 

griffins were found in Vano 25 at Phaistos. Both examples date to the MM IIB period. 

Figure 45 shows the image of a griffin facing the viewer’s left in strict profile. The head 

of the animal cannot be identified as being from a particular type of bird. The eye is also 

shown in profile. A curl extends from the top of its head. Later, this curl developed into a 

crest on the animal’s head and neck. The griffin’s chest is covered in plumage, and a 

large wing grows from its shoulder. The wing is depicted using three lozenge-shaped 

carvings. Only one of the two front arms is visible, but both hind legs are depicted. The 

strong hind quarters and clawed feet along with the long, curled tail indicate that the body 

is feline. 

 

 

Figure 45. Drawing of a sealing, MM IIB, Vano 25, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 318).  
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The second image, also found at Phaistos, shows a clearer image of the animal 

(Figure 46). In this image, the artist has depicted the head, chest and wings of a bird 

attached to a sleek feline body. The animal does not have a curled crest on its head, but 

rather the open-beaked head has a sharp-pointed ear like a cat. The feathered neck of the 

creature meets the feline body at about the shoulder.  The animal’s front legs are 

extended and his beak is wide open, suggesting that the animal is hunting. Beneath the 

body of the griffin is abstract vegetation of indeterminable species.  

 

 

Figure 46. Drawing of a sealing, MM IIB, Vano 25, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 319). 

 
 

The inspiration for the animal was not indigenous. The composite creature was 

imported into the Minoan repertoire sometime during the MM period. Its history is far 

reaching and dates to the fourth millennium BC from Mesopotamia where it was first 
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conceived.177 It was then adopted and adapted by the Egyptians.178 It was likely imported 

to the Aegean from either Egypt or the Levant where the creature originated.179 The 

griffin, therefore, was viewed as an animal of foreign origin. Evans suggested that it 

came via Egypt where the iconography had been established since the Predynastic period, 

whereas scholars such as Henri Frankfort believed that the iconography was a result of 

contact with the Levant.180 In Egyptian iconography the role of the griffin is strictly as the 

“destroyer of the king’s enemies.”181 

By the MM III period, the griffin was an established hybrid creature on Crete, and 

it appears frequently on seal stones. The creature also appears on other media including 

wall painting. From this period onward, the animal is often shown as part of a hunting 

scene, solitarily in its natural environment, as an emblem, and as the companion to the 

goddess. Although the griffin is a mythical creature, and one that the Minoans never 

observed, iconographic associations between the griffin and fresh water elements suggest 

that the Minoans envisioned the griffin living in a very specific environment. This is 

                                                
177 Evans 1921–1935, I, 558–559, 708–714, II, 114–116, 152–155, 388, 785, III, 510–
517, IV, 823–824, 908–922, fig. 436; Frankfort 1936–1937, fig. 1; 1939, 186, 317; 1954, 
140–145; Porada 1947, 3, 16, 37; Tamvaki 1974, 290; Morgan 1988, 49–54, figs. 62–72; 
Crowley 1989, 46, 48, 51, 52; Aruz 2000, 5; Shank 2007, 95–120, figs.1.3– 1.5, 2.5, 
2.9A, 2.10, 4.9C, 7.1C–7.1D, 7.6B–7.6C, 7.9B–7.20; 2013, 87–89.  

178 Lange and Hirmer 1968, pl. 2 left (Pre-Dynastic palette, Egypt); Morgan 1988, 50. 

179 See Evans 1921–1935, I, 709–13 and Frankfort 1936.  

180 The griffin first appears as early as the fourth millennia in Susa (Frankfort 1936, fig. 
1), and in the Predynastic period in Egypt (Lange and Hirmer 1968, pl. 2, left).  

181 Frankfort 1936, 110.  
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evidenced in early examples where the animal is shown among palm trees, and later 

where the animal is shown with papyri, and occasionally the wavy lines of water. Figure 

47 shows an MM IIIB sealing from Zakros. A griffin is rendered in strict profile with its 

head pointed slightly upward. A plume extends from the top of its head. A small palm 

tree is placed directly in front of the creature. The association is stronger in scenes like 

the West House miniature fresco where the griffin is shown hunting along a river bank 

rife with palm trees, papyri, and other vegetation as well as waterfowl, a wild cat, and 

rockery (Figure 48). Without human presence, the griffin runs freely in its natural habitat. 

 

       
                         A                                              B                                             C 
 
Figure 47. A. Drawing of a sealing, LM I Kato Zakros (After CMS II.7, 87). B. Drawing 
of a sealing, LM I, Kato Zakros (After CMS II.7, 97). C. Drawing of a sealing, LM I–II, 

Miletus (After CMS VS3, 480). 
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Figure 48. Detail of griffin from the east wall of Room 5, West House, LM IA, Akrotiri 
(After Morgan 1988, pl.5).  

 
 

The combination of lion and bird of prey would have made the griffin a powerful 

and sacred creature in the eyes of the Minoans and thus a suitable companion to the 

goddess. Apparently, though, the griffin was a creature that needed to be caught and 

tamed. When griffins are shown outside of riverine landscapes, they are either shown 

without landscape elements at all or they are shown on leashes. The leash is an indication 

that they are wild animals that can only be captured, tamed, and controlled by a god or 

goddess. One example comes from the Palace of Knossos where two griffins are shown 

tethered to a Minoan column from the East Hall of the Palace (Figure 49). The 

reconstruction of the relief shows one griffin tied to a Minoan column with his body 

facing toward the column on his left and his head recumbent. Fragments for a second 

creature were also found in the East Hall. These fragments led Gilliéron to reconstruct a 
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second griffin depicted with his body facing toward the right.182 Note that although the 

reconstruction drawing in Figure 49 shows the tails of two griffins, the actual fragment 

only shows the remains of one tail.183 

 

 

Figure 49. Drawing of relief frescoes depicting griffins, LM I, Knossos (After Evans 
1921–1935, III, fig. 355). Digitized image courtesy of the Bibliotheken der Universität 

Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 
 
 

Due to the lack of evidence, the reconstruction does not show the head of the 

second animal or whether it was originally attached to another column. This 

reconstruction is problematic in that none of the pieces fully join. It is just as likely that 

the hindquarter of the griffin on the right side of the composition and the associated tail 

fragments were placed on the left side of the column. The heraldic composition of two 

animals on either side of a column is well known in Minoan art. The use of this 

                                                
182 Evans 1921–1935, III, 510–513, fig. 355. 

183 This has been observed by the author.  
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compositional device also brings up the religious component to the scene as well. If the 

griffins are flanking a column as is proposed here, then the compositional device draws 

the viewer’s attention to the central element, which is the Minoan column. Minoan 

columns not only held religious significance but were also symbols of power and perhaps 

were the symbolic representation of the god or goddess. Additionally, the fragment of the 

column capital is like Egyptian capitals in the form of papyrus flowers, which once again 

associates the griffin with another river element.184 So, while the griffin is not specifically 

located in a riverine environment, it is to be understood that the animal was brought from 

elsewhere, and was introduced into a scene with overt religious symbolism.  

Representations of tethered griffins in religious contexts are numerous. The motif 

of leashed griffin is found not only in Crete but in the Cyclades as well. In the well-

known fresco from Room 3a of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri a goddess described above in Figure 

43, a goddess is seated on a pile of saffron-colored pillows that have been set up on a 

moveable platform. Behind the goddess is her griffin companion who is tied up with a red 

tether (Figure 50). 185  

 

                                                
184 Evans 1921–1935, III, 514.  

185 For another example of a goddess with her griffin on a leash see: CMS I, 128. 
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Figure 50. Detail of reconstructed drawing of a saffron offering to an enthroned goddess 
from Xeste 3, LM IA, Akrotiri (After Betancourt 2007, fig. 6.15). 

 
 

The landscape depicted is most likely the mountainous terrain of Thera. Also 

present in the scene are several young girls who gather saffron from the crocus flowers 

growing forth from the rocky environment that resembles the Theran landscape and not a 

sacred otherworldly location. This is deduced from the fact that Thera was well known 

from antiquity and still today for its saffron (Figure 51). The frescoes show us that 

saffron gathering was also conducted during the Bronze Age on Thera. In fact, the 

process of gathering this very important commodity may have been a religious event and 

perhaps even a rite of passage.186 What is most important for this study, however, is that 

the goddess has arrived at this place for the event; she does not inhabit this landscape. 

One can assume that the griffin is not tethered behind the goddess as merely her pet, but 

                                                
186 Karageorghis 1990, 67; Marinatos 1984a, 64, 1987a; Rehak 2004, 85–100. 
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rather the mode of transportation. We can draw this conclusion from several elements in 

the composition including moveable platforms, and the griffin behind the goddess.  

 

 

Figure 51. Crocus blossom on Taxiarchis hill, Akrotiri. Photography courtesy of 
Klearchos Kapoutis https://www.flickr.com/photos/klearchos/5214263414. Used under 

the Creative Commons Attribution https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/.  

 
 

It has been noted that the structure upon which the goddess sits was not a 

permanent structure, but rather one that could have been set up and removed when 

necessary.187  This situation suggests that the goddess is visiting this place, and she does 

not necessarily inhabit it. The fact that she has travelled from elsewhere is supported by 

the fact that the griffin behind her is tied up. The griffin is tethered because the goddess 

rode the animal to this mountainside to partake in an offering to her. Thus, the goddess 

                                                
187 For a discussion on the function of moveable altars see Palyvou 2006; 2012, 19–21.  
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occasionally uses mythological creatures to travel.188 This idea is paralleled in two 

separate seal stones. A female figure in a flounced skirt is shown floating above a griffin 

with a leash on a signet ring from Archanes (Figure 52).189 To not distort the image, the 

artist places the goddess above the animal to indicate that she is riding it. 

 
 

  

Figure 52. Drawing of a gold signet ring, LM I, Archanes. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 
 
  Figure 53 helps to illustrate the idea that griffins were captured from their riverine 

habitats for use by the goddess. This cylinder seal shows a woman, probably the(a) 

goddess riding through a papyri thicket. The female can be identified as a goddess 

because she is riding on the back of another supernatural creature: a Minoan dragon. A 

male figure walks before the goddess. The figure wears a codpiece and breechcloth and 

                                                
188 Marinatos 1984; 1993; Davis 1986; Doumas 1987; 1992; 2000; Boulitis 2005. 

189 Sakellarakis 1967, pl. 137a.  
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carries a limp griffin on his shoulders. It has been proposed that they are returning from a 

hunt where they have killed a griffin, and while this is possible, perhaps the griffin is not 

dead, but has been captured for the goddess. 

 

 

Figure 53. Drawing of a cylinder sealing, LM IB, Hagia Pelagia (After CMS VI, 321). 

 

 
Similarly, harnessed griffins draw a chariot on one of the side panels of the 

frescoed larnax from Hagia Triada as well as on the sealing of unknown provenance 

dated to the LM I period (Figure 54). 

 

       

Figure 54. Drawing of a sealing from a metal signet ring, LM I, Knossos  
(After CMS II.8, 193). 
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Minoan Dragons 

Like the griffin, the Minoan dragon is a supernatural creature that appears in 

Minoan art, possibly by the MM II period. Figure 55 shows one side of a prism seal dated 

to the MM II period. The animal has defied identification, but it so closely resembles 

later images of the Minoan dragon that it is quite possible that it is an early permutation 

of the same creature. The animal faces viewer’s right and is shown in profile. It has a 

long neck and pointed snout. The tail is also long and curves slightly at the terminus. 

Both the foreleg and the back leg have hocks (or backward facing knee joints). The back 

foot is clawed.  

 

 

Figure 55. Drawing of one side of a three-side prism seal, MM II, unknown provenance 
(After CMS VI, 57c). 

 
 

Figure 56 serves as the exemplar for the Minoan dragon. The animal is 

recognizable by its long, tubular body that often has markings that resemble scales or 

spots. It also has an elongated neck, a pointed snout, and pointed ears. Further, the 

creature has a long, curled tail. The two back legs have bent hocks, like that of a horse, 

and terminate with clawed paws. The Minoan dragon was added to the menagerie of 



	

	 116 

fantastic creatures in the LM I period. It does not appear with great frequency, and some 

representations of the creature have been considered dubious and their authenticity 

questioned.190 While the animal is not represented on wall paintings or pottery, it is 

represented on seal stones and sealings from Crete and in ivory and small gold plaques 

from the mainland. 

 

 

Figure 56. Drawing of seal stone, LM I, unknown provenance (After CMS VI, 362). 

 

It was first proposed by Doro Levi that the animal was introduced to the Aegean 

from the East, and he referred to the creature as the “Babylonian dragon.”191 Indeed there 

is a resemblance between the Minoan dragon and an alabaster from Tell Asmar. The 

animal takes a place of prominence in the center of the composition. It is shown 

completely in profile, has a long slender body and tail and scaly skin. The piece is a 

problematic parallel, however, because it is dated nearly 700 years before the first 

                                                
190 For a general overview and catalogue of the Minoan dragon see Gill, 1963. 

191 Levi 1945; 1951; 1953–54. Contra this idea see Gill 1963.  
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Minoan examples in the LM I period.192 Similarly, a jasper cylinder seal from Uruk 

(4100–3000 BC) depicts two mythological creatures that resemble felines with extremely 

long necks. The animals have long, curling tails, spotted fur on their necks, and slender 

bodies. Lion-headed eagles fly between the intersecting tails of the long-necked felines. 

Unfortunately, this cylinder seal is also quite a bit earlier than the appearance of the 

Minoan dragon on Crete. 

 

 

Figure 57. Cylinder seal and modern impression, 4th millennium BC, Uruk. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias.  

 
  
Egypt may be another possible source for the origin of the Minoan dragon. The 

iconography seen in the above images from Mesopotamia may have travelled to Egypt 

sometime during the Predynastic period in Egypt.  The Palette of Narmer dates to this 

period and it depicts a composite creature called a serpopard (Figure 58). The ritual slate 

palette, used for mixing kohl, is composed in registers. On the front of the palette two 

serpopards face one another with their necks entwined. The space created by their 

                                                
192 Crowley, 55–56. 
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interlaced necks served as the area for mixing the cosmetic. Like the Minoan dragon, the 

serpopard has a slender, tubular body, a long curling tail and long neck. Here there is no 

indication of marking on its fur.  

 

 

Figure 58. Drawing of middle register on the reverse of the Palette of Narmer with 
makeup recess created by the entwined necks of serpopards, Predynastic/ Dynasty 1 (c. 

3000–2920 BC), Slate. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 

The animal first appears in the Predynastic period, but it was continuously 

depicted well into the Middle Kingdom. Figures 59–61 are Egyptian apotropaic wands. 

Apotropaic wands were used by the Egyptians as protective or magical objects.193 The 

imagery suggests that they were used primarily by women and children.194 There are 

approximately 150 known wands of this type that date primarily to the Middle Kingdom. 

The wands are most often curved objects made of hippopotamus ivory with images of 

                                                
193 Steindorf 1946, 41-42. 

194 Pinch 2006, 78–79, 130–131.  



	

	 119 

mythological creatures and inscriptions. Often the wands carried images of the gods Bes 

and Taweret, both of whom are related to childbirth. A spotted serpopard is featured in 

Figure 59. The animal strides forward, toward the viewer’s right. In the image, a spotted 

and striped slender and tubular body supports a serpentine neck and lion head. Two other 

serpopards are visible in Figures 60 and 61. The characteristics are the same as both the 

Egyptian example already mentioned as well as the Minoan dragons. These images are 

likely candidates for the inspiration of the Minoan dragon because they are closer in date 

to the first images in the Aegean. Furthermore, wands such as these were easily 

transportable and may have made their way to Crete.  

 

 

Figure 59. Apotropaic wand fragment depicting a serpopard, Ivory, Middle Kingdom. 
Photograph courtesy of The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology UCL.  
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Figure 60. Fragment of Apotropaic Wand with a serpopard and cat biting a cobra, Ivory, 
Middle Kingdom. Photograph courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 61. Apotropaic Wand depicting Serpopard, ivory, late Middle Kingdom (c. 1750 
BC). Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum. 

 
 

 Like the griffin then, the Minoan dragon is an import from the East, and similarly 

the Minoans envisioned the dragon as a riverine animal and one that was related to 

female figures. In almost all known examples of the Minoan dragon, the setting is almost 

invariably riparian. Of the two seal impressions from Hagia Triada that depict Minoan 

dragons, one clearly shows two dragons before two papyri plants (Figure 62A). In the 
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examples from Slavokambos, a dragon is shown in complete profile facing the viewer’s 

left (Figure 62B). Although his back legs are missing, his long slender body with scaly 

markings, his long, curled tail, and his small pointed head all help to identify him as a 

Minoan dragon. The creature stands in front of three stalks of abstract vegetation. An 

undulating line beneath the animal serves to represent a river.  

 

          

                                        A                                                               B 
 
Figure 62. A. Drawing of a sealing from a metal signet ring, LM I, unknown provenance 
(After CMS II.6, 34). B. Drawing of a sealing from a metal signet ring, LM I, unknown 

provenance (After CMS II.6, 262). 

 
 
 Another similarity with the griffin that is worth pointing out is that the goddess is 

also shown riding on the back of her dragon companion. Discussed in its relation to the 

Minoan griffin, Figure 48 above shows a goddess figure riding on the back of a dragon 

through a papyrus thicket. This excellent example demonstrates the connection between 

the divine, the riparian environment, and another Eastern iconographic import, the griffin. 

Similarly, in Figure 63, a bare-breasted female figure wearing an elaborate tiered skirt is 

shown facing toward the viewer’s left. She rides side saddle on a creature that fits the 

description of the Minoan dragon. The creature has a long tubular body, pointed snout 
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and long curled tail. The dragon carries the goddess over what appears to be a flowing 

river or perhaps rockery.  

 

 

Figure 63. Drawing of a seal stone, LH II-IIIA, Tomb of Clytemnestra, Mycenae (After 
CMS I, 167).  

 

Interestingly, Minoan dragons are also always associated with female figures 

when human figures are present in the composition. If the serpopard served as the 

inspiration for the Minoan dragon, the meaning of the animal may well have travelled 

along with the image if the image were transmitted by way of apotropaic wands. The 

wands were known as objects for the protection of women, the marriage bed, pregnancy, 

and childbirth as well as children. And although the serpopard was not exclusively related 

to women’s concerns in Egypt, a Minoan may have made the association based on the 

relationship between the image of the serpopard and the function of the object itself. 

 

Minoan Genii 

The Minoan genius is a mythological creature that frequently appears standing 

and in association with libation vessels as early as the MM II period on Crete. Although 



	

	 123 

the Genius does not appear in painted images on Crete during the MM, or LM I periods, 

its presence on seals and sealings is significant. Strictly speaking there are only a few 

representations of genii in landscape settings, but they are included here because of the 

possible link between the figure and fresh water ritual in the Aegean. 

The image of the genius can vary, but usually it is identified as a standing figure 

with a wasp-like body, strong hind legs, and two arms raised and holding a libation 

vessel. The first appearance of the Minoan Genius was during the MM IIB period from 

the Hieroglyphic Deposit at Knossos.195 It has a large, thick body and protruding belly in 

addition to pendulum-like breasts. The genius raises an ewer with both hands and steps 

forward with one of its two lion-like hind legs. A similar image is depicted in Figure 64. 

 

 

Figure 64. Drawing of a sealing, MM II, Vano 25, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 321).  

 

Like both the griffin and the Minoan dragon, the Minoan genius was appropriated 

from a foreign prototype and adapted to fit Minoan needs.  Following Evans, Judith 

                                                
195 Knossos HM 202. 
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Weingarten demonstrated that the Minoan genius was ultimately derived from images of 

the Egyptian goddess Taweret sometime during the MM period.196 Largely, Weingarten 

built off the work of Gill who first drew attention to MM genii that looked quite different 

from LM depictions of the same figure.197 Taweret was a composite creature with the 

body of a hippopotamus, mane and hind-legs of a lion, and a dorsal appendage running 

down her back, culminating in a tail. Taweret often carries a sword or knife for 

apotropaic purposes, and she was also associated with lustrations.198 Alternatively she 

can carry an ankh, an Egyptian symbol of life.199 The Minoan artist adapted Taweret for 

Minoan purposes, and instead of an ankh, the genius most often carries an ewer or 

libation vessel.200 

Seemingly, only Taweret’s association with lustration was transmitted to the 

Minoan genius and it was likely imported to Crete through portable objects like 

apotropaic wands on which the goddess was frequently carved during the Middle 

Kingdom.201 Taweret was a popular goddess associated with pregnant women, women 

                                                
196 Weingarten 1991, 3–4. Evans first proposed the connection between the two figures in 
1935 (1921–1935, IV, 431–467). Weingarten believes that the genius was transmitted 
directly from Egypt, whereas Gill and Mellink believe that the Egyptian image was 
introduced via Anatolia (Gill 1964, Mellink 1987). 

197 Gill 1964, 2–4. 

198 Weingarten and Hallager 1993, 12. 

199 Weingarten 2000, 116. 

200 Weingarten 1991, 6–7. 

201 Weingarten 1991, 4; Steindorf 1946, 41–42. 
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looking to conceive, childbirth, and young children.202 The Minoan genius, on the other 

hand, did not take on the same associations. Like the griffin and the Minoan dragon, the 

genius appears as a sacred figure to the Minoans. The iconography suggests that genii 

were largely associated with libations during the MM period. In later Minoan periods 

genii obtained several new roles as Minoan religion evolved and grew more 

complex.203 By virtue of its nature as a composite creature, genii possessed supernatural 

qualities. Furthermore, the religious role of genii in Minoan religion is demonstrated in 

glyptic art. For example, a Minoan genius holds a rounded object over a large stone on a 

sealing from Malia.204 It has been proposed that the object represents an ostrich egg 

rhyton and the stone was a sacred stone or baetyl.205  Given that rhyta were vessels used 

in liquid offering rituals, it appears that this scene represents a religious event.206 

 

Deer 

Deer also appear along the banks of rivers in several Aegean representations from 

the Bronze Age. The animal is attested to in Minoan iconography from at least the MM 

                                                
202 Altenmüller 1986, 26; Weingarten 1991, 4–5; Phillips 2008, 159–160. 

203 Rehak 1995, 215. 

204 Chapouthier 1930, 19, fig. H. 5, PI. I; Godart and Olivier 1979, 2, Wc 7; Weingarten 
and Hallager 1993, 3–4, fig. 2. 

205 Weingarten and Hallager 1993, 4; Weingarten 2000, 118. Ostrich egg rhyta first 
appear in the MM II period (Koehl 1998, 179–180). 

206 Both ostrich egg rhyta and the Minoan genius appear at roughly the same time on 
Crete during the MM II period (Weingarten and Hallager 1993, 12). 
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period, and perhaps earlier.207 The presence of deer in a composition cannot define the 

space as a riverine environment because the animal appears in other settings, but deer do 

feature in several riverine scenes. In fact, deer are most often associated with papyrus 

above all other vegetation.208 A seated deer is shown on the banks of a river in Figure 65. 

The river is rendered with the use of three undulating lines. This is a convention to show 

the river and its shorelines from above. Smooth rockery is placed above the river. The 

deer is shown below the river lying down on a defined ground line of two thin straight 

lines. The deer’s legs are tucked beneath him and his head is turned over its shoulder.  

 

 
 

Figure 65. Drawing of a sealing, MM III, Hieroglyphic Deposit, Knossos (After CMS 
II.8, 376). 

 
 Deer are also known from several wall paintings, some of which depict deer along 

rivers or associated with riverine plants. Figure 66 is a detail of the West House 

Miniature Frieze. Fallow deer are depicted running along the banks of a river. The 

animals are depicted with their antlers, and their bodies are red ochre. They are chased by 

                                                
207 Yule 1980, 125–126; CMS II 1, 374a. 

208 Morgan 1988, 55.  
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sandy-colored lions. All animals leap forward in the Minoan flying gallop pose. Bid-fed 

or hooked protrusions are used to convey the river that is in a multi-colored rocky 

landscape. Platanus trees grow along the shoreline. 

 

 
 

Figure 66. Detail of deer along a river. South wall, West House, LM IA, Akrotiri (After 
Morgan 1988, pl. 74). 
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CHAPTER 5 

ELEMENTAL BEGINNINGS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF RIVERINE 

LANDSCAPES IN THE MIDDLE MINOAN PERIOD 

 

Introduction 

At the height of Minoan art in the LM I period we can distinguish three categories 

of river landscapes. This distinction is made easy by a wide variety of media on which 

rivers are represented, the variety of depictions themselves, and the multitude of contexts 

where river scenes are found. These distinctions are less clear for the Middle Minoan 

period due to the relative scarcity of pictorial art paired with the limited amount of 

evidence for painted representations. We are restricted to the interpretation of those 

depictions found on a handful of pottery and a few, small-scale representations on seal 

stones. Still, despite the limited amount of evidence for riverine landscapes in the Middle 

Minoan period, we can begin to see the formation of similar motifs and categories that 

carry through into the LM I period. Two separate issues are addressed within this chapter. 

The first issue is the continuation of certain themes or motifs from their introduction 

and/or inception in the MM period into later periods. This includes the possible 

introduction of motifs from abroad as well as the indigenous creation of others. The 

second issue is the continuation or change of meaning and function behind those motifs 

and themes. It is important to note both where meaning changes from one culture to the 

next and where changes occur within a single culture over an extended period. We will 

first deal with the creation and continuation of riverine themes that begin, in some 

instances, as early as the EM III period. Further, a deeper analysis is necessary to 
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understand the function and meaning in these depictions and to compare them with 

similar motifs in Egypt and the Levant.  

 

Riverine Motifs in the Middle Minoan Period 

The Minoans regarded the rare, but present, riverine landscape on Crete as an 

important biotype from as early as the Early Minoan period. This is evidenced by the 

early depiction of vegetation and animal life common to fresh water environments on seal 

stones from the EM III period onward. Flora and fauna that are considered characteristic 

of fresh water habitats were initially depicted merely as individual elements. In many 

instances the elements are abstract, and they reflect the Middle Minoan tendency toward 

artifice and ornamentation in art. Eventually, by the MM II period, these individual 

elements became increasingly less abstract, and in some cases two elements were 

combined to create images that were more than emblematic, but not quite pictorial. These 

images are instructive in the development of Minoan pictorial art, and they help 

reconstruct the development of the riverine theme in the Minoan repertoire. By tracing 

the evolution of riverine elements from the EM III period to the MM III period, we can 

detect an indigenous Cretan inception of the theme despite the inclusion of some possibly 

foreign motifs. This is contrary to the belief that the theme was originally derived from 

Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling.  

In the MM II period, Minoan artists began to use the visual vocabulary that was 

established in the EM period for individual riverine elements in combination with other 

elements to evoke riverine imagery, and by the MM III period pictorial representations of 

the theme were firmly developed. By the MM III period two distinct categories of 
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riverine scenes can be detected in both glyptic art and painted pottery. The images from 

this period include both images of pure riverine landscapes and scenes with both fresh 

water and fauna. The first category of fresh water to be discussed contains both fresh 

water landscape elements as well as fauna. This category is characterized using 

vegetation to create a naturalistic setting for animal inhabitants. The landscape elements 

are secondary to the primary subject of the animals. This category first appears in the 

MM III period, with one possible depiction as early as the MM IIB period. It can be even 

further subdivided into landscapes including birds, landscapes including other animals, 

and landscapes including mythological creatures. 

The second category of riverine scenes shows pure landscapes without the 

inclusion of animals. These scenes begin in the MM III period and are found on seal 

stones as well as on pottery. Compositions that fall under this category combine various 

vegetal elements with either an undulating ground line or rockery that are intended to be 

understood as either the river itself or the pebbly shoreline of a river. Although few river 

scenes exist from the MM period, the surviving examples are important because they 

illustrate the Minoan interest in the depiction of rivers at the start of pictorial imagery on 

Crete.  

 

Category 1. Landscapes Including Fauna 

 The first category of fresh water depictions from the MM period includes both 

fresh water flora and fauna. Although most these depictions are not fully pictorial, they 

are important because they are among the first images where the Minoan artist shows an 

interest in the depiction of an animal in its natural environment. It may be an 
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overstatement to call the first secure images in glyptic “scenes,” due to their abbreviated 

and abstract renderings, but they are important nonetheless because they are a starting 

point from which later more naturalistic pictorial scenes were derived. Moreover, the few 

rare examples of pictorial images of rivers that do exist from this period demonstrate that 

not all fresh water scenes functioned in the same way, and they were much more varied 

than previously believed.  

Riverine landscapes appear only at the end of the MM period, but characteristic 

elements appear already by the MM II period. On the whole, images on MM II pottery 

focused on ornamentation and the stylization of the natural world. This can most clearly 

be seen in the vases of the MM II Kamares style. A representative example of the high 

Kamares style of the MM II period is found in Figure 67. Here, the body of the vessel is 

given over to complete ornamentation. The spirals and other designs may reference 

organic elements in the natural world, but they are non-specific and purely decorative. 

