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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation looks at the iconography of the natural world as depicted on 

seals, seal rings, and sealings from Bronze Age Crete, specifically the period from Early 

Minoan II–Late Minoan IB. Although the landscape of Crete was incredibly diverse 

during the Bronze Age, the elements included in glyptic iconography, as well as 

iconography in other media, are exceptionally limited. The goal of this study is to provide 

a comprehensive and systematic reference for the terminology and iconography of 

landscape elements depicted in glyptic, and then to provide interpretation for individual 

elements as well as landscape scenes and settings within the broader scope of glyptic and 

Cretan iconography. It is concluded that landscapes, both real and imagined, and always 

heavily translated through the artist and viewer alike, acted as important indicators of 

status and control, particularly during the height of their depictions in the Middle Minoan 

II–Late Minoan IB period, a trend seen also in wall paintings and pottery which act as 

significant parallels for the present study. 

This study is generally organized into three parts. The first briefly presents the 

evidence and current understanding of how the landscape of Bronze Age Crete looked 

and assesses the use of “landscape” in an archaeological study. The second part discusses 

the identification of various flora, groundlines, and other abiotic elements found in 

landscape scenes and settings in glyptic with interpretation for their significance and 

consideration for parallel developments in other media. This section concludes with a 

catalog and discussion of the different types of landscape scenes/settings. Finally, the 

concluding chapters consider how landscapes were translated from the natural world to 
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glyptic iconography, how the iconography was then viewed, and what the iconography 

signified relative to status and power. As a result, this dissertation is both a much-needed 

reference text and a deeper consideration of the symbiotic relationship between the 

various functions of seals and their iconography.     
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Minoan fascination with the natural world is well documented and often 

discussed. Very few authors, however, have thoroughly addressed the natural world as its 

own category of Minoan artistic production, particularly when it comes to seals. This 

neglect in seals is problematic because they provide a large collection of iconography 

from a wide range of Minoan dates and locations. The present study attempts to remedy 

this problem by identifying and explaining each element used to suggest the natural 

world in glyptic iconography (e.g., flora, abiotic elements, and groundlines) to create a 

reference for future scholars to use when identifying and interpreting landscape scenes in 

Minoan art. Additionally, the study is centered on the questions of how and why the 

Minoans relied so heavily on the vast natural world of ancient Crete for inspiration to 

create miniature works of art charged with sociopolitical significance. Each element used 

to suggest the natural world is discussed in detail following a close look at the evidence, 

the methodology, and the actual setting of the natural world of the Aegean Bronze age. 

 

Aegean Glyptic 

Aegean glyptic covers a wide collection of miniature artworks used for stamping 

and sealing a variety of objects. The actual “stamps,” or seals, are small stone, bone, 

ivory, and sometimes metal beads with any number of decorative or figural designs cut or 

carved into the surface to produce an intaglio image. This seal can then be pressed into 

clay or any other soft surface to create a raised relief image. Seal rings, almost always 



 

 2 

made of metal, are also commonly produced by the Minoans, either to be worn as rings or 

strung like a pendant. The rings serve a similar, if more elite, purpose, and examples of 

impressions by rings survive in clay. Unlike the seals of Bronze Age Western Asia, 

Minoan seals are almost never designed as cylinders to be rolled across a surface; the few 

instances of this in Crete are restricted to the Early Bronze Age or imports from the east, 

and their function is almost always decorative.  

Seals of Minoan type were made in Crete from as early as Early Minoan (EM) II 

until as late as Late Minoan (LM) IIIB. Throughout the Bronze Age, seals are found in a 

range of archaeological contexts, made of numerous different materials (from readily 

available soft stone to imported hard stone, gold, and silver), and with an even wider 

variety of iconographic images depicted on one or many of their faces (Fig. 1.1). The 

iconographic elements consist of decorative and geometric, figural, and even Cretan 

Hieroglyphic, Linear A, and Linear B images. Much of what is understood about the 

function and iconographic repertoire of glyptic, though, comes not from the seals 

themselves but from the clay in which they were stamped.  

The seal impressions, or sealings, survive in an equally wide variety of contexts 

and illustrate a similarly wide range of functions and iconography to that seen for the 

seals themselves (for a discussion of sealing types and functions see Hallager 1996; 

Krzyszkowska 2005). Impressions of seals in clay only survive in contexts where there is 

a destruction by fire hot enough to fire the clay and make it a more durable artifact. The 

prevalence of collections of sealings in such destruction layers suggests that the sealings 

were in some way collected and/or documented for inventory or possibly for a form of 
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 Figure 1.1. Map of Crete with important sites mentioned throughout the text. 

Drawing by author. 

 

 

Taxation (Weingarten 1994, 274–290; Krzyszkowska 2005, 108). Equally important are 

the impressions preserved on the “backs” of many of these clay nodules, which illustrate 

the functions of the sealed lumps of clay. Based on the evidence preserved on the reverse 

of some impressed nodules, it is clear that lumps of clay were used in conjunction with 

string to bind and seal vessels of various shapes and materials, small folded documents, 

and possibly entire rooms. While not offering security, having a uniquely stamped clay 

nodule blocking access to a commodity or document allowed for labeling and inventory 

while ensuring the contents. Essentially, once a seal was broken the sealer could no 

longer speak to the contents of the vessel or room. Some impressed nodules of clay were 

also free of any supports, suggesting they served a different function. The possible 

functions of these objects range from receipts to tokens granting certain rights to the 

holder (Hallager 1996).  
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 Seals served many functions in addition to sealing, most notably as indicators of 

status. It is believed that access to seals was restricted, which suggests that wearing a seal 

on the neck or wrist (best illustrated in the so-called Cup Bearer fresco from Knossos 

[Immerwahr 1990, 174–175, Kn no. 22]) acted as a clearly visible indication that the 

wearer had reached some important status. This and other “nonsphragistic” uses are best 

discussed by J. Younger (1977) and include their use as valuable objects, items of 

personal adornment, charms, and as votive offerings. The entire range of sealing practices 

and non-sphragistic functions of seals, most likely not exclusive of one another, illustrate 

the major role seals played in the political organization and economic system of Bronze 

Age Crete.  

 The known corpus of seals is comprised of over 11,000 examples of seals and 

sealings, a number that is constantly growing as seals are brought to light by new 

excavations (this is the number estimated by Crowley [2013, 2], who also notes that the 

actual numbers may vary because it is almost impossible to tally the unpublished seals). 

Although this collection is vast, there are significant limitations to the evidence. One 

problem, which is only addressed in this volume when necessary, is the chronology of 

seal production and use. Glyptic chronology has been reconstructed by looking at 

iconography, style, technique, and material, all of which are compared to evidence from 

workshops and destruction layers with sealings (most recently Betts and Younger 1982; 

Younger 1983; 1993; Galanakis 2005; Krzyszkowska 2005; Younger 2010, 414–415; 

building on the works of Kenna 1960; Yule 1980). Some of the best evidence for 

chronology comes from the Middle Minoan (MM) IIB destruction layer at Phaistos in 

which over 6,500 sealings were preserved (Fiandra 1968), and the MM IIB workshop at 
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Quartier Mu, Malia (Poursat 1996; Anastasiadou 2011). At best, a rough timeline can be 

constructed with a variety of overlapping dates due to problems of preservation, the 

number of seals lacking excavation information, and the use (or reuse) of some seals 

spanning centuries. The many underlying issues of chronology help illustrate the other 

major problems for studying seals, namely the accidents of preservation, the poor 

documentation/lack of documentation for many of the seals that surfaced around the turn 

of the 20th century, and the miniature size of seals for which decisions about iconography 

may have serious consequences. These issues, and others, are addressed by various 

scholars and will not be a central focus of this study (Krzyszkowska 2005 provides the 

best introduction to the material and its problems). 

 Seals serve as the focus of this landscape study not because they provide the 

“best” or most “realistic” depictions of the Bronze Age natural world, but because they 

provide one of the richest and most varied collections of the iconography of prehistoric 

Crete, with numerous examples of depictions of various flora and abiotic elements, and 

they represent a collection that as yet has not been given the necessary consideration. In 

addition, seals are inadvertently sociopolitically charged, and as such it is possible to 

discuss, through seals, a connection between landscape, landscape art, and power. 

 

Review of Literature and Purpose of the Study 

The natural world of the Aegean Bronze Age has been the focus of many studies. 

Such studies range from scientific to strictly iconographic, and they provide varying 

ranges of scope and focus. Some consider the landscape and climate of Crete; some look 

at Bronze Age depictions of the natural world in a particular medium. Most focus on the 
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scientific identification of as many parts of the landscape as possible, but few address the 

relationship between landscapes and Minoan society. Fewer still look at landscape 

depictions on seals, except where seals are used as supplementary material to the main 

consideration, and even then, there is usually little consideration for the context of the 

seals being used. Generally, scholarship focuses on the striking full color and nearly life 

size wall paintings and their ceramic precursors and contemporaries, but not on the 

supposed “minor art” of glyptic (Blakolmer 2010, 98). The following publications 

provide a foundation for studying landscape depictions on seals, but an in-depth 

discussion is long overdue.   

The landscape and climate of Crete during the Bronze Age are most thoroughly 

addressed in a number of publications by O. Rackham and colleagues (Rackham and 

Moody 1996; Grove and Rackham 2001; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008). These 

publications systematically approach the history and creation of the Mediterranean Sea 

and the lands around it, the development of the Mediterranean climate as it is today, the 

dating of significant changes in the landscape and climate, and the various plants, 

animals, and rock formations that have made up the island of Crete since its formation. 

The book by Rackham and J. Moody, The Making of the Cretan Landscape (1996), is 

arranged thematically, and then chronologically. In it, various sections are dedicated 

throughout for addressing different topics relative to the Neolithic and Bronze Age of 

Crete. Although easy to read, this aging text acts as a somewhat general introduction to 

the material. For a deeper consideration, readers must turn to the more recent The Nature 

of Mediterranean Europe: An Ecological History, by A. Grove and Rackham (2001). 

This text provides an in-depth look at the formation, history, and present state of the 
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Mediterranean climate and landscape with many sections dedicated to Crete and the 

Bronze Age throughout the book. As with the earlier publication by Rackham and 

Moody, numerous tables and maps allow for an easy to understand look at the science of 

the Aegean climate and landscape. The most summary, though still comprehensive, 

discussion of the landscape and climate of Crete is found in a chapter by I. Vogiatzakis 

and Rackham in Mediterranean Island Landscapes: Natural and Cultural Approaches 

(2008), which briefly outlines the history of the Cretan landscape.  

Lyvia Morgan, A. Chapin, and M. Nugent have all written on landscape relative 

to wall paintings and other media. Morgan’s 1988 discussion in The Miniature Wall 

Paintings of Thera: A Study in Aegean Culture and Iconography is still one of the leading 

resources for information on landscape elements found in Bronze Age iconography. A 

full chapter of her book is dedicated to “Landscape and the Environment” (1988, 17–40) 

in which each element of the landscape found in miniature wall paintings is addressed 

systematically, although she focuses mainly on the wall paintings from Thera with only 

supplemental works of art from Crete. Additionally, Morgan’s book is largely restricted 

to the Late Cycladic (LC)/LM IA period from which the Theran examples date. Chapin 

thoroughly addresses spatial and artistic conventions in her 1995 unpublished Ph.D. 

dissertation Landscape and Space in Aegean Bronze Age Art, but her ideas are in need of 

review and specific application to the field of seals. Chapin has since focused her 

attention on wall paintings, and her works on landscape iconography—first as an in-depth 

look at “Power, Privilege, and Landscape in Minoan Art” (2004), and again with M. 

Shaw on the House of the Frescoes at Knossos (Chapin and Shaw 2006)—are immensely 

useful publications for the present study. The first (Chapin 2004) is limited by its 
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inclusion as a paper in an edited festschrift in honor of Sara Immerwahr, and the second 

(Chapin and Shaw 2006) is restricted to a consideration of one specific set of wall 

paintings and subsequently only applicable to their limited context, also in LM I. Finally, 

publications by Nugent (2016; 2017) present identifications and interpretations of 

landscape iconography based on the author’s as yet unpublished dissertation (Nugent 

2019). In the publications, significant consideration is given to various botanic motifs 

depicted on Bronze Age materials in all media from the Cycladic islands. Morgan, 

Chapin, Shaw, and Nugent share a major strength in their use of comparanda from a 

variety of materials and contexts. 

An additional publication significant to the present study is the 2014 publication 

of proceedings of a conference held at the Institut National d’Histoire de l’Art in Paris in 

2012 entitled PHYSIS: l'environnement naturel et la relation homme-milieu dans le 

monde égéen protohistorique (Touchais, Laffineur, and Rougemont 2014). Edited by G. 

Touchais, R. Laffineur, and F. Rougemont, this volume is an excellent contribution to the 

Aegaeum series and presents short articles on various topics related to the natural world 

of the prehistoric Aegean from a wide range of disciplines and contexts. Although most 

articles are narrow in focus, the publication as a whole provides introductory information, 

evidence, and bibliography for most aspects of the landscape to allow for further 

consideration elsewhere. 

Finally, two important publications focus entirely on landscapes on seals. The 

first is an unpublished Ph.D. dissertation from 1996 that is written in French and only 

available to scholars in the U.S. in microfiche form (Papatsarouha 1996). This 

dissertation by E. Papatsarouha discusses depictions of the natural world on Minoan 
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seals, with a major focus on flora. Papatsarouha presents types of plants, identifies 

species where possible, traces each type’s origin and development, and discusses its use 

in compositions. As a conclusion, she focuses on symbolism and connections between 

plants and religion. The age and inaccessibility of this text necessitate a reconsideration 

of the material, and the focus on minute attributes and scientific identification in her 

dissertation are largely avoided here. The second significant publication focused on seals 

is a short festschrift paper by O. Krzyszkowska (2010). Although limited, this paper 

addresses the significance of landscape settings in Minoan seal iconography, briefly 

discusses the development of such depictions, and outlines some of the key components. 

Arguably the most important part of the paper is her call for “a comprehensive study” as 

“essential and overdue” (Krzyszkowska 2010, 170). It is to this call in part that the 

present study responds. 

A considerable portion of scholarship on the Aegean Bronze Age has focused on 

the natural world as it was during the time and as the inhabitants depicted it largely out of 

necessity—Minoan artists, especially, chose to depict their natural surroundings, so such 

depictions require significant consideration. This consideration has only been applied to 

seals in brief or overly specific studies, or where seals are used as comparanda. No 

significant publications have investigated the natural world as it is depicted on Minoan 

seals, sealings, and seal rings, and many of the studies on landscape iconography require 

updates given the large number of seals that have been added to the corpus within the last 

decade.  

Our understanding of the climate and landscape of Crete is constantly evolving as 

new evidence and scientific analyses arise. On the larger subjects of climate, geology, 
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and botany, the present study makes no attempt at presenting new ideas but instead relies 

heavily on the works of the specialists mentioned above and others. It is in the field of 

iconographic interpretation that this dissertation presents new ideas and conclusions by 

building on the above-mentioned studies. Notably, Chapin’s (2004) idea of the landscape 

as a status symbol in the Bronze Age is presently expanded and adapted to a 

consideration of a similar concept in seals, for which sociopolitical implications are 

perhaps more crucial, and the quantities of data allow for a more extensive investigation. 

The following chapters present a comprehensive and largely diachronic study of 

landscape iconography on seals with close consideration for their sociopolitical 

implications by both building on the ideas currently available in the field and presenting 

new questions, evidence, and conclusions. 

 

Methodology 

This is a diachronic and comprehensive iconographic study of landscapes and 

landscape elements as they are depicted on seals and sealings. The focus is placed 

entirely on seals and sealings from Cretan Bronze Age contexts, with emphasis on 

provenanced objects and transparency about those with poor documentation. Although 

not exhaustive in terms of cataloging each landscape element, examples are included for 

each element, and a catalog of landscape scenes and settings is included in Chapter 5. 

Overall, this text serves as a reference for scholars considering landscapes in Minoan art 

as well as providing new theories about the elite arts of the Aegean Bronze Age. 
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Evidence 

The following chapters focus mainly on seals, seal rings, and sealings from the 

island of Crete. Natural geographic and chronological limitations are applied as 

necessary. Geography is a difficult consideration for seals and sealings because such 

small objects travel easily over long distances. Clay nodules impressed by the same seal 

have also been found at multiple sites on Crete as well as on Thera. Additionally, by 

Middle Bronze (MB) III seals of Cretan style and manufacture appear as far north as the 

Greek mainland, notably in the shaft graves at Mycenae (Vermeule 1975). It is, however, 

notable that the relationship between Crete and the mainland is unclear at this point, with 

seal production and use not flourishing on the mainland until later periods and the 

iconography presenting a slightly different trend than that seen on Crete. This trend 

includes increased focus on highly schematic seals, hard stone and metal, and slightly 

more emphasis on battle, hunting, and human scenes than those found on Crete. Far from 

supplementing the erroneous assumption of peaceful Cretans vs. violent mainlanders, this 

study, through its specificity, should provide a better foundation from which to assess 

these relationships in the future.  