Since most Minoan decorated pottery prior to the MM II period tended to avoid figural 

representations and show a preference for abstract design and ornamentation, the 

inclusion of riverine elements as some of the first fully identifiable images on pottery is 

significant. 
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Figure 67. Kamares Ware jug, MM IIB, Vano XI, MM IIB. Phaistos (After Betancourt 
1985, pl. 11D).  

 
 

On seal stones, the appearance of figural representations and landscape elements 

begins earlier than on pottery. In some instances, riverine elements appear as early as the 

EM II period, but they are considered rare until the MM II period. Even when figural 

representations appear more frequently, landscape elements continue to be scarce well 

into the MM IIB period suggesting that when they are present, they are significant. Their 

scarcity during this period has not been overlooked. Kryszkowska notes that of 325 seals 

in use at Phaistos only approximately twenty-four used these elements as fillers or 
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integrated them into the scene.209 From the examples below we can see that even at this 

early phase, it is clear that the Minoans were increasingly interested in placing animals 

within their natural settings. Furthermore, in some instances they were careful to depict 

individualized and identifiable biotypes, among them riverine environments. 

Considering the artistic tendency toward artifice in painted representations, it is 

not surprising that the first time elements of riverine environments appear together in one 

composition is on seal stones. Although we cannot consider them scenes exactly, the 

combination of clearly fresh water elements into a single composition begins in the MM 

II period with two seal stones from Malia. The two seal stones are from the same 

workshop. They show stylized scenes of water bird beside reeds, and they are both more 

emblematic than pictorial. Both images are compositionally and stylistically similar.  

(Figures 68A–B). These seal stones are particularly important for the development of 

fresh water scenes in Minoan art for two reasons. Firstly, they demonstrate a distinct 

desire to depict fresh water as a separate category of landscape aside from either 

mountaintops or other locations. Secondly, they represent the first steps toward 

pictorialization in Minoan art, which is so paramount in the LM river scenes in the 

following period. 

 

                                                
209  Kryzskowska 2010, 170. 
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                                           A                                                    B 
 

Figure 68. A. Drawing of one side of a three-sided prism seal, MM IIB, seal stone 
workshop, Malia (After CMS II.2, 184a). B. Drawing of one side of a three-sided prism 

seal, MM IIB, seal stone workshop, Malia (After CMS II.2, 160a).   

 
 
In both instances the water birds are in a kneeling position, shown in complete 

profile, and they are distinguished by their characteristically long necks and fat bodies. 

This manner of stylized representation (as well as showing the animal in strict profile) is 

characteristic of the MM II period. The animals’ bodies are abstract, but they are still 

thoroughly recognizable. The birds can be identified as cranes (or a similar bird) due to 

their long necks, their hanging tails, and the proportions of the animals’ legs to their 

bodies.210 Although in both instances the animals themselves are abstract renderings, the 

abstraction is effective in that a particular type of bird can be identified and a clear 

attempt is made to place the animals in their natural environment with the addition of 

water reeds. In both instances, the mode of representation is simplified, but characteristic 

features of the birds as well as the vegetation are specific enough to allow the viewer to 

distinguish the fresh water environment from another biotype. As both cranes and reeds 

                                                
210 Ruuskanen 1992, 53–54. 
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are naturally found near fresh water, these images should be considered the first secure 

representations of fresh water landscapes despite their lack of pictorialization. 

By the MM III period the theme of water birds in a fresh water environment was 

clearly established. Stylized representations of the bird and reed motif continue into the 

MM III period, but some representations show an increased interest in naturalism. One 

example of the continuation of style is shown on the seal stone from Hagios Charalambos 

(Figure 69). The body of the bird, longish neck, and short legs are consistent with a 

waterfowl, possibly a duck. The stone is carved with a bird shown in profile, and it 

retains the stiffness and rigidity of the depictions of the MM IIB period, but the pose of 

the bird is more interesting than those from the MM II period. In this example, the 

animal’s body faces the right, but the head of the bird is turned backward and faces left. 

Although the pose seems strained and less than naturalistic due to the lack of detail and 

stiff style, this is a typical resting position for many water birds and is most likely an 

observed habit of the animal. A large water reed is placed in front of the bird’s body, 

which puts the animal in a riverine setting.  

 

 

Figure 69. Drawing of seal stone, MM III, Hagios Charalambos (After CMS VS1A, 44a). 
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While admittedly still abstract, a banded gray agate seal stone from an unknown 

provenance is slightly more naturalistic than the example from Hagios Charalambos 

(Figure 70). Marshy vegetation surrounds a solitary waterfowl shown in strict profile. 

The vegetation at the bottom of the bird’s feet is small and indistinguishable, but one reed 

is visible in the upper left hand corner of the seal stone. The style of representation is 

abstract, and the shape and details of the bird are achieved with only a few incised lines, 

and a drill hole for its eye. 

 

 

Figure 70. Drawing of a cushion seal, MM II–III, Unknown provenance  
(After CMS VII, 44). 

 
 

The tendency toward naturalism and the naturalistic settings for compositions are 

illustrated in various media from the MM III period onward.  Regarding fresh water 

scenes, this tendency is witnessed in both glyptic and pottery. A sealing from the Temple 

Repositories at Knossos displays this same bird and reed motif in a more delicate and 

naturalistic style than in the previous examples (Figure 71). Here, a waterfowl is shown 

facing left. It has a long neck and a large, soft, and rounded body. The wing of the bird is 

clearly defined, and individual feathers are distinguished on the wing as well as on the 
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tail of the animal with shallow incisions. Both, the eye and the beak of the bird are 

delicately depicted. A small fragment of some vegetation is visible above the back of the 

bird, but due to preservation, it is unclear if this plant once depicted a reed or another 

type of vegetation. Regardless, the inclusion of vegetation by the artist places the animal 

in its natural environment. The artist has further elaborated on the setting with the 

addition of an undulating line that indicates that the animal is either resting on, or in a 

river.  The naturalistic approach to both the bird and its natural environment reflect the 

growing interest in naturalism at the end of the MM period. 

 

 

Figure 71. Drawing of a sealing, MM III, Eastern Temple Repositories, Knossos  
(After CMS II.8, 167).  

 
 

It is possible that other animals aside from water birds are set against fresh water 

vegetation, also known from the MM II period. Two sealings from Phaistos may also 

depict fauna within a riparian setting. Both sealings are very different from one another, 

as well as very different from other contemporary images of rivers from the MM II 

period. The image on the sealing No. 270 from Vano 25 at Phaistos is tentatively 
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described as a riverine scene and is remarkable for its pictorial quality (Figure 72). The 

image on the sealing shows a quadruped animal, possibly a lion or wildcat.  

 

 

Figure 72. Drawing of a sealing, MM II, Vano 25, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 270). 

 
 

The animal is shown facing toward the left and surrounded by a landscape setting. 

It is unclear exactly what type of animal is depicted due to the preservation at the top of 

the sealing, but patterning around the neck of the creature to indicate a thick mane 

suggests a tentative possible reconstruction of a lion. Two tall stalks of vegetation grow 

from a rocky ground. Opposing leaves extend up the entire length of the plants, and on 

the left plant, a flower or tuft is visible. At the top of the head of the flower are small, 

radiating lines. Due to its fragmentary nature, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what type 

of plant is depicted, but the general features of the plants resemble the later papyrus 

plants on the Hagios Charalambos signet ring from a MM III date discussed below 

(Figure 73). Furthermore, the height of the plant suggests that it is a tall water plant 

(either a papyrus, water reed, or other water grass) because it is taller than most other 
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vegetation found on Crete, which tends to be short shrubbery.211 It is for this reason that 

the sealing should be mentioned as a possible depiction of an animal in a riverine 

environment. Moreover, if indeed this is to be understood as a riverine environment it 

would be the first image of the popular, but later, motif of a wildcat in a riverine setting 

(known from the LM I period).  

 

 

Figure 73. Drawing of a silver signet ring, MM III, Hagios Charalambos  
(After CMS VS1A, 46).  

 
 

The second sealing of interest from Phaistos is perhaps one of the most enigmatic 

and pictorial scenes of fresh water from this category and from the MM II period. The 

animal depicted in the sealing illustrated in Figure 74 is referred to as the Minoan genius. 

This animal appears twice in the deposit, but it is in this sealing that we can see the 

animal placed in a landscape setting. The genius stands in profile and holds a beak-

spouted jug. A small water reed is shown sprouting from the jug. Water reeds are also 

visible behind and in front of the creature. They are shown growing from a ground that 

                                                
211 Rackham and Clark 2004.  
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consists of small rounded stones. The delicate handling of the landscape in this depiction 

does not allow us to write off the vegetation as merely abstract. The plants are tall grasses 

or reeds with alternating leaves that grow forth from a rocky coast. The fresh water 

location is further emphasized by the presence of the libation jug that is surely associated 

with water.  

 

 

Figure 74. Drawing of a sealing, MM II, Vano 25, Phaistos (After CMS II.5, 322). 

 
 

Even if one does take into consideration the two Phaistos sealings described 

above, the representations of river scenes with animal inhabitants are largely confined to 

the depiction of water birds in fresh water settings for the MM II period. Other animals 

also begin to appear in fresh water contexts more securely by the MM III period, but still 

rarely. Interestingly, there are three compositions from this period that depict animals in 

natural fresh water environments, and all three are executed in different media. One 

example is from a painted pithos, one is from a group of faience plaques that possibly 

decorated a chest made of perishable material, and the last is found on a sealing.  
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The painted image is found on a small Kamares ware pithos jar from the 

sanctuary of Anemospilia at Archanes, and judging by the find context, the vessel was 

most likely a ceremonial vase (Figure 75). The decoration of the vessel is a combination 

of added relief sculpture and paint. A bull is depicted on the body of the vessel in molded 

relief with details added in black paint over a white painted body. The bull faces the 

viewer’s right and is shown in profile except for a slightly twisted lower front body to 

show both front legs. A similar twist is not witnessed in the animal’s back half because 

the artist has solved the problem of depiction by placing one leg slightly behind the other 

to achieve the same result. Palms, papyrus, and dittany surround the animal from above 

and below. Given that bulls would not be found naturally in the mountainous landscape 

of Crete, it is evident that the animal is set in a low-lying habitat. Sara Immerwahr has 

interpreted the scene as a flowery meadow212, but the presence of undulating lines at the 

feet of the bull as well as the palm and papyrus, suggest that, more specifically, the bull is 

standing at the edge of a river. 

 

                                                
212 Immerwahr 1990, 34. 
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Figure 75. Detail drawing of a pithos jar, MM III. Ceramic, Anemospilia, Archanes. 
Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 
 

The second example from this category was found in the Hieroglyphic Deposit at 

Knossos, and it depicts a quadruped (perhaps a deer?) next to a river (Figure 76). The 

deposit contained several styles of sealings that are dated from the MM II period to the 

MM III period, but, due to its high degree of naturalism and overall pictorialization, this 

sealing is more securely dated to the MM III period.213 The sealing shows a couchant 

animal in profile, identified by Evans as a “hart.”214 The animal’s naturalistically 

rendered body faces toward the left, while its head is turned to look over its shoulder. It is 

placed on a simple incised line, which serves as the ground line. Three incised wavy lines 

are meant to represent the river and the two coasts as if the viewer were looking at it from 

                                                
213 Pini 1990, 41–45. 

214 Evans 1921-1935, I, 272–273, fig. 202a. 
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above. Additionally, oblong and irregularly-sized circles above the river are to be 

understood as rockery.  

 

 

Figure 76. Drawing of a sealing, MM III, Hieroglyphic Deposit, Knossos  
(After CMS II.8, 376). 

 
 

The third example from this category was also found at Knossos, but it was found 

in the Temple Repositories and should be considered tentative. Each element of the 

composition was made as a separate and individual faience plaque. Collectively, the over 

one hundred fragments of faience inlays are referred to as the Town Mosaic.215 Several of 

the plaques are pictured in Figure 77, though 70 of the fragments were depicted by 

Evans.216 These plaques were inlays used to decorate a chest or other object made of a 

perishable material and were part of a single composition. Among the collection of 

plaques are houses, animals, and even human figures. One plaque shows bluish 

undulating wavy lines that are very suggestive of water. Since the configuration of the 

                                                
215	Evans 1921-1935, I, 301–314.	
216	Evans 1921-1935, I, fig. 223. 	
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composition is unclear, we cannot place the water within the composition precisely. It is 

for this reasons that we cannot be certain that this plaque represents a river as opposed to 

seawater at the coast of a small town. Two plaques visible on display at the Herakleion 

museum have been reconstructed with small fragments of vegetation. One plaque shows 

ivy, while the other plaque shows water reeds or grasses. The small fragment shows three 

stalks with alternating leaves. Additionally, while ivy is not considered to be a river plant, 

it reminds us of the later riverine scene found at the House of the Caravanserai (LM I) 

where water reeds and ivy grow along the banks of an undulating river. 

 

 

Figure 77. Faience plaque inlays (Town Mosaic). Temple Repositories, MM III, Knossos 
(After Morgan 1988, pl. 190).  
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Interestingly, the water is depicted in a manner that is more consistent with the 

way in which Egyptian artists depicted water (Figure 78).  In fact, the overall 

composition of landscape, humans, and animals can be compared to Egyptian 

compositions where fauna graze, and sometimes work, along the banks of rivers in tomb 

paintings. In fact, although the plaques were part of one composition, the backgrounds 

vary depending on the plaque.  For example, the goat or agrimi depicted in Figure 77 is 

set against a background of raised dots, whereas the ivy is set against a flat beige 

background. In this way, the scene could be read as a whole, but also as individual 

vignettes. The varied backgrounds would have created a less fluid, and more disjointed 

composition. This is quite similar to Egyptian compositions which often feature several 

smaller scenes within the larger depictions. Figure 79 provides an excellent example of 

this type of composition in Egyptian art. This image shows a nobleman, Nahkt, 

overseeing the plowing and sowing of agricultural fields. This image post-dates the Town 

Mosaic from Knossos, but it serves as an illustration of the compositional similarities 

between the Aegean inlays and Egyptian art.  
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Figure 78. Architectural Drawing of a Garden on a Writing Board, New Kingdom, Egypt. 
Photograph courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544801. This image is designated 
Public Domain. 

 

 

Figure 79. Nakht Overseeing the Plowing and Sowing of His Fields, Facsimile of a tomb 
painting by Norman de Garis, original dates to New Kingdom, Thebes, Egypt. After de 
Garis 1917. Digital image courtesy of http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/davies1917.    
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Different here is the sense of naturalism in the depiction of plants and animals 

contrasting the Egyptian examples, as well as the Minoan inclusion of the houses. The 

houses are Minoan, not Egyptian, in design. None of the animals or plants is foreign to 

the Aegean. So, while certain motifs, such as animals grazing by the water, may have 

been derived from Egyptian examples, the integration of a body of water, animals, and 

people into an architectural landscape is Minoan. The houses add a level of complexity to 

the scene and show that the emphasis is on the town, with vignettes of genre scenes 

around. In some ways, the Town Mosaic is the forerunner to the towns and surrounding 

landscapes found in the miniature fresco from the West House at Akrotiri that will be 

discussed in Chapter 6.  If we are to accept the undulating lines as fresh water, not only 

does this scene show fauna in a landscape setting, it is also the first example of a human 

figure located within a setting that contains a river. 

 
Category 2. Pure Landscape 

 The second category of fresh water scenes from the MM period can be classified 

as pure landscapes. In a pure landscape there is no indication of the presence of humans 

or animals. In the following examples only the natural environment is present. The scenes 

include certain features that are characteristic of areas surrounding bodies of fresh water 

such as rivers, flora, and rockery. Some representations in this category depict the actual 

river itself with the use of an undulating line. These lines are like the undulating lines 

found in Figures 71, 75, and 76 from the first category. For example, on Figure 80 a 

simple undulating ground line at the base of the vessel is meant to serve as the shoreline 

of a river from which large palms spring forth.  
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Figure 80. Kamares Ware pithos jar, MM III, Loomweight Basement, Knossos (After 
Betancourt 1985, pl. 12I). 

 
 

A more complex depiction of a river is found on Figure 81 from Kommos.217 This 

pitharaki (piriform jar) also depicts pure landscape and includes a flowing river, but the 

river is slightly more detailed than the river on the amphora from Knossos. Here, a thick 

undulating line of white paint is meant to represent the river itself, while a thinner white 

line borders the river at the top. This thinner line is to be understood as the shoreline as 

rocks are shown rising from the uppermost line. Palms and other flowers grow directly 

from this shoreline. This convention for showing the shoreline of a body of water is also 

visible on Figures 75 and 76. On Figure 76, three wavy lines represent the river, but the 

top and bottom lines are most likely the artist’s way of showing the river and shoreline 

from above. Similarly, beneath the bull’s feet in the pithos jar from Anemospilia 

                                                
217 Betancourt 1990, 109, fig. 29, no. 609.  
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vegetation springs forth directly from the shoreline, which is rendered with the use of a 

thin upper undulating line (Figure 75). The artist has chosen to show the river from an 

aerial perspective while the other elements are painted frontally. This composite approach 

to the perspective is intentional and is used for clarity in reading the scene. 

 

 

Figure 81. Pitharaki, MM III. Ceramic, Kommos (After Betancourt 1990, fig, no. 609). 

 
 

Plants play a dominant role in pure landscapes, and the artistic style of the Middle 

Minoan period is well known for the depiction of stylized vegetation on Kamares ware 

vessels, as well as on seal stones. It also includes some more clearly identifiable plants 

such as palms, lilies, and reeds. This is important because the identification of plants to a 

particular type suggests that the artist has specifically chosen certain plants as indicators 

of setting. The reed motif is one of the earliest types of vegetation that appears as 

landscape on seal stones. This may be due to the fact that the water reed can be 

distinguished more easily than other forms of vegetation because of the clarity that is 
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retained, even when it is abstracted or simplified. The plant is identified by its upward 

facing leaves that alternate on either side of a tall stalk. Possibly due to this simplicity 

and its extreme clarity, Minoan artists used this motif earlier than other plants to indicate 

a river scene.  

While admittedly introduced slightly later than the water reed, another plant that 

is important for defining river scenes is the palm. Palms appear in two of the three 

examples of the second category and on one example from the first category. As was 

discussed in Chapter 5, palms appear at least as early as the MM II period, and the 

inclusion of the palm in riverine depictions from the MM III period is a testament to the 

importance of the plant as part of the iconographic repertoire of river scenes later on. On 

the Knossian jar in Figure 80, antithetical J-spirals serve as the base for the fronds of the 

plant, and the leaves were incised before firing the vessel to add further detail to the 

fronds.218 The variety of plant is clearly identifiable as palm due to the large, flat leaves 

that grow from a central thick trunk on each of the plants.  

A silver signet ring serves as an excellent example of how a river can be indicated 

by plants in place of a literal depiction of the river itself (Figure 73). The ring was found 

in the cave burial of Hagios Charalambos and is dated to the MM III period or possibly 

from as early as the MM IIB period according to the pottery. Carved into the ring are five 

monumental papyrus plants. Along with the papyrus found on the Anemospilia jar, this is 

the first attempt to represent papyrus in a natural setting in Crete. The plants are abstract, 

and they have alternating leaves growing out of each side of the plants’ stems. The 

                                                
218 Betancourt 2013, 45. 
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characteristic umbels at the tops of the plants distinguish them as specifically papyri. The 

plants grow from a rocky shore. While no river is indicated directly, the presence of 

papyrus should suffice to identify this as a scene of a fresh water environment as papyrus 

is a fresh water plant. In support of this argument is the way in which the papyri are 

depicted in this early example. The stems of the papyrus show upward turned leaves that 

alternate on either side of the stalk. Since actual papyrus plants do not have these 

alternating leaves, it appears that the artist has combined the well-known riverine reed 

with the lesser-known papyrus to ensure clarity of setting.  

A similar composition to the above example found in Figure 80 is visible on the 

bridge-spouted jug from Phaistos (Figure 82). Although the depiction is largely 

decorative, particularly around the spout of the jug, the palm and hanging rockery give 

the depiction a sense of setting. This composition lacks the undulating river seen in the 

Kommos example, which would securely identify it as a river scene, but it is clear from 

later evidence that the Minoans considered palm trees to be characteristically fresh water 

plants. The identification of plants that only grow in fresh water areas can help to 

distinguish a fresh water scene from other environments.  Therefore, the combination of a 

palm and rockery here suggest a fresh water environment.  
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Figure 82. Kamares Ware bridge-spouted jug, MM IIIA. Phaistos.  
Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 

The above example demonstrates how the inclusion of vegetation in a 

composition that thrives along the banks of rivers naturally can serve as an indication of a 

river or a fresh water environment when a literal depiction of a river, with the use of 

wavy bands or lines, is absent. Other examples of this convention are found in Figures 

68–70 where water reeds indicated the presence of water in the scenes of water birds. The 

inclusion of fresh water plants is to be understood as intentional.   

 

Discussion 
 

 Based on the available evidence, it is apparent that the Minoans depicted riverine 

environments for several different functions in the MM period. Fresh water motifs first 

emerged on Crete in the MM II period, and they were already well varied. The first river 
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scenes are those that incorporate landscape elements into compositions with animals in 

their natural environment. Many of these scenes do not have overtly religious 

interpretations. Included in these examples are Figures 68–73, 76–77, and 69–81. Only 

Figures 74 and 75 may have served as religious images. Furthermore, riverine images of 

pure landscape such as Figures 80 and 81 display no Egyptian influence, and were not 

informed by outside iconographic traditions. 

Figure 74, on the other hand, is an example of an Egyptian iconographic element 

that has been inserted into a Minoan riparian environment. The seal stone shows the 

image of the Minoan genius with water reeds and smooth rockery below its feet. The 

iconography of the genius is discussed in Chapter 4, and it has been shown that the 

creature was imported from Egyptian depictions of the goddess Taweret. Here the 

Minoan artist has added a non-Egyptian element: the ewer. This vessel has a water reed 

growing from its spout. Ewers were used for libations in the MM period, and thus the 

animal in this image relates to ritual. Moreover, this image shows that the Minoans 

understood this creature to be a fresh water animal and have placed it within its 

appropriate setting. The Minoan understanding that the genius was a creature that 

inhabited a fresh water environment is a Minoan concept, not an Egyptian one. This is 

evidenced by the fact that Tawaret is not shown in the marshes, but instead is often 

featured on apotropaic wands that have no setting at all. The inclusion of the ewer is also 

Minoan, and given that ewers could be used in lustration rituals and genii are 

mythological creatures, this image is a clear example of a sacred riverscape. 

Another example of a religious riverscape is depicted on Figure 75. Both the 

imagery and the context of the pithos suggest that the vessel and the scene held religious 
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connotations. The bull is known to have been highly significant to the Minoans, and it 

was clearly an animal rife with religious importance. Furthermore, the pithos was found 

in the entranceway to a shrine space at Anemospilia. The vessel was apparently dropped 

here accidently after being used in some sort of ritual inside the building.219  

The river depicted in the Town Mosaic, if in fact it is a river, seems to serve as a 

topographical indicator. Most of the plaques depict individual houses while the remaining 

plaques have some human figures, a few animals, and some landscape elements. 

Therefore, the focus of this composition is on the town itself. The other images serve as 

subsidiary elements and are meant to enrich the composition, but they do not distract 

from the main theme, which is the town itself. The vegetation and the river were added to 

give the buildings a setting or backdrop. If this is a depiction of Knossos, as has been 

suggested, then the river might be the Kairatos river, located very close to the palace.  

Interpretation for the remaining examples from the MM period is not as clear as 

those just discussed above. There is no evidence for a religious, topographical, or 

completely ornamental function for the remaining scenes. It must suffice to say that since 

most art in the ancient world functioned in some way, and was rarely ornamental, their 

sheer existence points to some significance. While many of the iconographic elements are 

known to be sacred from later periods, it is unclear if they held the same significance 

during the MM period.  

                                                
219 Sakellarakis and Sakellarakis 1979, 389–390; 1982, 218–222; 1991, 148, fig. 126, 
149, fig. 127.   
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Several important motifs from the LM period appear in the MM period. Most of 

these early depictions portray water birds within their habitat, but there are some scenes 

that show other fauna such as the lion or Minoan genius. Although, in most cases, we 

should not consider these scenes as being completely pictorial, they do demonstrate an 

increasing interest in pictorialization and the introduction of landscape as a setting.  

They are also important because they represent the introduction of the theme of 

water birds and rivers into the Minoan repertoire, which would continue to be a popular 

theme until the end of the Bronze Age. There are two strong arguments for the 

indigenous creation of this motif on Crete. Firstly, the two main elements that make up 

the motif, water birds and water reeds or grasses, are found in early glyptic and may have 

already held a significance to the Minoans by the MM period (see Chapter 4). Secondly, 

since water birds and water reeds are both endemic to Crete, it is unnecessary to look to 

either Egypt or the Levant for inspiration. Much of Minoan art suggests that, in large part, 

the artists were depicting the world around them, and these elements would have been 

easily observable to the Minoan artist. Unfortunately, due to the cursory way in which 

these depictions are rendered, and the function of the seal stone as administrative, it is 

close to impossible to suggest any interpretation for the images themselves at this early 

date. Due to their repetition and continuation from the MM II period into the MM III 

period, it does suggest, however, that the images, or perhaps what they were meant to 

evoke, were somehow significant.   

 Another important motif that may have started in the MM II is the wildcat or lion 

in a riverine environment. Both the lion and the wildcat are distinctly different 

iconographic elements, but in the MM period, they are paired with similar iconographic 
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elements. Therefore, we can perhaps understand these images in similar ways for this 

period. Arguably, the vegetation in the Phaistos sealing seen in Figure 72 is hard to 

identify. It is highly likely, however, that the setting is a riverine environment based on 

similarities with the papyrus found in Figure 76, in addition to the rockery found at the 

base of the depiction. This observation is supported by a three-sided prism seal from 

Malia that shows a wild cat (Figure 83). The iconographic elements on each side of the 

seal may have been intended to evoke the idea of a riverine hunt scene, but there is no 

attempt at a cohesive composition. The prism seal found before excavation north of 

House Delta A, has been dated to the MM IIB period based on stylistic comparanda. 

Each side of the seal stone depicts an individual element that can be seen in later river 

scenes. Side A depicts a feline in the Minoan flying gallop, facing toward the viewer’s 

right (when impressed). The cat’s mouth is open, and its claws are drawn, indicating that 

the animal is in an aggressive state, and perhaps it is pouncing on its prey just outside of 

the picture plane. The artist has drilled one small triangle above the body of the cat and 

another beneath its hind legs. It is not clear if these were meant to represent some sort of 

setting, perhaps even stylized papyrus. On side B, a fish is depicted above an incised line. 

This demarcation may be an indication of either the riverbed or even the surface of water.  

On side C, very abstract vegetation is shown on either side of a spiral. An exact 

identification of the type of plant is impossible, but it does appear similar to water reeds 

or grasses.  
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A                                            B                                              C 

 
Figure 83. Drawing of a prism seal, MM IIB, Malia (After CMS II.2, 87).  

 
 

While these elements are not combined in one composition, the inclusion of all 

three images on one seal stone suggests that the Minoan artist thought of the three images 

as somehow connected. Also, one must keep in mind the intended use of seal stones such 

as the ones discussed above. Although each side is separately carved, when the steal 

stone was rolled and the images impressed into a clay sealing the elements were seen side 

by side. Still, the impression would not have been a fully synthesized scene, but each side 

was strongly visually related to the others. Much like the water bird and river motif, the 

wildcat/lion and river motif is also hard to interpret for the same reasons.  

Most of the examples discussed above do not appear to have any overt Egyptian 

influence, particularly pure landscapes and the waterbird in a riparian environment motif. 

Therefore, the genre of riverscapes in the MM period serve as the foundation for later 

Aegean depictions of fresh water. None of the above examples have been referred to as 

“Nilotic” in the literature, nor do they appear to depict a landscape outside of the Aegean. 

Although scenes of fishing and fowling were not ultimately the inspiration for Aegean 

riverscapes, there may have been individual iconographic elements that informed Aegean 
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artists. In this way, elements could have been combined with purely Aegean elements to 

create riparian environments separate from Egyptian prototypes of entire scenes.  

Iconographic transfer is not always clear, however. For instance, the rise of the 

depiction of cats on Crete coincides with their appearance in wall painting during the 

Middle Kingdom. Immerwahr has already discussed the striking resemblance between 

the applique cups from Malia and the crouching cat from the tomb of Khnumhotep II.220 

Due to the inclusion of crabs and sea shells, the cups do not strictly represent a fresh 

water environment and are thus not included in the above discussion (Figure 84). They 

are important, however, in that cats are typically found in riverine environments in 

Minoan art and the example shows that a small vignette from an Egyptian work could 

have been an inspiration for a Minoan one. Even though cats do appear in Middle 

Kingdom tomb paintings, they were still quite rare. Thus, the appearance of cats on Crete 

may have been a result of a different kind of iconographic transfer because the likelihood 

that the Minoan artist saw this very cat in the tomb chapel of Khnumhotep II and 

replicated it in clay back in Crete is very slim.  

 

                                                
220 Immerwahr 1985. For a good photograph of the applique cups see Poursat 1980, 122, 
no. 174. 
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Figure 84. Detail of cup with ceramic applique of cat and tree. Quartier Mu, MM IIB, 
Malia. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 
 
 

Alternatively, however, the Minoan artist may have seen the cat in a pattern book, 

or on a portable object. Figure 85 shows a comparison with the Malia applique cat with 

the first known example of a cat in Egyptian art. It dates to 12th Dynasty of the Middle 

Kingdom and is a travertine cosmetic box. The similarities between the two images is 

striking, particularly the roundness of the face and cheeks as well as the thick outlining of 

the eyes. Aegean artists were much more likely to encounter portable objects such as this 

one than wall paintings in Egypt, especially funerary paintings. Moreover, the sculpted 
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figure of the cat in the Egyptian example serves as a better parallel to the modeled figures 

found on the Quartier Mu cups.    

 

        
                                  A                                                                           B 
 
Figure 85. A. Detail of cup with ceramic applique of cat and tree. Quartier Mu, MM IIB, 

Malia. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. B. Cosmetic vessel in the shape of a cat. Middle 
Kingdom, Egypt. Photograph courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544039. This object is designated 
Public Domain. 

  
 
The small pithos from Anemospilia (Figure 75) may have been informed by 

Egyptian images as well. The goddess Hathor is shown as a spotted bull on a blue faience 

bowl in Figure 86A. She is identified by her necklace. Hathor faces the viewer’s right and 

strides forward in a thicket of abstract papyrus. The resemblance to the Anemospilia bull 

is remarkable. The markings on the animals’ fur are quite similar and the fresh water 

environment is invoked in both pieces. The faience bowl dates to somewhat later than the 

Anemospilia vessel, but it serves as an example of the Egyptian relationship between the 

bull and the papyrus marsh. The relationship between Hathor and the marshes was well 
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established already by the 1st Dynasty in Egypt. The goddess Hathor as a cow is 

engraved onto a 1st Dynasty ivory tablet and is shown seated with a feather between her 

horns. The inscription reads “Hathor in the marshes of King Zer’s city of Dep.”221 

 

   

                                 A                                                                       B 
 

Figure 66. A. Hathor in the marshes, New Kingdom, Egypt, Image courtesy of Eaton 
College Collections. B. Detail drawing of a pithos jar, MM III. Ceramic, Anemospilia, 

Archanes. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 

The Quartier Mu cats and the Anemospilia bull serve as only two examples of the 

depiction of cats and bulls from the MM period. And while these are close parallels, not 

all cats and bulls from the MM period are depicted in the same way as the examples 

above. For examples, bulls have a long iconographic history in the Aegean and are 

certainly not a result of a purely Egyptian influence.   

                                                
221 Petrie and Griffith, 1900–1901, 22. 
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Pure landscapes are absent in Egyptian art and therefore, they could not have been 

the source of inspiration for pure riverscapes in the Aegean. The interpretation of pure 

riparian environments is difficult. For example, the vessel shapes displayed in Figures 80 

and 81 do not directly point to a religious interpretation, nor does the contextual 

evidence. MM III Kamares Ware pottery was a natural outgrowth of the largely 

ornamental Kamares Ware of the MM II period, and several riverine elements appear 

individually in the MM II period before the pictorial riverine scenes of the MM III 

period. It might be assumed, then, that the riverine scenes from the MM III period were 

merely ornamental. Against this theory, though is the fact that the style in the MM III 

period does change and become much more naturalistic and pictorial across various 

media. The shift in style should not be taken for granted, and may reflect a change in the 

function of images on pottery.  

This idea would be greatly enhanced by the existence of wall paintings, but 

unfortunately, our understanding of pictorial art in the MM II period is based solely on 

pottery and glyptic. A few small fragments of vegetation were found from the recent 

excavations at Galatas, and they date to the early MM IIIA period, which indicate that 

there may have been more figural wall paintings that no longer survive from the previous 

period as well.222  This is supported by scenes on several ceramic vessels from the MM 

III period that appear to be more suited for a wall painting than they do to a voluminous 

object. One example of this is found in Figure 80. Not only are the individual riverine 

elements present in Figure 80 found on later wall paintings, the overall monumental 

                                                
222 Rethemiotakis 2002, 57. 
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quality of the depiction on this vessel also suggests that it was derived from a wall 

painting.223 If this scene was taken from a wall painting, it is likely that it held great 

significance. Unfortunately, the transference of the riverscape from the wall to pottery 

resulted in the loss of any obvious significance for modern eyes.   

Thus, we can see that already by the MM III period, certain themes started to 

develop that were instrumental in the creation of LM riverscapes. A few examples from 

this period have religious significance, while other rivers may have served as 

topographical markers to give compositions a secure geographical location. Other 

examples are more difficult to understand, and we must leave open the possibility that 

they were significant, but we must also accept the possibility that they were purely 

ornamental. It is in the MM period that the categories defined in the following chapters 

begin. We can see that there was not one single river motif, but rather several different 

fresh water motifs that began in the MM period. Furthermore, there was not one single 

overarching function for these scenes. Perhaps the most significant observation from 

these varied images is that the Minoan artist did not rely on Egyptian or Levantine 

images to construct their river scenes. The mode of representation was very different in 

the Minoan images scenes of rivers in either Egypt or the Levant. And while certain 

elements may have been imported from elsewhere, the synthesis of these elements into 

river scenes was purely Minoan and was developed organically rather than taken from 

larger compositions such as scenes of fishing and fowling.     

  

                                                
223 Betancourt 2013, 43. 
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CHAPTER 6 

RIVERINE LANDSCAPES IN THE LATE MINOAN I PERIOD  

 

Introduction 

The MM III period witnessed an explosion of naturalistic representations 

including scenes of fresh water marshes and rivers. The style of depiction for this period 

is often referred to as naturalism, though it is not naturalism in the strict art historical 

definition of the word. The term naturalism has been applied to Minoan art from this 

period because the subject of much of the art is nature in abundance. Overall, Minoan art 

lacks the historical subject matter and royal iconography of its contemporaries in Egypt 

and the Levant.224 Furthermore, the art is treated by the artists of this period in a lively 

and interpretive way, so that one often finds a sense of movement in their compositions 

when compared to the contemporary art of neighboring areas such as in Egypt or the 

Levant. These two components of Minoan art, seen from the late MM period into the LM 

IB period, have lead many scholars to apply the term naturalism to describe the style, 225 

but perhaps the more important point to take away from these observations is the sheer 

reverence that the Minoan artist (and by extension the Minoan civilization) had for the 

natural world. Natural landscapes that are void of human figures are abundant in Minoan 

                                                
224 Davis 1995, 11. 

225 For Minoan style see: Reisinger 1912, 15–16; Matz 1928; Snijder 1936, 34–35, 38–
39, 41; Vanderlipp, 1977; Hood 1985, 24 For the continued use of the word naturalism 
see:  Panagiotopoulos, p.68; Groenewegen-Frankfort refers to the “naturalness” of 
Minoan art regarding its sense of movement (1987, 186). 
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art, and in many ways, these works serve as a testament to the importance of the natural 

world. The focus on pictorial scenes of nature and of natural surroundings can be seen on 

glyptic art and pottery from the MM period through the LM period. Among the scenes of 

nature that the Minoans chose to depict were scenes of fresh water.  

The exact reasons for the rise of naturalism in Minoan art at the end of the MM 

period are unknown. Arguably, the desire to create images that were closer to their 

natural forms began in some Kamares Ware of the MM II period. The MM III period 

witnessed an explosion of naturalistic representations, including scenes of fresh water 

marshes and rivers. This naturalism, which is demonstrated on examples from pottery and 

glyptic art in the MM period, persisted into the LM period. 

Riparian landscapes that are inhabited with animals, as well as scenes that only 

depict vegetation, continued from the MM III period and remained important subjects 

into the LM I period, but new categories were also added at this time. Significantly, there 

was an increase in the diversity of contexts where these scenes have been found, as well 

as in the media upon which fresh water scenes were represented. An increasingly popular 

vehicle for depicting riparian scenes was wall painting. Although it has often been stated 

that the riparian biotype is rare in Minoan art, the fact that at least seven wall paintings 

from the LM IA period contain rivers proves that their existence was much more 

abundant during this period of Minoan history. It seems that it is a matter of preservation, 

rather than a disinterest in the subject. This is further supported by the fact that numerous 

vases are painted with scenes of fresh water, and riverine environments are frequent on 

seal stones as well. 
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During the LM I period, Minoan influence on the Cyclades and Mainland Greece 

was at its height. Some scholars point to the spread of Minoan administration, religion, 

and technologies as indicators of a Minoan thalassocracy.226 While others argue that this 

“Minoanization” was a matter of cultural influence and imitation, rather than 

colonization.227 Although the exact nature of Minoan control in the Aegean is not 

resolved, it is evident from the art of this period that many Cycladic works were informed 

by (if not executed by) Minoan artists. To this point, the wall paintings found at Akrotiri 

and Kea, which were likely painted by Minoan trained artists, will be included in this 

dissertation under the umbrella of Minoan art.228 Furthermore, Minoan art also found its 

way to the Mainland of Greece and into the tombs of several elite Mycenaeans. Some 

examples of riparian landscapes are now known from the Grave Circles at Mycenae and 

they were likely made by Minoan artists. These examples will also be included in this 

discussion.  Finally, select pieces of pottery that were created by Cycladic and Mainland 

potters will be included to demonstrate the spread of the genre from Crete and to help 

demonstrate the continuation of the genre into the LM II/LH IIB period that follows.   

                                                
226 For one proponent of this theory see Wiener 1984; 2011; 2013.   

227 Broodbank 2004. 

228 Contra this claim see Doumas 1982; 1992; 2008; 2010; 2013; Davis 1990. Morgan 
argues that while much of the style, technique, and subjects matter of Cycladic wall 
painting is taken from Crete, there remains an indigenous island iconography (1990). It 
will be demonstrated in the following chapter that the images dealt with here are very 
much rooted in the Minoan tradition. Much of the aspects that were once believed to have 
been characteristic of Cycladic style wall paintings (such as a purely white background), 
have since been disproven. See Evely 1999, 242 and Chapin 1997, 10.  
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In this chapter, it is not instructive to break down scenes of fresh water into the 

categories that were appropriate for the MM period since the greater detail of large scale 

scenes in combination with an increased number of examples allow for a deeper analysis 

of the images. To the already existing categories of riparian depictions, landscapes as 

backdrops to human activities were added in the LM IA period. Due to the variety of 

compositions, contexts, and media, however, there is no blanket interpretation for each of 

these categories. Instead, this chapter will seek to individually analyze river scenes for 

interpretation and possible meaning regarding their contexts and functions with emphasis 

on wall paintings and painted pottery. Each scene will then be examined for possible 

comparanda from outside of the Aegean with special attention to those scenes of 

Egyptian fishing and fowling. Evidence from seal stones and other media will further 

help demonstrate the varied use and meaning of fresh water depictions. 

 

Wall Paintings 

Wall painting allowed artists to depict riverine landscapes on a larger scale. Thus, 

images, which may have been abbreviated in the MM period, could be fully expanded. 

Although we can now push back the date of figural paintings to the MM II period at 

Galatas229, and now Knossos230 the popularity of figural paintings dramatically increased 

at the beginning of the LM I period. Although riverine compositions from the MM period 

such as those found on Figure 81 were probably derived from monumental wall 

                                                
229 Rethemiotakis 2002, 57, pl. XVIa. 

230 Roussaki 2014.  
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paintings, the wall paintings themselves no longer exist. Thus, the examples from the LM 

IA–LM IB period can give us insight into the use and function of riparian scenes, and 

they can also help lead us toward interpretation and meaning. 

 

House of the Frescoes, Monkeys and Birds Fresco 

Introduction 

 The Monkeys and Birds Fresco was found at the House of the Frescoes, which is 

located just south of the Palace of Knossos. Both the building and wall paintings date to 

LM IA.231 The fragmentary pieces of the wall painting under discussion here were found 

in a closet-like area on the ground floor of the building, labeled Room E.232  

 

Description 

Fragments for two distinct scenes were found in Room E and were reconstructed 

by Evans and Gilliéron fils as three separate panels.233 Later, Cameron determined that 

two of the panels were originally part of one composition, and proposed a different 

reconstruction for the Monkeys and Birds Fresco, shown in Figure 87.234 It should be 

kept in mind that the fresco was not found in situ and was found in a highly fragmentary 

                                                
231 Evans 1921–1935, II, 431, III, pl. 22; Cameron 1968, 1; Immerwahr 1990, 170. 

232 Evans 1921–1935, II, 434, fig. 251; Cameron 1968, 1–24, fig. 13; Evely 1999, 128–
130, 246–247. 

233 Evans 1921–1935, II, pl. X, pl. XI, and 451, fig. 264.  

234 Cameron 1968, 14–24.  
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state, thus the composition must be viewed with a bit of fluidity in terms of exact 

fragment placement. What is clear is that the wall painting extended over three walls, and 

while its exact dimensions are unknown, it is reconstructed to approximately 5.5 m long 

and .85 cm in height.235  

                                                
235 Cameron 1968, 22.  
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According to Cameron’s reconstruction, the painting depicted a riparian 

environment filled with both flora and fauna extending over the corners of the walls and 

without regard for the architecture.236 Blue birds (possibly rock doves) with white wing 

feathers and black tips are involved in different types of activity; some birds are shown 

perched (Figure 88), while others fly in various directions. One dove is shown perched on 

a rocky outcrop. Blue monkeys are engaged in foraging for food among the rocks and 

vegetation. One monkey searches through a thicket of papyrus that grows from a 

greenish-blue undulating line that is directly above a sandy shore (Figure 89).  The 

backdrop for the activity is that of a rocky mountainside with a river. The rockery extends 

downward from above and upward from below in the Minoan convention to show an 

encompassing or encircling landscape. The artist used multiple colors (beige, blue, and 

red) to show the variations in the color of actual rockery.  

 

                                                
236 This sort of enveloping composition has been referred to as a “landscape room” and 
was intended to surround the viewer in a ritual outdoor space. (Blakolmer 2014, 121–
123). 
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Figure 88. Detail of Blue Bird from the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco. House of the 
Frescos, LM IA, Knossos (After Betancourt 1985, pl. 1B). 

 
 

 

Figure 89. Detail of Blue Monkey from the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco. House of the 
Frescos. LM IA, Knossos (After Evans 1921–1935, II, fig. 264). Digitized image 

courtesy of the Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 
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The hanging rockery might give the impression of a cave-like area, but lush 

vegetation and a river suggest that the scene takes place beside a mountain stream. Blue 

undulating lines extend from the top of the painting and across the composition and 

indicate a running river or stream. Both water reeds and papyrus grow along the banks of 

the river. Other elements include various types of vegetation and other items including 

crocuses, roses, bird’s nests, eggs, and a small jet d’eau, which is quite possibly a small 

waterfall or spring (Figure 90). These elements are set against a background that shifts 

from red to white across the length of the composition.  

 

 

Figure 90. Detail of jet d’eau from the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco. House of the 
Frescos. LM IA, Knossos (After Evans 1921–1935, II, fig. 272).	Digitized image courtesy 

of the Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 
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Discussion 

The architectural and material finds from the room suggest that the room may 

have been an important, and perhaps even sacred area of the building. Moreover, the 

Monkeys and Birds fresco that decorated this room likely helped to reinforce and 

emphasize its sacredness.  

To get a clearer understanding of the function of the painting we must first discuss 

its context and the material finds from the room. Though the context is somewhat 

unclear, the wall paintings from the House of the Frescoes were found in a closet-like 

area on the ground floor of a large building outside of the palace at Knossos.237 The 

paintings had been removed from their original location sometime before the final 

collapse of the building, and they were intentionally placed in this separate space. 

Initially, it was believed that the building had a second story, but Maria Shaw has 

reexamined the daybooks of the excavator Duncan Mackenzie and determined that it was 

more likely that the building consisted of only one story.238 Thus, instead of placing the 

frescoes on the second story, Shaw believes that the most likely candidate for the space 

from which the frescoes came was in the central room labeled Room H-3.  Room H-3 is 

located at the far southeast corner of the building and access to the room is possible only 

from J-5 and F-2. There are no windows in H-3, making this area very private and 

restricted. It has even been suggested that rooms G-1, F-2, and H-3, functioned as a 

                                                
237 Evans 1921–1935, II, 434, fig 251. 

238 Evans 1921–1935, II; Cameron 1968 1, for one story building see Shaw and Chapin 
2006, 60. 
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Minoan hall.239 Anne Chapin and Shaw have also pointed out that the circulatory patterns 

of the building suggest that it was divided into three distinct areas designed with a 

ceremonial function in mind.240 H-3 also had a plastered and paved floor.  

In addition to the architecture, the finds from the building also suggest that the 

House of the Frescoes functioned as more than an elite house. Some of the finds from the 

house included a palatial style jug decorated with double-axes, a libation table with 

Linear A inscriptions, and a stone ladle. These finds, in combination with the overall 

architectural plan suggest that the building served a religious or cultic function. 

Given that the finds and the architecture of the building indicate that it was used 

for cultic purposes, we must view the wall paintings considering this context. In this 

instance, the iconography does in fact also suggest a religious function for the space. The 

iconography present in the fragments from H-3 in combination with the close association 

with a neighboring wall painting suggests that the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco had 

religious overtones. To begin, several of the individual elements within the scene hold 

symbolic significance and support a religious interpretation of the scene. Many of these 

elements have been addressed in Chapter 4, namely the blue monkeys and papyrus plants. 

Furthermore, the individual plants that are represented here are not known to bloom 

during the same time of year. This has led to the belief that this is an idealized 

landscape.241 Thus, the scenes are not only full of specific iconographic elements that are 

                                                
239 Shaw and Chapin 2006, 60, 88.  

240 Shaw and Chapin 2006, 64.  

241 Marinatos 1993, 193–194. 
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individually considered sacred to the Minoans, their collective existence in one 

composition is meant to depict a sacred realm, and one specifically associated with a 

river. N. Marinatos has suggested that this scene represents the goddess’ domain because 

it mixes biotypes.242 She believes that the presence of both river and mountainside plants 

mixed with the general profusion of animals is meant to represent a combined biotype 

over which the goddess presides. While the composition contains elements from riverine 

landscapes as well as mountainous landscapes, fresh water and abundance is emphasized 

over the usually sparsely vegetated mountainous terrain in Crete. 

Furthermore, this wall painting may have been related to wall paintings found in a 

nearby room. This room was decorated with a fresco that is referred to as the Crocus 

Panel. In Cameron’s original reconstruction, two quadrupeds, most likely Cretan agrimia, 

are placed in a heraldic composition flanking an olive tree in an otherwise blank 

background. Above the scene undulating lines of alternating blue, white, and black 

separate an area of crocus clumps set against a tan-ish buff background. Above these 

clumps there are straight horizontal bands of alternating color once again. It is believed 

that the same school of artists who painted the Blue Bird and Monkey fresco in the 

adjoining room painted the Crocus Panel.243 Maria Shaw and Anne Chapin have called 

into question Cameron’s reconstruction. They believe that this interpretation of the 

fragments is too static, preferring their reconstruction which is “freer and livelier–more 

                                                
242 Marinatos 1993, 194.  

243 Cameron 1968, plan, 26.  
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‘Minoan’ even.”244 Their reconstruction is more in line with the stylistic choices of the 

Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco in the adjoining room.  

This mountainous landscape differs from the Monkeys and Birds fresco and 

serves to emphasize the profusion of fresh water in the later. The many streams and small 

springs that are visible in the fragments against a rocky and sloping terrain suggest that 

these are the streams and springs that are created when the snow from the mountains 

melts in the early spring. Thus, the focus in the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco is on 

regeneration and fertility that accompanies the free flow of fresh water and the spring. 

This sacred riverscape served to enhance the sacredness of the space and was perhaps 

even used as a backdrop for cultic ritual. 

 

Influences from Outside of the Aegean 

 This wall painting has no exact parallel in Egyptian art. Although several of the 

elements present in the Minoan fresco are found in Egyptian hunting, fishing, or fowling 

scenes, there are many deviations. Stylistically the Egyptian examples are completely 

different as well. The Blue Bird and Monkey fresco shares representations of papyrus and 

birds with the Egyptian scenes, but it does not contain images of humans, boats, a focus 

on the aquatic life inside the river itself (fish, crocodiles, or hippos), cats or ichneumon. 

The Minoan example also differs from the Egyptian paintings under discussion in that it 

shows monkeys, rockery, and vegetation that is indisputably native to Crete. 

                                                
244 Chapin and Shaw 2006, 88.  
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 The style of representation is also quite distinct. While the Egyptian examples 

show papyri thickets that are stiff and impenetrable, this Minoan wall painting shows 

papyri in clumps dispersed throughout the composition. This organization gives the scene 

a sense of movement and depth, both of which are lacking in the Egyptian examples. The 

river itself is also depicted differently from the Egyptian examples. Here the river flows 

freely across the composition, and it is not statically placed at the bottom of the wall. Nor 

is it represented with a stylized zig-zag pattern as in the Egyptian compositions. The river 

is seen from above, and none of the aquatic life is visible.  

 Although the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco is clearly not derived from Egyptian 

scenes of fishing and fowling, or of Egyptian hunt scenes, there is one striking 

comparison that can be made. Among the fragments that Evans excavated is a vignette 

that shows a blue monkey entangled, or perhaps moving through several papyrus plants. 

An almost exact quotation of the same motif is depicted on a copper or bronze axe from 

Middle Kingdom Egypt (Figure 91). A monkey figure is shown on the viewer’s right and 

in profile. He grasps two papyri stems beneath their umbels. One small papyrus bends 

toward the monkey, and another all the way to the viewer’s left bends away from the 

group. This is almost the exact image from the House of the Frescoes. So, while the 

overall composition and style is Minoan, there is at least one motif that could have been 

imported from Egypt. The motif may have been imported by way of a pattern book, or 

easily through a portable object such as this axe head.  
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           A                                                        B 

 
Figure 91. Detail of Blue Monkey from the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco. House of the 

Frescoes, LM IA, Knossos (After Evans 1921–1935, II, fig 264).	Digitized image 
courtesy of the Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-

heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. B. Axe Head, Middle Kingdom, Egypt. Photography 
courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.	

http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544815. This image is designated 
Public Domain. 

 

House of the Caravanserai, Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco 

Introduction 

To the south of the palace of Knossos and near the Vlychia stream, Evans 

excavated fragments of wall paintings that decorated the walls of a building that he called 

the House of the Caravanserai. He interpreted this building as a stopping place for tired 

travelers whose destination was ultimately the palace of Knossos.245 This hypothesis was 

based on the building’s unique architecture, which was associated with several areas 

designated for the use of fresh water.246  

                                                
245 Evans 1921–1935, II, 109–116, fig. 48. 

246 McEnroe 2010, 107.  
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Description 

Several fragments of wall paintings were discovered and believed to be from the 

pavilion area of the House of the Caravanserai. Among the fragments, two compositions 

can be reconstructed. Both compositions are representations of fresh water environments. 

The first scene is the best known and shows birds placed alongside an undulating river 

(Figure 92). The second scene does not show the river or fresh body of water literally, but 

it is suggested by the aquatic plant life (Figure 93). 

 

 

Figure 92. Partridge and Hoopoe Fresco as restored by E. Gilliéron fils. House of the 
Caravanserai. LM IA, Knossos (After Evans 1921–1935, II, frontispiece). Digitized 

image courtesy of the Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg http://digi.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 
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Figure 93. Reconstruction Drawing of Marshy Landscape, House of the Caravanserai, 
LM IA, Knossos, (After Shaw 2005, fig. 4.1b). 

 
 

When reconstructed, the fragments in question from the Partridge and Hoopoes 

Fresco constitute a frieze that ran along the upper zone of the west wall and possibly 

continued onto the east wall of the pavilion area (Figure 94). The lower section of the 

wall was also plastered and painted with yellow pillars that sit on red bases. The columns 

support blue capitals that held up a yellow architrave.247 A riverine scene was painted 

above the painted architrave and is reconstructed at a height of approximately 28” high. 

The frieze ran along the top of the east and west walls, and the related scene of a marshy 

landscape adorned the south wall. Alternating colored bands frame the upper part of the 

Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco. Two types of birds are represented in the scene, all 

rendered in profile. The birds are painted with extreme care. The foliage and markings 

distinguish and identify the species of birds as partridges and hoopoes. Both species of 

                                                
247 Evans 1921–1935, II, 109. 
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birds are common on Crete. Also present in the scene are myrtle stalks and a small tree 

(dittany?). The plants are also treated with the same quality and careful observation of 

nature. Along with wavy bands of color, variegated stones are visible throughout the 

composition. Although the birds and other elements are painted in profile, the river is 

seen from above, thus the blue and tan bands are understood as the river and its shoreline. 

Unlike the birds and vegetation, the background of alternating undulating colors of pink, 

beige, black, and white encloses the birds and flattens the pictorial space, giving the 

scene an ornamental quality.  

 

 

Figure 94. Reconstruction Drawing of the Pavilion in the House of the Caravanserai, LM 
IA, Knossos (After Chapin 2004, fig. 3.3). 

 

A different but related fresh water scene was painted on the south wall of the 

pavilion area. Admittedly the composition is very fragmentary, but the elements that do 
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survive suggest a landscape that includes veined rockery of varying colors, papyrus-lotus 

hybrid plants, and reeds. The placement of compositional elements is much freer and 

organic than in the Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco. Unfortunately, the mural is poorly 

preserved, and it may have contained more elements to complete this marshy 

environment. For example, one of the fragments published by Shaw preserves blue and 

tan color at the bottom, which may have been water and a sandy shore.248 Furthermore, 

we must not dismiss the possibility that the scene contained animals that have not been 

preserved. Again, Shaw points to one fragment that contains bird feathers, but it is 

uncertain if this fragment belongs to the marshy landscape composition or to the 

Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco.  

 

Discussion 

 The interpretation of these two frescoes can be considered individually due to 

their stylistic differences, but also together as they both decorated the same area of the 

building, and they are related in theme. While there may be some religious undertones 

present in the compositions, analysis of their context suggests that the function of both 

compositions seems to have been more secular in nature.  

Both scenes are depictions of fresh water environments. The marsh scene is more 

difficult to interpret because of its fragmentary condition. Based on the fact that it only 

depicts fresh water vegetation, however, it is possible to make some important 

observations. Landscape paintings in Minoan art have been viewed primarily in terms of 

                                                
248 Shaw 2005, 107–108.  
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sacred landscapes associated with the goddess, and it is worth noting that papyrus-lotus 

hybrid plants do appear in this composition and may have held some significance to the 

Minoan viewer. The other plants in the composition, however, are not commonly 

depicted plants nor are they plants that seem to hold religious connotations. Thus, we 

cannot assume a religious function for this composition, especially in light of the 

adjoining wall paintings and its archeological context.     

The Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco is more complex in that it shows birds in their 

natural environment alongside a body of fresh water. Interestingly, partridges and 

hoopoes were not common motifs in the LM IA repertoire, and thus their presence in this 

composition is worth noting. There are three possibilities for the taxonomical 

identification of partridges based on their presence in the Mediterranean: Alectoris 

chukar, Alectoris graeca, and Perdix perdix. It seems most likely that the Alectoris 

chukar is represented since it is commonly found on Crete, though the exact 

identification is unnecessary.249 The long tapering bills and distinctive crest of feathers on 

the other birds help to identify them as Upupa epops, or Hoopoes.  

 Hoopoes were considered sacred birds in Ancient Egypt, and birds in general 

were considered to hold religious significance for the Ancient Egyptians, but it does not 

appear that these specific birds were considered particularly sacred to the Minoans. There 

are many examples of birds throughout Minoan iconography that are clearly significant 

and related to sacred rituals. The gold signet ring from the Sellopoulo Chamber Tomb at 

                                                
249 Reese 1995, 200.  
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Knossos demonstrates this idea quite clearly.250 Here, a male worshipper is shown 

leaning on or perhaps hugging a baetyl or sacred stone. Behind the stone, to the viewer’s 

left, a tree rises from a rocky mountainside. The worshipper leans toward the viewer’s 

left but looks back over his shoulder to the viewer’s right where a bird swoops into the 

scene with a floating object below its beak. This ring is one of several that depict slight 

variations on the same theme. The bird appears during some sort of sacred ritual. Birds 

may have been messengers of the goddess, or even the epiphany of the goddess herself, 

but neither the hoopoe nor the partridge specifically appear elsewhere in Minoan 

iconography. Their absence raises the question as to why they appear on the walls of an 

elaborate elite building. While we must posit that a lack of surviving evidence could be 

the reason for their seeming absence in Minoan art, we must, at the moment, interpret this 

scene without parallels. Thus, the approach to interpretation should be cautious, and any 

conclusions should be considered tentative, and we cannot conclude that this riverscape 

was religious in nature.  