In order to first investigate the function of landscape iconography within a 

particular society, only seals and sealings found on Crete are considered here. This is 

accomplished by focusing first and foremost on properly excavated seals, with only 

minor consideration of seals recorded as at least coming from Crete. Seals and sealings 

with excavated contexts must remain at the fore of this study in order to discuss them 

within their place in Cretan Bronze Age society. It is not possible to exclude all seals 

collected outside of official excavations, especially due to the number of seals collected 
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throughout Crete around the turn of the 20th century. To remove all such examples would 

be detrimental to any study of the material. Instead, emphasis is places first on those with 

documented findspots, then on those whose general area of origin was documented by the 

collector (often an archaeologist), and then only a few unique examples which are 

completely lacking provenance are included if their contribution to the study is 

significant, though in these cases it is made clear that the example is an outlier and may 

not represent a secure motif or style.   

A similar concern for understanding seals in a narrower context allows for 

chronological limitations on the study. Seals are first produced in EM II, which provides 

a firm date for the start of the chronological context, and at the other extreme an end date 

is set at LM IB. The periods following LM IB involve an influx of new iconography and 

practices suggesting some heightened level of internal change and/or external influence, 

and as such are excluded from this study to allow for a deeper look into the EM II–LM IB 

period. It is not surprising, also, that the influence of the natural world is seen 

significantly less in art from Crete after LM IA (Krzyszkowska 2010, 185). A largely 

consistent, though constantly changing and developing society can only be considered 

from the start of the Bronze Age through the LM IB destructions across the island, and 

anything beyond requires significant additional considerations beyond the scope of this 

study. 

Evidence of seal use and iconography are plentiful in the form of the seals 

themselves, impressions of seals on clay nodules, and impressions on the reverse of such 

nodules indicating their function. However, each type of evidence has significant 

limitations. Seals are often unprovenanced, a number exceeding half of all known seals 



 

 13 

(Krzyszkowska 2005, 329 n. 90), and their use often extends over centuries either 

continuously or as objects looted from burials (Krzyszkowska 2019). In such cases of so-

called “heirloom” seal use this study relies on stylistic dating for understanding the 

iconography in the chronological context in which it was produced. Due to the large 

number of seals that are stray finds or from communal burials, it is almost impossible to 

attribute seals to individuals. Instead, all seals are here considered elite objects, though 

surely belonging to a range of individuals or groups from varying upper levels of society. 

Sealings tend to come from more secure contexts because their preservation relies 

entirely on destruction by fire, but the particular circumstances required for preservation 

mean few sealing deposits survive, and the images preserved in the clay are often harder 

to read than on the seals and seal rings. Sealings, however, provide much of the 

chronological framework for dating all seals. Although seal evidence is severely flawed, 

seals still provide the largest continuously developing set of iconographic evidence for 

the Cretan Bronze Age, and their study here will allow for a better understanding of 

landscape iconography in a wide range of media from the Bronze Age.  

Collection of the evidence is predominately done remotely using the Corpus der 

minoischen und mykenischen Siegel (CMS) publications (1964–2018) and associated 

digital database, ARACHNE, accessible online through the University of Heidelberg (on 

the database see Müller 2010). Iconographic study is done using a combination of the 

many drawings and high-quality images included in the database, along with personal 

observation of numerous on-display seals and sealings at various museums in Greece, 

other parts of Europe, and the United States. Information on dating and context follows 

that included in the CMS series and published in ARACHNE, and further information is 
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found in original publications and based on personal observation when necessary and 

possible. 

 

Approach 

 This study began with the collection, identification, and categorization of 

iconographic elements on seals published in the CMS and online ARACHNE database 

(https://arachne.uni-koeln.de). Categories are created on a case-by-case basis and kept 

broad to prevent overly specific identification of the flora and other elements of the 

landscape. Geology and botany play significant roles in any study of landscapes and 

landscape depictions, and as such the natural world of Crete is considered in Chapter 2, 

but scientific identification must remain broad to leave room for individual interpretation 

and artistic convention. Any seemingly scientific identification of plants presented here is 

largely in line with, yet often broader than, identifications made by many previous 

scholars, and new categories are presented for the abiotic and groundline elements.  The 

main goal of this study is not to present new and specific identifications, and the 

identification of scientifically accurate flora and abiotic elements is largely avoided due 

to the limitation of the evidence. Instead, focus remains on interpretations of the 

significance of landscape elements, their place within a broader landscape, the ways in 

which the Bronze Age artists interpreted and depicted the natural world, and the role such 

scenes played within society.  

Using the abovementioned focus, the main goal of this text is to first present a 

comprehensive discussion of each element of the landscape as it appears in glyptic art in 

a format that can be used as a reference text for glyptic and non-glyptic scholars alike 
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(Chs. 3 and 4). While the list of landscape elements is comprehensive, this discussion is 

not exhaustive, and only the most exemplary depictions of each element are included. 

Exclusions are made based on the repetition of similar types so that the sample represents 

the variety known for each element. The standardized terminology used throughout the 

text, as well as the lists of terms and seals included in the Appendix, make it possible for 

readers to search for more exhaustive collections of glyptic iconography online using the 

ARACHNE database or in the printed CMS volumes and the iconographic study by J. 

Crowley (2013). This standardization allows the text to remain as accessible and 

approachable as possible, while also allowing for easy access to further information on 

any of the elements discussed throughout the text. 

 The development of each element over time is addressed and supplemented by 

examples in other media, which are not illustrated but cited with illustrations for ease of 

accessing the images. This chronological consideration is important to illustrate changes 

in the significance of landscape as a whole and the elements used to create it. The 

inclusion of examples in other media not only allows for a more thorough understanding 

of the use and timeline for each element, but also looking at iconography in media seen 

as more or less elite allows for a hierarchy to emerge. This hierarchy is used in part to 

discuss the relationship between depictions of the natural world and status and power.  

 Following the presentation of the landscape elements found in seal iconography, 

Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the different types of landscape scenes and landscape 

settings with catalogs for those in which human elements are not the main focus. 

Categories of landscape depictions are addressed, and timelines are considered. Such 

considerations are taken further in Chapter 6, which looks at the process of creating 
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depictions of the natural world in glyptic. This chapter addresses the translation of the 

natural world into a limited iconographic repertoire, spatial conventions, and how such 

artistic renderings were then read by contemporary viewers.  

  Finally, after considering the many crucial aspects of landscape depictions 

already addressed, the conclusion of this study focuses on how landscapes were used as 

symbols and tools of status and power. Chapter 7 delves into the connection between the 

iconography of landscapes and the creation and reinforcement of status in the Bronze 

Age, as well as the ways in which landscapes and their depictions are used to fortify 

power structures. Additionally, the unique role of seals as often administrative tools, as 

well as adornments, is considered relative to sociopolitical structures. It is argued that 

landscapes on seals, seal rings, and sealings do not necessarily help to construct or 

enforce hierarchies more than all other types of iconography (or media), but that they do 

so in a way unique to such depictions and with significance in their own right.   
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CHAPTER 2 

THE CRETAN LANDSCAPE 

 

The Bronze Age occupants of Crete lived in a landscape roughly 4,000 years 

removed from the landscape we see on the island today. Various factors, both natural and 

caused by human development, have changed the landscape many times over the 

millennia, necessitating a thorough consideration of the natural world of Crete as it was 

during the Bronze Age. The first part of this chapter discusses the most likely 

interpretation of the Minoan landscape based on many in-depth studies into the flora, 

geology, and climate of the island during the Bronze Age. This will provide a foundation 

from which to approach Bronze Age iconography depicting the natural world. 

Additionally, the concept of “landscape” must also be addressed before attempting any 

deeper consideration of the subject. The term comes loaded with many modern notions of 

nature and landscapes in art, especially in artworks of the modern era, most of which do 

not apply to the present discussion. The second part of this chapter, then, will consider 

what “landscape” means for any study of Aegean art and archaeology and how it applies 

to the specific ideas addressed in the following chapters. We must first understand the 

Cretan landscape before we can address the question of why Bronze Age artists drew so 

much inspiration from it for designs on the miniature faces of seals.  

 

The Bronze Age Natural World 

 It is crucial to first consider how the Cretan landscape looked during the Bronze 

Age before attempting to understand how the Minoans viewed, understood, and recreated 
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the natural world. Somewhat recent scientific evidence has allowed scholars to conclude 

that the Bronze Age Aegean climate and landscape were surprisingly similar to today’s, 

overturning years of scholarship that assumed deforestation and overexploitation of the 

land by humans had changed the climate and landscape drastically from wet and forested 

to the dryer, more seasonal Aegean region of modern times (Rackham and Moody 1996, 

122).While the idea of major change is no longer thought to be the case, it is important to 

note that smaller areas within Crete may have drastically changed from wet to dry or 

wooded to barren, whereas other areas had opposite transformations. Overall, it appears 

the same set of microregions and overall landscape and climate of Crete are today as they 

were in 2000 BCE. Also falling within the broader idea of the natural world is a question 

immensely important to the present study: how did the Bronze Age inhabitants utilize the 

world around them? A closer look at the landscape and climate, the available resources, 

and their subsequent use in everyday life are presented on the following pages. 

 

Climate and Landscape of the Aegean Bronze Age 

Crete is a ca. 250 x 50 km island strategically located in the center of the eastern 

Mediterranean, not far from the dry Saharan desert (Fig. 2.1). The climate of Crete, 

generally speaking, is one of seasonality: cool, wet winters followed by hot, dry 

summers. This climate was solidified during the Bronze Age after a lengthy process of 

aridization that started during the Neolithic (Rackham and Moody 1996, 39; Grove and 

Rackham 2001, 145–150). Due to the rarity and youth of this so-called Mediterranean 

climate, many plants have not had the opportunity to adapt to the unique circumstances of 

the region even today. However, the extremes that are possible in such a climate have 
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allowed for a number of endemic plants as well as an overall collection of immensely 

resilient flora able to survive conditions to which they are not fully adapted (Grove and 

Rackham 2001, 45). Many of these plants appear to survive today. Sea levels, too, have 

remained largely constant since around 5,000 BCE (Grove and Rackham 2001, 43), 

although further tectonic activity has caused the island of Crete to twist, rising in the 

northwest and sinking in the southeast, placing some sites significantly higher or lower 

compared to their position during the Bronze Age (Rackham and Moody 1996, 13). 

Tectonic activity was especially intense during the Bronze Age (Rackham and Moody 

1996, 15), resulting in frequent earthquakes and tremors which are experienced at a much 

lower frequency and severity today.  

The microregions and microclimates of Crete must also be addressed briefly. 

Crete has been described as “a miniature continent with its Alps, its deserts and jungles, 

its arctic wastes and its tropical gorges” by Grove and Rackham (2001, 11), which rightly 

captures the variety of the small island. The regional differences are vast; generally, the 

southern and eastern parts of the island are more arid than the northern and western 

regions (Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 247). Interestingly, though, the island only has 

two clear altitudinal zones with a majority of the trees growing up to the tree line 

(roughly 1,600 m asl), and the upper elevations restricted to treeless alpine mountaintops. 

Some of the most extreme microregions of Crete are the gorge/cliff regions, which often 

have their own unique ecosystems full of endemic plant life (Rackham and Moody 1996, 

115; Grove and Rackham 2001, 59; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 256). Such cliffs 

and gorges are significant due to their unique makeup that likely had a grand impact on 

Minoan visitors from surrounding areas. 
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Figure 2.1. Satellite image of the eastern Mediterranean region with modern 

countries labeled. Photo courtesy Google Earth. 
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The natural landscape itself is a “mosaic” of different types of flora with some 

land covered in maquis, and a majority of the island is covered in phrygana, steppe, and 

savanna. Where trees and shrubs occur, they are typically short and the forests generally 

sparse; it is often difficult to distinguish the areas of transition from forest to other types 

of landscape. A full consideration of the flora of Crete utilized in iconography is 

presented in Chapter 3, but some of the most common trees/shrubs on Crete are oak, 

cypress, pine, juniper, and wild olive. The remaining landscape is covered in a variety of 

undershrubs, grasses, and other annual or perennial plants and flowers. All of these 

categories mix together to fill the landscape of Crete, with very few areas continuously 

covered by one type of flora (Rackham and Moody 1996, 54–57, 111–114, 122; Grove 

and Rackham 2001, 46–57; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 255). 

Seasonal changes, the location of Crete in the Mediterranean Sea, and its rocky 

composition significantly impact the visible landscape of the island. First, a look at the 

early tectonic movements responsible for creating the Mediterranean and surrounding 

areas help illustrate the rocky, yet varied landscape. The crashing together of the 

European and African plates created the Mediterranean Sea and formed many of the 

islands in it, as well as the nearby Alps, roughly 70 million years ago (Rackham and 

Moody 1996, 13; Grove and Rackham 2001, 37; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 247). 

Crete, as it is seen today, was largely established by at least two million years ago, and, 

given its formation, it is no wonder the island is riddled with mountains, depressions, and 

faults. The outer island arc, which includes Crete, is one of many formed by tectonic 

activity starting in the Late Cretaceous period and continuing for millions of years until 

the islands and mainland were completely separated three to four million years ago; the 
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arc is made mostly of limestones and dolomites. Crete, especially, is built up from a 

limestone core with dolomites, breccias, and other metamorphic phyllites and quartzites 

found in different parts of the island. Additional marls, sandstones, clays, gravels, and 

conglomerates were formed over time by erosion. In addition to mountains covering 

roughly one-third of the island (Rackham and Moody 1996, 38), a number of rock 

formations are the result of the aggressive plate tectonics of the region, notably the many 

massive gorges where rocks were bent to the point of breaking (Rackham and Moody 

1996, 12–15; Grove and Rackham 2001, 40; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 250), and 

the large, fertile mountain plains, such as the Lassithi, have formed where tectonically 

produced sinkholes surrounded by mountains have collected layers of fertile soil 

(Rackham and Moody 1996, 27–28). 

Additional landscape elements commonly found on Crete result from the 

geological makeup of the island and the impact of nature on different materials. Although 

the Cretan landscape is resistant to many common agents of erosion, various types of 

loose materials like gravel and sand are solidified by water either entirely or exclusively 

on the exterior surface. Changing temperatures and tectonic activity can crack these 

surfaces, allowing the insides to spill out, and creating the common caves found 

throughout the island. Similarly, Crete is covered in karst areas formed by the movement 

and pooling of water on limestone. These karst features can often turn into large and 

elaborate caves over time. Much of the erosion evident on Crete, resulting largely from 

catastrophic events, was already visible when the Minoans inhabited the island (Rackham 

and Moody 1996, 23–24; Grove and Rackham 2001, 42). This is made clear by evidence 

showing the extensive use of caves during the Bronze Age. Chapter 4 provides thorough, 
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individual discussions of the many different rock formations and their subsequent 

treatment in seal iconography.  

Water sources on Crete are not always readily apparent in the visible landscape. 

The majority of available freshwater comes from springs, but there are some rivers and 

lakes. Rivers are mostly insignificant and seasonal. No more than 10 can be considered 

true year-round rivers that flow from a water source to the sea, and a similar situation was 

likely true during Minoan times. There is only one substantial lake—Lake Kournas—

located in the northwest, though large karst pools form seasonal lakes. Springs also form 

where porous rock is sealed off by nonporous rock, causing water to collect in a 

contained area and remain fresh. Additional water features include a few small wetlands 

and a peat bog in Asi Gonia. Only the wetlands may have been more numerous during 

the Bronze Age (Rackham and Moody 1996, 41–43; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 

250–252). 

The composite field of landscape archaeology requires brief consideration here 

for the contributions various facets of landscape archaeology have recently made toward 

understanding the Cretan landscape and how the Minoans fit into it. Much of the 

information presented above has been gleaned as a result of the steady increase in the 

popularity of and multidisciplinary studies focused on environmental archaeology and 

landscape archaeology over the past few decades. Such studies, including palynology, 

geomorphology, anthracology, archaeozoology, palaeoecology, and many more, have 

provided huge collections of data from which, along with more general archaeology and 

anthropology studies, the landscape of Crete has been pieced together throughout history 

and prehistory (see, with bibliographies, Rackham and Moody 1996; Leveau et al., eds., 
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1999; Grove and Rackham 2001; David and Thomas, eds., 2016). The considerations in 

the following chapters are based largely on the information provided by various 

specialists within landscape archaeology, and without the information provided in 

specialist studies it would be virtually impossible to consider the iconography of Minoan 

landscapes in their context.    

 

Utilizing the Natural World 

 As a pre-industrial society, the Minoans relied on the natural world around them 

for everything from food and clothing to art and architecture. Wild plants and trees were 

utilized for their edible fruits and seeds, fibers, wood, pigments, and sap, and the abiotic 

parts of the landscape provided materials for building, tools, and jewelry, as well as water 

for drinking, cooking, and cleaning. All elements of the natural world were likely used 

for creating works of art from sculpture to painting to the most elite clothing, and even as 

the materials for creating seal stones. Surely many of these raw natural resources were 

also traded in addition to the finished products created with them. Understanding how the 

various natural resources of Crete were utilized by the Minoans is crucial for attempting 

to understand how they viewed their landscape and to which aspects they may have 

ascribed the greatest value.  

The most basic use for the surrounding landscape is the collection and production 

of food. Archaeobotanical remains from the Aegean, especially Crete, are severely 

limited, and much of the surviving evidence provides a limited amount of data from 

which conclusions are not conclusively supported (see recent studies: Sarpaki 1990; 

1992; 2012; Hamilakis 1996). It is clear that the Minoans made use of wild local plants, 
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but they also cultivated a variety of plants both indigenous and imported (either 

intentionally or as stowaways on ships). Olives and legumes appear wild and as 

cultivated crops on Crete during the Bronze Age (Grove and Rackham 2001, 66–69). 

Additional plants brought during the Neolithic as part of a large collection of introduced 

flora and fauna include wheat, barley, and vines, all of which, along with olives and 

legumes, formed the staple diet of the Aegean Bronze Age. Often, it is difficult to discern 

between wild and cultivated plants and many likely fall on a spectrum, making any 

discussion of wild or cultivated challenging (Hamilakis 1996, 3–4). Presumably, the 

Minoans included a variety of wild and cultivated plants in their diet as major crops, 

specialties, and even herbs and spices. 

The variety of plants and trees on Crete also provided Minoans with the raw 

materials for tools, baskets, clothing, furniture, and even buildings. Unfortunately, due to 

the poor preservation of natural materials in the Mediterranean climate, evidence for 

plant-based objects is almost entirely indirect coming in the form of iconographic 

depictions, voids or impressions left in soil or (especially at Akrotiri, Thera) ash, written 

evidence from the later Linear B tablets, experimental archaeology, and, rarely, charred 

remains. Wooden handles are assumed for many tools (Evely 1993, 24, fig. 10). Wood 

was also used in the construction of furniture and buildings, as can be seen in frescoes 

depicting furniture and possibly illustrating the interior of the walls behind them  

(Palyvou 2000, 429–431; see also Palyvou 2005, 111–154; Shaw 2009). Exceptionally 

good evidence for wooden furniture survives in the casts made from voids left in the 

volcanic ash on Thera (Palyvou 2005, 111–112, figs. 151–152). Evidence of baskets, 

wooden boxes, and bags of cloth or rope survive on the reverse of seal impressions 
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(Weingarten 2000; Krzyszkowska 2005, 99–101) or may be indicated by a high 

concentration of objects or materials in a single findspot (Krzyszkowska 2005, 178). 

Such containers are also occasionally depicted in wall paintings or imitated in pottery 

(e.g., Betancourt 1985, pl. 18:C; Doumas 1992, 166–167, figs. 129–130). Cloth survives 

even less in the archaeological record but is depicted in frescoes and discussed as a major 

product in the Linear B tablets from Crete (Jones 2015).  

Tools, furniture, and buildings were also constructed using the rocks found in the 

landscape, and the more impressive rocks were even turned into jewelry. A wide range of 

tools for anything from crushing to chopping were made of natural or worked stone. The 

largest volume of rock from the landscape went into building construction where stones 

formed at least the foundations of structures further built up of mudbrick (Palyvou 2005; 

Shaw 2009). Finally, stones with impressive color or reflective qualities, or softer, easier 

to carve stones, were used for the production of jewelry (see contributions in Nosh and 

Laffineur, eds., 2012, 345–575), elite vessels (Warren 1969), and seal stones. These 

mostly elite objects often included brightly colored, shiny, or banded stones which 

created the most visually stunning objects and adornments and readily advertised the elite 

status of its user/wearer. 

An exhaustive investigation into the natural resources and subsequent products 

from Minoan Crete is neither possible nor necessary within the scope of the present 

study. The brief discussion presented here acts only as an introduction to the wide range 

of possibilities and illustrates for the reader the importance of the natural world to the 

people of Bronze Age Crete. It is worth mentioning as a general conclusion that the 

Minoans relied on the landscape by which they were surrounded for everything. 
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Additionally, objects made of different materials had different value as status symbols 

and as religious objects, namely, stone was difficult and time-consuming to work, so it 

was often used for elite or religiously charged objects. It is no surprise, then, that seals, 

with all their sociopolitical and possible religious significance, were created from local 

and imported stone or even more elite bronze, silver, and gold. There is no doubt that the 

Minoan landscape was ever-present and of utmost importance in the daily lives of Crete’s 

Bronze Age inhabitants, and the following consideration of landscapes in general may 

better illustrate the concept.    

 

Minoan Landscapes 

Finally, the term “landscape” must be defined and explored relative to the Bronze 

Age Aegean, and especially the Minoans for whom the natural landscape provided a 

profusion of inspiration. The following paragraphs address a number of important aspects 

of landscape as it is understood today and as it applies to the Bronze Age. A definition is 

first presented, and then further topics are considered. The remaining paragraphs look 

into landscape depictions in Minoan art, notably how the depictions have developed over 

time. The topics addressed below provide an indispensable foundation upon which the 

following chapters are built. 

 

Defining “Landscape” 

 Landscape may be used to refer to a number of elements addressed throughout the 

present study. The term “landscape” on its own is used to refer to the natural world, or, as 

defined by Merriam-Webster “a portion of territory that can be viewed at one time from 
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one place (“Landscape” n.d.).” Landscape scenes (here excluding urban landscapes) are 

understood as artistic depictions of the natural world including any number of flora and 

other abiotic elements found in nature. A loose definition includes at least two or more 

elements and no direct indication of a human presence in the scene. Landscape scenes are 

restricted to flora and abiotic elements only.  

The presence of animals does not negate identification as a scene in a landscape 

because, though animals are not permanent elements contributing to any particular 

landscape, animals do inhabit and interact with the landscape in a natural way. 

Alternatively, then, landscape settings allow for a consideration of landscapes used as a 

backdrop for important scenes involving humans and animals, many of which take on a 

ceremonial connotation. Both types of landscape depictions are addressed in the 

following chapters, but emphasis is placed on landscape scenes as they allow for a closer 

consideration of the iconography, which can then be applied to scenes placed within a 

landscape setting. Although all aspects of the natural world were intertwined and 

significant in the daily lives of the Minoans, seascapes are excluded from this study due 

to the distinct nature of sea life and seafaring which requires its own in-depth 

consideration (on seascapes: Vavouranakis, ed., 2011). The focus of this study is on the 

Bronze Age landscape of Crete ending at the shores of the island, landscape scenes, and 

landscape settings used as backdrops for human/animal scenes depicted in Minoan art. 

 An important distinction must be made between wild and domestic, although 

separating the two is more often than not an insurmountable task. The major question that 

arises is whether landscape refers only to the natural world as it is in the wild, and 

subsequently whether landscape scenes and settings only depict a wild landscape. There 
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may not be an answer to this question for two key reasons. First, the Minoans may not 

have distinctly separated the two because they did not exist as a clear dichotomy during 

the Bronze Age. This is illustrated by the close connections between civilization and 

nature, as well as evidence for the utilization of wild, cultivated, and hybrid plants by the 

Minoans. For a society with such clearly blurred lines between wild and civilized, it is 

nearly impossible to understand their interpretation of any sort of dichotomy from our 

point of view thousands of years removed. Second, it is equally futile to attempt to 

distinguish wild from domestic in the iconography, especially on seals. Due to the many 

unanswerable questions, the concept of “wild nature” is considered throughout the 

present study, but it is not a main focus (for more, see Ch. 6).             

 

Landscape Depictions 

Finally, the development of Minoan depictions of the natural world deserves its 

own consideration so that the following discussion of seals can be viewed roughly within 

this timeline. Landscape, as far as can be identified today, first crept into Minoan art in 

the Protopalatial period, and by the Neopalatial period the natural world came to be one 

of the premier subjects for elite art from Crete, although not more common than the 

simpler linear decoration found on numerous objects in almost all media. It is important 

to keep in mind that although the Minoans clearly chose to depict the natural world with 

some frequency, our familiarity with such elaborate scenes proudly on display in 

museums and illustrated in color in books and travel brochures does not reflect how 

prevalent they actually are when compared to other, more decorative, types of 

iconography. It remains clear that the relatively rapid development of the type shows the 
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importance of the natural world to the Minoans as well as the focus on illustrating such 

things in increasingly elite media. It is mostly in the finely decorated pottery, elaborate 

wall paintings, and other elite materials like faience and stone that landscapes are 

depicted. It is these elite media that are considered chronologically below.   

 Landscapes in any identifiable form do not appear in Minoan iconography prior to 

the Protopalatial period, and even then, they remain rare in the archaeological record. The 

earliest known landscape depictions come from an unpublished MM IB peak sanctuary 

near Kastelli, Stou Mamaloukou, in the form of clay models depicting some sort of 

“mountainous landscapes” (Rethemiotakis and Christakis 2011, 212). Although 

unpublished and thus unable to compare, the identification of these scenes as 

mountainous fits well with the known corpus of landscape scenes. It is to this early period 

that numerous landscape scenes and settings on seals are added in subsequent chapters 

here as some of the earliest examples of the genre.  

 It is not until the Neopalatial period that landscape scenes truly flourish in the 

iconography of various media. The first examples from this period come from roughly 

MM IIIa and include depictions of rockwork, streams, plants, and animals in faience 

pieces associated with the Town Mosaic (Foster 1979). Similarly, a faience model from 

the Temple Repositories at Knossos dated roughly to MM III–LM IA presents a depiction 

of a rocky landscape setting for a nursing scene (Evans 1921–1935, I, 510–511, figs. 

366–367; Panagiotaki 1999, 81–83, fig. 17). Also from the MM III period come a number 

of vessels with painted floral landscape decoration, largely building on the earlier floral 

decoration introduced as early as MM IIB with Kamares Ware (Shank 2002, 71–72). 

These developments are not unique, and the utilization of landscape scenes on pottery, 
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especially, seems to match the timeline of their introduction seen in wall painting (Shank 

2002, 79). 

 The MM IIIB–LM IA period sees an explosion of landscape scenes and settings 

in wall paintings. From Knossos alone come the House of the Frescoes landscape scene, 

scenes of nature from the South House, and the less clearly dated Saffron Gatherer wall 

paintings (Immerwahr 1990, 170, Kn nos. 1–4). The well-known landscape scene 

alongside female figures from Hagia Triada, too, may come from this early LM IA period 

(Immerwahr 1990, 180, A.T. no. 1), and the wall paintings from Thera provide numerous 

examples of landscapes in LC IA, though not in a strictly Minoan context (Morgan 1988; 

Doumas 1992). To this may be added the settings of the Sanctuary Rhyton from Zakros 

(Platon 1971, 164–169) and the Gypsades rhyton (Koehl 2006, 180, no. 764). It is during 

the earlier part of the Neopalatial period that landscapes are most widely utilized in 

iconography, and their use is much less apparent in the succeeding periods. The most 

notable examples of landscape scenes from the LM IB period are the Floral Style vessels 

from the LM IB Special Palatial Tradition (Betancourt 1985, 145–146, pl. 21:D–H) and 

the many seals presented here. 

It is notable that seals comfortably fit within this development of landscape 

iconography, with examples from as early as MM II, if not earlier, and clear evidence of 

development from earlier motifs. The difficulty in dating seals prevents their definite 

placement in any timeline, but the known dates, particularly coming from secure sealing 

deposits, reflect a similar timeline to that presented above, with seals at the earlier end of 

developments. Landscapes on seals flourish from the Protopalatial to Neopalatial period 

with significantly fewer in the later periods of the Bronze Age.  
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CHAPTER 3 

FLORA 

 

 Numerous plants and trees are depicted in Minoan glyptic, and they serve as some 

of the most basic and informative elements of the landscape. The range of identifiable 

flora in the glyptic repertoire is smaller than in Minoan art as a whole, which itself 

includes only a small fraction of the variety of plant life on Crete. Variations and even 

hybrid combinations of papyrus, grass, and palm are readily identifiable on seals and 

sealings. Depictions of flora in Minoan art are popular subjects in scholarship, likely 

resulting from their popularity in Minoan art. Drawing on the extensive scholarship on 

Minoan flora, with additional considerations specific to the glyptic evidence, this chapter 

considers the types and significance of plants and trees found in Minoan glyptic from EM 

II–LM IB, with a focus on those that appear in full landscape scenes or settings. The 

following discussion acts as the second of three significant foundations for understanding 

landscapes on Minoan seals, which, combined with the consideration of the Minoan 

landscape in Chapter 2 and the following investigation of abiotic elements and 

groundlines (Ch. 4), will allow for a more in-depth analysis of landscape scenes, their 

creation, and their use as sociopolitical tools in the later chapters. 

 

Plants and Trees of Minoan Crete 

 The flora on Crete was extensive during the Bronze Age and in some areas 

remains beyond what modern scholars can confidently identify. It is, however, possible to 

discuss plants and trees of Minoan Crete with some certainty. This section briefly looks 
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at the flora of Bronze Age Crete, but it is not necessary to fully discuss the flora of Crete 

here because the Minoans made clear use of very few elements when decorating seal 

faces (for more on the landscape of Crete see Ch. 2 and numerous narrower contributions 

by Rackham and others: Rackham 1972; 1978; 1990a; 1990b; Rackham and Clark 2004). 

Plants, excluding trees, are first discussed with emphasis on which were cultivated and 

which were also or exclusively wild. A separate discussion of trees follows, again with a 

focus on their use and which trees were cultivated during the Bronze Age. Although trees 

are part of the plant (Plantae) kingdom, they are discussed separately here due to their 

significant visual differences. This introduction to Cretan flora allows for an 

understanding of the flora depicted on seals, which are addressed in subsequent sections 

below.    

The plants and trees of Crete are varied and distinct. Most plants of Crete were 

introduced either intentionally or accidentally during the Neolithic period, and a vast 

majority are European in origin, with minorities of Asian (e.g., cypress, pine) and African 

(e.g., yellow violet, grasses) descent (Rackham and Moody 1996, 53). There are 

thousands of species of known flora, an impressive ca. 150 of which are restricted 

entirely or mostly to Crete. The uniquely Cretan flora are best found in the microregions 

that form where gorges have been carved into the landscape (Rackham and Moody 1996, 

54, 57), but the widespread and most commonly used are typically those of more generic 

Mediterranean or eastern Mediterranean regionality. No examples of endemic flora are 

clearly identifiable in the Minoan iconographic repertoire.  
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Plants of Crete 

Any discussion of the plants of Crete must, first and foremost, be centered on 

those which provided the basic sustenance for life. Aside from religious significance, 

which is difficult to thoroughly understand and will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 7, the importance of plants for supporting life is one of the most prevalent and 

well-documented aspects. Grape vines and cereals are the plants most commonly 

associated with the Mediterranean as they form two parts of the modern “Mediterranean 

Triad” of major cash crops along with olives (discussed below), and convincing 

arguments have been made also for the inclusion of pulses (e.g., beans, peas, lentils) to 

form a more complete view of the major crops of the region, especially during the Bronze 

Age (on the Mediterranean triad applied to the Bronze Age: Renfrew 1972; inclusion of 

pulses: Sarpaki 1992; Rackham and Moody 1996, 76). All of these plants—vines, cereals, 

and pulses—were presumably cultivated during the Bronze Age. While cereals may fall 

into the category of grasses, none are clearly identifiable on the species level in glyptic 

iconography. The two remaining plants, vines and pulses, are also not clearly depicted in 

the iconography of Minoan seals in any form. It appears that although certain plants were 

exceptionally important to everyday life and likely trade of the Bronze Age Aegean, the 

Minoans chose not to depict these plants on seals, mirroring the trends seen at Akrotiri 

where the plant motifs “reflect a taste for gardening and travel rather than an interest in 

field crops or the native vegetation” (Rackham 1978, 758; on Minoan gardens: Shaw 

1993). Clearly, other functions were also more important to the Minoan creators, owners, 

and viewers of seals, and it was based on these remaining connotations that iconographic 

elements were chosen.      
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 The wild plants of Crete form most of the repertoire of Cretan Bronze Age art, 

especially on seals. Outside of iconography, the wild plants of Crete are incredibly 

varied, including a number of flowering and fruit bearing plants, as well as a significant 

number of herbs such as thyme, lavender, sage, oregano, and diktamo (Rackham and 

Moody 1996, 71, 73). Local flowers and grasses are crucial elements of Minoan 

depictions of the landscape, as well as, possibly, exotic papyrus. Interestingly, it is 

unclear whether papyrus ever grew substantially on the island of Crete or if depictions 

were based on Egyptian imports, the memories of Minoan travelers to Egypt, or even a 

small number of plants that had been brought to Crete from Egypt (Warren 1976; 2000, 

376–378). More detailed considerations of the plants of Crete are found in Rackham and 

Moody 1996, Grove and Rackham 2001, and Fielding and Turland 2005. Only reeds and 

papyri/sea daffodils make up the small identifiable repertoire of iconographic elements of 

the landscape and are further discussed in their respective sections.  

 

Trees of Crete 

 The trees of Crete are also quite varied in nature and underrepresented in Minoan 

iconography. Again, it is necessary to start with the trees connected to subsistence. Such 

trees are typically those bearing fruits and nuts, which, on Crete, includes native pear and 

almond trees, as well as imported juniper, carob, and fig trees. All of these trees are 

valuable sources of edible products in their wild forms, but it is likely some were also 

cultivated to better increase and control production (e.g., pear trees). It is probable that 

the Minoans relied equally on wild and cultivated plants and trees for subsistence and 

even trade. A significant tree which produced edible fruits and was native to Crete was 
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utilized in both wild and cultivated form: the olive (Grove and Rackham 2001, 162). 