 What is more likely is that the Minoan artist wished to convey the idea of the 

luxury of water found in this space. The depiction of these two types of birds near a 

riverlet suggests that the artist and or patron of the wall paintings may have been 

interested in the bird’s behavior as it relates to a particular time of the year, and the 

abundance of water during that time of year. Maria Shaw has proposed the same idea, but 

I would suggest that the season being represented is more specifically spring, and cannot 

be early summer. This hypothesis is supported by the presence of the undulating river in 

                                                
250 Popham, Catling and Catling 1974, 223, no. 38, fig 14d.  
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the background of the composition and the behavior of the birds in the composition. 

Hoopoes are migratory birds that appear in Crete in the spring and early summer. 

Interestingly, partridges and hoopoes have several behavioral habits in common with one 

another that are demonstrated in this wall painting, and these habits can help identify the 

setting more specifically as the spring.251 Both species are more comfortable grounded 

rather than flying, and both tend to eat ground insects as their main food staple. Both 

birds tend to live in lightly vegetated areas but like to reside in cliff sides and vertical 

surfaces. Hoopoes are more versatile, and they can live in grasslands and savannas, forest 

glades, wooded steppes, and elsewhere if there is little vegetation and a vertical surface 

with cavities. Both birds are monogamous (although hoopoes are only monogamous for 

one season), and both have very distinctive and sometimes violent mating 

demonstrations. There are no signs that the artist is representing the mating season of 

either bird. The mating season for hoopoes can vary, but partridges mate during the 

summer season. During this time, they pair up with one another. While it is true that there 

are two pairs of partridges in the image, I am more inclined to see them as a group of 

birds together. This is because the other birds in the image are near and do not seem 

confrontational. This behavior is consistent with partridge behavior during non-mating 

times. At these times, they can be found in convoys of ten or more birds.252 If the 

partridges are not paired off, then we do not need to assume that the hoopoes (who are 

quite far from one another) are paired either.  

                                                
251 For the behavior of hoopoes described here see: Kristin 2001, 396–411.  

252 Whistler 1945, 428–430.  
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 Furthermore, this time of year coincides with the melting of snow in the 

mountains, and it is naturally a time associated with the abundance of water and the 

appearance of many springs flowing from the mountains. Of course, the riverlet depicted 

in this scene could be the perennial river near Knossos, but this, too, would have been 

replenished and much more impressive during the spring months before the hot Cretan 

summer hit. Given the near absence of religious iconography in the two depictions, the 

context of the paintings must be taken into consideration.  

 In fact, context is extremely important to our understanding of these frescoes 

because they were located in what appears to be an elite building, but not one associated 

with any religious practice until at least LM II.253 Scholars like Elizabeth Schofield have 

even suggested that the building served the elite of Knossos as a sort of bathing facility 

with limited access.254 Clary Palyvou has also noted that the wall paintings directly below 

the ones discussed here imitate elite architecture and reiterate Schofield’s idea that this 

space was meant as a visual reinforcement of power and wealth.255 In this way, the elite 

of Knossos would be surrounded not only by an excess of water, which on Crete is a 

luxury, but also by expensive looking architecture and wall paintings as well. Thus, the 

Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco works in combination with the adjoining marshy landscape 

to convey the general idea of the abundance of water and “wetness” that accompanies 

                                                
253 Ruthkowski 1986, 124. A “foot-bath” was in the western part of the building, and 
fragments of clay tubs were found in a nearby room that were decorated with LM IIB 
motifs (Evans 1921–1935, II, 122).  

254 Schofield 1996.  

255 Chapin 2004 51–52; Palyvou 2000.  
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spring. On an island where water is sometimes scarce, the ability to provide water to a 

visitor on the scale found at the House of the Caravanserai was a testament to the owner’s 

wealth and power. The paintings, in effect, served as visual reinforcement of the function 

of the building itself and by extension the reinforcement of the power of the owner. 

 

Influences from Outside of the Aegean 

 The scenes above do not compare greatly with Egyptian scenes of fishing and 

fowling, or of hunting in the marshes. Again, there is no human presence in either 

composition, no cats or ichneumon, and no visible aquatic life beneath the water. The 

Partridge and Hoopoe Fresco does not contain papyri, it does contain rockery, and both 

hoopoes and partridges are common in the Aegean. The Marsh Scene on the adjoining 

wall contains papyri, but none of the other elements are present in the Egyptian examples. 

The style of the marshy landscape is also much freer than any Egyptian painting dating to 

the same time period.  

The Hoopoe and Partridge Fresco is not wholly without Egyptian influence, 

however. While the river itself is shown quite freely by comparison to Egyptian rivers, 

the overall style of the painting is much more rigid and ornamental than contemporary 

wall paintings from the LM IA period. It reminds us of the 4th Dynasty frieze of geese 

from the mastaba of Nefermaat in Egypt (Figure 95). Like in the Egyptian wall painting, 

the birds in the Hoopoes and Partridge Fresco are shown primarily in groups of two. They 

overlap slightly, and the animals are all shown in strict profile just as in the Egyptian 

example. The river is missing in the Egyptian frieze, but vegetation is present between 

the birds and even shown growing from the side composition on the far right of the 
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viewer. This creates a sense of an encircling environment, and it is also visible on the far 

left of the Partridge and Hoopoes Fresco where the river and rockery edge up along the 

left side of the composition. The Minoan example does show some noticeable differences 

in style, such as the recumbent bird and the outstretched wings of one of the partridges.  

 

                                           

 
A. 
 

     
B.                              

 
Figure 95. A. Detail of reconstruction drawing of the Partridge and Hoopoe Fresco as 

restored by E. Gilliéron fils (After Shaw 2005 4.1a) B. Drawing of Meidum Geese wall 
painting. Tomb of Nefermaat, Old Kingdom, Egypt. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 

 
 
 
 Perhaps the most striking similarity between the Minoan wall painting discussed 

here and an Egyptian example was found as a vignette from one of the Egyptian scenes of 

fowling (Figure 96A). The tomb of Khnumhotep II dates to Dynasty 12 in the Middle 

Kingdom, and it is located in the region now known as Beni Hassan. The wall painting 

depicts Khnumhotep II sitting on the left side of the composition with his servant close 

behind him. Khnumhotep II’s rigid body is shown in twisted perspective facing toward 

the viewer’s right. The two male figures are situated behind a clap net. Khnumhotep II 
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holds the long end of a rope attached to a clap net that goes through the screen. On the 

opposite side of the screen (moving toward the viewer’s right) a body of water, rife with 

water birds, is shown from above and is indicated by multiple zig-zag lines. To the 

bottom left and right of the body of water are two trees, both of which are filled with 

birds. The tree to the left has been identified as an acacia tree. A yellow hoopoe sits on 

one of the lower left branches of the tree. The similarities to the Knossian hoopoe are 

undeniable (Figure 96A–B). Both birds are shown facing the viewer’s left and completely 

in profile with the similar coloring (although the Aegean bird is missing the white belly). 

More importantly, however, is the fact that both birds are perched in trees with similar 

foliage that surrounds their bodies.  

 

 

                   
                                A                                                                             B 

 
Figure 96. A. Facsimile of detail of a hoopoe in a tree, original from the funerary tomb- 

chapel of Khnumhotep II, facsimile by Howard Carter, original dated to the Middle 
Kingdom (After Nauton 2007). B. Partridge and Hoopoe Fresco as restored by E. 

Gilliéron fils. House of the Caravanserai, LM IA, Knossos (After Evans 1921–1935, II, 
frontispiece). Digitized image courtesy of the Bibliotheken der Universität Heidelberg 

http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/evans1921ga. 
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South House, Riparian Fresco 

Introduction 

The South House was an elite structure located at the southeast corner of the 

Palace of Knossos. The building dates to MM IIIB/LM IA, with possible remodeling in 

the LM IB period.256 It was a multi-story building with two large basement spaces, eight 

interior spaces on the ground floor, and at least one room on the first floor.257 One of the 

more important features of the house was a lustral basin located in the north of the 

building. Here, excavators found a very fragmentary wall painting with elements that, 

when combined, depicted a river scene.  

 

Description 

Evans believed that the fragments decorated a room above the lustral basin and 

that they had fallen into the area during the destruction of the building in LM IB. Closer 

study of the context has revealed that it is more likely that the painting dates to LM IA 

and was sealed under the floor of the lustral basin after the LM IA destructions and 

during the LM IB rebuilding phase.258 Unfortunately, Evans only illustrated three 

fragments from the house. Of the three fragments, only two were found in the sealed 

context below the lustral basin floor, and thus the third fragment of a bird cannot be from 

                                                
256 Evans, 1921–1935, II, 435–437.  

257 For the architecture of the South House see: Driessen 2003, 27–35; Lloyd 2011, 163–
164.  

258 Cameron 1975, 733; Mountjoy 2003, 37; Chapin and Shaw 2013.  
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the same composition.259 One of the fragments clearly shows a reed growing out of a 

watery environment. The reed stems from blue water and rises before a background of a 

shoreline represented by red and dotted yellow wavy bands. The second fragment shows 

yet another water reed next to the base of another plant. Mountjoy is inconclusive as to 

whether the plants are papyrus or lilies because the flower of the plant is missing.260 The 

issue was clarified in the recent study of the fragments by Chapin and Shaw. In fact, they 

studied ten additional fragments from the lustral basin context that were housed in the 

Herakleion storerooms.261 In total, eight fragments show water reeds against a sandy or 

blue watery background. One fragment contains rockery and another the aforementioned 

basal leaves of a plant. While Penelope Mountjoy had already suggested that the plant 

was similar to the papyri found in the House of the Ladies at Akrotiri discussed below, 

according to Chapin a closer parallel is that of the papyrus from a painted plaster altar 

from Trianda on Rhodes.262  

 

Discussion 

Once again, the context is integral to interpreting the function of the wall painting, 

and a sacred reading of the composition is possible due to both the iconography as well as 

                                                
259 Mountjoy 2003, 37; Chapin and Shaw 2013.   

260 Mountjoy 2003, 39.  

261 Chapin and Shaw 2013.  

262 Shaw and Chapin 2013; Chapin person. comm.; for the parallel from Trianda see: 
Aruz 2008, 129–130, fig. 71.   
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the original location of the fresco. First, the frescoes adorned the walls of a lustral basin 

(also called an adyton). Geraldine Gesell defines a lustral basin as “a rectangular room 

which is below floor level, its sunken floor giving the impression of a basin.”263 Lustral 

basins are entered by means of a staircase and are occasionally lined with either gypsum 

slabs or plaster.264 It is generally accepted that lustral basins are part of elite religious 

architecture, and that they served a ritual purpose despite the fact that the exact way they 

were used is unknown.265 The inclusion of a riparian landscape in this feature was 

intentional and must have enhanced whatever ritual took place there. Since it has been 

suggested that the sunken features were associated with libation rituals, this fresco with 

its water imagery would certainly be appropriate for the space. Moreover, the context 

with the inclusion of papyri in the composition strongly suggests that the wall painting 

depicted a sacred riverine environment.  

 

Influences from Outside of the Aegean 

 Unfortunately, due to the fragmentary state of this fresco, very little can be said 

about whether this composition was informed or influenced by art from outside of the 

Aegean. The water reeds, river, sandy shoreline, lilies and papyri were elements in the 

Minoan artistic repertoire from at least the MM II period. All the elements, save the 

                                                
263 Gesell 1985, 2; Marinatos 1993, 77. 

264 Gesell 1985, 2; Marinatos 1993, 77; Mirié 1979, 62. 

265 For varying ritual interpretations on the function of lustral basins see: Evans PM 
1921–1935, passim; Hägg 1988, 103; Ruthkowski 1986, 131; S. Marinatos 1941, 130; N. 
Marinatos 1984a, 14; 1993, 77–78; Palyvou 1987, 200.  
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papyrus, were certainly common in the Aegean and even the papyrus may have been 

indigenous. The style and manner of depiction is clearly Minoan. Based on the remaining 

fragments, there is no evidence to support the hypothesis that this scene was informed by 

Egyptian scenes of fishing, fowling, or hunting, and no other Egyptian parallels can be 

detected.    

 

Unexplored Mansion, Floral Fresco 

Introduction 

  Fragments that once belonged to a riverine landscape were found in Room P of 

the Unexplored Mansion at Knossos.266  While much of the pottery dated to a much later 

phase (LM II), the frescoes are dated to the LM IA period on stylistic grounds.  

 

Description 

 The reconstruction of the Floral Fresco from the Unexplored Mansion at Knossos 

consists of fifty-seven fragments that were found in an LM II fill. The fragments once 

decorated an upper story room that had ashlar walls, and a paved gypsum floor.267 Of 

these fifty-seven fragments, many of them carry images of fresh water vegetation. The 

landscape once consisted of several hybrid plants, of which most are unknown in other 

Minoan wall paintings. The vegetation included anemone-reed hybrids (anemone 

blossoms with blue reed stalks), “frilled flowers,” grasses, and osier-lily hybrids (osiers 

                                                
266 Popham 1972–1973; Cameron 1984, 127–150.   

267 Cameron 1984, 127–150.  
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with lily-like leaves).268 The fragments also reveal that the flowers once grew from an 

undulating groundline and that multi-colored rockery was present at the ground level as 

well as encroaching from the top of the composition.269 Cameron was the first to catalog 

the fragments and reconstruct the landscape in 1984.270  More recently, however, Chapin 

has reexamined the fragments and created a new water color reconstruction that is shown 

in Figure 97.  

 

 

Figure 97. Watercolor reconstruction of the Floral Fresco. Unexplored Mansion, LM IA, 
Knossos (Reconstruction by A. Chapin, in Chapin 1997, pl. A). 

 

 

                                                
268 Chapin 1997, 3–7. 

269 Chapin 1997, 7–8.  

270 Cameron 1984, 127–150.   
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Discussion 

 Little can be inferred from either the fresco itself or from the context in which it 

was found. The Unexplored Mansion was begun in the LM IA period, but it did not have 

much use until a much later period. There was little in the way of material finds from the 

house that date to the LM I period, and thus it is difficult to ascertain the function of these 

frescoes. There is nothing overtly religious about the finds from the house or from the 

wall painting itself. The use of hybrization alludes to the possibility of a sacred setting, 

but this is unclear. A pillar crypt is known from the building, but again, its association 

with the frescoes is not certain.271  

 

Influences from Outside the Aegean 

 The Floral Fresco is completely Minoan in conception and execution. The plants 

that are combined to make hybrid plants (anemones, reeds, osiers, and lilies), as well as 

variegated rockery, are known from Crete. The way in which the rockery extends 

downward into the composition is also a peculiarity of Aegean landscape painting.  

 
 

Hagia Triada, Spring Fresco 
 
Introduction 
 
 One of the most well-known examples of Minoan wall painting is from the Royal 

Villa at Hagia Triada in south-central Crete. The so-called Royal Building is named after 

its impressive elite architecture, high quality material finds, and elaborate fresco 

                                                
271 Chapin 2007, 15.  
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decoration. The construction of the building dates to the MM IIIB/LM IA period, and it 

was destroyed at the end of the LM IB period.272 Fragments of a rich wall painting were 

found in a paved room of the villa that contained landscape and figural paintings.  

 

Description 

The room where the fresco under discussion was found was relatively small, and 

it measured approximately 2.35 X 1.60 m. The space has been interpreted as a shrine.273 

The fragments come from the north, south, and east walls of the room. They were badly 

damaged in a fire which caused some discoloration.274 The height of the paintings is 

estimated at 2.30 m.275 A red dado runs along the base of the paintings, and bands of 

color frame the compositions at the top. The dado and color bands serve to unify the 

space and visually connect the scenes to one another. Fragments from the south wall are 

suggestive of both a mountainous and riverine landscape full of wildlife. The painting has 

been reconstructed to show wild agrimia leaping across a rocky landscape that is also 

filled with lush vegetation and stalking cats (Figure 98). Included among the plants are 

ivy, reeds, and papyrus.276 The papyri, though not immediately recognizable, have been 

identified by the characteristic umbel-shaped flowers. The stems of the papyri are not 

                                                
272 Halbherr, Stefani, and Banti 1977; La Rosa 1989. 

273 Militello 2000, 78.  

274 Immerwahr 1990, 9, 48.  

275 See P. Militello 1998; Militello 2000, 78. 

276 Militello 1998, 78.  
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smooth, and they look more like reed stems. Included in the scene was a wild cat in 

profile. The feline is facing the viewer’s left with its shoulders hunched and its face close 

to the ground.277 The cat is intently watching and stalking a pheasant to the left of the 

fragment facing toward the viewer’s left and away from the cat. The bird’s head is 

missing, but his body, shown in strict profile, is visible standing on a rock. 

 

 

Figure 98. Sketch of reconstruction of frescoes from the south wall of Room 14 of the 
Royal Villa at Hagia Triada as proposed by the Herakleion Museum (Drawing by A. 

Chapin, Chapin 2004, fig. 3.2c). 
 

Discussion 

It is difficult to ascertain the exact biotype represented in this scene, and it is more 

likely that the artist meant to represent an idealized, and perhaps even sacred landscape. 

                                                
277 Halbherr 1903, 58. PM 1921–1935, I, 540. Oulié 1926, 63.  
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Rockery can be seen in both mountain and riverscapes, but the inclusion of ivy and 

agrimia is more consistent with a mountainous landscape than a riparian environment. 

Papyri, on the other hand, are plants that need a good deal of water to grow, and are 

generally found in marshes in low-lying areas rather than nearby torrents on mountain 

slopes. Additionally, pheasants are birds that are found in open fields, or areas that have 

small brush, and very often they can be found living alongside marshy areas. In this 

instance, the artist has combined different biotypes to create an idealized landscape. 

As to the sacred nature of the landscape, the interpretation hinges on the paintings 

that adorn the other two walls. As previously stated, this room has been referred to as a 

shrine. The reason for this nomenclature is based on these two walls as well. On the north 

wall is a figural scene of a kneeling woman (sometimes called the Adorant) against an 

undulating background and among crocuses and lilies. The east wall was decorated with 

another figural scene. Here, a woman is shown standing, with knees bent (perhaps 

dancing?). The skirt of the garment is all that remains, but it was a tiered or flounced, 

multi-colored skirt that went from the waist to a bit lower than mid-calf. Her dress 

belongs to the class of elite or even sacred garments worn by upper class women. The 

figure is placed before a wooden structure. Due to her dress and her placement before this 

presumably sacred structure, this woman has often been called a goddess.  

Moreover, the integration of papyrus in an otherwise mountainous landscape is 

incongruent with the plant’s natural habitat, and it reflects the artist’s desire to create an 

idealized landscape rather than a naturalistic one. Thus, if we are to interpret the room as 

a shrine, the riverscape fresco functioned as a reinforcement of the goddess’ power over 

the natural world, or perhaps even as a backdrop for cult activity.  
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Influences from Outside of the Aegean 

 Based on the available fragments we can conclude that the wall paintings from 

Hagia Triada were not informed by Egyptian painting or Egyptian portable objects. The 

only elements that might be considered foreign in this composition are the cat and the 

papyrus. The author has not identified any exact parallels for either element. On the other 

hand, we should consider that by the LM IA period both the iconography of the cat 

stalking its prey and the papyrus plant were embedded into the Minoan repertoire so that 

the inspiration from outside of the Aegean was more likely indirect and via other Minoan 

works. For example, as mentioned above, the papyri stems are rough, and they resemble 

the stalks of water reeds instead of the smooth stalk of actual papyrus. Regardless of 

whether the artist saw actual papyrus growing on Crete, the basis for his/her depiction 

was clearly of Minoan origin since this manner of representation is neither Egyptian nor 

Levantine. The stalking cat in this composition may ultimately have its roots in Egypt 

(though this is not definitive either), but its presence in the LM IA wall painting 

discussed here is Minoan in nature.  

 
 

Building Beta, Blue Monkey Fresco 
 
Introduction 
 

Building Beta at Akrotiri is in the south of the excavated area and to the east of 

Building Gamma. Unfortunately, much of the southeastern portion of the house has been 

destroyed, but it is well known for its frescoed upper story that contained, among other 

images, a depiction of blue monkeys in a riverine environment.  
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Description 

Like the Monkeys and Birds Fresco found at the House of the Frescoes, the 

composition from Room 6 at Building Beta extends over multiple walls without regard 

for the architectural interruptions. The scene is framed at the top by thin bands of red, 

white and blue (Figure 99). Above these bands is a spiral frieze that also extends over 

multiple walls and helps to unify the space. In the main zone of the wall, eight blue 

monkeys are shown in a rocky environment against the background, which has been left 

the natural white of the lime plaster. Their poses are varied and no two monkeys are 

depicted in the same way. The attention to detail and naturalism has led some scholars to 

suggest that the artist observed real monkeys in nature.278  

 

                                                
278 Immerwahr 1990, 42.  
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Figure 99. Blue Monkey Fresco. Room 6, Building Beta, LM IA, Akrotiri  
(After Doumas 1992, fig. 86). 

 
 

Once again, the rockery is multi-colored. Furthermore, the rockery is composed of 

shallow convex elements and hook-like protrusions. Hejl has argued that these are tafoni 

which are formed when salt water dries and causes the stone to break away, creating a 

rough, sometimes concave feature.279 It is also possible though that they represent 

                                                
279 Hejl 2005, 88–89. 
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solution cavities that are commonly found near bodies of fresh water when the acid in the 

water breaks down the surrounding limestone.280 No vegetation is shown in this scene, 

but the monkeys appear to be in a state of movement and agitation. The movement is 

what implies their activity rather than the actual inclusion of plants and bird eggs. A river 

is visible at the bottom of the composition. It is shown as an undulating blue line with 

hook-like protrusions. 

Other iconographic elements that should be included in the reconstruction of a 

composition on an adjacent wall were noted by the excavator, and they include myrtle 

plants, birds (possibly swallows), and a bovine (or perhaps goat head). 281 Thus, this 

composition has several iconographic links with the frescoes at the House of the 

Frescoes, and like their Knossian counterparts, the monkeys are apparently searching for 

food in a riverine landscape. The exact find spot is not noted by the excavator, S. 

Marinatos, but Christos Doumas does not believe they are part of the same 

composition.282 It is more likely that, like the House of the Frescoes, the quadrupeds were 

located on the adjoining wall. Their relation to the riverine scene is not without precedent 

or parallel. It should be noted that a similar relationship between quadrupeds in a 

mountainous landscape and a riparian composition is found at the House of the Frescoes. 

A proposed reconstruction by N. Marinatos is seen in Figure 100.   

                                                
280 Chernicoff and Whitney 2007, 524–535; Ford, Palmer, and White 1988, 401–412; 
Milanovic´ 1981; Sweeting 1972; Strasser and Chapin 2014, 62.  

281 Marinatos 1971, 21.  

282 Doumas 1992, 111.  
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Figure 100. Reconstruction of frescoes showing blue monkeys, goats, and swallows. 
Room B6, Building Beta, original dated to LM IA, Akrotiri  

(After Marinatos 1984, fold-out D).   
 
 

Discussion 

Unfortunately, the architecture of Building Beta was heavily destroyed by a 

torrent, and thus it is somewhat difficult to reconstruct room function. The room where 

the monkey fresco was found did not yield any loomweights even though this type of 

room would typically have been used for weaving in a domestic setting. This observation 

in combination with the finds might suggest that the room functioned in a different way, 

perhaps a shrine as N. Marinatos has suggested.283 A close relationship exists between the 

iconographic elements found in B6 at Akrotiri and those from the House of the Frescoes. 

                                                
283 Marinatos 1984, 113.  
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What is interesting here is that the artist at Building Beta used a limited number of 

elements by contrast to the artist from the House of the Frescoes, thus highlighting the 

importance of the elements that were chosen. The most important elements are the blue 

monkeys, the rockery, and the river. If we understand the rockery as yet another way to 

reinforce the riverine nature of the scene, the essential elements become the monkeys and 

the river itself.  

Similar to the House of the Frescoes, this scene is also meant to illustrate a sacred 

riverscape. Further to this point, the finds of B6 at Building Beta were religious in 

nature.284 In B6 in the floor of the room (of soft earth) many vases, including painted and 

imported vases were found. One vase was an imported MM III vase from Crete. Here 

Marinatos also found what he believed to be a jar that contained sacral oil. There is also 

another striking similarity between the two compositions. Both Room 6 of Building Beta 

and the Monkeys and Birds Frescoes from the House of the Frescoes are shown 

juxtaposed with a mountainous landscape. The combination of biotypes creates an 

idealized space for the inhabitants and reinforces the scared atmosphere.  

Moreover, it has already been demonstrated in Chapter 4 that monkeys were 

attendants to the goddess and were considered sacred to the Minoans. Whether monkeys 

were imported into the Aegean where artists could have directly observed them or if they 

were just an iconographic transfer from Egypt, they would have been considered 

extremely rare and important.   

 

                                                
284 Marinatos 1969, 35.   
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Influence from Outside of the Aegean 

The depiction of blue monkeys in room B6 at Building Beta was strongly 

informed by Minoan compositions on Crete. Moreover, the presence of blue monkeys at 

Thera was a result of artistic transference or physical importation of the animal from 

Egypt or the Levant (via Crete). Interestingly, the monkeys from Building Beta display a 

greater sense of naturalism than their prototypes in the House of the Frescoes. At the 

House of the Frescoes, at least one monkey and papyrus combination finds a strong 

parallel in Egyptian art, but at Akrotiri there are no exact quotations. The activities of the 

monkeys at Thera suggest close contact with the animals themselves and strongly 

indicate that monkeys were imported to the island. Given the strength of Minoan Crete 

during the LM I/LC I period, the importation was probably via Crete first.  

The activities of the green monkey were observed by A. Adeyemo of the green 

monkey in Old Oyo National Park in Nigeria in 1996. He observed that the monkeys 

spend almost seventeen percent of their day drinking water during the wet season, and 

about twenty-three percent of their day drinking during the dry season.285 Additionally, 

the green monkey is also capable of swimming, and it has been observed doing so. 

Therefore, it is natural that any artist drawing from real observations of monkeys would 

depict them in the presence of water. This observation is reflected in B6 where a river or 

stream represented by an undulating blue line is found at the bottom of the wall, beneath 

the monkeys.  

                                                
285Adeyemo 1997, 24.  
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A close look at the hands and feet of the B6 monkeys shows that they are highly 

stylized. Curiously though, each monkey has distinct facial features making them very 

individualized. If one looks at other artistic renderings of hands and feet of humans on 

Thera, we find the same sort of awkward treatment.286 Hands and feet are notoriously 

difficult to render realistically, and the artist’s intention may have been to avoid the 

complication all together. Therefore, it cannot be surmised that an abstraction of the 

monkey’s feet and hands necessarily implies a second-hand account. This is evidenced by 

the individual treatment given to the face of each monkey. Such individual features are 

not seen in other animals and imply real-life observation. For example, the green monkey 

communicates in a variety of different ways, including distinct vocalizations and facial 

features.287 

The way in which the monkeys are depicted moving is also like real life 

observation. Adeyemo recorded that monkeys spend almost thirty-four percent of their 

time traveling during the wet season, and almost twenty-seven percent during the dry 

season. Traveling is defined as a sort of gallop, and thus the green monkey can be 

described as a highly active animal. Similarly, the monkeys of B6 are all shown in 

motion, their tails are naturalistically depicted to show movement and balance.288  

                                                
286 Immerwahr 2005. For an example of this see the hands of the fisherman in Room 5 of 
the West House, and the feet of the Boxing Boys in Beta 1a.  

287 Lang 2006. 

288 Lang 2006. 
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Moreover, green monkeys are semi-terrestrial and semi-arboreal, but most of their 

time is spent on the ground. There are many depictions of monkeys climbing trees and 

sitting beneath the chairs of their owners in Egyptian wall paintings.289 There are far 

fewer images, however, of monkeys freely moving about and grounded in their natural 

habit. Though the rocky landscape in which the monkeys are set in B6 is not their natural 

habitat, the artist is consistent with their habit of remaining mainly grounded and close to 

a body of water. So, while monkeys were not native to the Aegean, and neither was their 

imagery, images such as this one at Building Beta demonstrate the close connection with 

Egypt both in terms of both the iconographic and physical transfer of monkeys.  

 

Porter’s Lodge, Goddess and Monkey Fresco 

Introduction 

 The Porter’s Lodge is located at the north of the excavated area of site of Akrotiri, 

Thera. The building was constructed in the LM IA period, and it was subsequently 

covered as a result of the volcanic eruption of the same period. Unfortunately, the 

Porter’s Lodge suffered a great deal of destruction from a torrent that occurred right after 

the eruption and very little of the building remains. Despite the poor state of preservation 

some fragments of wall paintings from the upper floor level have been unearthed.290  

 

 

                                                
289 Vandier 1964; 1965; 1966. 

290 Marinatos 1968–1976, II, 28.  



	

	 209 

Description 

Fragments of a river, blue birds, blue monkeys, a female figure, and architectural 

elements were found during the excavation of the Porter’s Lodge. Recent reconstruction 

efforts by Vlachopoulos have demonstrated that the scene most likely depicted a female 

figure wearing an elaborate skirt seated outside of an architectural feature. The figure is 

in the presence of blue monkeys to the viewer’s left, and blue birds and a flowing stream 

to the viewer’s right (Figure 101).291 Seven blue birds are variously placed at the right of 

the composition, above a blue undulating line, which can only be interpreted as a river. 