Olives also represent the third point of the “Mediterranean Triad” along with cereals and 

vines, and they are the only member of the “Triad” or expanded quadratic form that may 

be depicted in Minoan glyptic, though their identification in seal iconography is never 

concrete.   

 Various other trees existed in the wild landscape of Bronze Age Crete, including 

cypress, pine, an assortment of oaks, and the Cretan palm. Some non-fruit-bearing trees 

are found in Minoan iconography, such as the miniature forest of cypress trees from 

Knossos (Cameron 1976, 7–8, pl. 3c; Morgan 1988, 17), but palm trees are the most 

frequently depicted tree. Palms could also be classified as fruit bearing, but there is no 

evidence of the more common edible date palm growing extensively on Crete (Rackham 

and Moody 1996, 68). Unfortunately, most of the trees depicted on Minoan seals are not 

detailed enough to allow for identification. As palm trees are the only clearly identifiable 

trees found on seals, they are thoroughly discussed in the palm section below, and olive 

and pine trees are also considered in more detail in the general trees section. 

 

Flora on Seals 

 There are few readily identifiable plants and trees depicted on Minoan seals 

compared to the vast landscape of flora found on the island. Using the search terms found 

in the CMS database as the first level of identification, in keeping with the major goal of 

accessibility of information, further narrowing is done for the current study in order to 

restrict the sample to those examples from EM–LM IB contexts. The elements from these 

categories are generally restricted to variations on a branch (zweig), bunch and border 
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bunch (büschel, randbüschel), dentate branch (zahnzweig), fan (fächer), fir branch 

(tannenzweig), flower (blume), grass (gras), palm (palme), papyrus (papyrus), two- and 

three-leaved plant (zweiblatt, dreiblatt), reed (schilf), small tree (bäumchen), spray 

(sproß), and tree (baum). The flora discussed below are first organized alphabetically into 

these categories, but more specific identification is provided where it is possible to more 

narrowly identify a type, and in a few cases, discrepancies are noted and alternative 

identifications provided. For the largely unidentifiable motifs, groups have been created 

to better fit the general categories of motifs without providing overly specific 

identification. These are presented as Unidentified Botanic Motifs (UBM) 1 and UBM2.  

Identification is done on a case-by-case basis, with the primary goal of providing 

criteria by which plants can be identified by specialists and non-specialists within the 

field of Aegean prehistory. Each category and subcategory is given a clear definition by 

which elements can be identified and categorized, though these often do not coincide 

with the terminology used by the CMS. The identifications and definitions were created 

through a multi-part process. The process started from the CMS terms used to describe 

plant and tree motifs on EM–LM IB seals, and from this groups were made using a 

sample of all published types of depictions of each element, and preliminary definitions 

were created. Not all examples of each motif were studied, but seals were excluded only 

when multiple examples of a motif in the same style and with the same distinguishing 

features arose. From these initial definitions a significant amount of overlap was evident, 

so, to resolve issues of ambiguity, groups were made where definitions could not be 

systematically distinguished (UBM1 and UBM2). The final step involved viewing the 

sample of seals individually and identifying motifs using the newly created definitions 
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(similar to the methodology of Betts and Younger outlined in Younger 2010, 416). This 

practice allowed for the testing and refining of definitions until it was clear that 

identifications could be made systematically and confidently using the proposed 

characteristics. The Appendix provides a list of the elements with definitions, 

characteristics, and associated elements, and a concordance of identifications made in the 

CMS, terminology used by Crowley (2013), and identifications made in the current study 

can also be found in the Appendix.  

The focus of this section is to identify which plants and trees were depicted, how 

they were depicted, how such depictions changed over time, and how each type is 

reflective of or different from depictions of the natural world in other artistic media. In 

order to spotlight the use of plants as elements of landscapes, plant motifs used in a 

decorative way (such as rosettes), those included as part of Cretan Hieroglyphic and 

Linear A, lone plant motifs on an otherwise decorative seal face, and much of the earlier, 

highly stylized depictions of “floral” motifs rather than actual plants, are excluded from 

the present study. The focus here remains on how plants were selected and combined 

with other plants, and even animals, to create clear representations of the natural world.  

 

Flower 

 The flower category is fairly broad and includes a number of largely 

unidentifiable flowering plants. It is one of the easiest broad categories to identify due to 

the clear defining characteristic of the inclusion of the inflorescence of a plant, and as 

such it provides an excellent broad term to be used when more narrow identification is 

not possible or unclear. It is important to note that the papyrus/sea daffodil element (see 
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below) falls under the flower category, but with the possibility of a narrower 

identification, therefore when the identification of a papyrus/sea daffodil is unclear, a 

depiction can confidently and properly be referred to as simply a flower. Although 

flowers are somewhat common elements on seals, unidentifiable flowers are fairly rare. It 

seems as though the flowers chosen by Minoans for inclusion in glyptic iconography are 

more important if clearly identified (i.e., the type of flower was more important than 

simply including a flower), and that the unidentifiable flowers may be simplified beyond 

what our modern eyes can identify but would have been understood as specific flowers 

by Bronze Age viewers. It is worth noting here that flowers are rarely used as simple 

indicators of the natural world and are more often included for some specific value or 

indication of a particular part of the natural world.  

 The flower motif is defined as any plant emerging from an illustrated or implied 

groundline with the inclusion of the inflorescence (Fig. 3.1). Often, such depictions are 

identifiable at the genus or even species level, but others remain beyond what can be 

firmly identified. The unidentifiable flowers of this category are often simplified to the 

point of blurring distinctions of petal shape, the presence or shape of stamens, and, in the 

absence of color, any other distinguishing characteristics. At their simplest, a flower may 

be illustrated as a globular shape at the end of a plant stem (CMS II.8, no. 257), but others 

appear deceptively naturalistic until one attempts to identify details as characteristic of a 

particular type of flower (CMS II.3, no.  51; II.8, no. 195; VI, no. 184). In the end, 

whether simplified or naturalistic, all of the remaining flowers not clearly identified as 

papyrus/sea daffodil are unidentifiable.    
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Figure 3.1. Seal faces from MM II–LM IB showing flowers in a natural setting. 

Scale 2:1 except V Suppl. 3, no. 41 not to scale. Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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 The lily and poppy motifs require a brief consideration here because they are the 

only flowers identified in the CMS that are not identified as landscape elements here. 

Lilies can be found on a handful of seals, but they are never included in landscape scenes 

or settings. Instead, they appear as solitary images (CMS V Suppl. 3, no. 41), alongside 

other non-landscape imagery (CMS VI, no. 130), or, on one sealing from Knossos, held 

in a figure’s hand with no visible setting (CMS II.8, no. 285). There is one instance of 

possible lilies used in a landscape setting on a gold ring without clear provenance (CMS 

II.3, no. 326), but the lack of information and unclear features used to identify the lilies 

exclude it from this study (on lilies: Nibbi 1995; Negbi and Negbi 2000; Aphordhakos 

and Warren 2011). Similarly, poppies appear on a solitary seal ring from the Ramp House 

at Mycenae (CMS I, no. 17), the geography of which is outside the present focus. 

Notably, the poppies on this ring are not part of the natural setting, but instead are held by 

a seated figure, thus removing them from the landscape. Additionally, the crocus, 

although common in other arts of the Aegean Bronze Age, either does not feature on 

seals or is simplified beyond what can be identified by modern viewers.  

Flowers first appear as decorative floral motifs and rosettes in the EM period, but 

flowers in a natural setting do not appear until at least MM II when they mostly 

accompany animals. Depictions of flowers in natural settings are even more common in 

the MM III–LM IB period, where they often appear alongside humans or humans and 

animals. Most of the depictions of unidentifiable flowers are fairly naturalistic, but some 

are also quite simplified (Fig. 3.1, above). There is no truly standard depiction in this 

category, possibly resulting from the fact that most of the unidentifiable flowers were 

actually identifiable by the Minoans who created and viewed the seals on which they 
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appear, meaning the flowers have distinguishing characteristics but not enough to allow 

for clear identification in scientific terms. The papyrus/sea daffodil section below 

provides a more thorough consideration of flower motifs on Minoan seals and includes 

comparanda in other media. Notable here are the many flowers and more schematic floral 

motifs of MM I–III Kamares Ware (Walberg 1976; Betancourt 1985, 95–102, fig. 70, pls. 

9–12) and LM IB Special Palatial Tradition pottery (Betancourt 1985, 145–146, pl. 

21:D–H).  

 

Grass 

Another broad category encompasses numerous unidentifiable grasses (family 

Poaceae or Gramineae). This category, although extensive, is fairly standard in depiction 

due to the uniform and unique way that some, though not all, grasses grow as leaves 

directly from the ground (Morgan 1988, 20; Fielding and Turland 2005, 484–488). The 

reed motif falls under the category of grasses, but it is discussed separately because reeds 

can often be identified beyond the family level. Additionally, many “bunch” and other 

UBM2 motifs more readily fall into the group of grasses and are included here. The 

grasses considered here are mostly the small grasses found in nature all over the world 

and similar visually to the grasses filling typical lawns today. The important cereal 

grasses which likely provided food for Aegean people from the Neolithic on (Sarpaki 

1992; Moody 2012, 251–252, and bibliography) are notoriously absent from glyptic and 

other Minoan arts showing a clear predilection for wild, water-based, and more visually 

intriguing plants. The types of grasses depicted are those encountered in nature and 
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grazed upon by animals. Surely, these are some of the simplest motifs that can clearly 

indicate a landscape setting.  

Grasses are defined as botanic motifs consisting of two or more roughly vertical 

linear elements, either individual or in bunches, emerging directly from a depicted or 

implied groundline with no indication of a separate stem or inflorescence. Aside from 

individual grasses and clusters of grasses, variation in depictions is almost nonexistent 

and limited to slight changes in style or curvature of the linear elements. Identification of 

grasses based on these criteria is not exhaustive, since some grasses grow as central stems 

with leaves and thus fall into the broader UBM2 plant category addressed below, but it 

does allow for a more careful consideration of the depiction of grasses in glyptic. Grasses 

are, in fact, flowering plants, but it is impossible to separate a flowering grass from 

another flower in glyptic, so depictions of identifiable grasses are all shown without 

inflorescence, whereas grasses with flowers may fall under the flower category discussed 

above. This distinction is important because the decision to include the flower shows that 

it is a significant part of the image and should then be part of the focus of any study of 

such iconography.  

Grasses are first added to the glyptic repertoire in MM II with the many new seal 

types that come from the Phaistos sealing deposit. Their use continues through LM I with 

very little change, apart from slight stylistic changes. Sealing styles range from 

naturalistic to highly schematic from MM II–LM I, but the depiction of grasses is hardly 

affected by the style chosen by the artist—a linear element is still a linear element. 

Minute changes are affected more by the tools used by the artist and the material on 

which the tools are used, which can change the depth, shape, and clarity of even a simple 
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line, than by a chosen style. Grasses are found on seals with a wide range of animals, 

humans, and even vessels, and they are often used as filler elements to balance out a 

composition (typically known as “bunch” or “border bunch” motifs). A selection of seals 

with grass depicted in a natural setting are illustrated in Figure 3.2. Notably, generic and 

mostly linear grasses are far less common in ceramics and wall paintings, likely due to 

the ample space for depicting different types of plants to illustrate the exact natural world 

desired. Nowhere are the small and simple grass motifs more useful or utilized than in 

miniature glyptic iconography. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2. Seal faces from MM II–LM IB showing grass in a natural setting. 

Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  

 

 

Palm 

Palms are the only clearly identifiable tree motif found in Minoan glyptic (see 

also Tully 2018, esp. 16). On Crete, the function of the palm is mostly limited to 

production of woven goods and use of the trunk for wood (Morgan 1988, 28; Nugent 
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2019, 245–255). There are two palms proposed as the proper identification of the tree in 

Cretan art; both types are known for pinnate leaves that grow up the full length of the 

trunk, but they have significant differences. The first is the foreign date palm, Phoenix 

dactylifera, which is native to Africa and not known on Crete during the Bronze Age. 

This tree is notable for having a single trunk and edible fruits, which are often 

exaggerated in Egyptian depictions of the tree (Nugent 2017, 315; see also Crowley 

1989, 71–75) but notably absent from most Minoan depictions of palm (an example can 

be seen in the wall painting of the “throne room” at Knossos [Galanakis, Tsitsa, and 

Günkel-Maschek 2017, 57, 74, 81–82, fig. 14]). Alternately, the endemic Cretan palm, 

Phoenix theophrasti, is a smaller variety with forking trunks and largely inedible fruits. 

This inedibility is an oft-repeated characteristic of the Cretan palm, and it is usually used 

as a key argument against such an identification in works of art. Fielding and Turland, 

however, suggest that the fruits are actually edible immediately after picking, though not 

suitable for even short-term storage (2005, 27). Palms grow in a variety of conditions, but 

typically close to fresh water.  

One of the most significant features of the palm are the branches that protrude 

from the entire trunk, which, if left to their own devices, create a mess of dead leaves and 

branches around the base of the trunk (Fig. 3.3). When cultivated, branches are cut back 

and eventually create a pattern similar on the trunk to that on the surface of a pineapple, 

or with slightly protruding branch stubs, for which palm trees are known today. It may 

be, then, that palm trees depicted throughout the Aegean are actually shown in a 

cultivated state with smooth or textured trunks and no indication of dead leaves. It has 

been suggested that such depictions are based on the edible date palm of Egypt due to the 
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lack of necessity for cultivating a tree with inedible fruit (Rackham 1978, 757). However, 

the possibility that the lower branches were harvested for other uses or the trees tended 

for another reason must not be excluded, and artistic license must always be considered, 

all of which open up the possibility of Cretan or Egyptian palms in iconography. The 

focus of scholarship on the wild versus cultivated state of trees is noteworthy and 

addressed more fully in Chapter 6.   

 

 

 

Figure 3.3. Photograph of an untended palm tree in Crete. Photo by the author. 
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 The palm motif, although often the subject of debate, is fairly uncommon in 

glyptic iconography when compared to other motifs. Palms are used to indicate a 

landscape scene/setting but can also be found as a solitary or more schematic decorative 

motif. It appears that palm trees are identifiable beyond what is identified in the CMS, so 

many elements referred to simply as “spray” or “fan” may be more narrowly identified as 

palm in some instances using the criteria presented here. Palm trees are found in a range 

of sizes in nature, from small, almost plantlike trees to the tall elegant trees of postcard 

images. It seems as though Bronze Age artists depicted this full range, but the taller more 

distinguished trees are easier to identify using systematic criteria and, as such, more 

likely to be found in glyptic iconography. Palm trees may be used simply to indicate the 

natural world, may (when identification as P. dactylifera is assumed) function as symbols 

of an exotic landscape or setting, and often appear in seemingly cultic scenes with 

humans and built environments (Tully 2018). The issue of identification is addressed 

here, and the discrepancies between the categorization used in this study and that used in 

the CMS are presented in the concordance in the Appendix. 

 The palm motif represents a whole, intact tree (Fig. 3.4). It is defined as any 

botanic motif emerging from a clear or implied groundline with a length of trunk and 

topped by three or more fronds extending away from the trunk in a downward curve. The 

downward curve is significant in separating the tree from depictions of other plants or 

trees, and there is almost always a single frond pointing straight up at the top of the tree. 

Variations on this general formula affect all parts of the tree. The trunks can be shown in 

widely ranging lengths, and they may be smooth (CMS VI, no. 157) or textured with 

ridges (CMS II.7, no. 87). The fronds are equally varied; some fronds extend as solid 
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entities from the top of the trunk as in CMS II.7, no. 87, others include depictions of the 

individual leaves on one or both sides of the branch as seen on a sealing from Knossos 

(CMS II.8, no. 297, also with clearly depicted fruit). Placement of the fronds is typically 

along a length of the top of the trunk but also appears entirely at the top from a single 

origin (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 55).  

 

 

 

Figure 3.4. Seal faces showing the palm motif from MM II–LM I. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.  

 

 

It is necessary to consider the “fan” and “spray” motifs of the CMS briefly, as 

there is overlap with the palm definition proposed above. The fronds of a palm tree 
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extend out from the trunk in a fan- or spray-like fashion, which allows for identification 

of palms if there is also a coinciding trunk and ground (spray: CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 192; 

fan: CMS II.7, no. 71; II.8, no. 298). However, it is not possible to assign more narrow 

identifications to all fan and spray motifs, and as such they are considered in the UBM2 

group as plants where the trunk is not present or the fronds are not identifiable due to 

their shape or placement.  

 Palms first appear in glyptic iconography as early as MM II–III (CMS VI, no. 

157) in a fairly naturalistic form. Figure 3.4 shows the common examples throughout 

time. The palm motif is not common, though, until LM I and especially later, and even 

during the LM I period its use is extremely limited compared to the overall collection of 

seals and sealings from the period. The LM I depictions range from naturalistic (CMS 

II.7, no. 71; II.8, no. 297) to somewhat schematic (CMS II.7, no. 87; V Suppl. 1A, nos. 

55, 192), and the tree is found mostly alongside women (and in close association with 

shrines), as well as a griffin and lions, suggesting its function is mainly cultic, or at the 

very least not tied to the actual landscape of Crete in which lions and griffins are not 

present. Only a few examples show a solitary tree as the central focus of the seal face. 

Roughly half of the seals with palm motifs published in the CMS show them as part of a 

landscape setting, and the other half show them either as the only indication of an outdoor 

setting or removed from nature entirely. It is possible that all depictions of palms are of 

the date palm P. dactylifera due to the unforked trunk, but in a medium and society where 

scientific accuracy was clearly not the main goal, it is impossible to determine the 

specific identification. 
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 The palm motif appears in pottery in a significant fashion earlier than in glyptic, 

and its use there is more widespread. It is first seen in MM IIB Kamares Ware but fully 

flourishes in MM III when it is used as a “common landscape element which may be 

combined with other landscape motifs” (Shank 2002, 71–72; on Kamares Ware: Walberg 

1976; Betancourt 1985, 95–102, fig. 70. The palm never reaches this level of popularity, 

connection to the natural landscape, or naturalism in glyptic. In pottery, the form is fairly 

standard with pinnate fronds and vertical top frond, and, much like glyptic, the trunks 

range from smooth to visually textured with lines or incisions (Shank 2002, 71–72). It is 

noteworthy that numerous Middle Minoan vessels with palm motifs come from sanctuary 

contexts, then the motif disappears in LM IA before flourishing again in LM IB (Walberg 

1988, 211–212). It is possible the palm had a religious connotation from the Middle 

Minoan period on (Walberg 1992, 244). Palms are also found in wall paintings, the most 

notable coming from outside of Crete in the river scene painted on the east wall of Room 

5 in the West House at Akrotiri, where the palms are associated with a griffin (Morgan 

1988, 160–161, pl. 181, col. pl. B; Doumas 1992, 46–49, 64–67, figs. 30–34). It is worth 

mentioning, too, the later though only tentatively dated fresco of palm trees and griffins 

from the Throne Room at Knossos where fruits are clearly illustrated (Evans 1921–1935, 

IV, 905–913, figs. 884–886, pl. XXXII; Immerwahr 1990, 176, Kn. no. 28; Galanakis, 

Tsitsa, and Günkel-Maschek 2017). Palms are clearly limited in use in Minoan art, and 

their significance is often closely tied to cult (Walberg 1992, 244; Tully 2018), but their 

identification and interpretation are far from certain. 
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Papyrus/Sea Daffodil 

 Papyrus is one of the more difficult plants to place in a Bronze Age context 

because it is unclear whether it ever actually grew on Crete. Papyrus (Cyperus papyrus) 

is native to northern Africa and is a common motif in Egyptian art, where it was used to 

make paper, as food, and for weaving, among other functions (Morgan 1988, 23). The 

plant has a smooth, stalky stem, and grows in standing freshwater or in marshy areas; it 

flowers in the summer as a spray of needles (Nibbi 1995, 139–140; Fig. 3.5). The stalks 

were usually harvested by the Egyptians in their young state (Morgan 1988, 22), but the 

stalks and their flowers wilt almost immediately after cutting (Nibbi 1995, 146).  

There is no solid evidence for papyrus growing on Crete, and the climate does not 

allow any papyrus-based products to survive from the Bronze Age (cf. Warren 1976). As 

a result, the most likely conclusion is that papyrus was either absent or rare on Crete, and 

any depictions of the plant serve primarily to denote foreign or exotic themes. Such 

representations must have been based either on limited experience with the plants locally, 

or they were created from stories, memories, and imports from Africa. The naturalism of 

papyrus is extremely limited in Minoan art where it is usually incorrectly given a leafy 

stalk, leafier flower, and unnatural environment, all of which likely result from a 

combination of limited knowledge of the plant and already formed standards for 

depicting water plants, like reeds. For the Minoans, papyrus almost always indicates a 

watery landscape, such as a riverine scene, and it is often used—similarly to the reed—as 

an environment for waterbirds and their predators. Depictions of solitary or multiple 

papyrus plants also appear on seals, perhaps as a landscape scene or possibly even as an 

indication of foreignness or the foreign trade contacts of the seal user.  



 

 52 

 

Figure 3.5. Drawing of papyrus showing fully grown flowers and subsequent 

growing stages at lower levels (left) and photograph showing papyrus growing in the 

Kew Gardens, London (right). Drawing from Smyth 1851, I, 202, Courtesy British 

Library; photograph public domain, author Arpingstone. 
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It is necessary also to discuss the identification and significance of the sea 

daffodil. It has been argued by R. Porter and others that many motifs identified as 

papyrus may actually include more attributes of the sea daffodil, a debate that is almost 

always centered on the wall painting in the House of the Ladies at Akrotiri (Porter 2000, 

605–613; see also Cerceau 1985, 182; Doumas 1992, 36; Baumann 1993, 174–175; 

Tucker 2004, 735; cf. Warren 1976; Rackham 1978, 757; Morgan 1988, 22; Walberg 

1992, 242; Nibbi 1995, 141; Sarpaki 2000, 664). Using the criteria from Porter’s 

argument, sea daffodils (Pancratium maritimum) can be identified where anthers and 

basal leaves are illustrated, and papyrus is only clearly identified by the absence of 

anthers. Although convincing in theory and images, Bronze Age Aegean artists, 

especially seal artists, were not scientific illustrators, and their works of art rarely 

reproduce nature with enough detail to read into attributes like anthers. While papyrus is 

convincingly identified in life-size paintings like that in the House of the Ladies at 

Akrotiri (Doumas 1992, 34–37, figs. 1–5), in the absence of naturalistic scaling in glyptic 

it is almost impossible to distinguish papyrus from the sea daffodil. Some scholars 

suggest the identification of papyrus is correct (notably Warren 1976; Betts 1978). Upon 

consideration of the published examples, the distinction between papyri and sea daffodils 

cannot be systematically clarified for much of the glyptic evidence, which requires an 

open interpretation allowing for either plant in all instances. Because of this, the sea 

daffodil must also be considered further. 

The sea daffodil, or sea lily, (Pancratium maritimum) is a smaller flowering plant 

commonly found on Crete (Fig. 3.6). It grows in sandy areas near shores and produces 

plants with basal leaves and flowers which, when flattened, take on the scalloped shape 
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of many papyrus/sea daffodil depictions. Notable are the clear anthers that stick out from 

the top of the flower and the thick stem that holds up the blooms. The plant blooms at 

night with multiple strongly scented flowers in late summer, after most other flowers 

have died (Fielding and Turland 2005, 453). Porter suggests this late development 

elevates it to the cult status of lilies and crocuses (Porter 2000, 605–613). The sea 

daffodil identification in iconography was first proposed by S. Marinatos for the wall 

painting in the House of the Ladies at Akrotiri (Marinatos 1972, 39). 

 

 

 

Figure 3.6. Photograph of sea daffodils at Malia Beach. Photo Cayambe / CC BY-

SA (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0). 
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If a sea daffodil identification is accepted even partially, it changes the meaning 

of the plants and the scenes in which they are included because the foreign element is 

lost. It is important to note, however, that depictions with taller plants (more likely to be 

identified as papyrus) are found on seals with waterbirds (CMS VI, no. 459; XII, no. 

221), a monkey (CMS II.8, no. 262), and griffins (CMS II.6, no. 102; VI, no. 321; Fig. 

3.7). Shorter examples (more likely to be identified as sea daffodil?) appear alone on seal 

faces (CMS IV, no. 200; X, no. 230) or with less foreign animals like goats (CMS II.7, no. 

62). Although they cannot be systematically separated on the basis of scale, it remains 

possible that both are depicted in different types of scenes, or they may all be hybridized 

versions of multiple plants. It simply cannot be determined with certainty, and identifying 

papyrus based on its inclusion in an exotic scene is often a circular argument.    

Like the palm, the papyrus or sea daffodil is another useful though not especially 

common indicator of landscape in Minoan art and the only identifiable flowering plant 

used in such a way. The motif is used to indicate an entire landscape scene/setting, but it 

is also depicted as the lone motif on a seal face. The papyrus/sea daffodil motif overlaps 

slightly with the “spray” motif, but it is best to leave elements that are not clearly papyrus 

or sea daffodils in a more general flower or UBM2 category. Papyrus is unique in its 

presumed use for creating exotic landscapes by the simple inclusion of the motif and the 

assumption of its foreign nature, a conclusion that is shaky when based on various 

misunderstandings and unknowns that surround such depictions, but also takes on a 

symbolic role when placed alongside griffins or highlighted on a wall (Morgan 1988, 24). 

The motif is used to create a riverine or “Nilotic” scene (Pearce 2017), likely a  
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Figure 3.7. Seal faces showing the papyrus/sea daffodil motif from MM III–LM I. 

Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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misrepresentation of their affinity for standing water. The use of the sea daffodil is less 

clear and harder to understand, especially since its identification is precarious, but its 

cultic association is possible given its strong scent and unique flowering timeline.  

The papyrus/sea daffodil motif as a part of the landscape is illustrated as a whole 

plant and defined as any botanic motif on an implied or illustrated groundline with a 

triangular, fan-shaped inflorescence. The form is not standardized, and rarely do two 

representations look alike, and the stem is shown in a variety of lengths from taller than a 

human to virtually nonexistent. The stem may be bare, with leaves at the bottom, or with 

leaves running up the entire length of the stalk. The leaves are usually pointed but 

multiple isolated motifs have rounded leaves. The inflorescence ranges widely in detail as 

well, with some as empty triangles or half-circles, others with a few to many vertical 

lines fanned out in the flower, some solitary examples with cross-hatched flowers, a few 

more stylized versions with curved horizontal lines filling the flower, and at least one 

with two circles inside the flower. Sometimes there is a single vertical line in the middle 

of the flower which occasionally protrudes from the top, other times there are multiple 

lines or small dots protruding at the top of the flower. It is due to this variety that a 

narrow identification is difficult, and that the shape of the flower remains as the key 

attribute. 

The first instance of a papyrus/sea daffodil motif in a natural setting in glyptic 

occurs in MM III–LM I, and it is in an elaborate landscape scene on a ring from Hagios 

Charalambos (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 46; Fig. 3.2). Excepting the earliest possible dating 

of the ring, papyri/sea daffodils in a natural setting are limited to the LM I period when a 

range of styles from highly schematic (CMS II.3, no. 12; IV, no. 200) to fairly naturalistic 
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(CMS II.8, no. 262; VI no. 459) occur. The most schematic examples, often borderline 

unidentifiable, are mostly confined to seals where the motif is the only clear decoration, 

or it is joined by other unidentifiable plant motifs. On the more readily identified seals, 

the motif is associated with waterbirds, griffins, goats, monkeys, and humans (see Fig. 

3.7 for examples). The motif never fully flourishes, and its use remains limited through 

the LM I period. 

The papyrus and/or sea daffodil motif appears in wall paintings, on pottery, and in 

highly stylized form in jewelry. The motif is found in two well-known Neopalatial wall 

paintings on Crete, one from the Royal Villa at Hagia Triada where it grows in an 

impossible rocky setting (Morgan 1988, 23; Immerwahr 1990, 180, A.T. no. 1), and 

papyrus or possibly both papyrus and sea daffodil are found in the wall painting from the 

House of the Frescoes at Knossos (Cameron 1968; Immerwahr 1990, 170, Kn no. 2). Life 

size or larger papyrus is found in wall paintings in the House of the Ladies (Doumas 

1992, 34–37, figs. 2–5) and alongside palm trees in the miniature river scene from the 

West House at Akrotiri (Morgan 1988, 160–161, pl. 181, col. pl. B; Doumas 1992, 46–

49, 64–67, figs. 30–34). Papyrus is also illustrated on pottery, notably on a LM IB ewer 

from Palaikastro (Betancourt 1985, pl. 21:F). It does not appear to be one of the most 

widespread motifs, though it is found in a wide range of media.  

 

Reed 

The only identifiable form of grass in iconography is the reed. Although non-reed 

grasses are depicted on seals and serve various food (animal and human) and likely 

weaving/building functions (examples survive especially well at Akrotiri, Thera: 
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Marinatos 1971, 31; Rackham 1972, 295; Morgan 1988, 20; Sarpaki 2000, 665), only 

reeds can be readily identified and warrant further consideration. Two main types of reed 

are found on Crete: the giant reed (Arundo donax), larger with a hollow stem and wide 

leaves, and the common reed (Phragmites communis/australis) with a smaller stem and  

narrower leaves. Both types have central stems with flat, pointed leaves arching out in 

various directions from the stem up the full height of the plant, and they produce tuft-like 

flowers at the top (Fielding and Turland 2005, 484–485; Fig. 3.8). Reeds grow in wet 

areas and are often included as an indication of a marshy riverine setting in various media 

(Pearce 2017, 40–45; Morgan 2020, 177–182). As such, reed landscapes are typically 

inhabited by waterbirds and sometimes their feline predators. In life reeds served basic 

building and weaving functions, but there is also evidence for their use as writing utensils 

in Egypt (Mabberley 2008, 658; Nugent 2019, 198), and at least one example of their use 

as a “stamp” for wall painting at Akrotiri (Vlachopoulos 2000, 639). In the absence of 

direct evidence, the role of reeds in Bronze Age Crete is unclear, but they almost always 

indicate a landscape setting in glyptic iconography and there are connections to fertility 

suggested (Marinatos 1993, 194). 

Reeds are the last readily identifiable motif used in landscape scenes/settings on 

seals. They can be separated from other grasses because, whereas grasses grow as 

multiple leaves directly from the ground or in patches of leaves with a shared connection 

to the ground, reeds are shown as a stem with leaves growing up its length (an 

identification also supported by Morgan 1988, 20). By definition, then, reeds are any 

botanic motif emerging from a real or implied groundline with a central stem and leaves 

emerging on either side and curving down and away from the stem. The inflorescence is 
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never shown in glyptic. The only true variation, outside of minor scale and thickness 

differences, is whether the leaves grow alternately or directly opposite one another on 

either side of the stem, and the elegant curve seen in identifiable depictions of reeds is 

important in separating the plant from other botanic motifs. Reeds may be depicted alone  

 

 

 

Figure 3.8. Photograph of reeds in East Crete. Photo R. Salmon. 

 

 

or in groups. Using these criteria, reeds can be identified only in seals with waterbirds 

and/or cats or lions, a trend which matches their natural wet environment. One incredible 
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though unprovenanced example even shows reeds lining a river with fish depicted from 

above (CMS XII, no. 138). It is clear, then, that reeds are included in landscape settings to 

suggest a specific type of setting.   

Reeds are an almost exclusively LM I phenomenon, but one MM II–III example 

from Zakros shows a lion in an elegant and naturalistically rendered rocky reedscape 

(Fig. 3.9). The remaining examples from LM I are found on seals and sealings with 

waterbirds, and one depiction of a cat hunting water birds appears to have a reed included 

in the landscape setting. Unlike other motifs found in glyptic, reeds seem to be illustrated 

and used in a highly standardized way and always in connection with water. Although 

standardized, reeds are not found on a high concentration of seals, and instead their 

depiction seems fairly limited in number and style—almost all of the published seals on 

which reeds can be firmly identified are more naturalistic. Although limited, reeds play a 

significant role in the creation of full landscape settings in glyptic and elsewhere. 

Reeds first appear in Kamares Ware pottery as early as MM IIA (Walberg 1976; 

Betancourt 1985, 95–102, fig. 70), and fully flourish by MM IIIA (Betancourt 1985, 108–

111, fig. 84:L). Especially impressive are the LM IB Special Palatial Tradition vessels 

painted by the “Reed Painters” (Popham 1967, 342; Betancourt 1985, 145–146, pl. 21:A–

C; 2015). Additionally, reeds feature frequently in wall paintings. At least as early as LM 

IA there are examples from the Unexplored Mansion (Cameron 1984; Chapin 1997) and 

South House (Evans 1921–1935, II, 378, fig. 211; Immerwahr 1990, 170, Kn no. 4) at 

Knossos, a frieze from Katsambas (Alexiou 1960, 318; M. C. Shaw 1978; Immerwahr 

1990, 182, Ka no. 1), and an example from the Royal Villa at Hagia Triada (Immerwahr 

1990, 180, A.T. no. 1). A notable later example comes from the dense reeds of the  
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Figure 3.9. Seal faces showing the reed motif from MM II–LM I. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 63 

Throne Room at Knossos (Evans 1921–1935, IV, 905–913, figs. 884–886, pl. XXXII; 

Immerwahr 1990, 176, Kn no. 28). Outside of Crete, one example comes from LC IA 

Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, where there is a marshy landscape full of reeds and waterbirds 

(Vlachopoulos 2000), and another example comes from the Northeast Bastion at Hagia 

Irini, Kea (Morgan 2020, 289–299, figs. 8.5–8.8). Reeds are common in a variety of 

media, yet only sparingly illustrated in glyptic.  

 

Tree 

The tree and small tree motifs represent a broad and largely unidentifiable 

category which is extremely limited in glyptic. Only one significant change to the CMS 

terminology is presented here, that the term “small tree” is unnecessary due to a lack of 

any standardized or naturalistic scaling of elements on seal faces, so the broad “tree” is 

instead used to classify all unidentifiable trees. Palm trees fit into the broader tree 

category, but due to their distinctive nature they are possible to identify and, as such, 

addressed separately above. Some of the trees identified as palm trees are not identified 

as such in the CMS terminology, so it is necessary to refer to the Appendix for a 

concordance of identifications presented here and in the CMS to see how terms interact. 