To the left of the river, a female figure is seated. She is reconstructed facing left toward a 

shrine-like structure that is supported by columns with papyrus capitals. The exact 

reconstruction of the building is unknown due to its fragmentary nature, but it appears 

that the roof was adorned with horns of consecration.292 To the far left of the 

composition, variegated colored rockery is visible, and it is similar in shape to the 

solution cavities described above in Building Beta. These cavities are often indicative of 

a nearby body of water. This is consistent with the undulating blue river found at the far 

right of the composition already mentioned. In front of this rockery is a blue monkey. 

The monkey is shown standing on his hind legs, and his arms are lifted in an upward 

gesture suggesting worship before a column with a stylized papyrus capital (Figure 102). 

In this same fragment, the tail of another blue monkey is visible. In total, Vlachopoulos 

                                                
291 Vlachopoulos 2007. 

292 Marinatos. 1987, 134. 
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reconstructs three blue monkeys standing before the seated female in front of the 

architectural feature. 293 

 

                                                
293 Vlachopoulos 2007, 134.  
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Figure 102. Reconstruction of Monkey with arms raised before a papyrus column and 
horns of consecration. Porter's Lodge, original dated to LM IA, Akrotiri. Drawing by 

Maria Krigha. 

 

Several other fragments from the Porter’s Lodge may have also been related to 

the scene described above. These fragments are larger in scale and are apparently not part 

of the goddess composition. Even so, Vlachopoulos believes that they are fragments from 

thematically related scenes (Figure 103). The other fragments include several palm trees 

rife with fruit, and at least one male figure. In the reconstruction, the male figure is 

shown to the right of the palm tree. The figure is dark-skinned, and he wears a gold hoop 

earring in his ear and a blue feather in his hair. Fragments of griffin wings were also 

found that match the scale of the male figure and palm trees. Although these fragments 

are non-joining, it can be assumed that they come from the same composition.294 The 

                                                
294 Vlachopoulos 2007, 136. 



	

	 213 

male figure is also associated with the fragments of a griffin. Thus, several riverine 

elements are present in both compositions. The goddess composition incorporates an 

undulating body of water, solution cavities, and papyrus while the other composition 

incorporates a palm tree and a griffin, which was most likely believed by the Minoans to 

be a fresh water animal.  

 

 

Figure 103. Reconstruction drawing of man before palm tree and a griffin. Porter’s 
Lodge, original dated to LM IA, Akrotiri. Drawing by Maria Krigha.  

 

Discussion 

Unfortunately, due to the state of preservation of the Porter’s Lodge, it is 

impossible to attribute these paintings to a specific architectural space. The lack of 

context makes it more difficult to interpret the function of these paintings, but the overtly 

religious iconography makes a basic interpretation of the scene possible. 

 To begin, the seated female figure is most likely the (or a) Minoan goddess. Her 

proximity and direct relation to the three anthropomorphized and fantastic blue monkeys 

suggests that they are her attendants. The monkey directly in front of the goddess 

approaches her with its arms raised in a gesture of reverence, which reinforces her role as 
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a goddess. Moreover, the architectural feature present in the scene is understood as a 

religious structure due to the elaborate column capitals of papyrus flowers and horns of 

consecration that adorn the rooftop.295 

Vlachopoulos is correct to compare the Porter’s Lodge frescoes with those of the 

House of the Frescoes and the goddess fresco found in room 3a of Xeste 3 because they 

have many similarities to one another. He notes that the House of the Frescoes contains 

rivers in a rocky terrain with blue birds. Both the House of the Frescoes and Xeste 3 

contain blue monkeys, but the compositional elements of Xeste 3 (goddess figure, and 

anthropomorphized blue monkeys) more closely resemble the elements found at the 

Porter’s Lodge and, thus, the composition in Xeste 3 served as the basis for his 

reconstruction. Furthermore, like the Porter’s Lodge, the composition in Xeste 3 contains 

a griffin. Moreover, like the composition at Xeste 3, the religious meaning behind the 

scene at the Porter’s Lodge is underscored by the inclusion of the goddess, but also her 

fantastic attendants.296  

Unlike Xeste 3, however, the Porter’s Lodge composition depicts the goddess in a 

more permanent location, perhaps even her dwelling place.297 Two observations about the 

                                                
295 Horns of consecration are known religious symbols to the Minoans see Banou 2008; 
Betancourt and Muhly 2015, 26–27. 

296 For a discussion of the ceremonial interpretation of the Goddess fresco at Xeste 3 see 
Lauven 1979, 112–126; Davis 1986, 399–406; Marinatos 1987, 23–27, 30; 1993, 149–
152; Rehak 1999a, 11–22; 2002, 54–59; 2004, 85–100; 2007, 205–220; Gesell 2000, 
947–955; Laffineur 2000, 890– 904; Chapin 2008, 48, 78–80; Vlachopoulos 2008, 451–
465; Günkel-Maschek 2010, 11–18; Day 2011, 339–370. 

297 Palyvou 2006; 2012, 19–22.  
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Porter’s Lodge painting support this idea: the possibility of an unharnessed griffin and the 

permanent shrine. The griffin fragments show no sign of the animal being tethered. While 

it is possible that we are missing the tether, it is also possible that the creature was not 

restrained because it is in its natural environment beside a river (see Chapter 4). 

Furthermore, the structure that stands in front of the goddess in the Porter’s Lodge is 

markedly different from the structure found in Xeste 3. The structure in Xeste 3 was 

composed of moveable altars that could have been assembled and disassembled when 

necessary to accommodate the goddess.298 The structure present in the Porter’s Lodge 

fragments is significantly more substantial than that of Xeste 3. In other words, while the 

platform in Xeste 3 is only a temporary structure, the shrine depicted at the Porter’s 

Lodge appears more permanent due to its columns, capitals, and roof, which is strong 

enough to support horns of consecration. The presence of a permanent structure may 

suggest that the goddess dwells in this space and did not merely appear there as suggested 

by Vlachopoulos.299  

 

Influence from Outside of the Aegean 

There are several levels of influence present in the aforementioned fresco. 

Parallels exist for the monkey in a gesture of adoration approaching a goddess figure at 

Akrotiri as well as on Crete. Room 3a at Xeste 3, for example, shows a similar 

construction of a monkey approaching a female figure. Figure 104 shows a monkey with 

                                                
298 Palyvou 2006; 2012, 19–22. 

299 Vlachopoulos 2007, 136.  
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its arms raised facing a female figure wearing a long, flounced skirt. The motif, however, 

is ultimately derived from Levantine presentation scenes. Similar presentation scenes of 

adorants approaching seated deities are well known from the Levant.300  

 

         

Figure 104. Drawing of sealing, LM I, Zakros (After CMS II.7, 24).   

 

Additionally, the elements within the scene are much indebted to Egyptian 

iconography. The importation of the griffin and the monkey have both been discussed, 

and to these two elements we can add the column capital. The column with papyrus 

capital is unique in the Aegean and is likely a result of iconographic transference from 

Egypt. The column is decorated with curvilinear lines and a floral papyrus umbel. 

Capitals such as these have been found both physically and iconographically in Egypt 

(Figure 105).301  

 

                                                
300 Aruz 2000, 7, 10.  

301 Marinatos 1987b, 418.  
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Figure 105. Drawing of engaged column with a papyrus capital, Funerary  
Complex of King Djoser, original dated to Pre-Dynastic, Saqqara, Egypt.  

Drawing by Kostas Chalikias.   

 

House of the Ladies, Room of the Papyri 

Introduction 

Frescoes containing fresh water imagery were found in the House of the Ladies at 

Akrotiri. The House of the Ladies is located at the northwestern section of the excavated 

area at the site of Akrotiri. The three-story building was one of the larger houses that 

have been excavated so far at the site, and it contained up to ten rooms on each floor. 

Some of these rooms were paved and decorated with elaborate wall paintings.  

 

Description 

The painting adorns the walls of Room 1 of the second story of the House of the 

Ladies at the site of Akrotiri on Thera. This room was paved and subdivided into east and 

west sections with the use of a mudbrick partition wall. The composition in question 

extends continuously over three walls with no regard for the corners of the room. One 

small window is in the northern wall, and a second window is in the west wall. The artist 
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chose to ignore these architectural features in favor of a continuous and uninterrupted 

composition. A decorative border is painted in the upper zone of the walls that extends all 

the way around the room. It is composed of bands of two shades of blue, and white, red, 

and yellow.  

On the north wall, the northern section of the eastern wall, and the northern 

section of the west walls of the room, the main zone is given over entirely to a riverine 

environment (Figure 106–107). In total, five clumps of large papyrus plants grow from an 

undulating coastline.302 As papyrus is a fresh water plant, we can interpret this ground 

line as the coast of a river, rather than the coast of the sea.  The plants are painted with 

blue stalks outlined in black against a white background. The stalks terminate in a fan-

like bloom with associated yellow stamens. At the intersection of the top of the stalk and 

the base of the flower, three small yellow leaves are shown nested inside two, slightly 

larger blue leaves. There are three papyrus stalks in each group and each group of plants 

is bilaterally symmetrical. The groupings also have three large basal leaves on either side 

of the main stalks. The central stalk of each bunch is slightly taller than the two flanking 

flowers.  

 

                                                
302 Scholars such as P. Warren identify the plant as papyrus (1976, 91), while S. 
Marinatos and Doumas have both suggested that the plants are enlarged Pancratium 
maritimum or sea lilies. (Marinatos, 1968–1976, V, 38–39; Doumas 1992, 34–35).  The 
close resemblance of this plant to those which are clearly identified as papyrus in the 
House of the Frescoes at Knossos suggests that the plants are in fact papyrus. In the case 
of the House of the Ladies the plants have been magnified well beyond their natural size 
in nature.  
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Figure 106. Papyrus Frescoes. Room of the Papyri, House of the Ladies, LM IA, Akrotiri 
(After Doumas 1992, fig. 2).  

 
 

 
 

Figure 107. Drawing of the Papyri Frescoes. Room of the Papyri, House of the Ladies, 
LM IA, Akrotiri. Drawing by Kostas Chalikias. 
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Discussion 

Several aspects of this composition support the notion that the depiction of a 

riparian environment was intentionally chosen for this space and that it functioned as the 

backdrop for religious ceremony. The two most convincing arguments for this hypothesis 

are the way in which the frescoes function with the architecture as well as how these 

frescoes interplay with the fresco program in Room 1.  

To begin, the emphasis of focus for the interpretation in this room has typically 

been in the adjoining room, which is separated from the Room of the Papyri by partition 

walls, but that is still programmatically linked to the Papyrus room. A life-size figural 

composition is depicted in the adjoining room.303 The frescoes are fragmentary, but three 

women are depicted in total. One woman stands alone on the west wall, with one arm 

extended. On the opposite wall, another woman leans forward, toward another woman 

who is seated. The exact activity of this woman is unknown because her upper body is 

not preserved. It has been proposed that this scene is part of a ritual dressing or robing 

scene.304 Evidence for such an interpretation comes from a variety of sources including 

seal stones where men and women are presenting, or are presented with garments. The 

seated woman is therefore a person of great importance, perhaps a priestess or some other 

woman of focus, or perhaps she is even meant to represent a goddess. Either way, she is 

the focus of the ritual. This is also supported by the large quantities of pottery found on 

                                                
303 Immerwahr 1990, 55, 56.   

304 Warren 1988, 22–23; Marinatos 1984, 102.  
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all three levels of the house that have may have been associated with feasting and 

drinking rituals.305  

Due to their proximity and placement within the architectural space, these figural 

paintings should somehow be related to those in the Room of the Papyri (Figure 108). 

The room is divided by a mudbrick partition. In other words, the separation wall is not 

integrally necessary, nor would it have been viewed as a wall that created a separate area. 

Rather, it would serve as a “pausing” point between two related architectural areas. It 

could be argued that the isolated nature of this room, with its small window and singular 

entrance along with the paintings, is meant to create an even more sacred, and perhaps 

more exclusive space for the culmination of the ritual begun in the previous room. I 

support the theory set forth by N. Marinatos that the overtly religious symbolism of the 

papyri, displayed on this monumental scale, make this room the backdrop for another 

ritual.306 Furthermore, it has been proposed by Niemeier that the room decorated with 

papyri was used for a robing ceremony that culminated in an epiphany ritual that took 

place in the adjoining room decorated with ladies.307 It is also possible that the dressing 

ceremony took place in the Room of the Ladies and culminated in the Room of the 

Papyri. In other words, the robing ceremony that took place in the front part of the room 

was one that symbolically transformed a priestess into the representation of the goddess, 

who would then perform whatever ritual was intended against the background of a fresh 

                                                
305 Michaelidou 2001, 237–242.  

306 Marinatos 1984, 94.   

307 Warren 1988; 22–23; Niemeier 1992, 100–101.  



	

	 222 

water environment. This is based on the concept that Minoan frescoes functioned as 

signposts that instructed viewers in rituals.308 

 

 

Figure 108. Reconstruction drawing of Room 1 with frescoes, House of the Ladies, 
original dated to LM IA, Akrotiri (After Marinatos 1984, fold-out B. fig. 69). 

 
 
 

Murray finds these possibilities difficult to reconcile with the small dimensions of 

the room and instead proposes that the frescoes here are not meant as signposts for the 

viewer, but rather they are a representation of the ceremony that takes place out of doors. 

She suggests that the Room of the Ladies is an illustration of a robing ceremony that took 

                                                
308 This idea was put forth by Cameron in 1987 regarding the processional frescoes at 
Knossos and can be applied elsewhere to Minoan wall paintings.   
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place out of doors and beneath a fabric canopy or tent.309 What function does the Room 

of the Papyri serve then? If this is a ceremony that took place out of doors, as Murray 

suggests, perhaps the room of the Papyri represents the landscape in which the ceremony 

took place. Santorini is a relatively dry island, but it was much larger in antiquity and 

may have had a river or small lake during the Bronze Age. It would be interesting to 

think of a ceremony to a goddess who might ensure the continuation of fresh water for 

the inhabitants of Santorini, but this hypothesis would be difficult to prove.  

Since these are papyrus plants, one could suggest that the ceremony took place in 

a riverine environment. But if the ceremony itself did not take place in the House of the 

Ladies, what was the Room of the Papyri used for? Murray suggests that the Room of the 

Papyri (though she prefers to see them as enlarged sea lilies) may have been used for the 

storage of the sacred garments that would be used in the robing ceremony, and thus the 

room would be the starting point of the entire ritual. Even Murray admits, however, that 

there is too little evidence to be certain of the exact function of the Room of the Papyri 

and cautions against too ridged an interpretation.310 Suffice it to say that whatever the 

exact function of the room, it was surely religious or cultic in nature, and the House of 

the Ladies served a domestic and ritual function.311  

 

 

                                                
309 Murray 2004, 125–126. 

310 Murray 2004, 127.  

311 Murray 2004, 127–128.  
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Xeste 3, Marshy Landscape Fresco, and Palm Tree Fresco 

Introduction 

 Xeste 3 is another large house located at the far south-west of the excavated area 

at the site of Akrotiri. The building had at least three floors and numerous rooms 

decorated with wall paintings. This building has yielded frescoes from the ground floor as 

well as from the two upper stories.  Additionally, this building contains architectural 

features of palatial quality such as paved floors, a lustral basin, and pier and door 

partitions. The frescoes from Room 3 on the ground floor as well as from the room 

directly above it have been the focus of much of the interpretation for the function of this 

building. There are other frescoes, however, that have been largely overlooked and that 

may help to enrich our understanding of the building, namely frescoes with fresh water 

imagery. Three areas of Xeste 3 contain scenes of fresh water, and riparian life is alluded 

to in yet one other. The ground floor contains fragments from yet another wall painting 

with fauna in a riverine environment. On the first floor, there is a life-sized representation 

of a marshy landscape in Room 3b, and osiers decorate Room 9. Finally, the goddess of 

Room 3a wears a necklace of ducks and dragon flies.  

 

Description: Marshy Landscape 

The marshy landscape found in Room 3b on the first floor of Xeste 3 is perhaps 

the most complete painted example of the category of fresh water scenes that show water 

birds in their natural environment. This wall painting was placed in the room adjoining 

the Goddess and Crocus Gatherers in the upper story of Xeste 3. Large fragments of the 

fresco show life-sized ducks flying between tall water reeds (Figures 109–110). The 
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scene has not yet been fully restored, but the estimated restored height of the painting is 

about 2.50 m with the largest complete reed restored to approximately 1.21 m. No 

evidence suggests that a decorative border was at the bottom of the wall, but one was at 

the top of the composition. The border consists of simple bands of color. The uppermost 

and widest band is an ocher color. Below this, a thin blue band is placed between two 

thicker black bands. A thin white band separates the lower black band from the wide red 

band at the bottom of the border.   
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Figure 109. Reconstruction drawing of section A of reed bed fresco. Room 3b, Xeste 3, 
LM IA, Akrotiri. Drawing by N. Mavraki. 
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Figure 110. Reconstruction drawing of section bed of reed bed fresco. Room 3b, Xeste 3, 
LM IA, Akrotiri. Drawing by L. Lambrinou.  

 
 

Most of the water reeds are ocher colored, but some of them are painted blue. 

Both color variations are depicted with alternating leaves against a white background. 

Some of the plants terminate in vegetal tufts. The plants grow out of the edge of an 

undulating red line that has hook-like protrusions. As with other representations, this 
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convention indicates fresh water. Smaller water reeds are visible below the undulating 

river on a sandy shore. The river is painted in a reddish color with the conventional hook 

like protrusions that indicate that it is a river. The plants are depicted in profile as well, 

and thus, because upper placement indicates distance, we can understand this scene as the 

two banks of a reed bed.  

Fragments of at least six ducks from the composition survive.312 The ducks are 

shown with red ocher beaks, a dark head and neck, and a yellow ocher body. The wings 

of the birds have black markings, and the plumage on the white underside of their wings 

is visible. An attempt at individualization among the birds exists by means of variously 

colored heads and necks. Along with ducks, small red dragonflies are also depicted. As in 

the House of the Frescoes, the composition and the varied movement and poses of the 

animals gives this scene a naturalistic quality.  

The excavator of the wall paintings noted that there are also some remaining 

fragments that depicted “fishing nets.”313 The inclusion of fishing nets in the composition 

would distinguish this painting from the above examples because they imply human 

involvement in the scene, without the literal inclusion of a human figure. It should be 

noted however, that the current excavators have not confirmed fragments depicting 

fishing nets.  

                                                
312 Vlachopoulos 2008, 639.  

313 Marinatos 1974, VI, 17. Marinatos likened these frescoes to scenes of fowling from 
Egypt.  
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 In addition to the marsh landscape from Room 3b, a riparian landscape has been 

recovered from Room 2 of the ground floor of Xeste 3. Despite its highly fragmentary 

condition, several elements of the composition can be distinguished. Originally it was 

believed that the painting depicted a lion attacking either an antelope or other quadruped 

between two blue palm trees.314 Recent reconstruction, however, has revealed that the 

animal that was once believed to be a lion is a cow nursing her calf.315 In addition, the 

composition had at least two palm trees, water reeds, at least three ducks, a dragonfly, 

and rockery. The leaves of the palm trees are painted blue, and the trees grow from an 

undulating, sandy colored shoreline. Multi-colored rocks are also shown. Higher up in the 

branches of the palm trees blue ducks and a red dragonfly are visible.316  

Room 9 of Xeste was also decorated with frescoes depicting a riverscape. An 

undulating, sandy coastline is visible at the bottom of the composition. Delicately 

rendered osiers are rendered sprouting from the groundline in dark yellow and red.317              

 

Discussion: Iconographic program of Xeste 3 

To date, little has been discussed regarding the Blue Palm Trees fresco due to its 

very recent publication. In fact, the final drawing has not yet been published and so any 

comments here must be considered tentative. There are contemporary parallels for the 

                                                
314 Vlachopoulos 2008, 451.  

315 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos, 2014, 195.  

316 Vlachopoulos 2008, 451, Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014, 195; pl. 7a and 7b.  

317 Vlachopoulos 2008, 454, figs. 41.41–41.42; 2014, 192.  
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iconography from the Temple Repositories at Knossos. Two faience plaques were found 

of animals suckling their babies. One plaque shows an agrimi nursing one of her kids 

while the other waits. The other plaque shows a cow and her calf.318 Evans connected the 

imagery in the plaques to the mother goddess Hathor, but did not draw an exact 

iconographic parallel.319 The lack of a visual parallel makes it difficult to come to this 

conclusion. Images of Hathor suckling the pharaoh are abundant throughout Egyptian 

iconography, and yet she is not depicted nursing her own calf (Figure 111). While it is 

tempting to hypothesize that the Minoans took the Egyptian imagery and changed it to 

suit their needs, there is no tangible connection between the two types of images. 

Moreover, it is not implausible that the Minoans could have depicted scenes like this one 

based on real-life observation.  

 

                                                
318 PM 1921–1935, IV, 510–511, figs. 366 and 367. Other parallels are known from seal 
stones, but they date to later periods. See CMS II.3 88, 288, 389.  

319 Evans 1921–1935, IV, 510–515.  
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Figure 111. Hathor Suckling Amenophis II, from Temple at Deir el-Bahari, Middle 
Kingdom, Egypt (After Naville 1907, pl. XXX). 

 

Although not much can be inferred until final publication, clearly the fresco was 

intended to communicate in conjunction with the other frescoes depicting similar fresh 

water imagery, as well as the other images found throughout the house.320 The best 

preserved of these frescoes is the Marshy Landscape located on the first floor. Although 

human figures are not present in the Marshy Landscape, the wall painting may have been 

used as a backdrop for human activity. In the same way that the Papyrus fresco from the 

House of the Ladies was intended to surround the viewer to provide a setting for ritual, 

the Marshy Landscape also provides the occupants of the room with a just under life-

                                                
320 Vlachopoulos 2010, passim.  
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sized riverine environment. On the surface, it appears that the Marshy Landscape fresco 

is the closest parallel to Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling. There is nothing in the 

scene from Room 2, however, that is foreign to the Aegean.321 It was demonstrated in 

Chapter 4 that waterfowl were used in Cycladic imagery as early as the EM period, and 

that they were incorporated into riverine scenes with water reeds by the MM II period. 

Vlachopoulos and Zorzos suggest instead that the images in Xeste 3 fall into three 

categories, among which is the riparian biotype. Both the Blue Palm Trees Fresco and the 

Marshy Landscape fall into this riverine landscape category.  They suggest that based on 

the iconography of this building and recent studies of phytoliths from Akrotiri a riverine 

environment was present on Thera before the eruption.322 Therefore, it is their belief that 

the images in Xeste 3 are intended to represent Theran landscapes and the close 

connection the inhabitants had with the land and the exploitation of its natural resources. 

Furthermore, it has also been noted that the iconographic program of Xeste 3 is closely 

connected to water, and many of the finds from the house also suggest a relationship 

between the building’s use as a ritual space and water.323 The importance of water is 

underscored by the necklace that the goddess wears that has ducks and dragonflies. This 

ultimately connects her to the marshy landscape and the osiers frescos, both located on 

the same floor.  

                                                
321 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014.  

322 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014. For more on the Thera eruption and its effects on the 
Bronze Age Aegean see: Betancourt 2009, 101–106; Doumas 1974, 110–115; 1990, 24–
30; Driessen 2002, 250–263; Heiken and McCoy 1984, 8441–8462; McCoy 2009.  

323 Papagiannopoulou 1985, fig, 5–6; Vlachopoulos 2010, 181–182.  
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West House, “Nilotic” Fresco 

Introduction 

 Three separate and distinct riverscapes were depicted in a running miniature 

frieze that adorned the upper section of Room 5 in the West House at Akrotiri. The house 

is located at the west of the settlement and just south of the House of the Ladies. Several 

of the rooms located in the upper story of the house were decorated with frescoes, and 

Room 5 was paved.  

 

Description 

The exemplar for this category was found at the West House at the site of Akrotiri 

on Thera. The walls of room 5 are divided into three zones. The lower zone, or the dado, 

is plastered and painted to resemble marble or expensive stone. The middle zone is 

largely given over to windows, which leaves little room for decoration except on two 

panels to the left and right of the windows. The two panels on either side of the windows 

were adorned with young, nude, males who carry bunches of fish. The upper zone is 

decorated with a continuous frieze that runs along all four walls. Although it is a single 

composition, the miniature fresco was intended to be viewed in its entirety as well as a 

series of different vignettes within one composition. Thus, we can speak of three separate 

scenes that incorporate fresh water. One scene is spatially removed from the others and 

placed on a separate wall without any human figures. This scene will serve as a 

representative example from the category of sacred rivers.  

 On the east wall of the room, an elaborate and detailed river scene is depicted that 

is often referred to as the “Nilotic Scene (Figures 112–114).” As this nomenclature has 
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proven to be problematic, it will not be used here.  The focal point of the scene is the 

long, horizontal blue river directly in the center of the composition. The artist used hook-

like protrusions as a convention to depict a running body of water: in this case, a river. 

Here, a sandy shore is present on either side of the body of water, which is shown from 

above. Multi-colored rocks are also present along the shoreline. Lush vegetation grows 

from the banks of the river including papyri, palms in different stages of growth, and 

water reeds. Waterfowl also inhabit the banks of the river where wild cats and a griffin 

pursue them. 
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Figure 112. “N
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Figure 113. Detail of “Nilotic Scene.” East wall of Room 5, West House, LM IA, 
Akrotiri (After Doumas 1992, fig. 33). 

 

 

Figure 114. Detail of “Nilotic Scene.” East wall of Room 5, West House, LM IA, 
Akrotiri (After Doumas 1992, fig. 32). 
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 Another river scene is located above the Departure Town on the south wall. Here 

a rolling river follows the rocky terrain of a mountain. Lions are seen chasing fallow deer 

along the banks of the river (Figure 115). All animals are shown in the Minoan flying 

gallop. The lions are painted a sandy yellow color, while the deer are brownish red in 

color. The trees along the banks of the river have been identified as pine trees.324 This 

identification, however, may be inaccurate. It is just as likely that the trees are plantanus 

trees (Plantanus orientalis). These trees are generally found in riparian environments, 

and can still be found on Crete today, primarily near springs.  

 

 

Figure 115. Detail of river above the Departure Town. South wall of Room 5, West 
House, LM IA, Akrotiri (After Morgan 1988, pl. 8). 

 

                                                
324 Morgan 1988, 18.  
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 A third river (or perhaps a subsidiary of the river located above the Departure 

town) flows around the main part of the city in Figure 116. The river is depicted as a blue 

line with bifed stalks to indicate that it is water. In the left of the composition, two men 

are conversing across the river. The man on the left bank is seated, and speaking to 

another standing man on the right bank. These men are evidently shepherds as evidenced 

by their “wooly” garments.  

 

 

Figure 116. Departure Town. South wall of Room 5, West House, LM IA, Akrotiri (After 
Doumas 1992, fig. 36). 

 

 

Discussion 

The miniature frescoes located in the West House at Akrotiri depict three different 

rivers and each one carries a different interpretation. To begin, the river that flows around 
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the Departure Town was likely a topographical marker. There is nothing about this river 

to suggest a religious interpretation. Thomas Strasser and Chapin have recently identified 

the formations around the river as solution cavities and suggest that the Departure town 

may represent Akrotiri itself and that this river was part of the “map” of the town.325  

Above the town, another river (probably connected) flows at the top of the 

mountain. This river is also not overtly religious, though a deeper meaning is possible. 

The theme of aggression is represented by the lion hunt, and it is possible that this 

vignette serves to underscore the overall theme of hierarchy and order in the natural 

world. In this way, it could be linked to the third river scene, located on the east wall.  

A religious interpretation of the east wall fresco is practically undeniable given 

the inclusion of fantastic animals, but the exact meaning is nuanced and complicated. 

Furthermore, the meaning of the painting does not necessarily clarify the function of the 

wall painting within its architectural context. A closer look at the iconography can help 

elucidate the meaning of the scene as not only a sacred landscape, but also the dwelling 

place of the goddess. How it was viewed, however, tells us more about the function of the 

piece in a non-religious setting.  

Some elements in the scene may have been regarded as rare, or perhaps even non-

existent in the Aegean, and thus it has been argued in the past that the scene was meant to 

represent a landscape located possibly in North Africa, while other scholars have argued 

that the scene could have been located within the Aegean.326 We must concede that this 

                                                
325 Strasser and Chapin, 2014.  

326 See notes 12–13 (Chapter 3).  
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scene is rife with individual iconographic elements that may have had sacred 

connotations for the Minoans.  It has been demonstrated in Chapter 4 that many of the 

elements present here, including the papyri, palms, wildcats, and ducks, may have held 

religious significance to the Minoans. Furthermore, while individually the elements may 

have been understood as secular or sacred, the combination of so many of these elements 

into one composition strongly suggests that the elements were specifically chosen to 

work in concert with one another to convey a sacred landscape. In light of this fact, it will 

be proposed below that the scene represents neither North Africa or the Aegean, but 

rather the composition depicts the dwelling place for the Minoan goddess, envisioned by 

the artist as an idealized Aegean riverscape. 