This section is reserved for the remaining trees with unclear or uncharacteristic features 

which do not allow for identification at the genus or species level, or, for many, even the 

family level. As with many of the categories presented here, simplification beyond our 

modern understanding is the enemy of identification, but one possible subcategory is 

proposed following the same criteria addressed below (UBM1) for the potential 

identification of olive branches. Olive trees are similarly considered here, but they are 
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only presented as a possible identification for highly simplified motifs and remain 

unidentifiable to any degree of certainty. Overall, the impression given by tree motifs is 

that the Minoans either valued the inclusion of a tree to indicate the natural world over 

the inclusion of a specific tree, or the trees that are unidentifiable to us today were 

standardized and iconic for the Minoans who would have been able to easily read the 

images. The original intent can never be known, so it is necessary to assess trees based 

only on what can be seen by modern eyes with a focus on the Bronze Age context. 

 The possibility that olive and/or pine trees may be represented necessitates a brief 

consideration here. These trees represent additional important parts of the Minoan 

landscape and likely everyday life that are strangely absent from the glyptic iconographic 

repertoire. Wall paintings provide a few examples of olive trees (examples come from 

Knossos in the House of the Frescoes: Cameron 1968, 11–12, 25, figs. 7:B–E, 12; Chapin 

and Shaw 2006, 78; the North Entrance: Evans 1921–1935, III, 160–191; Immerwahr 

1990, 174, Kn no. 21, pls. 36–37; and possibly the Sacred Grove and Dance fresco: 

Evans 1921–1935, III, 66–80, pl. XVIII; Immerwahr 1990, Kn no. 16, pl. 23) and 

possibly pine (from the West House at Akrotiri: (Morgan 1988, 18, pl. 14–15; Doumas 

1992, 46–49, 68–72, figs. 35–37), but full trees are an overall rare motif or at the very 

least hard to clearly identify. It is widely accepted that olive (wild and cultivated) and 

pine trees were utilized to some extent during the Bronze Age for timber and various 

other resources including oil and resin (Morgan 1988, 17–18; Hamilakis 1996, and 

others; Grove and Rackham 2001, 51, 53, 162; Margaritis and Jones 2008, 383; Moody 

2012, 249). It is possible, then, that their familiarity with the trees led to the 

simplification and stylization of iconographic motifs to the level of a symbol readily 
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identifiable by at least some viewers of the time but beyond the understanding of modern 

viewers. It is not possible to actually assign this identification to any seal motifs, but the 

strong possibility must be acknowledged.  

 Trees are always shown in their whole form (cf. various “branch” motifs of the 

UBM1 group below). The motif is identified as any botanic motif emerging from a 

groundline, vessel, or structure with a thick stem or trunk, a branching form, and clumps 

or clusters at the ends of branches indicating foliage. The wide range of tree types are 

illustrated by notable examples in Figure 3.10. Outside of palms, no trees can be further 

identified on any scientific level, but the foliage clumps are often bulbous in form, so it is 

possible the same tree, perhaps a sacred or especially useful variety, is meant in the 

majority of depictions. Individual leaves are frequently illustrated within the rounded 

clumps, but these too are naturalistic insofar as they create the sense of a real tree, but do 

not stand up to comparison against trees in nature.   

 The first true trees do not appear in glyptic until the LM I period, when they are 

found on a number of signet rings generally understood as showing some sort of 

ceremonial activity. They usually grow either on their own, out of rocky ground, or out of 

a structure often identified as a shrine or altar. A notable signet from Mochlos (CMS II.3, 

no. 252) shows a woman in a boat with a tree emerging from a shrine, suggesting the tree 

is either potted or in a harvested state. The forms are never standardized beyond the 

general branching shape with bulbous foliage, but almost all include the distinction of 

individual leaves either through lines in the foliage clump (CMS II.3, no. 15), dots or 

lines around the clumps (CMS II.3, no. 252), a combination of lines and dots (CMS II.3, 

no. 305), jagged edges (CMS II.6, no. 2), or in some instances individual leaves are  
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Figure 3.10. Seal faces showing the tree motif from LM I. Scale 2:1. Drawings 

from CMS with permission. 
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clearly outlined or modeled (CMS II.6, no. 1; IV, no. 321). Trees are not depicted on their 

own but commonly used as an indication of a landscape setting (CMS II.3, no. 305; II.6, 

nos. 2, 5, 6), and often trees are part of a structure as well (CMS II.6, no. 1). Animals are 

rarely associated with trees, the more common association being humans, mostly women 

but also men, and they are restricted to seals of a mostly naturalistic style. As mentioned 

above, trees are found in wall paintings, and a notable early example of relief trees 

decorate a MM II vessel from Quartier Mu at Malia (Detournay, Poursat, and 

Vandenabeele 1980, 120–123, figs. 170–175). Trees, identifiable or otherwise, remain a 

rare motif in all Minoan art.  

 

Unidentified Botanic Motif 1: Trees (Branch, Dentate Branch, Fir Branch) 

 The branch, dentate branch, and fir branch categories are some of the broadest 

categories with the highest number of possible flora being depicted. Depictions of 

branches are also, unfortunately, all too schematic to allow for more narrow 

identifications of plants or trees. This category must remain broad, but possible 

identifications are provided below with the major caveat that none of the known 

depictions allow for the narrow identification of any genus or even family of tree or 

shrub, let alone species. A significant change to the current categorization in the CMS 

suggests the more careful distinction between motifs from this broad category and the 

UBM 2 category. In this distinction a branch is accepted as anything that depicts part of a 

tree or shrub removed from its whole and depicted as a separate entity, and plants of the 

UBM2 category are defined as unidentifiable botanic motifs emerging from a clear 

ground or groundline (not clearly removed from a greater whole), though an exception is 
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addressed in the UBM2 section. Both are addressed more fully below and in the next 

section. 

Branches are, broadly, any unidentifiable botanic motif of fairly linear style 

depicting a part of a tree or shrub separate from any clear association with a ground or 

groundline. Depictions of the motif range from a single linear element to fully branching 

and/or leaf covered objects. On seals depicting natural environments, which are the main 

focus of this study, branches are typically more naturalistic, though simplified, than 

examples from seals with decoration less based on nature. Branches most often have a 

central “stem” created from a single cut or drilled line from which short leaves or 

needles, again made simply and quickly as single cut or drilled lines, grow on one or both 

sides at varying intervals. Variations include different lengths and thicknesses of leaves, 

alternating, opposing, or randomly spaced leaves, leaves growing on only one side, a 

partial length of “stem” without leaves, rarely the exclusion of a clear central part, and 

even rarer examples with rounded, instead of linear, leaves. See Figures 3.11–3.12 below 

for a comprehensive, though not exhaustive, range of branch depictions.     

 A couple subcategories are proposed by the CMS, but a clear and consistent 

distinction between a branch, a dentate branch, and a fir branch based on identifiable 

attributes is not possible. Dentate branches are more stylistically determined, almost 

exclusively restricted to Late Bronze (LB) III, and more common on the mainland, 

suggesting the one LM I–II example included in this study is an outlier and more likely 

falls in the later end of its dating. Additionally, the often-haphazard identification of a fir 

branch does not contribute more significantly to scholarship than does the identification 

of a branch. This study proposes the broader category of branch as the narrowest 
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definable and usable category. It is necessary to discuss possible botanic identifications 

that may fit under the branch motif because such a discussion preemptively answers 

many questions about absent motifs in the iconographic repertoire, but it is important to 

remain speculative in this assessment because none of these trees are readily identifiable. 

Additionally, the following consideration makes it clear that assigning names like “fir” to 

unidentifiable branch motifs may severely limit our understanding of the group of motifs.  

 The absence of consistent scaling of figures and other motifs along with the quick 

and simplified style in which many of these branches are created severely limit any 

consideration of the plants depicted. However, the extreme simplification and 

standardization of the depictions of branches suggest they were elevated to the status of a 

symbol, a status surely reserved for depictions of the more common and useful plants and 

trees of the Minoan world (Nugent 2016, 558). In the case of branch motifs with 

opposing or alternating linear leaves or needles, it is suggested that pine and/or olive trees 

were illustrated in a well-known symbol form, in which case a branch may even represent 

the entire tree. The problem with identification comes down to the lack of distinguishing 

characteristics for these types of branches—where flowers may be identified by leaves, 

petals, and anthers, branches with straight leaves and no tree for context elude 

identification. It is important to include these possible identifications because outside of 

the branch and possible tree motifs, pine and olive trees are entirely absent in the Minoan 

repertoire, a void that extends into other media where clearly identified branches are rare 

and always decorative (examples of likely olive branches found in Kamares Ware: 

Walberg 1976; Betancourt 1985, 95–102, fig. 70, pls. 9–12; and LM IB pottery of the 

Olive Spray Painter: Popham 1967, 341; Betancourt 1985, 145, pl. 21:D; pine trees are 
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seen in the West House at Akrotiri: Morgan 1988, 18, pl. 14–15; Doumas 1992, 46–49, 

68–72, figs. 35–37). It is well documented that the Minoans utilized both pine and olive 

trees extensively during the Bronze Age (Morgan 1988, 17–18; Hamilakis 1996; Grove 

and Rackham 2001, 51, 53, 162; Moody 2012, 249), and it would follow that they would 

depict such important trees. It must, then, be considered at least probable that branch and 

tree motifs depict standardized symbols of these important trees (and others) that are 

otherwise absent in Minoan art, but probable is as far as this identification can go (for 

more on olive trees see “Tree” above). 

 Branches are some of the most frequently depicted landscape elements found on 

Minoan seals. Branches, according to the definition presented in this study, do not appear 

as part of the natural world on seals until MM II, when they first appear in highly 

schematic form and in a rough, deeply hand-cut style on the soft stone prisms mainly 

associated with Malia (CMS II.2, nos. 163a, 184a). Simultaneously, depictions of 

branches are also common on many of the more naturalistic seal impressions from MM II 

Phaistos (CMS II.5, nos. 256, 297), where depictions are still hand-cut, but smoother and 

more carefully executed. Such depictions most frequently show leaves that narrow at the 

base and at the end (e.g., CMS II.6, no. 244), a leaf shape found on olive trees. In both 

instances—the schematic Malia seals and the more naturalistic Phaistos sealings—branch 

motifs are included alongside animals to suggest a natural environment on the seal face, 

but they also serve the important artistic function of balancing the composition and filling 

empty space. One function (creating an environment) certainly does not negate the other 

(compositional) and vice versa. It is important to note that by the end of the MM II period 

branches of almost every type appear: one and two sided; with randomly, evenly, widely, 
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and narrowly spaced leaves; with and without a leafless part of the “stem;” with and 

without a clear central “stem;” with leaves that are pointed on one end, both ends, and 

rounded; and in highly schematic and more naturalistic styles (Fig. 3.11). Only the 

“dentate branch” is not seen, but this motif is not popular until LB III. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.11. Seal faces showing UBM1 motifs from MM II. Scale 2:1. Drawings 

from CMS with permission. 

 

 

 In the Neopalatial period (MM III–LM IB) the same types and styles seen in MM 

II continue, and the use of branches as balancing and filling motifs as well as indicators 

of landscape scenes/settings continues as well (Fig. 3.12). Branches are typically still 

shown alongside animals, and occasionally humans. The deeply-cut, soft stone seals of 
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the MM II period are largely absent from the MM III–LM IB repertoire, but equally 

schematic examples are found in the new talismanic style (e.g., CMS IV, no. D41) that 

develops with the development of the horizontal spindle (Kenna 1969b; Onassoglou 

1985; on the drill see Anastasiadou 2011, 43–44). Similarly, naturalistic depictions are 

taken to extremes of naturalism using the new drill, but this is rarely evidenced by more 

naturalistic branches, which instead remain simplified and standardized, yet another 

argument in favor of branches acting as well-known symbols. Branches, using the 

definition proposed here, are rare in the Neopalatial period, where plants emerging from 

an illustrated or implied groundline are more common than randomly placed branches, 

and the naturalism of depictions extends to the placement of objects and techniques used 

to balance and fill compositions. Again, though, a wide range of branch types are found 

in this period with the inclusion of a rare early dentate branch illustrated as rows of leaves 

lacking a “stem” (CMS II.3, no. 90).   

 

 

 

Figure 3.12. Seal faces showing UBM1 motifs from MM III–LM IB. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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Unidentified Botanic Motif 2: Plants (Bunch, Fan, Two- and Three-leaved Plants, Spray) 

The bunch, fan, two-leaved plant, three-leaved plant, and spray motifs are also 

highly utilized and, similar to the UBM1 categories, broad and not clearly identified or 

distinguished. This study again proposes the use of broader groups for these categories 

due to an inability to identify the plants in any of the depictions, as well as the 

inconsistent terminology and lack of a systematic set of identifying characteristics by 

which the categories may be separated. The problematic identification and use of overly 

specific terms prevent scholarship from using standardized terminology in publications 

and the interpretation of known and new seals alike. Similarly, the categories identified 

as bunch, fan, two- and three-leaved plants, and spray, although specific and useful for 

description, do not provide information usable for the furtherment of scholarship on 

plants in Minoan glyptic, and may very well separate plants of the same type into 

multiple categories, thus actually hindering interpretation. It is also apparent that many of 

these categories likely cover the same type of plant or serve a generic plant purpose, just 

in different styles or techniques. Overall, motifs of the UBM2 group are some of the most 

commonly used elements to create landscape scenes/settings on seals.   

 Plants of the UBM2 group are unidentifiable depictions of complete plants 

without flowers that are shown emerging from an illustrated or implied groundline. These 

depictions include two or more leaves emerging either directly from the ground or from a 

central stem. An important exception to this definition exists within the categories of 

bunches, fans, and sprays, all of which may occasionally appear exclusive of a groundline 

to fill empty space on seal faces, though an implied groundline can be considered (see 

Ch. 4). Such motifs are distinguished from the more commonly groundlineless branch by 
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their compactness, usually restricted to short collections of two or more leaves, and the 

fact that the leaves emerge from a single point with no stem. Depictions of unidentified 

plants as part of a landscape scene/setting typically have nondescript stems and leaves 

created by simple linear cuts or drill lines, with almost no identifying characteristics like 

leaf shape, texture, and comparative size included in glyptic depictions. Variations on 

plant motifs are similar to those seen in the UBM1 category in the depiction of leaves on 

one or both sides of the stem, alternating or opposite one another on both sides of the 

stem, at regular or random intervals, with a variety of leaf shapes and thicknesses, the 

inclusion or exclusion of a clear central stem, and varying heights of the plants. As 

addressed above, most of the subcategories proposed by the CMS are contrary to the 

identifications possible and necessary for the appropriate advancement of scholarship. It 

is, however, possible to identify palm, papyrus/sea daffodil, and even spears occasionally 

in motifs of this category, and such depictions are instead included in their respective 

sections or excluded entirely. See the Appendix for a more thorough consideration of 

naming and identification alongside a concordance with searchable CMS terms. 

 Depictions of unidentifiable plants as part of a landscape scene/setting, according 

to the definition followed in this study, first appear, though rarely, in the EM III–MM IA 

period in a rough and schematic style (Fig. 3.13). These cover a wide range of types 

including single sided, double sided, leaves placed opposite and alternating on the stem, 

and two- to many-leaved plants. These and other types appear also on seals and seal 

impressions from MM II. The developments of this period are similar to those discussed 

above for the UBM1 group including the development of depictions on both schematic 

and deeply cut seals, such as those from Malia, as well as on more naturalistic seals, 
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notably those from the Phaistos sealing deposit. Although the more naturalistic seals tend 

to depict more elegant and meticulously carved plants, the depictions from these extreme 

ends of the spectrum (and everything in between) lack true naturalism in their shapes and 

textures, and as such remain entirely unidentifiable. The plants in this category are never 

depicted by more than a few simple linear elements. Comparable to motifs in the UBM1 

group, unidentified plants are often used compositionally to balance and fill designs on 

seal faces, and, at the same time, are used symbolically to indicate landscape 

scenes/settings in combination with other plants and/or animals and occasionally humans.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.13. Seal faces showing UBM2 motifs from EM III–MM II. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.    

 

 

There are no major changes in the depictions of unidentifiable plants in the MM 

III–LM IB period (Fig. 3.14). The same wide range of types addressed above are found 

on Neopalatial seals, and the motifs continue to be used as balancing/filling components 

as well as indicators of the natural world. Whereas motifs of the UBM2 group are 
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depicted alongside other plants and animals, there is an important addition to the 

repertoire in this period which includes depictions of vessels in landscape settings (i.e., 

surrounded by any number of plants). The UBM2 group of motifs are also found on an 

equally wide range of stylistic seal types, from highly schematic talismanic style seals to 

more naturalistic seals. Again, in keeping with the themes presented above for the UBM1 

group, depictions on schematic and naturalistic seals may range in elegance of execution, 

but not in the naturalism of the plants themselves. All plants of the Neopalatial period are 

created using a collection of linear cuts or drilled elements, and all remain impossible to 

identify beyond their identification as plants.   

 

 

 

Figure 3.14. Seal faces showing UBM2 motifs from MM III–LMIB. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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Conclusion 

 Plants and trees of various types, most unidentifiable, are not only common but 

crucial aspects of the natural world as it is depicted on seals and signet rings. They first 

appear in landscape scenes and settings as early as EM III–MM IA, flourish by the MM 

II period and continue in use through LM IB. Although their significance is not always 

understood, it is clear that they act as crucial indicators that a landscape scene or setting 

is intended. 

 It is highly likely that the landscape examples of plant and tree motifs addressed 

above are largely based on earlier depictions of similar floral motifs, much in the same 

vein as developments in pottery outlined by A. Furumark (1972, 134–135, 150) and 

elaborated by G. Walberg (1986; 1992, 241). Figure 3.15 illustrates a few examples of 

earlier schematic and decorative floral elements which likely laid the iconographic 

groundwork for the later depictions of such elements in natural settings. Notable are early 

spiral, trefoil, fan, branch, leaf, and triangle motifs which surely allow for the 

development of fully formed plants depicted in and creating natural settings by the 

Middle Minoan period. Many such shapes can be identified in the examples throughout 

this chapter, such as the triangle, leaf, spiral, and branch motifs creating a papyrus/sea 

daffodil; a combination of leaf and branch motifs creating reeds; and spirals, fans, and 

leaves creating palms. Although landscape scenes and settings are a new development in 

the MM II period, floral and plant inspired motifs are some of the earliest found on seals 

in the Early Bronze Age. 

 The earliest date for landscape scenes/settings in Minoan glyptic is possibly as 

early as EM III, but nature-focused seals are seen more readily by MM II. The first  
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Figure 3.15. Seal faces showing floral decorative motifs found on seals from the 

EM II–MM I period which likely served as precursors to the landscape elements of later 

periods. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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landscape elements to appear are the most generic: grass, UBM1 and UBM2 motifs, with 

a few early examples of flowers and palms. Most of the earlier examples come from the 

naturalistic seals from the sealing deposit at Phaistos, but many examples also come from 

soft stone seals of the type associated mainly with Malia. It is important to note that 

although landscape scenes and settings are found by MM II, they are by no means 

popular, but instead make up an extremely small number of the published seals.  

 The MM III–LM IB period sees the continuation of the grass, UBM1, UBM2, 

flower, and palm motifs, with the slight variations that flowers and palms (especially in 

LM I) appear more frequently, and branches (from UBM1) become less popular as time 

goes on. The papyrus/sea daffodil and reed motifs appear around MM III, but both are 

more popular during the LM I period. Trees appear to be the only exclusively LM I motif, 

although reeds are almost only found on seals from the LM I period. Throughout time the 

use of landscape elements does not appear to change drastically, and none appear 

restricted to or excluded from a particular style. 

 Overall, landscape elements of flowers, grasses, palms, papyri/sea daffodils, 

reeds, trees, and the various elements of the UBM1 and UBM2 categories were utilized 

by Minoan seal artists to create clearly illustrated landscape settings, full and elaborate 

landscape scenes, and even hint at outdoor landscape settings with the mere inclusion of a 

bunch of grass or a tree branch. Such elements surely took on a number of various 

compositional, geographic, and even cultic roles in different depictions, many of which 

we cannot begin to understand from the limited evidence that survives. The significance 

of each element in the Minoan world has been addressed above, and a thorough 

consideration of different types of landscape scenes and settings are laid out in Chapter 5, 
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and then in Chapter 6 the way in which the Minoans translated the natural world into 

iconography is explored. Before landscape scenes and settings can be explored more 

fully, the remaining abiotic elements are discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ABIOTIC ELEMENTS AND GROUNDLINES 

 

 The abiotic elements of mountains and hills, rocks, and water, as well as the 

various groundlines used to create an entire setting in an often drastically simplified way, 

are some of the lesser studied yet arguably most important aspects of the landscape in 

Minoan iconography. The flora make up the most obvious and recognizable aspect of the 

landscape, but the rocks and groundlines create the space in which that lively landscape 

and whatever scene might be depicted within it exist, and sometimes abiotic elements like 

rocks make up an entire landscape setting devoid of flora. It is these abiotic elements that 

can also help elevate a few sprigs of plantlife from decoration to full environment. As a 

result of such elements being largely understudied, an in-depth consideration of the 

various abiotic landscape elements found on seals from EM II–LM IB, their significance 

in Minoan art, and their relationship to the natural world of Bronze Age Crete fill the 

following pages, allowing this chapter to complete the foundation upon which the 

analyses of subsequent chapters build.  

 

The Abiotic Landscape of Crete 

 It is possible to discuss the general abiotic landscape of Crete, but the natural 

features are numerous and vary across the island, the full range of which are not depicted 

in iconography, and, especially with easily mobile objects like seals, it is impossible to 

connect seal iconography to a particular location (i.e., landscape). Only a brief 

consideration of general rock types and formations is necessary to make it clear that 
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artists of Crete were drawing inspiration generally from their surroundings, but it is not 

possible to identify specific rock types or formations in a medium devoid of color and 

relative scaling (for more on specific aspects of Cretan geology see, e.g., Farrand and 

Stearns 2004; McCoy 2013). Similarly, although sources of water are known throughout 

the island, identifying which sources were utilized, when they were utilized, and how 

reliable seasonal sources were is an insurmountable task this far removed from the 

Bronze Age (e.g., Cadogan 2014). Simply, we can never know all of the water sources on 

Crete that were used during the Bronze Age, especially since they likely changed season 

to season and year to year. Significant water sources are thus considered here but their 

identification in nature is not prioritized.  

The island of Crete is made up mostly of limestones, with a much smaller 

percentage of phyllite-quartzites (especially in the west) and dolomites, all of which form 

the oldest foundations of the island. Limestone is found all over Crete and forms the 

central component of all of the major mountain peaks which cover about one third of the 

island, including the White Mountains, Psiloritis Mountains, Dicte Mountains, and 

Thriphti Mountains, and phyllite and quartzite flesh out the surrounding lower peaks and 

hills of each range. Some of the younger components of the rocky landscape are found 

mostly at lower altitudes and include marls, sandstones, clays, gravels, and other breccias 

and conglomerates which were created and deposited as the mountains eroded shortly 

after being formed. Additionally, tufa and sandstone aeolianite are important and 

widespread materials created by wind and water erosion (Rackham and Moody 1996, 12, 

17, 29–30, 38; Fielding and Turland 2005, 7; Vogiatzakis and Rackham 2008, 250). 

Marls and cemented sandstone work well for building and were used during the Bronze 
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Age, marls being favored for rock-cut tombs (Rackham and Moody 1996, 17). Although 

not especially good for vegetation, marls also tend to have the densest populations (e.g., 

Knossos) built on top of them, whereas platey limestones are the best foundation for 

vegetation (Rackham and Moody 1996, 29–30). 

Gorges, caves, and karst also make up much of the rocky Cretan landscape. 

Gorges formed mostly by tectonic movement are found throughout Crete, usually in 

limestone or conglomerate, and would have been seen in the same state during the 

Bronze Age as they are today. Such gorges house a variety of flora, much of which is 

endemic, and produce awe-inspiring views both from above and below (Rackham and 

Moody 1996, 25–26; Grove and Rackham 2001, 40; Fielding and Turland 2005, 7). The 

karst topography formed by the erosion of limestone fills a good deal of the landscape 

with crevasses and caves, many of which are not immediately visible but known now and 

certainly during the Bronze Age; the caves being some of the earliest areas used for 

burial and seeming cult activities (Tyree 2001). Caves are also formed when loose 

gravels, screes, and sands case harden, often in a shell of tufa, and then the surface cracks 

and the interior falls out (Rackham and Moody 1996, 30; Grove and Rackham 2001, 42). 

One last formation worth mentioning is the overhang that can form when a softer marl or 

sandstone layer erodes with a harder marl layer on top (Rackham and Moody 1996, 30). 

All this is to say that the rocky landscape of Crete is vast, varied, and full of irregularities 

on micro and macro scales. 

Fresh water is not a pronounced aspect of the Cretan landscape today, nor was it 

likely much more prevalent during the Bronze Age, but it is one of the most important 

considerations for any area to be able to sustain life. A large portion of the water 
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available on the island comes from the springs that form readily in the limestone terrain, 

but there were also rivers and streams during the Bronze Age. Most such freshwater 

features were seasonal and may have only been available some years and not others 

(Rackham and Moody 1996, 41–43; Fielding and Turland 2005, 7). Only a few of the 

larger rivers, like the Kairatos near Knossos and the Ieropotamos near Phaistos, would 

have been substantial enough to use for water and the transportation of goods, for 

instance between Knossos and its port at Poros Katsambas (on Poros Katsambas: 

Dimopoulou 2012 and bibliography; on the Ieropotamos: Uchitel 2016). It is likely that 

wet marshes and bogs were much more widespread during the Bronze Age, but only one 

survives today, and just barely (Fielding and Turland 2005, 48–50). Overall, fresh water 

is not the most prominent feature of the landscape, but its importance clearly led the 

Minoans to depict it in a wide range of media. 

This decidedly brief consideration of the abiotic landscape of Crete provides more 

than enough information to understand the simplified and limited range of abiotic 

elements depicted in seal iconography. Specific details are often lacking in depictions of 

rock and water elements, and instead the focus appears to be on creating the general sense 

of a rocky landscape or a riverine scene, which are then brought to life by the flora and 

fauna known to inhabit such terrain. The individual abiotic iconographic elements are 

explored in this chapter and the scenes they create in Chapter 5. 

 

Abiotic Elements and Groundlines on Seals 

 The abiotic elements and groundlines of landscape depictions create the most 

basic space for plants, trees, and creatures to inhabit, while also acting as significant 



 

 85 

indicators of microregion. The mountains and hills create an environment decidedly 

different from a flat rocky area, which is also distinguishable from the wetter, marshy 

terrain around flowing and standing bodies of water. With the important exception of the 

sea, each feature of groundlines, mountains and hills, rocks, and water are considered 

below in terms of how they are depicted in the glyptic and other arts of Bronze Age Crete 

and what significance they may have had beyond simply representing the natural world. 

These categories are broad and include a number of landscape elements as defined by the 

CMS, including landscape above (gelände oben), rocky above (fels oben), rock (fels), 

pebble (kiesel), and stream (bach). Groundlines are trickier to navigate, and the 

categories presented below stray from the CMS groundline types of angle (bodenwinkel), 

ground (boden), hatching (bodenschraffur), ladder band (bodenleiterband), lattice 

(bodengitter), lunettes (bodenlünette), masonry (quaderpflaster), toothed (bodenlinie 

gezähnt), and wavy (bodenlinie gewellt). Instead, groundlines are grouped here by the 

type of ground they depict (built vs. natural) and the number of horizontal lines included 

(multiple vs. single), which unfortunately allows for some overlap but better illustrates 

the range of styles for each type of ground. The important addition of an invisible 

“implied” groundline allows for a more thorough consideration of the concept. 

Groundlines are considered together, but further divided into specific types within the 

section. Following the methodology outlined in Chapter 3, the categories below are 

arranged alphabetically and the groups of groundlines (including built, implied, multiple 

horizontals, single, and waterline), mountains and hills, rocks and rockwork, and water, 

are formed. Although separate identifications may be useful for visual description, they 

do not provide a clearer identification of the landscape element being illustrated.   
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Each abiotic element has been identified first individually and then assigned to its 

respective group after definitions were created, tested, and revised. The sample for 

identification is limited geographically to seals and sealings associated with Crete 

(although some leeway is given to those depicting groundlines and coming from Greece 

in order to allow for a larger sample) and chronologically to those from EM II–LM IB. 

Contrary to the selective sample used for identifying plants and trees, the limited number 

of, and minimal scholarship on, abiotic elements necessitated a more comprehensive 

study in which identifications and definitions were made using all relevant examples 

published in the CMS. The discussion here, however, is based mostly on those seals in 

which abiotic elements appear as part of a landscape scene or setting. The CMS 

terminology concordance presented in the Appendix follows this same distinction in 

order to avoid the appearance of a comprehensive study, which this cannot be without 

also including seals published outside of the CMS. The following pages, then, provide 

one of the first diachronic studies of abiotic elements in Minoan art, the applications of 

which extend well beyond glyptic. Groundlines are considered first, followed by 

mountains and hills, rocks and rockwork, and water, in keeping with the alphabetical 

organization of the text. 

 

Groundlines 

 Groundlines are considered as one group here to separate them from the other 

abiotic elements, and all groundlines are considered (not just those relative to landscapes) 

in order to fill the void in scholarship. Groundlines, then, represent one category of 

landscape element, and this broad term is necessary in instances where further 
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identification of the intended groundline is not possible. Groundlines are defined as any 

element that appears as a largely linear base upon which another element or an entire 

scene is illustrated. They are usually, though not always, at the bottom of a scene, and 

groundlines are also utilized throughout a seal face to illustrate depth and create a more 

expansive setting. Within this definition, four different types of groundlines and general 

waterlines are identified and discussed below. It is important to note that groundlines 

cannot always be identified from their shape or style alone, and often the most important 

aspects for identification are the elements with which they are depicted. Because of this 

fact, many of the identifications used by the CMS, which focus entirely on the shape of 

groundlines, are largely avoided here, although they remain useful in providing visual 

descriptions of seal faces. 

Groundlines are some of the most difficult iconographic elements to identify and 

truly understand. Although a groundline is easily identified as such by its linear quality 

and location near the bottom of an image, what is difficult is identifying what type of 

groundline it is. The identification and naming system used here was developed to best 

support scholarship and provide the most useful information for understanding a scene. 

Therefore, “built” is clearly distinguished from other groundlines as it suggests either an 

interior setting or a paved (i.e., not natural) exterior space. “Single” and “multiple,” terms 

drawn directly from the CMS but used differently here, remain useful because their 

utilization may correspond to the type of scene presented. A final type, “implied,” is 

added in order to consider those examples in which a scene clearly takes place along a 

linear base, but the base is not clearly illustrated. Waterlines are considered last and only 

briefly as they represent a decidedly different part of the natural world, one that is beyond 
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the scope of this study. As elsewhere, the categories below are arranged in alphabetical 

order with a final section in which comparanda and the significance of groundlines as a 

whole are considered. 

 

Built 

 Groundlines of the built category are the only ones generally excluded from the 

present consideration of the natural world because all evenly built or paved surfaces 

connote direct human involvement in the creation of the space and as such separate the 

spaces from nature and the landscape as defined in Chapter 2. Built groundlines also 

often stray from being strictly groundlines, but their inclusion as linear elements in the 

lower portion of the scene necessitates their consideration here. These groundlines, which 

include examples from the hatch, lattice, ladder, masonry, and toothed categories used by 

the CMS, are any groundlines with one or multiple horizontal lines serving as the 

foundation for the scene and vertical lines spaced out below or between the horizontal 

lines. Variations may also include diagonal or cross-hatched lines below or between the 

horizontals. As these lines generally do not extend beyond the horizontal demarcating the 

ground, it is highly unlikely that they represent vegetation. Instead, the arrangement 

found in built groundline examples creates the impression of ashlar masonry (i.e., a 

structure), paving stones of a paved court or walkway, or perhaps another type of 

structure made of wood. Numerous examples fit into the built groundline category, but it 

is crucial to remember that even though it is a common groundline found in glyptic, 

explicit groundlines remain fairly rare in the entire corpus. 
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 Built groundlines appear exclusively on Neopalatial and later seals and sealings. 

One earlier EM III–MM IA seal depicts what is technically a built groundline, but the 

extremely early dating and inclusion of another element below what appears to be the 

groundline separate it from this category (see “single” below). Numerous MM III–LM I 

(some with a date range as late as LM II) examples depict staggered rows of largely 

rectangular masonry forming a structure above which animals sit and humans process, 

which, due to the way space is depicted in Minoan art, could depict the humans and 

animals either on top of or more likely behind the walls. Structures, as opposed to paved 

walkways, are identified when two or more rows of stones are depicted creating the 

verticality necessary for a built structure. Three depictions of recumbent goats (CMS I 

Suppl., no. 92; II.3, no. 340; X, no. 281) and one of a bull (CMS XII, no. 137) on top of 

or behind a built structure come from the period; all are on circular seal faces and at least 

one is likely behind the structure because of the inclusion of another landscape element 

(see Fig. 4.1 for examples of structures on seals). One additional example, also circular in 

shape, depicts five people in a procession either on or behind a structure (CMS V Suppl. 