Arguments for the location of the riverscape have centered around the inclusion of 

so-called exotic elements such as the palm, papyrus, wildcat, and griffin. The scene has 

recently been studied by Zorzos and Vlachopoulos considering new phytoliths.327 They 

have determined that most the plants depicted in the scene were present at Bronze Age 

Thera. Thus, it is possible that the scene being represented was in the Aegean, or at least 

that the flora present in the scene were not out of place in an Aegean environment. They 

do not specifically note the presence of papyrus in the phytoliths that they have studied, 

but rather, suggest that the conditions on the island prior to the eruption would have been 

suitable for papyrus to grow. If papyrus did grow in the Aegean during the Bronze Age, 

the absence of the plant in the archaeological record suggests that it is unlikely that it was 

abundant on Crete or on Thera. Thus, their scarcity in the Aegean and their inclusion in 

                                                
327 Vlachopoulos and Zorzos 2014.  
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this scene would indicate that the Minoan artist was illustrating a special landscape. This 

is probably also consistent with the inclusion of cats hunting along the river, which may 

have also been quite rare. So, while the landscape contains Aegean elements, the 

combination of these rarer features creates an idealized Aegean riverscape. Idealization is 

not always an indication of sanctity, however, and the griffin is vital to the interpretation 

of this scene as sacred.  

 As was discussed in the chapter on iconography, the griffin was a mythological 

composite creature that was introduced to the Aegean from either Egypt or the Levant. 

The griffin is the only indisputably foreign element in the scene, but it is unclear if the 

Minoans believed that griffins existed in Egypt or the Levant. It is more likely that the 

Minoans envisioned the griffin inhabiting another realm altogether. It should be 

underscored that when depicted in their natural environment, griffins are always shown in 

riverscapes. Evidently, for the Minoans, the mythological realm of the griffin included a 

body of fresh water.  

Turning back to the West House, the scene features a river with papyrus, palms, 

other vegetation, waterfowl, wildcats, rockery, and a griffin. The griffin and other 

animals run freely along the banks of the river. Since griffins are the mythological 

attendants to the goddess, their religious nature cannot be dismissed. The griffin is 

untethered and runs freely along the banks of an idealized riverscape. Plants with possible 

religious significance grow along the banks, and wildlife is abundant. This scene does not 

depict the profane world. This is underscored by the absence of human figures going 

about their daily lives; subjects that are prevalent in all the other walls in Room 5.   
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What is most interesting here is that, while the scene is separated from the others 

on a different wall, it is part of the entire composition. It is not physically separated from 

the other walls by borders.  It appears the Minoans envisioned this sacred place as a 

tangible location where the goddess could live, and from where she needed to travel. The 

lack of a leash is understandable then, if we view the griffin as a means of transportation 

for the goddess. The Minoans saw the griffin as originating from the same space as the 

goddess, and thus it is only when both she and the griffin are found outside of that space 

that the griffin needs to be controlled by a restraint. The use of common elements such as 

water reeds and water fowl, in combination with rarer elements like the papyrus plants, 

demonstrates that the artist envisioned the realm of the deity as an idealized Aegean 

landscape.  

Although the scene has clearly religious overtones, the function of the painting 

must also be taken into consideration. While it is tempting to view every Minoan wall 

painting as sacred, it is more practical to understand this scene and its iconography as a 

type of visual language that was common in the Aegean and that would have been quite 

normal to find in a multitude of contexts and not just in shrines and other cult spaces. In 

other words, we should understand that religion and daily life was not separate for the 

Bronze Age people living in the Aegean and therefore their religious beliefs permeated 

their everyday lives and would have been naturally incorporated into the art of their daily 

lives as well. Here at the West House, the upper story room under discussion seems to 

have been a sort of dining room. 
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The idea that ritual dining took place at the West House is not new.328 The idea 

that this dining was used as a means for reinforcing social roles, however, has not been 

thoroughly investigated. It has also not yet been suggested that Room 5 specifically was 

an area designated for dining, and that Room 4 could have been used as a space for more 

private meetings among group members. It is clear from the extraordinary wall paintings 

in Rooms 4 and 5 held a special significance within the house. Several scholars have 

suggested a variety of functions for the rooms.  

Due to the exceptional preservation of both the architecture and the wall paintings 

from the West House, it is possible to propose a deeper analysis of Room 5. To facilitate 

this discussion, the plan of the West House is shown in Figure 117. When Sp. Marinatos 

excavated the building, he suggested that Rooms 4 and 5 were a bedroom suite for the 

owners of the house. N. Marinatos suggested that there was dining on the first floor in 

Rooms 3 and 6.329 Moreover, she sees Rooms 4 and 5 as a set of rooms used for ritual. 

This is due in part because of the hundreds of conical cups, beaked pitchers, breasted 

ewers, and a stirrup jar, found in Room 6, the elaborate frescoed walls of Rooms 4 and 5, 

and a plastered altar found in the corner of Room 5.330 Room 3 could have been 

multifunctional area occasionally used for dining when larger amounts of guests would 

need to be accommodated due to its easy access with Room 6 via the main staircase.331 

                                                
328 Marinatos 1984, 34. 

329 Marinatos 1984, 34.  

330 Marinatos 1983, 15.  

331 Marinatos 1983, 16–17.  
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On the other hand, the circulatory pattern of the upper floor might also suggest 

that dining took place in Room 5 instead of in Rooms 6 and 3. Although Marinatos 

suggested that Room 3 was used in occasional dining, because of its easy access to Room 

6 via the main staircase, they do not have direct access with one another, making serving 

between the rooms difficult. Furthermore, Room 3’s placement at the very top of the 

staircase, and its use as the main hub of the first floor, makes the room a less private area 

than Rooms 4 and 5, which could have been set aside for only special dining events. 

 

 
 

Figure 117. Plan of the first floor of the West House, LM IA, Akrotiri  
(Palyvou 2005, fig. 46).  

 

Rather than a dining room, Room 6 should be interpreted as a service and storage 

area for the activities that took place in Rooms 4 and 5. Room 5 should be viewed as the 

dining room proper, and Room 4 may be interpreted as a retiring area that could also 

function as a more private space in which select male members were invited and could 

discuss important matters. This is based on where the West House is situated within the 

settlement, the moveable finds, the type of architectural features in each room of the first 
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floor, the location and placement of the rooms on this level, and the wall paintings in 

Rooms 4 and 5.  

The evidence from Room 5 demonstrates that this room is a much better 

candidate for a dining room than Room 6. Room 6 was an undecorated space lacking 

windows. The frescoes, and a paved floor in Room 5 helped to create a much more 

impressive space than Room 6. While paved floors were expensive, and thus they were 

an impressive feature, it can be noted also that this type of floor would have been an easy 

surface to clean after a large dinner. Frescoes are also luxury items that one would want 

to show to one’s guests. Furthermore, this room had two walls, almost entirely given 

away to windows. These windows would have allowed for the free flow of air into the 

room, as well as a nice view of whatever lay to the west of the house. Additionally, these 

large windows would allow outsiders to view the activities taking place within the room 

as well. This idea will be explored further below.  

Therefore, Rooms 4 and 5 would be much better suited to the reception of guests 

than Room 6 due to their frescoed walls, grand view via the large windows, and the pier 

and door partitions that would visually link them with the elite of Crete. Due to the vast 

amounts of pottery found in Room 6, we can now view it as a storage room for dining 

vessels rather than the location for dining.  

If Room 6 can be understood as a service or storage room for the vessels that 

would be used in a feast, Room 7 can similarly be identified as an auxiliary service area, 

and a corridor. Room 7 links the ground floor with the first floor and connects Rooms 6 

and 5. In this way, preparations for food and drink could have been easily carried out 

without directly confronting guests. This is supported by the fact that Room 6 and 7 could 
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be closed off from both the main staircase as well as from Room 5. The choice of 

movement from one space to the next could be dictated by the opening and closing of 

doors. Therefore, it is possible that when guests were invited to the West House, the door 

to Room 6 from the main staircase could have been left closed. In this way, the visitor 

would have been forced into the suite of rooms located in the west of the building 

(Rooms 4 and 5).  

Although it is likely that Room 5 served as a dining space, a ritual function need 

not be discounted. Indeed, the finds of the room do suggest some sort of ritual may have 

taken place here. A painted plaster offering table was found in the north-west corner 

window of the room, and Marinatos believes that one can read the images in the room as 

culminating in an offering in the corner. Aside from the miniature frieze that runs along 

the top of the wall in Room 5, three, just under life-sized paintings are also known from 

the room. Two of the panels of paintings depict nude youths carrying bushels of fish. One 

boy is in the north-east corner of the room and is shown walking toward the north west. 

The other figure, located in the south-west corner, walks toward the north-west corner.  

The fisher boys, therefore, direct our attention to the same corner, and their fish be 

offerings that would be placed on the plastered altar.  

Another figure, a young girl, is placed on the east wall of the entrance to Room 5 

from Room 4. The girl is identified as a young priestess due to her elaborate jewelry, and 

her robe which is sometimes seen in glyptic representations of priests. She is carrying a 

metal brazier into Room 5.332 The young priestess, therefore, is part of the ceremony as 

                                                
332 Televantou 1994, 178–179 and n. 33. 
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well. Palyvou believes that the architecture of the space was planned along with the 

paintings, so that there is a circulatory way in which to read the paintings that is 

emphasized by the fisher boys, and the guided centrality of the room.333 In this way, the 

viewer is surrounded by the wall paintings and experiences them as if they are part of the 

ritual. One should remember though that often offerings to the gods or goddesses in 

ancient times culminated in a feast eaten by the participants. In this way, the youths could 

have served as visual signposts of actual servers bringing offerings and/or bringing in the 

communal meal.  

Morgan has suggested that the west suite could have been used as “a gathering 

point for the local and foreign elites of their time.”334 Indeed, feasting was used as a 

demonstration of power and a reinforcement of societal roles in ancient times (and 

arguably still today). Due to the relative ambiguity and lack of separation between the 

secular and religious worlds of the Bronze Age Aegean, both Marinatos’ theory of a 

ritual function and Morgan’s more pragmatic interpretation can work together to explain 

the architecture and iconography of both Rooms 4 and 5.   

The way in which a viewer interacts with the paintings is important and has been 

noted by many scholars. In Room 5, there are three compositions in total, and thus three 

separate viewing experiences. The lower dado is merely decorative and intended to 

display the wealth of the owner. The miniature frescoes ran along the top of the wall and 

                                                
333 Palyvou, 2012, 9–13.   

334 Morgan 2005, 126.  
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would be easily read while standing, but if one were seated at a table the images would 

still be viewed comfortably.  

The iconographic programs of both rooms reinforce the idea of male authority 

regardless of their exact interpretation. As Chapin has pointed out, there are very few 

women present in the scenes in the miniature fresco.335 Men could dine in this area while 

observing images that reinforced the realm of men, and their roles in Theran society. 

Moreover, other townspeople, who were not part of this elite feast, would be able to 

view, first the ritual offering, and then the feast from the open space to the west of the 

building. The offering table was found in the corner of the room, and may have sat in the 

windowsill with offerings on it. In this way, it would be visible to not only the occupants 

of the room, but also the passerby in the square outside. Looking into the second story, 

one would be able to see the feast, as well as the wall paintings that decorate the upper 

level of the eastern wall.  

Here, the sacred river scene is represented with its images of rare plants, and rare 

animals. This is the realm of the goddess, emphasized by the choice of landscape and the 

inclusion of her attendant, the griffin. The goddess, although not directly present in this 

scene, is watching over the diners. The Minoan viewer would have understood this idyllic 

landscape as a symbol for the goddess’ blessing over the rest of the composition, and by 

extension, her blessing over the owner of the building.  Furthermore, the theme of 

hunting also present in this river scene is thought to symbolize male prowess. The order 

                                                
335 Chapin 2007, 139. 
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of the cosmos is also a reinforcement of the idea that these elite members of society have 

the legitimate right to their authority.336  

 

Northeast Bastion, Miniature Fresco with Multiple Rivers 

Introduction 

 The Northeast Bastion at the site of Hagia Irini on the island of Kea is located at 

the northeastern section of the excavated area. It was a prominent building with strategic 

views of the sea and thus the eastern approach to the town. The building and its paintings 

date to a period of expansion at the site during the LM IA period. Fragments of wall 

paintings were found in basement Rooms 1 and 2, fallen from an upper story in the 

Northeast Bastion. 

 

Description 

 Fragments of wall paintings from the upper story of the Northeast Bastion at 

Hagia Eirini preserve images of men, women, ships, landscape elements, animals, and 

architectural facades.337 Although the scene is highly fragmentary, reconstruction efforts 

by Abramowitz and later Morgan have proved fruitful.338 The wall paintings are 

miniatures and are thematically like the West House miniature frescoes discussed above. 

Various elements are included among the fragments such as water reeds and grasses, a 

                                                
336 Morgan 1996, 17–32.   

337 Abramowitz 1980, 57.  

338 Morgan 1988; 1998; 2007; forthcoming a–b. 
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sea coast, myrtle, deer among other animals, and architectural features. Some individuals 

have been identified as hunters and other men appear to be in various stages of preparing 

for a meal including the depiction of men carrying cauldrons.  

According to her reconstructions, Morgan has identified four different scenes 

where she can detect fresh water. The first scene that she has reconstructed is of an 

animal hunt. This scene includes dogs chasing deer alongside a river and costal 

landscape.339 In another section of the composition a woman walking past a doorway of a 

building is visible (Figure 118).340 A cloudy sky is shown above the building, and an 

undulating river with water reeds runs beneath the woman. The third vignette of fresh 

water shows men meeting and conversing across a river (Figure 119).341 At least 14 men 

are present in the scene. The men are dark red in color with short black cropped hair. 

Most of the men wear simple, tunic-like garments, and they are engaged in various 

activities such as carrying cauldrons and other objects. Some of the men are simply 

conversing with one another. At least two pairs of men gesture toward one another across 

the river itself. The coast of the river, and the land upon which the men stand, is colored 

light beige with areas of darker beige. The river is a blue undulating line, shown from 

above. It was painted with a thin black outline that is thicker is some areas. Water reeds 

and grasses and a myrtle plant grow along the shore of the river.342  

                                                
339 Morgan 2013, 3.  

340 Morgan forthcoming a, fig. 7.1; forthcoming b, fig. 5. 

341 Morgan 2015, fig. 1b.  

342	Morgan forthcoming a, fig. 7.12.	
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Figure 118. Town by a river. Northeast Bastion, LM IA, Kea.  
Image courtesy of L. Morgan. 
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Figure 119. Men by a river. North Bastion, LM IA, Kea. Image courtesy of L. Morgan. 

 
 

Finally, a marshy landscape was depicted on the east wall of the upper story room 

(Figure 120).343 According to the reconstruction, the composition that decorated the 

upper walls of an upper story room in the Northeast Bastion depicted a riverine 

environment without human or animal presence. Despite the lack of humans or animals, 

this landscape is remarkably specific in that it not only shows bodies of freshwater, but it 

shows a very specific marshy landscape with a larger river and smaller riverlets that run 

alongside of a small pond(?) and the sea. Blue was used to paint the sea, river and small 

pond(?), and touches of white were used to show the froth of moving water. These small 

touches of white paint in combination with the wavy manner in which all the bodies of 

                                                
343 Morgan forthcoming a, fig. 7.22.  
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water are represented gives the composition a sense of movement and interest. The 

running water of the marsh is shown between the river and the sea. The small riverlets of 

the marsh are differentiated using thin red lines to indicate the water and the small, green 

river grasses that grow in and among them. These small plants contrast with the larger 

water reeds represented alongside of the larger river. The immediate coastline of the 

marsh is a darker beige than the light beige used for the ground elsewhere in the 

composition. The shoreline of the sea is quite jagged in some areas and is painted beige. 
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Discussion 

 Other vignettes in the reconstruction can surely aid in the interpretation of the 

overall composition. Like at the West House, boats and other architectural features are 

among the fragments. Many of the men are engaged in carrying objects such as cauldrons 

and objects that suggest that they are preparing for a large event, and this event is most 

likely a feast. Based on these elements, Morgan has suggested that the scene was an 

appropriate subject for the activities that would take place in the room, namely the 

reception and dining of important dignitaries. John Caskey also made a related suggestion 

in 1971. He believed that the space was also for elite members of the Keian community, 

but the association of the building with the fortification wall led him to believe that these 

were martial men.344 

Aside from the frescoes, the ceramic assemblage and the architecture also support 

the notion that the Northeast Bastion contained a banqueting hall. Although we are still 

awaiting final publication of the architectural remains of this building, both Rodney 

Fitzsimons and Morgan have made preliminary reports and observations regarding the 

building’s layout and possible functions. Like the houses at Thera, the ground floor was 

used as an area for storage and other household needs.345 The building contained a Π-

shaped staircase, not unlike that of the West House, which accessed the first floor. In fact, 

Fitzsimons has already made these parallels between the two buildings, and has 

suggested that this combination of rooms was, in fact, part of the Minoan package that 

                                                
344 Caskey 1971, 373–376.  

345 Fitzsimons and Gorogianni 2012; 2013. 
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was adapted at certain sites across the Aegean at this time.346 Furthermore, he is correct 

to note that while this exact combination is not paralleled on Crete, similar combinations 

of staircases and rooms were found at the palaces, and interpreted as dining halls.347  

This is interesting given the similar themes and functions in the West House 

frescoes. In fact, the West House also shows an animal hunt (Lions chasing deer), men 

conversing across a river, and a landscape void of human presence. Here, the difference 

between the marshy landscape of the Kean fresco and the “Nilotic” river of the West 

House may be instructional. Unlike the West House miniature fresco, there are no 

animals such as the griffin to suggest a deeper religious iconographic in the Kean fresco. 

This makes interpretation very difficult. There is no way to say whether this river was 

meant to be viewed as a location indicator, or the sacred landscape of the goddess. It is 

possible, of course, that the Kean audience did not need the additional elements to 

understand this as a sacred landscape. After all, like the “Nilotic” landscape in the West 

House, this vignette was also placed on the eastern wall of the room in which it was 

meant to decorate. The way in which the composition was viewed by the Kean guests 

was similarly to the way in which the Theran audience would have viewed the paintings 

in the West House. It has also been proposed, however, that the occupant of the Northeast 

Bastion could have seen views of the seacoast, marshy areas and a nearby river, which 

has since dried up. These very real geographical features are, thus, reflected in the 

                                                
346 Fitzsimons and Gorogianni, 2012; 2013.  

347 Graham 1961, 165–172; 1975, 141–144. 1979, 49.    
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miniature wall paintings inside the building.348 No such proposition has yet been made 

regarding the West House miniature frescoes. 

 

Painted Pottery and Glyptic Art 

 Wall painting affords the artist with a large support onto which detailed scenes 

could be painted. This is not true for pottery, seal stones, and other glyptic art. Factors 

such as the shape of the vessel, medium, and size all contribute to the necessity for artists 

to abbreviate scenes of fresh water into only their essential elements. Due to this 

abbreviation, we often find categories of motifs that are repeated with the same elements 

and for that reason, it is not necessary to enumerate and examine each one. The examples 

discussed in this section are representative images and in no way is the list exhausted 

here. It will be noted when an example is unique in its medium, and does not represent a 

category of several like images.   

 

Pottery: The Special Palatial Tradition and the Floral Style 

The tradition of representing fresh water environments on pottery in Crete 

continued into the LM I period. Two Floral Style vases found at Palaikastro (Figures 121 

and 122) serve to illustrate how, despite the change in style from light-on-dark decoration 

from the MM period to dark-on-light in the LM period, much of the imagery and many of 

the motifs remained consistent. The ewer from Palaikastro in Figure 121 recalls a fresh 

water environment with the inclusion of a stylized papyrus that is placed directly in the 

                                                
348 Morgan 2007, 119. 
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center of the vessel’s body. The flower springs forth from a foliate spiral that encircles 

the central papyrus. Other, stylized vegetal motifs serve as fillers elsewhere in the 

composition. Large rosettes are placed at the shoulders of the vase. From the upper 

shoulder, protruding downward are indications of rockery, which are painted as 

concentric irregular lines. The same convention is used to show rockery at the bottom of 

the composition, just below the foliate spiral where the body tapers inward toward the 

foot. Unlike the representations of rivers found on pottery from the MM III period, the 

overall treatment of the composition on the Palaikastro ewer is decorative and not overtly 

naturalistic. The papyrus flower and other vegetal motifs are highly stylized, and the 

rockery serves to further emphasize the freshwater nature of the composition without 

providing a naturalistic background.  

 

 

Figure 121. Floral Style ewer of the Special Palatial Tradition, Palaikastro, LM IB 
(After Betancourt 1985, pl. 21 G). 
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A second example, also of the Floral Style, also found at Palaikastro, is an even 

clearer example of this category due to the inclusion of the river itself within the 

composition (Figure 122). The body of the ewer is given over to the representation of 

monumental, stylized papyri and large rosettes. Although the rosettes are used as filler 

and are merely ornamental, the papyri stem forth from an undulating band with hook 

protrusions to represent water.  

 

 

 

Figure 122. Floral Style ewer from the Special Palatial Tradition, LM IB, 
Palaikastro (After Betancourt 1985, pl. 21F).  

 
 
 

Both Figure 121 and 122 are representative examples of the continuation in use of 

fresh water motifs on ceramics, but the theme is treated very different between the two 
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vessels. The foliate band, rosettes, and papyrus motif found on Figure 121 was clearly 

designed for the vessel. The band circles around the body of the ewer, and the small 

papyrus umbel is featured directly in the center. The design is architectonic. Conversely, 

Figure 122 may have been an excerpt from a wall painting because, although the motif 

fits onto the vessel, it would read more clearly on a two-dimensional surface. One must 

slightly turn the vessel to fully see the flanking papyrus umbels. This ewer can be viewed 

as the counterpart in pottery to the large papyri growing from a river coast in the wall 

painting from Akrotiri in the House of the Ladies (Figure 123).  

 

         
                                 A                                                                               B 
 
Figure 123. A. Floral Style ewer from the Special Palatial Tradition, LM IB, Palaikastro 
(After Betancourt 1985, pl. 21F). B. Papyrus Frescoes. Room of the Papyri, House of the 

Ladies, LM IA, Akrotiri (After Doumas 1992, fig. 2). 
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Not all freshwater scenes on pottery from the LM I period were treated so 

ornamentally. In some instances, fresh water imagery could be well-suited to the shape of 

the vessel and still convey a sense of naturalism. For example, thick, dense water reeds 

are often the subjects of Special Palatial Tradition vase of the Floral Style. Water reeds 

themselves do not constitute entire river scenes, and many of the examples from this 

motif are fragments of larger vases, and only the reeds are preserved. A few fragments, 

however, depict not only water reeds, but also the river coast from which they grow. One 

such example is a large jug found at Phaistos with a thicket of water reeds (Figure 124). 

The reeds grow from an undulating line with the hook water motif and cover the entire 

vase from the river to the spout of the jug. 

 

 

Figure 124. Floral Style jug from the Special Palatial Tradition, LM IB, Phaistos 
(After Betancourt 1985, pl. 21F).  
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We can speak of a distinct Cycladic style of pottery in the LC I period albeit 

heavily influenced by Minoan Crete. The tradition of the water bird motif as well as 

aquatic vegetation found in fresh water environments continued to be used in LC I 

pottery, but in many ways, it seems to have been reintroduced into the repertoire by the 

Minoans. Take Figure 125, for example. This flared cup from Phylakopi on Melos carries 

the image of several water reeds. The alternating leaves of the plant are like the reeds 

found on contemporary Minoan reed vases. Their execution, however, is distinctly 

Cycladic. The meticulous placement and planning of each leaf that is visible on the 

Minoan vases has been replaced by a quick and open brush stroke that gives the image a 

sense of movement. Rocky outcroppings extend from the lip of the cup downward. 

Whereas the reeds on the Minoan examples tend to overlap and create a thicket of reeds 

in an almost net-like composition, the Cycladic reeds are placed far from one another on 

the cup. There is no overlapping.  

 

 

Figure 125. Cycladic cup with flaring rim. LM IC, Phylakopi. Image courtesy of the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge, UK. 
http://data.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/id/object/67665. 
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River imagery also appears on Mycenaean pottery of the LM IB/LH IIA period. 

Motifs that are present on LH IIA fine wares that are considered palatial draw from the 

Minoan tradition of the same period (LM IB).349 Given the close association of motifs, 

one expects to find fresh water elements on LH IIA pottery as well. This is certainly the 

case. Among the vegetation found on LH IIA palatial wares there are papyrus plants, 

palms, and water reeds.350 Birds, and fresh water mammals do not appear frequently until 

the LH III period, but there are some instances of rockery patterns which help to enhance 

the overall theme of a fresh water environment.351 An example of the Mycenaean use of 

papyrus is found on Figure 126. The jar shows large papyrus plants growing in clumps of 

five as well as singularly. The umbels of the flowers are shown somewhat stylized as 

inverted campaniles. Small protrusions alternate with dots above the umbel to depict the 

flowers’ stamens. The interior of the umbel is decorated with repeating undulating bands 

and dots. Three nobs are depicted where the smooth stems and the umbels meet. Rosettes 

of various sizes are used as filling elements between the stems of the flowers. 

 

                                                
349 Mountjoy 1986, 17.  

350 Mountjoy 1986, 17–18.  

351 Mountjoy 1986, 18.  
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Figure 126. Detail of papyri motif from jar, LH IIA, Mycenae  
(After Mountjoy 1986, fig. 13.1).  

 

  Figure 127 shows the first steps toward a Mycenaean pictorial style that depicts a 

riparian habitat.352 Here, the shoulder of a large jar is painted with monumental palm 

trees. The trees are identifiable by the small bumps that cover each of the trunks, and by 

the opposing J-spirals that represent the two basal fronds of the plant. Typical of 

Mycenaean palms, these trees also have long, somewhat abstract lines that spring from 

the top of the tree at the pinnacle and arch, antithetically downward over the basal leaves. 

Three, vertical wavy lines are located beneath the handles of the jar. These could be 

abstract motifs derived from earlier Mycenaean decorated pottery, but they may also 

reference the Minoan convention for depicting fresh water with the use of three 

consecutive wavy lines. Rockery appears below the fronds of the palm trees, as well as 

from the neck of the jar and from the handles as well. Interestingly, the motif for rockery 

is comprised of three wavy lines, and each outcropping has three peaks. Hook-like 

                                                
352 Mountjoy 1986, 20, fig. 14. 
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protrusions are present at each of the peaks. Although the composition is not naturalistic, 

this depiction on this jar represents one of the earliest river scene on Mycenaean pottery.  

 

 

Figure 127. Jar with palms and rockery, LH IIA, Mycenae  
(After Betancourt 2007, fig. 8.2). 

 
 

A similar set of elements is found on a Mycenaean vessel from Phylakopi.353 On 

this neck and shoulder fragment from an alabastron both a palm (perhaps two) and 

rockery are visible. Here the outcropping extends from the neck of the vessel as in Figure 

126, but it does not have the hook-like protrusions.  

                                                
353 Mountjoy 1986, 24–25, fig. 19.3. 
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Water reeds also appear on Mycenaean pottery of the LH II period, though 

usually not integrated into any type of scene. Figure 128 demonstrates the relatively 

decorative nature of the motif in the LH II period. The shoulder of this jug with a 

cutaway neck is decorated with a running spiral motif that was present on Middle 

Helladic pottery, but the body of the vessel depicts tall water reeds. The water reeds grow 

from a thick, straight band just above the foot of the jug.  

 

 

Figure 128. Beaked jug, LH IIA, Mycenae (After Mountjoy 1986, fig. 27.1).  
 

 

Copyright Restrictions 
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A rhyton from Pylos utilizes palm trees, water reeds, and rockery to successfully 

express a riparian landscape.354  The representation of the vegetation and rocky 

outcroppings is relatively standard. The short water reeds grow between the knobby 

trunks of tall, slender palm trees. Rockery is indicated by lines that crest and fall and have 

hook like protrusions. Small x’s are used throughout the composition as fillers.  

 

Discussion 

The interpretation of LM I riparian scenes on pottery is equally problematic to 

MM scenes discussed in the previous chapter. Due to the nature of the medium, it is 

unclear if the choice to represent fresh water scenes without animals or humans was 

intentional or merely a result of the shape and size of the vessel. The subject choice of 

water reeds growing along an undulating coastline, for example, could have been a 

choice because it is very well suited for the decoration of a three-dimensional object like 

a vase. On the other hand, the use of riverine landscapes to adorn the surfaces of vessels 

that contained liquid should not be overlooked. Furthermore, the sheer fact that these 

vessels were not ordinary vessels for everyday use is also a testament for their 

importance. Pottery of the Special Palace Tradition is often very well fired and made of 

fine clay fabrics. Marine Style pottery, also considered to be part of the Special Palace 

Tradition, has been interpreted to be a style of pottery that holds sacred connotations.355  

This interpretation is based on several criteria including context and vessel shape, as well 

                                                
354 Mountjoy 1986, 31, fig. 30.1. 

355 Mountjoy 1985.  
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as the fine fabric and overall quality of decoration. Many Marine Style vessels are rhyta, 

or other religious vessels, and they come from contexts that have been interpreted as 

sacred in some way. Unfortunately, there are no such contexts or vessel shapes decorated 

with riverine landscapes. This does not mean that these vessels could not have been used 

in ritual, but it does caution against an overarching interpretation of these scenes as 

sacred. 

As with pottery from Crete, it is difficult to assess the exact nature of riverine 

scenes on LH IIA pottery. Some of the motifs found on LH IIA pottery were standardized 

and continued from the LH I period.356 An example of a riverine element that begins as 

early as LH I is the papyrus, albeit highly standardized.357 There are many examples on 

pottery of riverine motifs from this period which may indicate that in many ways the 

motifs were seen as pleasant decoration of palatial quality, ultimately drawing influence 

from Crete. For example, ultimately, the motif of palms in a riparian environment was 

borrowed from Minoan pottery of the same (or slightly earlier) period. The link between 

the two cultures can been seen in the comparison in Figure 129.358 

 

                                                
356 Mountjoy 1986, 17.  

357 Furumark 1972, fig. 33.  

358 Betancourt 2007, 157 158, fig. 8.2.  
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Figure 129. Comparison of Minoan motif (a) and its derivation on the Mainland 
(b), LM IB/LH IIA (After Betancourt 2007, fig. 8.2). 

 
 

Another example of the transference of motifs from Crete to the Mainland is 

demonstrated by a comparison of Figure 122 and Figure 126. Although the exact nature 

of fresh water imagery on Minoan pottery is not known, it was suggested above that some 

instances belie a religious interpretation. The adoption of the motif from Crete to the 

Mainland does not, however, mean that the meaning behind the imagery was adopted as 

well. Riparian landscapes may have been aesthetically appealing to the Mycenaeans, or 

they could have been a way for the Mycenaean elite to link themselves with the Minoan 

upper class. 

On the other hand, the repeated use of riverine elements and scenes on fine wares 

could also represent a special importance attached to these images. While not all ceramic 

representations of riverine scenes should be considered sacred in nature without proper 
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investigation into find contexts and other information, the use of an integrated river scene 

on Figure 129a demonstrates that the scene was at least appropriate for a vessel usually 

associated with ritual activity.  

 

Seal Stones and Other Glyptic Art 

 Many of the riparian motifs that are found in LM I wall paintings began on seal 

stones and on pottery in the MM period. These motifs continued into the LM I period on 

these media, and hold important clues into the meaning of riverine scenes in the Aegean 

during this time. Due to the limited space that artists could work with on seal stones, only 

a few elements of each scene were included. Riverine scenes (like other genres) were 

abbreviated. One must not take for granted, therefore, the vegetation, animals, or other 

symbols that are found in glyptic art because it is likely that each element was chosen 

specifically to convey a larger idea or motif. In other words, the artist had little room for 

confusion and had to use only the most essential elements. In this way, we can see what 

the Minoans may have valued most about their river scenes. Additionally, certain river 

landscapes which have not yet been found in wall paintings are preserved on seal stones.  

A popular motif from this period is fauna in their natural environment. These are 

the glyptic counterparts to wall paintings such as the Marshy Landscape fresco from 

Xeste 3, or the Monkey and Blue Birds fresco from the House of the Frescos. In these 

scenes, animals are the focus of the composition and vegetation and other landscape 

elements inform the viewer that the animal is in its habitat. Lions are depicted in river 

settings starting in the MM II period. The genre continued into the LM I with images 

such as the one seen in Figure 130. Here two lions are shown in Minoan flying gallop, 
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bounding toward the viewer’s right. Both animals are rendered in strict profile. Below the 

lions is an uneven terrain. It can be deduced that it is a shoreline due to the stylized palm 

tree that grows from the coast behind the two animals. 

 

  

Figure 130. Drawing of sealing from a metal signet ring, LM I, Knossos  
(After CMS II.8, 298).  

 
 

Waterfowl are also commonly represented on seals stones. Figures 131–132 

demonstrate the genre’s continuation from the MM period in seal stones as well as 

jewelry. In three of the images the river itself is depicted, but it is not always necessary to 

conjure the image of a riverine environment. Figure A, B, and C show birds in flight 

among water reeds. Only Figure 131C includes the river at the bottom of the landscape, 

but a and b both successfully convey the same environment. In the same way, Figure 

131E depicts three water fowl swimming among papyrus. Similarly, a gold pendant from 

Poros Katsambas depicts a water bird swimming among stylized flowers, possibly 
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papyrus.359 The gold pendant from Katsambas is strikingly like the duck beads strung on 

the necklace of the enthroned goddess from Xeste 3 (Figure 132).  

 

 
                     A                                               B                                                   C 

       
                                                     D                                                 E 
 

Figure 131. Drawing of a sealing, LM I, Chania (After CMS V, 234). B. Drawing of a 
seal stone, LH I-II, Kasarma (After CMS V, 582.). C. Drawing of a sealing, LM I, Hagia 
Triada (After CMS II.6, 124). D. Drawing of a seal stone, LM I, Mirabello (After CMS 
VI, 458). E. Drawing of a sealing, LM I, Knossos (?) (After CMS VI, 459). 
 
 

                                                
359 Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki 2005, 315.   
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Figure 132. Detail of enthroned goddess. Xeste 3, LM IA, Akrotiri  
(After Doumas 1992, fig. 126). 

 
 

 
 Interestingly, there are some animals that do not appear in Minoan wall paintings, 

and for that reason, seal stones constitute a very important corpus of materials in the 

reconstruction of the Minoan riverine environment. The Minoan dragon is known only 

from seal stones, sealings and gold plaques or appliques.360 It was evidently considered to 

be an animal that lived in a fresh water environment. The fantastic animal appears for the 

first time in the LM I period, and it was likely imported into the Minoan repertoire from 

Egypt. This subject has already been touched on in Chapter 4; suffice it to say that 

                                                
360 Gill 1963 8, no.9, pl. 1C; Schliemann 1878, 183, fig. 280; Müller 1915.  

1915, 307, fig. 25C; Karo 1930, pl. XXVI no. 41. 
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images such as the one in Figure 133 demonstrate that the dragon was one of the 

creatures that the Minoans envisioned as living near fresh bodies of water.  

 

 

Figure 133. Drawing of a sealing from a metal signet ring, LM I, unknown provenance 
(After CMS II.6, 262). 

 
 

The animal hunt is another motif that is found on seal stones and other glyptic art. 

It also has parallels in Aegean wall painting. In many ways, the image found on the 

sealing in Figure 134A is the abbreviated version of the riverine scene from the West 

House at Akrotiri that many have called “Nilotic.” The sealing is from Miletus in Turkey, 

but it is of Cretan origin. A wild cat or possibly a lion is carved in flying gallop above a 

griffin in the same pose. The griffin’s wings are extended behind him, and although it is 

not clear exactly what is going on in the scene because it is fragmentary, one senses that 

these animals are engaged in a hunt. The scene takes place above a triad of papyrus 

stalks. In the sealing shown in Figure 134B the theme is the same. The griffin is above a 

lion in this composition and its body is upside down (a more efficient use of the space). 

Here, the papyrus has been replaced by a wavy line to indicate the river.  
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                                             A                                                    B 
 

Figure 134. A. Drawing of a seal stone, LM IB, Miletus (After CMS VS3, 480). B. 
Drawing of a sealing, LM I, Kato Zakros (After CMS II.7, 97).  

 
 

Grave Circle A at Mycenae produced a gold inlay for a wooden box from Shaft 

Grave III. Three lions are shown attacking a large bull against a background of palm 

trees. Two lions attack the bull from behind, and a third lion is shown biting the bull’s 

neck from in front of the animal.361 Tomb 5 of Grave Circle A contained the remains of 

an inlaid pyxis. The wooden object was covered with gold repoussé plaques that have 

two scenes that are repeated among the 12 plaques of the hexagonal box. The bottom of 

the box had six plaques that depict a male lion leaping forward in a Minoan flying gallop. 

The animal is shown in strict profile. The lion chases an antelope (or perhaps a wild goat 

with exaggerated horns). Due to the spatial constraints of the plaque, the prey is fitted 

into the corner of the plaque, which places him simultaneously in front of and above the 

lion. The animal’s hind legs are directly before the lion’s open jaws and are shown 

frontally. The body of the animal, however, arches above the lion’s head in profile, and 

its upper body twists back on itself in a recumbent pose with its front legs still facing 

                                                
361 Mylonas 1973, pl. 11; Marinatos 2010, fig. 26. 
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forward. In front of the antelope, and above the lion’s body, a schematized bucranium is 

shown frontally and on its side. There is an abstract leaf between the animal’s two horns. 

To the right of this fronds of palm are used as filler to occupy the remaining space.  

 The upper register of the pyxis was decorated with a similar theme, but the 

composition is clearer and more straightforward. This time a male lion is shown in the 

Minoan flying gallop chasing after an unknown quadruped. The animal is directly in front 

of the lion, and the lion’s body overlaps slightly with the hind legs and body of the 

quadruped. Above the lion, and thus behind him, palm fronds are shown. Two papyri 

flowers are rendered beneath the animal. In the far-left corner of the plaque wavy lines 

can be detected.   

 A set of gold inlays depicting another river hunt was found in Shaft Grave 3. In 

this example, three lions are shown attacking a right facing bull with both its fore, and 

hind legs extended in a Minoan flying gallop. One lion attacks the animal at the front, its 

body wrapping around the head of the bull. The other two lions attack the bull from 

above and from directly behind. Both lions are also depicted in the Minoan flying gallop. 

Two palm trees are visible behind the body of the left most lion. A more fragmentary 

scene was also associated with these cut outs. In this group, the bull faces left.362  

Finally, human figures are also included in river scenes during the LM I period. A 

male attendant carries a captured (?) griffin over his shoulder in the cylinder seal depicted 

in Figure 135. He is wearing a short, Minoan kilt and shown in twisted perspective. The 

man walks behind a female figure who is probably a goddess dressed in a flounced skirt. 

                                                
362 Karo 1930, 119–120; Younger 1978, 288, fig. 6.  
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She is interpreted as a goddess because she is riding sidesaddle on a Minoan dragon. The 

group of figures moves toward the viewer’s right before a thicket of papyrus.  

 

 

Figure 135. Drawing of a cylinder sealing, LM IB, Hagia Pelagia (After CMS VI, 321). 

 
 

The importation of certain iconographic elements from outside the Aegean has 

already been discussed. It is not necessary to reiterate which elements were the result of 

transference. There is one vignette that should be discussed for its close likeness to an 

Egyptian image. The inlaid dagger from Mycenae, Grave Circle A, has long been called 

“Nilotic,” and it deserves to be looked at in closer detail. Its larger size allowed the artist 

to use much more detail than would be possible on a seal stone. Figure 136 shows one 

side of the inlaid dagger. The bronze dagger is inlaid with gold, silver, and bronze. 363 

Two felines (probably wild cats) are depicted on the dagger. Both are shown in profile. 

The cat to the far left moves toward the viewer’s right. He captures a waterfowl by the 

                                                
363 For the manufacture of similar inlaid daggers at Mycenae see: Davis 2015. 
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neck who is flying away to the right. Simultaneously the cat is pouncing on the head of 

another waterfowl that is trying to get away to the left. To the right of this group, another 

wildcat is shown in a Minoan flying gallop and leaping toward a waterfowl who flies to 

the right. One more bird is shown in the middle of the dagger. The hunt is set against the 

background of an undulating river that is filled with fish. The river is shown from above, 

and the fish are rendered in profile. Papyrus plants grow along the banks of the river. 

Many of the elements in the composition overlap, thus giving the scene a sense of 

immediacy and movement. A similar hunt along a river filled with the same elements 

mentioned above is depicted on the reverse of the dagger.   

 

 

Figure 136. Detail from inlaid dagger. Grave Circle A, LH I, Mycenae  
(After Betancourt 2007, fig. 7.14). 

 

This composition retains several of the elements that are required to define an 

Egyptian scene of fishing and fowling. First, the body of water is shown filled with fish. 

The inclusion of fish in rivers is rare in Aegean art, but required in scenes of fishing and 

fowling from Egypt. The scene also includes cats, water birds, and papyrus clumps. 
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These elements are in accordance with Egyptian prototypes. It may also be worth noting 

that the inlaid dagger was most likely decorative, and it may have been made specially 

for the internment of the deceased. In this way, the contexts are not dissimilar. The 

differences, however, may indicate the use of a pattern book rather than an exact copy of 

the Egyptian genre. The style of representation is wholly Aegean, and it retains little of 

the stiffness found in Egyptian wall painting. The papyrus grows in small clumps rather 

than in a thick impenetrable screen. There is still a lack of human figures, which is 

quintessential in the Egyptian scenes. We still must concede, however, that the 

similarities are striking, especially when one compares the pouncing cat on the viewer’s 

left on the Mycenaean dagger with the detail of a pouncing cat from the tomb of 

Nebamun (Figure 137). The first similarity is the naturalistic rendering of the color and 

patterning of the fur on both representations. Moreover, the bodies of both cats are lithe, 

and almost writhing as they each catch birds with their mouths and claws at the same 

time. Interestingly, though, the cat found in the Nebamun scene of spear fishing post-

dates the Mycenaean example. As such, there is a possibility of influence going in the 

opposite direction, toward Egypt.364  

 

                                                
364 Crowley 1986, 164.  
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                                             A                                                             B 
 

Figure 137. A. Detail from inlaid dagger. Grave Circle A, LH I, Mycenae (After 
Betancourt 2007, fig. 7.14). B. Detail of Fishing and Fowling. Tomb of Nebamun, New 
Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt. Image courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum. 

  



	

	 281 

CHAPTER 7 

SACRED RIVERS, MARSHES, AND SPRINGS:  

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

 

Introduction 

If, like the iconography suggests, some riverine environments were sacred to the 

Minoans, it is possible that some cult activity took place outside in the natural 

environment near bodies of fresh water. Unfortunately, unlike the Classical Greeks, the 

Minoans did not leave behind monumental religious architecture for archaeologists to 

study. Aside from a few, rare, structures that have been identified as sacred buildings (see 

Anemospilia for instance), many sacred spaces seem to have been outdoors and, for the 

most part, lacking architecture. Furthermore, due to the gap in textual evidence, religious 

sanctuaries in Minoan Crete can only be defined by the presence cult objects and other 

evidence for ritual (i.e., intentionally broken pottery, animal remains from sacrifices, 

etc.). Spaces of worship, therefore, are usually identified by the finds, such as ceremonial 

vessels, libation tables, Linear A inscriptions, and more rarely, by certain forms of 

architecture such as enclosure walls.365 Up until this point, most archaeological evidence 

for worship outdoors comes from mountain top sanctuaries and sacred caves. Conversely, 

there is very little physical evidence to support the notion that the Minoans conducted 

ceremonies or worshipped their gods near rivers or springs or in marshes.  

                                                
365 See Marinatos 1993, 5-8 for a complete guide to cult paraphernalia.  
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It is difficult, then, to reconcile the archaeological evidence with much of the 

iconographic evidence that suggests that some fresh water spaces were considered sacred, 

and that they may have been the location for cult practice. It is especially difficult to 

explain the lack of archaeological evidence for sacred bodies of water because there is 

evidence for worship in outdoor spaces across Crete at cave and peak sanctuaries.366 

There are several possible explanations for this phenomenon which include the tendency 

for archaeologists to search for cave and peak sanctuaries due to their abundance on 

Crete, and the changing direction of riverbeds which could have destroyed or moved cult 

paraphernalia and destroyed any moveable wooden architecture. Finally, we should 

consider the possibility that cult practice at rivers, springs, and marshes, was different in 

nature than at other sacred spaces.  

By contrast to the abundance of cave and peak sanctuaries in the MM period, 

there are very few fresh water sources that are connected to ritual activity. In fact, the 

archaeological evidence does not reveal that sacred rivers existed on Crete, but there are 

some instances where other fresh water sources were treated as sacred spaces. In their 

book, Making of the Cretan Landscape, Rackham and Moody state that “so far there is no 

evidence for Minoan sacred springs.”367 They neglected to take into consideration the 

very large spring on Mt. Dikte that was certainly considered sacred by the ancient 

Greeks, but dates to the middle of the Bronze Age on Crete. The sanctuary of Kato Symi 

                                                
366 Ruthkowski 1988, 73-98; Peatfield 1990, 117-119; Nowicki 1994 33-35; Soetens et al. 
2002, 161. 

367 Rackham and Moody, 179. 
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is located on the south side of Mount Dikte.368 The sanctuary complex is approximately 

1,200 m absl and is built around a spring. The first evidence for Minoan activity in this 

space dates to the MM II period, but the remaining structures date from the MM III 

period onward until the Roman period. This space was continuous used from the Bronze 

Age. The sanctuary itself was enclosed in a rectangular temenos wall to demarcate the 

space as sacred. Inside the walls there exists the remains of a rectangular structure that 

has been interpreted as a tripartite shrine. Among the architectural finds at the sanctuary, 

archaeologists found cult paraphernalia such as ceremonial vessels, bronze statues of 

worshippers, double axes and horns of consecration, libation tables, Linear A 

inscriptions. The remains of many cups and cooking pots along with animal bones 

reinforces the idea that religious ceremonies took place in this space, and more 

specifically feasting activities. It is obvious that a powerful community nearby controlled 

the sanctuary due to this structure as well as the paved road on the exterior of the wall, 

which may have served in religious processions.  

Less secure examples of fresh water sacred spaces exist from the LM period, such 

as the so-called sacred well from the Palace of Zakros. The identification as a sacred well 

comes primarily from finds including a cup with painted olives. Fortunately, more secure 

evidence from Knossos and helps to support the interpretation of the sacred well at 

Zakros. At the House of the Caravanserai, a spring was enclosed in an area called the 

“Footbath.” In this space, fragments of clay tubs were found. These tubs date to the LM 

IB period. Close by, within the same complex another room was found that was called 

                                                
368 Ruthkowski 1972, 103. 
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the “Underground Spring Chamber.” A spring and water intake were found in this room 

and use of the spring can be dated as early as the LM I period. Per Ruthkowski, the space 

was used from the LM I period until approximately 1000 BC and was initially used for 

practical purposes.369 Stone vessels that date to the LM I period are only suggestive of 

cultic practice here and should not be considered concrete evidence. Sometime during the 

LM IIIC the nature of the space may have changed from a purely practical space to a 

shrine. A figurine of a nude deity with upraised arms as well as an urn-hut and cultic 

vessels. These finds date to the LM IIIC period or later, and they are evidence for a 

religious interpretation of the space.  

 

Physical vs. Iconographic Evidence 

The abundance of evidence for cultic activity that took place out of doors at peak 

and cave sanctuaries during the MM period proves that the Minoan’s clearly considered 

certain natural spaces sacred. Therefore, it is difficult not to regard the lack of 

archaeological evidence for such sacred spaces around fresh water sources as proof that 

the Minoans did not consider these spaces sacred. On the other hand, the copious number 

of artifacts that display riverine imagery with a religious character, particularly in the LM 

I-III periods, suggests the opposite. In other words, the lack of archaeological evidence 

does not correspond with the iconographic evidence. There are, however, several possible 

explanations for this apparent discrepancy.  

                                                
369 Ruthkowski 1986, 16, 124.  
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One reason may be that rivers, streams, springs, and marshes cannot be defined by 

the same type of architectural features, namely, temenos walls. Moreover, rivers and 

springs cover vast areas and offerings may have been left at various points along bodies 

of water, instead of one collective location. Offerings to a deity related to fresh water 

could have been left at the source of the spring or body of water, and these locations are 

often within caves. In this way, cave and fresh water rituals may have been intertwined.  

Another hypothesis lies in the geography of Crete itself. In a previous chapter, it 

was noted that although there were several rivers in Crete during the Bronze Age, 

seasonal springs and rivers are plentiful during the spring and early summer months when 

the snow from the mountains begins to melt. Because of this, there may have been a 

symbolic attachment to those sources of water, not only for their life-giving abilities but 

also for their reappearance or rebirth each year. There are representations of portable 

altars in Minoan art, and there is no reason to believe that the Minoans did not visit these 

more seasonal water sources for religious purposes. It is possible that the types of 

offerings at rivers and other fresh water sources were different in nature than those found 

at other sacred spaces. One instance of this may be visible on a MM II sealing from 

Phaistos.370 In this image a Minoan genius is holding an ewer for a libation. The 

interpretation of this scene as a religious ritual hinges on the mythological creature who is 

also anthropomorphized here. The fantastic creature stands on smooth, water worn 

pebbles. One water reed grows directly behind the animal. Another reed grows in front of 

                                                
370 CMS II.5 322.  
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the genius and directly from the rockery. Lastly, one small reed is placed in the mouth of 

the ewer. 

Furthermore, there are other instances in which the iconographic and 

archaeological record do not match perfectly. Let us return to the issue of cave and peak 

sanctuaries. While there is much physical evidence to demonstrate that cave and peak 

sanctuaries were abundant during the MM period, the number of sites decreased in the 

following MM III period. In terms of their presence in the iconographic record, however, 

they increase rather than diminish. The explanation for this incongruity is that during the 

MM III-LM period, religion became more institutionalized and controlled by the palaces 

and that these sites were specifically monitored and regulated. 371  

The absence of archaeological evidence for sacred springs may be related to 

palatial control of religion during the MM III-LM I period. The simultaneous decrease in 

peak and cave sanctuaries with the appearance of so-called landscape rooms and other 

nature filled wall paintings related to ritual in Minoan villas and palatial centers suggests 

that the frescoed walls of interior spaces reflected outdoor rituals.372 The control of 

religious spaces during the Neopalatial period extended to the reproduction of physical 

spaces within the palace itself so that the elite could partake in cult activity while never 

leaving the palace. Scholars such as N. Marinatos have even proposed that the palaces 

                                                
371 Cherry 1986; Peatfield 1987.  

372 Blakolmer 2014, 125. It should be noted, however, that Blakolmer does not see 
“landscape rooms” as a replacement for outdoor ritual, but rather, he believes that they 
allude to actual ceremonies that would take place in sacred outdoor spaces. For ritual use 
of wall paintings in the palaces see: Marinatos 1987; Boulitis 1987; Davis 1987; 
Niemeier 1987; Cameron 1968; 1987. 
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served as cult centers, focused on religious and ritual activity.373 This is evidence by the 

many ritual frescoes at Knossos that were instructional in nature.374  

More distant settlements, however, needed to create their own spaces for cult 

rituals and worship. At the site of Akrotiri, for instance, several of the buildings have 

been called shrines, and they may have served the community’s religious needs. Due to 

their architectural design, elaborate fresco cycles, and cult equipment, Xeste 3, Building 

Beta, and the House of the Ladies are among these special buildings. It is also in these 

buildings that large-scale frescoes are found that surround the viewer and place them in 

outdoor riverine settings.375 The House of the Frescoes at Knossos as well and the Spring 

Fresco from Hagia Triada are two other examples of spaces that are decorated with 

frescoes that were intended to place the viewer in a riverine environment and have also 

been interpreted as sacred spaces within their respective buildings.  

 

  

                                                
373 Marinatos 1993, pp. 38-75; Hägg and Marinatos eds., 1987.  

374 Cameron 1968; 1987, 324.  

375 This idea was put forth by Polinger-Foster regarding the Spring Fresco in Building 
Delta. She believes that the room was used in a cult ritual and that the small recess in one 
of the walls was just to store a sacred stone (baetyl) that was used in the ritual (1995). 
The concept can be extended to other compositions of an encompassing nature.  
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CHAPTER 8 

SEARCHING FOR AN ORIGIN: EGYPTIAN SCENES OF FISHING AND FOWLING 

 

Introduction 

 As early as the excavations at Knossos under the direction of Arthur Evans, the 

term Nilotic was used to label images of fresh water found in the Aegean and considered 

to contain “Egyptianizing” elements. As previously discussed in Chapter 2, the term 

“Nilotic” was first applied to ancient Roman images that do, in fact, represent the Nile 

river and its accompanying vegetation, animal, and human inhabitants. Furthermore, 

Roman excavations and a general Egyptomania throughout Europe may have influenced 

Greek archaeologists at the end of the 19th century. Thus, images that were excavated 

during the latter half of the 19th century in the Aegean were seen through this lens. 

Moreover, this paradigm contributed to the use of the term “Nilotic” to describe several 

compositions that depicted fresh water from the Bronze Age Aegean, and therefore, 

colored the interpretation of those images. Since then, Aegean archaeologists have long 

held that these images were ultimately derived from Egyptian prototypes, specifically 

those Egyptian images that depict fishing and fowling in the marshes.376 The first goal of 

this chapter is to outline and analyze Egyptian scenes of hunting, fishing, and fowling in 

the marshes of the Nile river. By examining these images, a genre will be determined and 

necessary iconographic elements will be outlined. After these have been established, 

                                                
376 See Chapter 2. 
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there will be a discussion of the context and function of these images in Bronze Age 

Egyptian culture.  

A second goal of this chapter is to determine if there are Aegean scenes that 

follow the same iconographic formula as contemporary (or earlier) Egyptian scenes of 

fishing and fowling. Images of fresh water from the Aegean have been laid out in the 

previous chapters, and categories have already been established. Egyptian influence on 

individual motifs and scenes has been noted where present. It has also been noted that 

riparian landscapes changed throughout the Aegean Bronze Age, and they were 

influenced from the outside world at different stages of the development of the genre. It 

will be demonstrated below that there are some Aegean scenes that loosely follow the 

basic outline of Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling, but ultimately the Aegean scenes 

are either completely different, or wholly reimagined. Moreover, the Aegean scenes fall 

into broader categories of fresh water scenes with Aegean roots.   

It is the purpose of this chapter to outline the formula used by Egyptian artists to 

create the scenes of fishing and fowling that most closely resemble some of the Aegean 

scenes of the same subject.  Chronological considerations will also be discussed to better 

establish the extent of the connections between the Aegean and Egypt for various time 

periods.  

 

Hunting, Fishing, and Fowling in the Marshes 

 First, to establish if there is a connection between Aegean river scenes and those 

scenes of fresh water found in Egypt, a formula for Egyptian scenes of fishing and 

fowling must be established, and the essential elements of these scene must be identified. 
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This is important because these motifs are fundamental in the creation of a genre scene. 

Once again, the term “Nilotic” is unhelpful as, presumably, all scenes of fresh water from 

Egypt will naturally depict the Nile and its accompanying marshes and subsidiary 

streams. Since the purpose of this examination is to determine if the Egyptian genre of 

fishing and fowling in the marshes informed or influenced the Aegean scenes, we should 

look to the earliest examples of Egyptian depictions that are either contemporary or 

predate the Aegean examples. Due to a high level of standardization in Egyptian scenes, 

it is unnecessary to review every single fishing and fowling scene and, thus, only four 

examples of the theme will be examined. After the template for the Egyptian 

compositions is determined, we will then turn to the most commonly cited “Nilotic” 

scenes from the Aegean for comparison. This brief comparison is necessary to explain 

why so many scholars have pointed toward this Egyptian genre as the origin for so many 

Aegean images. It will be seen that although some elements are the same, the 

fundamental meaning, functions, and styles are quite different. The results of this 

comparison do not, however, negate the possibility of Egyptian influence, but rather they 

serve to illustrate how nuanced artistic transmission was during the Bronze Age. In fact, 

every chronological period discussed in this dissertation shows varying levels of contact 

that are reflected in the imagery and function of Aegean riverine landscapes.   

One of the earliest examples of an Egyptian scene of hunting in the marshes was 

found in the Mastaba of Ti, and it is dated to the Old Kingdom, Dynasty V (Figure 

138).377 It is a carved limestone relief that was also painted. The owner of the tomb, Ti, 

                                                
377 Steindorff 1913; Epron and Daumas 1939; Wild 1953–1966. 
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looks on as his attendants spear a large hippopotamus in the waters beneath their papyrus 

boats.  The figures are confined to the traditional Egyptian canon of proportion, and 

hierarchy of scale makes it possible to determine the figures of importance in the scene. 

The gestures and poses of all the individuals are somewhat stiff, and all figures are shown 

in variations of the composite view for humans. The water beneath the boats is indicated 

by carved zigzag lines that have been painted blue. All the river animals, including the 

fish, are shown in profile view. At some points, the fish are stacked on top of one another 

to indicate depth and a sense of abundance. The hunting scene takes place in front of a 

very tall papyrus thicket. The plants grow directly from the water. The stems are thin, and 

regularly sized and placed. The multitude of stems creates an impenetrable screen. The 

papyrus flowers themselves are highly stylized. The umbels appear as inverted bells at 

the top of their stalks. Among the flowers, waterfowl are abundant. Here, there is a 

greater sense of fluidity and naturalism than in the lower half of the composition. The 

birds are depicted in a variety of poses and are hunted by ichneumon. 
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Figure 138. Ti Watching a Hippopotamus Hunt. Tomb of Ti, Old Kingdom, Saqqara, 
Egypt (After Stockstad, M. and M. Cothren, ART: A Brief History, 5th, ©2012, 57, fig. 

3.9). Reprinted by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., New York, New York. 
 

A set of fishing and fowling scenes is found in a different nobleman’s tomb, and it 

can help to reiterate and expand upon the conventional elements and modes of 

representation of this theme in Egyptian art. The most commonly cited parallels for 

Aegean river scenes from Egypt are the scenes of fishing and fowling from the tomb of 

Khnumhotep II at Beni Hasan.378 The wall paintings date to the early 12th Dynasty, in the 

Middle Kingdom (1991–1783 BC).  The tomb was cut directly from the bedrock into a 

                                                
378 Although several scholars have seen this connection, the most in depth look at the 
parallels was made by Sara Immerwahr (1985).  
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hill between the modern towns of Minyeh and Roda.  It is divided into four spaces: an 

outer court, portico, main chamber, and the shrine. The wall paintings that are of most 

interest to this study are found in the main chamber of the tomb.  

 The overall theme of the chamber is the life of Khnumhotep II. The composition 

begins on the left side of the entrance to the shrine on the east wall of the main chamber, 

and it should be read counterclockwise around the room, terminating at the same shrine 

entrance. On the eastern end of the north wall, Khnumhotep II is depicted alongside 

members of his household and officers. A group of Asiatic foreigners is shown bringing 

offerings of animals and birds to the nobleman.  On the same wall Khnumhotep II is 

again depicted, and this time he is shown hunting with a bow in the desert. Depictions 

such as this hunting scene on the edge of a desert were meant to symbolize Khnumhotep 

II’s control over the world of chaos.379 A doorway leading into the main chamber breaks 

the western wall into three spaces for wall paintings. The theme of this wall is the 

preparation for Khnumhotep II’s funeral and afterlife. The deceased is shown in 

procession into the tomb itself. Khnumhotep II and his wife are depicted on the southern 

wall. Khnumhotep is shown seated at a table full of food, while his wife sits somewhat 

farther away, also seated at a table, participating in the cult meal of her husband.  

The three scenes displayed on the eastern wall of the tomb are those that are most 

interesting to this study.  Here, due to another door that leads into the shrine area, there 

are three spaces for decoration. The theme is that of fishing and fowling. To the left of 

the entrance, Khnumhotep II and his wife are shown in a papyrus boat (Figure 139). 

                                                
379 Kamrin 1999, 88.  
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Their son and an attendant are also among the party. In this scene Khnumhotep is shown 

holding a throwing stick and three waterfowl. The fowling party is placed before a thicket 

of papyrus that is rife with animal life including waterfowl, nests, and an ichneumon. In 

the water, the artist has also depicted fish, a crocodile, and a hippopotamus. 

 

 

Figure 139. Reconstruction painting of Khnumhotep II Fowling left of the doorway, 
Tomb of Khnumhotep II, Middle Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt (After Lepsius 1849, 

II.4, pl. 130). Digitized image courtesy of the Universitäs- und Landesbibliothek Halle, 
http://edoc3.bibliothek.uni-halle.de/lepsius/. 

 
 

The mode of representation is very like that of the hippopotamus hunt discussed 

above in the Tomb of Ti. Khnumhotep conforms to the Egyptian cannon of proportions, 

and his movements are gestural rather than naturalistic.380 Hierarchy of scale helps the 

                                                
380 For a comparison of Aegean representations of men vs their Egyptian male 
counterparts see Marinatos, 1995. 
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viewer to identify the most important figures in the composition and skin color 

distinguishes the genders in another familiar Egyptian convention. The nobleman is 

shown wearing a false beard, short white linen kilt, and a pectoral made of what appears 

to be gold and variously colored beads. On his feet, he wears thin sandals. The papyrus 

thicket is dense, static, and unmoving.  The plants grow directly from a thick sandy 

ground line.  The stalks of the papyri, which are grouped closely together, give the viewer 

the impression of an impenetrable forest of vegetation (Figure 140). 

 

 

Figure 140. Detail of reconstruction painting of Khnumhotep II Fowling left of the 
doorway, Tomb of Khnumhotep II, Middle Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt (After Lepsius 

1849, II.4, pl. 130). Digitized image courtesy of the Universitäs- und Landesbibliothek 
Halle, http://edoc3.bibliothek.uni-halle.de/lepsius/. 

 
There are many more stems than there are umbels of plants visible at the top of 

the thicket. The umbels are arranged in four stacked rows. Per Egyptian spatial 

conventions in art, there are two ways that the viewer can read this arrangement. If the 

artist meant to utilize “above means behind,” the thicket can be understood as receding 

into the background, thus emphasizing the density of the plants. Alternatively, the artist 

relieved some of the stiffness in the composition by rendering some of the plants taller 

than others. Further relief is shown in the flexible stalks of papyri depicted on the left 
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side of the thicket. These plants are less ridged, and the umbels are shown in various 

states of blooming. In two instances (once on the left of the thicket and once on the right 

of the thicket), the artist bends the stalk of one plant over and across others to add visual 

interest to an otherwise unmoving area of vegetation. The thicket serves mainly as part of 

the backdrop for a livelier composition of water birds and river animals. In front of the 

thicket, and thus understood as being inside the forest of papyri, different species of 

waterfowl are shown in an array of positions and gestures. Some appear to be resting in 

their nests, while other birds are obviously startled and are flying away. An ichneumon is 

shown stalking its prey by climbing a papyrus stalk. Birds are also featured above the 

papyri thicket, flying in different directions. The varying flight patterns convey the 

overall impression of chaos and a heightened awareness of the birds’ human and animal 

predators.  Below the boat and papyri, various water animals are depicted including fish, 

a crocodile and a hippopotamus.   

A second scene of fowling is on the same wall, and it is located above the 

doorway that leads into the inner shrine (Figure 141). This scene features Khnumhotep, 

his son Necht, and Bakt. Bakt was the superintendent of treasurers and the decorator of 

Khnumhotep’s tomb. In this painting, the nobleman is hidden behind a screen of reeds 

with his son and Bakt behind him. The cord of the clap net passes through the screen into 

a riverine environment.  A lush river setting is conveyed by the representation of a pool 

of water full of vegetation and wildlife. Water is shown most clearly in the upper portion 

of the composition and is indicated by short, closely placed, zigzag lines. Here we can 

also see some forms of vegetation (papyrus and lily plants) and four birds shown in 

midflight with their wings extended.  The water surrounds the entire right hand section of 



	

	 297 

the composition. In the central area of this part of the composition, several varieties of 

water birds are shown wading in a pool of water. The artist has chosen to eliminate the 

zigzag lines for clarity. Instead, he uses only a greenish-colored expanse to represent the 

water. There are some small plants depicted in and among the birds. Two trees, which are 

painted in the bottom portion of the scene, are also full of birds.  Khnumhotep is 

described as “great in fish, rich in wild fowl, loving the goddess of the chase” in an 

accompanying inscription.381   

 

 

Figure 141. Reconstruction painting of Khnumhotep II Fowling, above the doorway. 
Tomb of Khnumhotep II, Middle Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt (After Lepsius 1849, 

II.4, pl. 130). Digitized image courtesy of the Universitäs- und Landesbibliothek Halle, 
http://edoc3.bibliothek.uni-halle.de/lepsius/.  

 
A third scene is shown to the right of the doorway on the same wall and is related 

to the other two scenes. Here, Khnumhotep is fishing with a large spear (Figure 142). He 

is standing on a reed boat, which floats atop of the river. Parallel greenish-blue zigzag 

lines indicate the river. It is overflowing with fish as well as a crocodile in the right 

                                                
381 Newberry 1893, 72.   
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corner and a hippopotamus in the left corner. The river extends upward at the left of the 

composition into a thicket of papyrus plants. Three fish are shown, speared by 

Khnumhotep. Around the banks of the subsidiary branch of the river, the papyrus thicket 

once again serves as the backdrop for lively animal activity. Like the scene found on the 

left of the doorway in the wall and discussed above, the scene here also shows waterfowl 

in differing states of movement and agitation. Among them the artist has also included 

ichneumons and a cat stalking, as well as one bird’s nest.  

 

 

Figure 142. Reconstruction painting of Khnumhotep II Fishing, Tomb of Khnumhotep II, 
Middle Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt (After Lepsius 1849, II.4, pl. 130). Digitized 

image courtesy of the Universitäs- und Landesbibliothek Halle, 
http://edoc3.bibliothek.uni-halle.de/lepsius/.  



	

	 299 

 Scenes of fishing and fowling in the marshes continued into the New Kingdom 

with little iconographic deviation from images of the same genre in previous periods. One 

of the more famous examples of this genre comes from the late 18th Dynasty tomb of 

Nebamun (1400–1350 BC). A scene of fowling in the marshes was in the tomb-chapel 

which had remained open until after the Amarna period.382 The tomb, now lost, was 

owned by a Theban official. In the image, Nebamun is featured facing to the viewer’s left 

(Figure 143). The nobleman wears a pectoral and white linen kilt. In his left hand, he 

holds a throwing stick, while in his right hand he grasps several waterfowl by their legs. 

Nebamun’s daughter is shown seated between the official’s legs, and his wife is depicted 

standing directly behind him. All three figures are placed on a reed boat that floats on top 

of a body of water shown from above. The water is rife with fish, all of which are 

depicted in profile. A papyrus thicket is in front of Nebamun. Above, and to the right of 

the thicket, there are a variety of birds. Some of the birds are unbothered by the 

nobleman’s hunt, while others are startled. These startled birds are shown with their 

wings extended in midflight. A spotted cat is visible directly in front of Nebamun (Figure 

144). The animal grabs two birds in its claws. The cat also catches another bird it its 

mouth by the bird’s wing.   

 

                                                
382 Usick and Parkinson 2008, 5.  
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Figure 143. Nebamun Hunting in the Marshes. Tomb of Nebamun, New Kingdom, Beni 
Hassan, Egypt. Image courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum. 

 
 

 

Figure 144. Detail of Nebamun Hunting in the Marshes. Tomb of Nebamun, New 
Kingdom, Beni Hassan, Egypt. Image courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum. 
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Hunting in the Marshes Formula 

From the above examples, we can distinguish certain elements that are essential in 

the representation of fishing, fowling, and hunting in the marshes from ancient Egypt. 

The first element that is noted is the body of water itself. As Egypt relied heavily on the 

Nile river and its subsidiaries, we can safely assume that the water depicted in these 

images is the Nile. Water is defined in Egyptian art by using a repeated zig zag pattern 

and the color blue. Fish and other aquatic life, most frequently tilapia, are often visible in 

the water. Fish are not always present in scenes of strictly fowling. In all three types of 

hunts (hippopotamus, fishing, and fowling) ducks and other birds are ubiquitous. It is 

important to note that they are always shown in a great multitude. Occasionally, nests are 

also included, although this is not an essential element. Stalking animals are also a 

defining characteristic of this genre. Ichneumon are depicted from the very first 

examples, but cats are added to the repertoire in the New Kingdom images of the same 

genre. Both animals are shown among the papyri stalks, preying on the abundance of 

waterfowl and their nests. Above all, however, the most important element in these 

scenes is the actual hunting party and the presence of a human killing or capturing an 

animal such as a hippopotamus, waterfowl, or fish.    

 

Interpretation and Function 

The hunting in the marshes genre is primarily found in funerary contexts and is 

believed to have a common meaning and function throughout Egyptian history. Scenes of 

hunting and fishing are generally found in the tombs of nobleman and royalty with dates 

ranging from the Old Kingdom onward. The location of these images within the tombs 
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themselves is relatively standard. Images such as those discussed above fall under the 

category of “scenes of daily life.” The above described examples are found in the outer 

most rooms of the tomb complex, called the tomb chapel. Tomb chapels were designed to 

facilitate the Egyptian funerary cult and were open to visitors.383  

There are multiple levels of interpretation for this genre. Some interpretations 

appear obvious, while other interpretations require a greater understanding of Egyptian 

mythology and iconography.384 One overall interpretation for these types of scenes is that 

they represent order over chaos and the tomb owner’s triumph over death. Ancient 

Egyptians believed that the ka or life force continued to live after the worldly body died. 

The ka could inhabit wall paintings and other art images and partake in the worldly 

pleasures depicted therein. The literal interpretation, therefore, was that these types of 

images functioned as a way in which the noblemen could gather resources and food for 

their families in the afterlife.  

Further, the marshes of the Nile were considered untamed, and they represented 

the wild, chaotic realm. It is for this reason that Osiris is often associated with fowling 

because he was the order that put an end to chaos in the form of his brother Seth. As 

such, representations of noblemen and their wives hunting in this world linked the 

noblemen with Osiris and symbolized their power over the untamable. This is then 

extended to the idea that the nobleman could somehow control the wild, unknown world 

waiting for him after death.  

                                                
383 Anthony 2017, 15–16; Hodel-Hoenes 2000, 7.   

384 Hartwig 2013, 83.  
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On another yet related level, scenes of fishing and fowling were powerful images 

that communicated Egyptian ideas of fertility, sexuality, and birth and rebirth.385 When 

women are present, they are usually dressed in tight fitting and diaphanous garments 

holding water lilies or small chicks. Both lilies and chicks were references to female 

fertility.386 In fowling scenes, men hold throwing sticks and fishing spears in the scenes 

of fishing. Throw-sticks are also the hieroglyph for create, while the Egyptian word for 

spear is closely related to the verb to impregnate.387 Therefore, these images were also 

meant to be symbols of the nobleman’s fruitful relationship with his wife in the 

afterworld.388 As with most art, the interpretation is multi-leveled and the individual 

elements that are chosen for these scenes also carry important iconographic meaning.  

 

Discussion and Comparison with the Aegean  

 Egyptian scenes of hunting in the marshes have been outlined above to define the 

characteristic elements that comprise the genre because this genre is most frequently cited 

as the prototype for Aegean riparian environments that are referred to as “Nilotic.” Given 

that there is no clear definition as to which Aegean scenes fall into this category, a select 

few images from the Aegean have been chosen for comparison. The images below have 

been selected for several reasons. The depictions span the geographic area of the Aegean 

                                                
385 Anthony 2017, 54.  

386 Anthony 2017, 55.  

387 Anthony 2017, 55; Hartwig 2013, 83.  

388 Hartwig 2013, 83.  
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from the Mainland, Cyclades, and Crete, and they all date to the LM I period, which was 

a confirmed time of contact with Egypt. Moreover, all three images are iconographically 

rich compositions and are not considered to have been abbreviated in any way. 

Furthermore, they were found to contain the most similar elements to the Egyptian 

examples. They are the most frequently called “Nilotic” in the literature. The scenes 

chosen for comparison are: The Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco from the House of the 

Frescoes at Knossos, the river scene located on the east wall of the West House at 

Akrotiri, and the inlaid bronze dagger from Grave Circle A at Mycenae that shows 

another riverine environment with an animal hunt.  

Context is also an integral point of consideration in the question of influence and 

iconographic transference. Scenes of fishing, fowling, and hunting in the marshes are 

found in funerary contexts in Egypt.389 They adorned the walls of tomb-chapels of the 

elite members of Egyptian society. The depictions symbolized life eternal, and they 

fulfilled a completely Egyptian purpose for a specific religious belief about the after-life. 

The paintings were made specifically for the walls of the tomb chapel. Aegean images, 

on the other hand are found in a variety of contexts. Beginning in the MM period, images 

of fresh water are found on seal stones and on pottery. They are not associated with 

funerary rituals. In the LM I period these images are found on pottery, seal stones, glyptic 

art, and wall paintings. In only a few instances are they found in tombs, and it is not clear 

that the images were made specifically for funerary purposes. More likely, the objects 

                                                
389 One should note, however, that there may have been riverine landscapes on the walls 
of temples and palaces during the Middle Kingdom, but unfortunately, there is no 
remaining evidence to support this. The existence of such paintings could possible alter 
the comparisons between Egyptian and Aegean riverscapes.   
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were used during the lifetime of the deceased and were buried with them as their personal 

possessions. It is not until LM II–III that images of fresh water appear in large numbers 

on pottery found in funerary contexts and on funerary objects such as larnakes.  

If the Aegean scenes were derived from Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling, 

the function did not travel with the image in either the MM or the LM I period. From a 

purely logistical standpoint, it seems unlikely that an Aegean artist would have had the 

opportunity to visit a tomb-chapel in Egypt given the function of the chapels, and their 

general inaccessibility due to their location far from settlements. To the Egyptians 

foreigners were outsiders and represented the world of chaos.390 Although tomb-chapels 

were open, foreigners may not have been welcome in such a place. It is not until perhaps 

the LM II–III period that the function of riverine landscapes shifts toward a funerary 

purpose. Arguably, this is also when the Mycenaeans gain control of Crete, and we see an 

increased contact with Egypt. We find Mycenaeans in Egyptian tombs. And they may 

have been allowed into the tombs at this point. In this way, there may have been distinct 

waves of influence at different chronological periods.  

The table below outlines the iconographic similarities and differences in Egyptian 

depictions of noblemen hunting in the marshes and those images from the Aegean that 

have been chosen for comparison (Figure 145).  

 

 

 

                                                
390 Anthony 2017, 1, passim. 
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 Egypt House of the 
Frescoes, Knossos 

East wall fresco, 
West House at 
Akrotiri 

Mycenaean inlaid 
dagger  

Water X X X X 

Papyrus X X X X 

Palms   X  

Waterfowl X X X X  

Fish X    X  

Predators X 
(cats/ichneumon) 

X (monkeys 
foraging) 

X (griffins, cats) X (cats) 

Rockery  X X  

Human figures 
hunting 

X     

Other aquatic life 
(hippopotami, 
crocodiles etc.) 

X     

 
Figure 145. Comparison of iconographic similarities between Egyptian scenes of fishing 

and fowling and select images of rivers from the Aegean. 
 
 
 

Indeed, there are some very important points of comparison found in the above 

table. The most striking similarity is that waterfowl, papyrus, predators, and a body of 

water are all found in each of the images outlined. The type of predator can change from 

one composition to the next, but the use of an animal predator is consistent. On the 

surface these similarities seem to indicate that the Egyptian works of art found in tombs 

informed the Aegean images. There are several differences, however. For instance, the 

Aegean examples tend to add rockery to their images, most likely a result of the rocky 

terrain found throughout the Aegean. Other elements such as palm trees, griffins, and 

monkeys do not appear in the Egyptian examples. Other types of aquatic life generally do 

not appear in the Aegean examples either. The most important distinction, however, is the 
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lack of a human figure hunting, fishing, or fowling in any of the Aegean examples. The 

nobleman is the focus of the entire Egyptian genre, whereas humans are not even 

depicted in the Aegean images above. In fact, when humans are present in riparian 

environments, they are never shown aggressively. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The emergence of fresh water landscapes in the MM II–III period coincided with 

a general interest in the representation of more detailed and less stylized representations 

of the natural world. Most scenes from this initial phase appear to be indigenous, with 

few exceptions which do show some foreign influence. The first wave of landscape 

scenes is divided into two categories, which served as the prototypes for later Aegean 

riparian landscapes. The first category, and the most frequently depicted, included the 

representation of fauna in their natural habitat. Animals found in riverscapes include, but 

are not limited to, birds, lions, bulls, and deer. Although several types of animals appear 

in riverine imagery, the most commonly represented animals are waterfowl. The birds are 

easily identifiable by their long necks and large bodies. The landscape in any 

representation in this category can be indicated by either a wavy band for the river, or by 

the inclusion of water reeds or other fresh water plants. The second category includes 

depictions of pure landscape without the presence of fauna. In these representations, the 

Minoan artist used only lush, fresh water vegetation to convey the idea of a fresh water 

biotype. A literal depiction of a river is occasionally included, but not necessary. Both 

water reeds and papyrus appear along with animals. Palm trees are more commonly 

depicted than papyrus, but they only appear in pure landscapes until the LM I period.  

There is not enough evidence to ascertain an overall interpretation for the 

meaning or function of riverscapes in the MM period. There are some images that are 

clearly religious in nature, such as the Minoan Genius with water reeds and ewer 
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discussed in Chapter 4. Other scenes are more ambiguous, and interpretation depends on 

their context. Still, other scenes have no overtly religious significance and may have 

served merely as decoration or as topographical markers.  

The proto-riverscapes of the MM period represent an instrumental step toward the 

fully imagined and detailed riparian environments of the LM I period. Several important 

motifs clearly established in the MM period continued into the following phase, and they 

help link riverine landscapes to Minoan roots. The most important motif in this respect is 

the motif of waterbird in its wetland habitat. This motif was the basis for the expanded 

and detailed versions found on later wall paintings.  

The discussion of influence during the MM period is largely restricted to 

individual iconographic elements. Undeniably, the Aegean examples have many 

iconographic elements in common with the Egyptian depictions of fishing and fowling in 

the marshes, but these similarities do not necessarily belie artistic transference, and, 

unfortunately, the similarities are somewhat superficial. In fact, the main element in any 

Egyptian scene of fishing and fowling is the human figure in the act of either fishing or 

fowling, which is wholly missing in MM depictions of rivers. Furthermore, the early 

emergence of papyrus in the Minoan repertoire, and the possibility that it grew in the 

Aegean, are both suggestive of the Aegean origin for the river genre. Even if papyrus was 

imported either iconographically or physically to the Aegean, it was added to an already 

established tradition of depictions of fresh water environments. Largely, it appears that 

the river landscape, as a genre, was a purely Minoan creation during the MM period.  

Interestingly, even those scenes that show a certain degree of foreign influence 

are still adapted to fit a Minoan audience. Two examples help to illustrate this point.  
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The Minoan Genius amid water reeds is an imported composite creature, and the image 

of the bull in lush vegetation could reflect the Egyptian goddess Hathor in her guise as a 

bull. Interestingly, though, in both images the artist has taken the Egyptian prototype and 

changed it to fit Minoan needs. The artist has “Minoanized” the imagery. The Genius, for 

example, holds a Minoan libation vessel, and the bull is shown amid other Cretan 

vegetation. Minoan scenes of fresh water in the MM II–III period were ultimately a result 

of the synthesis of preexisting Minoan iconographic elements with the occasional 

addition of Egyptian elements. The griffin and Minoan dragon were similarly 

transformed in the Minoan iconography. Therefore, even though the griffin, the Minoan 

dragon, and the Minoan genius were ultimately derived from foreign prototypes, the 

choice to depict those animals in a riverine setting was Minoan in conception.     

By the LM I A period the tradition of riverscapes was well established and 

iconographic elements that may have been imported in the MM period were now 

integrated flawlessly into the Minoan repertoire. Riverscapes in the LM I period 

functioned in a variety of complex ways. It is somewhat easier to discuss river landscapes 

from the LM I period in large part due to the Minoan advancement of figural painting at 

the end of the MM period that resulted in large-scale representations of fresh water. The 

religious nature of some scenes can be inferred by the inclusion of iconography with 

ritual associations, by the context in which the image was found, and occasionally by the 

inclusion of a deity. Fresh water scenes of religious nature not only depict religious 

events (i.e., the goddess in front of a shrine by a river with blue monkeys from the 

Porter’s Lodge), but they can also be used as the backdrop for sacred rituals (so-called 

landscape rooms such as the Blue Bird and Monkey Fresco at the House of the Frescoes, 
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the Room of the Lilies, and the Marsh from Xeste 3). Moreover, several of the river 

scenes discussed above appear to have been representations of the sacred dwelling place 

of the goddess.   

Fresco images of ornamental riverscapes are rare, and their decorative nature does 

not mean that they served no function. Even ornamental scenes such as the Partridge and 

Hoopoe fresco from the House of the Caravanserai were imbued with meaning. For 

example, the Partridge and Hoopoe fresco, in combination with the Marsh scene on the 

adjoining wall, conveyed the idea of an abundance of water on an island where fresh 

water was usually scarce. The interpretation of this group of scenes is dependent on 

archaeological and architectural evidence.  

Images of rivers and marshes were also used as topographical markers, or 

indicators of important natural landmarks. The presence of other landmarks in a 

composition, their correspondence to actual landscapes in the Aegean, the lack of 

religious iconography in an image, and the lack of archaeological evidence to support a 

religious interpretation help to identify topographical rivers. The rivers found in the 

Northeast Bastion at Kea, for example, clearly reflect the geography of the Bronze Age 

town. Although the overall interpretation of the paintings may reflect a reoccurring 

festival or feast, based on the available evidence, we cannot assign a religious 

interpretation to the river vignettes. A nice example of the use of two of the three groups 

listed above is seen in Room 5 of the West House. Here, a sacred river is shown on the 

east wall where a griffin and wildcat chase deer and waterfowl. The author has 

interpreted this environment as the realm of the goddess. On the south wall of the same 

room, two men converse over a river that wraps around a town. The nature of this scene 
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is quite different from the one located on the east wall, and it can be viewed as a 

topographical indicator. Interestingly, though, that same river extends into the mountain 

where another hunt takes place. Neither lions nor deer are mythological creatures, and, 

therefore, this scene can be read as a simple vignette of natural animal behavior. On the 

other hand, however, the scene is also an extension of the goddess’ power in the physical 

world as it is a reiteration of the theme of order over chaos and the order of nature.  

In addition to the above-mentioned groupings, we can also differentiate between 

images of purely Minoan conception and those that show foreign influence. The level of 

influence is variable, however. The Marsh Scene in 3b of Xeste 3, for example, shows 

ducks and dragon flies in a thicket of reeds along a riverbed. This imagery has a rooted 

tradition in Minoan iconography in scenes that depict waterbirds in their natural 

environment. Interestingly, the dense screen of reeds in the Marsh Scene is most like the 

papyri thickets found in Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling, but there is no evidence 

to support the notion that the Aegean scene was informed by Egyptian prototypes at all. 

This is mentioned solely to point out the fact that some similarities between Aegean and 

Egyptian art are purely superficial. Other images, however, do demonstrate that the 

Minoans were familiar with Egyptian art.  

The transfer of individual iconographic elements, however, is very different from 

the importation of an entire theme. For instance, images such as the one found on the east 

wall of Room 5 at the West House and the image of the cat hunt on the inlaid dagger 

from Mycenae have long been interpreted as derivations of Egyptian scenes of fishing 

and fowling without a consideration of the style, context, or general function of the 

scenes. Although there are several iconographic similarities, it is the view of the author 



	

	 313 

that Aegean scenes such as these were part of a long iconographic tradition of the 

depiction of fresh water in Minoan art. Arguably, many of the elements are Egyptian in 

origin. The griffin, for example, was imported to Crete either from Egypt or the Levant, 

but it was not included in Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling. Even if one considers 

the lion-hunt (predator-prey hunt) motif as an import, it was incorporated into an Aegean-

conceived landscape. 

There are many differences between the Egyptian scenes of hunting in the 

marshes and the Aegean fresh water landscapes that cannot be ignored. Overall, human 

figures are rarely depicted in Aegean riverscapes, whereas they are essential in the 

Egyptian scenes of fishing and fowling. Further, when humans are present in the Aegean 

scenes, they are never shown aggressively. Although the contexts and meanings of 

Minoan scenes are varied, they are almost never associated with funerary contexts or 

rituals, unlike the Egyptian scenes. Riverscapes can serve as a backdrop for human ritual 

in the Aegean, but they have no such function in Egypt. The major differences outlined 

here shed light on the way in which Aegean artists created and borrowed from other 

traditions. The meaning of Aegean scenes is fundamentally different because of the way 

in which the Aegean artist synthesized the preexisting riparian elements with adopted 

Egyptian imagery. The inclusion of Egyptian iconographic elements in an Aegean scene, 

therefore, is not reflective of a whole sale importation of an Egyptian theme, but rather an 

embellishment of a preexisting Minoan theme.  

The logistical argument of the nature of transfer also supports this conclusion. 

While the possibility that some Minoan artists may have visited tomb-chapels in Egypt 

cannot be discounted, it is more likely that their contact with Egyptian art was through 
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small portable objects and possibly even pattern books. In nature, portable objects and 

pattern books likely transmitted the iconography of Egyptian art without the associated 

meanings or even the way in which these elements were synthesized in Egyptian art. This 

being said, it is then even more unlikely that Minoan images of riverscapes were derived 

from large-scale wall paintings of fishing and fowling.  

Some foreign influence is undeniable, but what the Minoans imported from 

outside of the Aegean was fully “Minoanized” and synthesized in unique ways. Striping 

away our previous notions of riverscapes in the Aegean, therefore, has allowed for a 

deeper understanding of riparian environments in Minoan art and by extension, a deeper 

understanding of the importance of the biotype for the Minoans.  
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