1A, no. 186). Finally, there is a fragmentary scene depicting what appear to be two bulls 

(although identification is not certain) in a landscape full of flora clearly behind a built 

structure (CMS II.8, no. 515). All examples are largely naturalistic in style and the built 

structure takes up one third to one half of the seal face. It is worth noting that depictions 

of ashlar masonry are common on seals from the mainland as well.  
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Figure 4.1. Seal faces showing built structures from MM III–LM II. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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Another group of seals and sealings with groundlines made up of clearly 

rectangular and even shapes represent scenes taking place on a paved or otherwise 

intentionally built ground. This groundline element is similar to the built structure 

addressed above but there is only one row of vertical lines either below one or between 

two horizontals to create a flatter paved path or court. The key feature for identification 

of this element is regularity; paved ground is only clearly identified when the vertical 

lines are regularly spaced in a horizontal row. It is possible, then, that other examples 

discussed in the next type of built groundline may also be paved surfaces, but their 

identification is harder to make systematically due to the irregularity of the elements, and, 

as a result, other options must be left open. Such a definition for paved ground also limits 

sure examples to the more naturalistic depictions where regularity is more frequently 

seen. Although examples come from later periods, six clear examples of paved 

groundlines come from the LM I period (Fig. 4.2). One example shows a lion(?) walking 

on paved ground (CMS II.6, no. 81), two show bulls (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 145 

[creature unclear] and one with a human leaper CMS V Suppl. 3, no. 392), and three 

others have ceremonial scenes with multiple human figures, or a human and an animal, 

and plant elements all placed on top of a paved groundline (CMS II.6, no. 1 [Fig. 3.10]; V 

Suppl. 1A, no. 175; VI, no. 278). In the human examples, a built environment is clear by 

the inclusion of a built shrine/podium or baetyls which are typically found among built 

areas in settlements (Warren 1990; La Rosa 2001), and any plant life is part of the 

ceremonial focus and not generally indicative of a natural landscape.     

The remaining examples of built groundlines are harder to clearly identify and 

virtually impossible to separate beyond visual characteristics. These types include 
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Figure 4.2. Seal faces showing paved ground from LM I. Scale 2:1. Drawings 

from CMS with permission.   

  

 

groundlines of vertical, diagonal, and cross-hatched lines below one or between two 

horizontal lines, occasionally with pronounced vertical lines at either end of the 

horizontals (Fig. 4.3). Although seemingly built, many of the examples may either 

represent a built structure or illustrate a different way to depict the ground. The numerous 

examples of this groundline associated with vessels (CMS II.3, no. 241; IV, no. D44) 

suggest it may represent a shrine or altar (or, simply, a table), but in other examples in 

which the flanking verticals are emphasized (CMS X, no. 228) or animals (usually goats) 

appear above/behind the groundline (CMS II.3, no. 258 [Fig. 3.14]) the possibility of a 

fence must also be considered. It is the examples with animals and the inclusion of 

plantlife with several depictions of vessels that suggest lines in various patterns may also 
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depict the natural ground from which plants grow and upon which animals walk. It is not 

surprising that virtually all of the examples fitting this description belong to a more 

schematic style, and many particularly fit into the category of talismanic with their clear 

drill marks and the extensive use of hatching and cross-hatching. Clear distinctions are 

impossible, but it seems likely that the groundlines of this style represent structures or 

fencing especially in examples with numerous groundlines of different types delineating 

different areas in the scene (CMS II.3, no. 242; X, no. 228), or it represents ground in 

scenes where it appears under an animal or with vegetation emerging directly from it 

(CMS II.3, no. 258). Overall, this mysterious groundline is rare and limited in style. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3. Seal faces showing unclear built or natural ground from MM III–LM 

II. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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One additional example must be considered separately because it depicts a 

completely different type of built structure. On a LM I sealing from Zakros (CMS II.7, 

no. 67) a dog or lion walks along a rectangular built structure illustrated at the bottom of 

the scene (Fig. 4.4). This structure stands apart from the others previously discussed 

because a series of circles appears to extend horizontally along the length of the built 

structure. If interpretations of similar depictions in wall paintings and the Knossos Town 

Mosaic can be applied here, it is probable that this built structure represents the top of a 

wall with the wooden beam ends protruding through the surface and illustrated as circles 

(Palyvou 2000, 429–431). The animal may then walk on the roof of a structure, a space 

long theorized to be utilized for additional living space beyond the interior of a building 

(Palyvou 2005, 209–210). 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Sealing from Zakros, CMS II.7, no. 67. Scale 3:1. Drawing from CMS 

with permission. 
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Implied 

Implied groundlines are a significant part of glyptic iconography, yet they do not 

constitute a landscape element per se. Regardless, the use of an implied groundline is 

worth considering because it contributes significantly to the creation of a scene and the 

depiction of space. The definition of an implied groundline is largely reliant on the 

surrounding motifs and dependent upon the clear depiction of either a fixed point of 

origin for a plant or tree or a flat (or curved), linear composition of the entire scene. It 

seems the elements of plants and implied groundlines function as a unit in some 

examples. In depictions with clear settings, it can be assumed that space is depicted in 

some way, and groundlines real and implied allow for the space to make sense. The 

implied groundline can be singular at the bottom of a scene or there may be multiple 

implied groundlines throughout a scene providing layers of depth and space upon which 

elements can be placed (e.g., plants that appear to float in the background of a scene but 

likely sit on their own patches of ground at varying depths and heights). One unique type 

of implied groundline found on seals and encompassing the vast majority of the singular 

implied groundlines relies on the edge of the seal face, which is often used as a grounding 

point instead of depicting an animal, for example, in the center of the seal face. This type 

of groundline is possible here because of the finite dimensions of a seal.   

 Implied groundlines are clearly identified from the Protopalatial period on (Fig. 

4.5), but only a brief consideration of examples in landscape scenes/settings is presented 

here because stylistic considerations are moot for this type of groundline. One sealing 

from Phaistos provides examples of both types of implied groundline under and around a 

bull (CMS II.5, no. 269). In this scene a bull stands on an implied groundline at the lower 
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edge of the seal and plants appear in the space around it growing from implied 

groundlines in the background, not unlike the landscape created by implied ground 

throughout the wall painting of Saffron Gatherers from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri (Doumas 

1992, 130, 152, fig. 116; on the implied hillside: Chapin 1995, 105–107). This can be 

compared to another sealing from Phaistos that shows no clear use of an implied 

groundline, with the goat centered on the seal and branches filling empty space with no 

consideration for the placement or direction of growth (CMS II.5, no. 256 [Fig. 3.11]). 

Another example of an implied groundline shows plants emerging from and acrobats 

standing on the groundline created by the seal edge (CMS VI, no. 184 [Fig. 3.1]); and an 

example with a human and a primate shows a full landscape scene in the background in 

the form of plants emerging from implied groundlines, perhaps with an additional 

groundline extending diagonally across the background (CMS III, no. 357; Fig. 4.5; see 

also Blakolmer 2010, 97). Implied groundlines play a significant role in creating space 

and a setting in scenes with no clearly depicted ground. Even the simple act of placing an 

animal along the bottom edge of a seal as if it were standing on the edge of the stone 

creates a space for the creature to inhabit, instead of floating on the seal face, and grounds 

the whole composition in a more naturalistic space.  
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Figure 4.5. Seal faces showing implied groundlines. Scale 2:1. Drawings from 

CMS with permission.  

 

 

Multiple Horizontals 

 The groundline with multiple horizontals is one of two broad types of groundline 

(see “single” below) that allow for the identification of a groundline without being overly 

specific. There is quite a bit of variety in the types of groundlines used by Bronze Age 

seal engravers, but few are used in a way that is standard enough to allow for narrow 

identification. As the name suggests, groundlines with multiple horizontals are any linear 

elements, usually near the bottom of a seal or scene, that are composed of two or more 

horizontal elements. Many of the built groundlines fit under this umbrella, but other clear 

identifications are not possible. It is always best to use this broader term when a narrower 

identification is not comfortably attainable. Contrary to the terminology used by the 

CMS, “groundline: multiple horizontals” here means a single unified groundline made up 

of multiple horizontal elements. If there are multiple separate groundlines on a seal face 

(e.g., CMS II.3, no. 242 [Fig. 4.3]), each should be identified separately because they 
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represent different parts of the scene. It is necessary, then, to consider the wide range of 

groundlines with multiple horizontals found in Minoan glyptic and consider the scenes 

with which they are associated, just over half of which include animals without the 

presence of humans and another third of which include vessels. The remaining scenes 

include depictions with humans either alone, with other humans, or with animals. 

 The earliest regular use of groundlines with multiple horizontal elements is 

evident in the MM II–III period, although an early EM III–MM IA outlier is also 

noteworthy (CMS II.1, no. 391b; Fig. 4.6). Such groundlines appear with vessels (see 

“built” above) and animals, including pigs (CMS III, no. 122a), rams (CMS XII, no. 136), 

goats (CMS II.3, no. 339), unidentified quadrupeds (CMS II.8, no. 377), a possible lion 

(CMS XII, no. 135a), and even a sphinx (CMS VI, no. 128). In all examples—excepting 

the built groundlines that appear with vessels and one example in which a a series of lines 

is wavy, through the center of the scene, and may actually represent a stream/river (CMS 

II.8, no. 376, Fig. 4.16)—groundlines of this category are always two or three straight, 

horizontal lines at the base of a circular seal face. They lack any features that would 

allow for the identification of a type of terrain. 

 The type with multiple horizontals continues into the LM I–II period, but a few 

more scenes can be identified (Fig. 4.7). Still in this period examples of groundlines with 

multiple horizontals are found associated with vessels (some built [see above], others not: 

CMS II.3, no. 206; IV, nos. 163 [Fig. 3.14], 192) and a similar range of animals (pig: 

CMS II.3, no. 21; ram: VI, no. 330; goat: VII, no. 167; lion: II.6, no. 160), with the 

addition of griffins (CMS IX, no. 105; XII, no. 291 [also includes a “dragon”]), birds 
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(CMS II.3, no. 78; II.6, no. 116), scorpions (CMS I Suppl., no. 86), crabs (CMS VI, no. 

225), and bulls (CMS VII, no. 65a; Fig. 4.7).  

 

 

 

Figure 4.6. Seal faces showing groundlines with multiple horizontals from MM 

II–III and an EM III–MM IA outlier. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  

 

 

A notable and common scene found on seals from this period and including 

groundlines with multiple horizontals at the base are those depicting bull leaping (CMS 

II.6, nos. 43, 44; II.7, nos. 38, 39; Fig. 4.7). The addition of bull leaping is matched also 

by the addition of humans in many scenes both with animals (CMS II.3, no. 24; II.8, no.  
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Figure 4.7. Seal faces showing groundlines with multiple horizontals from LM I–

II. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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Figure 4.7, cont. Seal faces showing groundlines with multiple horizontals from 

LM I–II. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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237; VII, no. 134) and with other humans, usually in seemingly religiously-charged 

scenes (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 180) and processions (CMS II.7, no. 16; II.8, no. 277). As 

with the previous period, except for the built and a couple wavy groundlines that do not 

appear to represent waterlines (CMS II.8, no. 473, with a quadruped), all of the 

groundlines on these seals include two or more straight, horizontal lines near the bottom 

of the scene. It is noteworthy that in all instances of bull leaping recorded in the CMS, 

where the bottom is preserved, a groundline is included and is always made of multiple 

horizontals. Still, even in the more naturalistic seals from the Neopalatial period, 

groundlines cannot be associated with any particular type of terrain and the use of 

multiple versus single horizontals in a groundline does not reveal any patterns, apart from 

perhaps the preference for multiple horizontals with depictions of vessels. Groundlines 

with multiple horizontals are less common in later periods and in securely mainland 

contexts. 

 

Single 

 The simplest direct inclusion of a groundline comes in the form of a single 

horizontal groundline. This groundline is defined as any solitary line at or near the base 

of a scene or an element within a scene. As with groundlines with multiple horizontals, it 

is impossible to connect groundlines with single horizontals to any specific type of terrain 

or landscape, and, as such, this type of groundline acts as another broad umbrella term for 

groundlines that cannot be further identified. There do not seem to be any subcategories 

that are identifiable within the group. Single groundlines are used from the Early Bronze 

Age on, but are rare in later examples and seals from the mainland, and although they 
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vary in length, thickness, and general shape, the elements with which they are illustrated 

provide the best indication of development over time rather than the single groundlines 

themselves. The single groundline is most often used in scenes with animals only, with 

less than a quarter of the examples on seals with humans and even fewer with depictions 

of vessels.  

The single groundline appears earlier than the groundline with multiple 

horizontals, with numerous examples coming from EM II–MM II (Fig. 4.8). Single 

groundlines appear first with animals as early as EM II–MM IA, but depictions are 

restricted to unidentified quadrupeds (CMS II.1, no. 183) and a lion (CMS II.1, no. 315). 

By MM II many other animals are added to the group including bulls (CMS II.5, no. 268), 

primates (CMS II.5, no. 297; Fig. 3.11), griffins (CMS II.5, no. 317), goats and birds 

(CMS VI, no. 100d), and pigs (CMS VII, no. 253c), and humans make an early 

appearance (CMS III, no. 173c; VII, no. 3c). One depiction of a vessel with a single 

groundline comes from MM II (CMS VI, no. 38a). In almost all of these examples, which 

range from highly schematic to some of the precursors of the more naturalistic style that 

flourished in the Neopalatial period, the groundline is depicted as one solid line extending 

horizontally across the bottom of the scene. The groundlines vary in length with some 

covering the entire bottom edge of the seal (CMS II.5, no. 260) and others only a short 

line in the center or to one side (CMS II.5, no. 297; Fig. 3.11), and some curve or have a 

slight bend in the center to follow the edge of the seal (CMS II.6, no. 175). The few 

variants, then, have protrusions extending down from the groundline (CMS II.5, no. 317) 

perhaps as an early illustration of grass, roots, or just another way to depict the ground, 

but these examples cannot be clearly identified. The earlier examples with single  
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Figure 4.8. Seal faces showing single groundlines from EM II–MM II. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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groundlines introduce most of the elements that will be found with similar groundlines in 

later periods. 

From MM III on, single groundlines appear in a similar range of scenes and styles 

typically as solid lines at the bottom of a scene, but the associated elements are greatly 

expanded, and far more examples come from this later period than earlier (Fig. 4.9). 

Single groundlines are used in schematic and talismanic style seals, naturalistic seals, and 

with a range of animals, vessels, and humans. Animals depicted with single groundlines 

in this period include bulls (CMS II.2, no. 60; CMS II.6, no. 211), goats (CMS II.6, no. 

59; V Suppl. 3, no. 354), dogs (CMS II.7, no. 65; II.8, no. 287), deer (CMS II.4, no. 140; 

II.7, no. 63), griffins (CMS II.6, no. 101; V Suppl. 1A, no. 164), lions (CMS II.3, no. 257; 

III, no. 381), birds (CMS VI, no. 461; X, no. 224 [Fig. 3.9]), pigs (CMS I, no. 436a; V 

Suppl. 1A, no. 118), and genii (CMS VI, no. 310). Most of the seals with animals on a 

single groundline show them standing or reclining on the ground, but a few include more 

dynamic scenes of flying (CMS X, no. 224) and hunting, both by animals (CMS VI, no. 

368) and humans (CMS II.2, no. 60; CMS II.8, no. 353).  Some examples even have two 

single groundlines used to represent two separate scenes with the bottom at different ends 

of the seal as seen on CMS II.6, no. 101 and CMS VI, no. 354. All of the examples of 

single groundlines with animals fit the types seen in the earlier period with solid 

horizontal groundlines extending the full length of the seal or just partly and often curved 

or bent to match the curvature of the seal edge. 

Humans also appear on numerous seals from LM I–II (Fig. 4.10). Typically 

humans are seen alongside animals (CMS II.6, no. 36; II.7, no. 27), being pulled by 

creatures (griffins: CMS II.8, no. 193; horses: CMS II.6, no. 260), and flanked by or  
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Figure 4.9. Seal faces showing single groundlines with animals from MM III–LM 

II. Scale 2:1. Drawings and photo from CMS with permission. 
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facing animals (CMS II.6, no. 30; VI, no. 317). Humans also appear with other humans in 

procession (CMS II.6, nos. 7, 10), in apparently religiously-charged scenes (CMS II.7, no. 

8; II.8, no. 268), alone in solitary scenes (CMS II.8, no. 258; VI, no. 318), and at least one 

example shows a battle taking place (CMS II.6, no. 17). Vessels (CMS III, no. 245; VII, 

no. 46) and possibly a few plants (CMS IX, no. 53) are also depicted on single 

groundlines in this period, typically in a highly schematic style. The single groundlines 

illustrated with humans, plants, and vessels from the LM I–II period follow the same 

types outlined above for Neopalatial seals depicting animals.    

 

Waterlines 

 Waterlines require only the briefest of considerations here because securely 

identified waterlines are exclusively used in seascapes. The waterline element is any 

groundline-like element that illustrates the movement of water, and it is generally used as 

the baseline for depictions of ships and rarely sea creatures (Fig. 4.11). Waterlines may 

be illustrated as a series of identical or alternating lunettes (CMS II.3, nos. 207, 208), a 

series of angled lines (CMS II.3, no. 286; II.6, no. 20), and in one highly naturalistic 

example the water is depicted in a more readily identified wave pattern (CMS VI, no. 

156). Aside from the more naturalistic example, all depictions of water are LM I in date 

and highly schematic in style. Each of the types used for depicting waterlines seem to 

mimic the undulating peaks of water in the wind or as they hit the side of seafaring 

vessels; waterlines do not appear to be used for rivers or streams.  
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Figure 4.10. Seal faces showing single groundlines with humans, vessels, and 

plants from LM I–II. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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Figure 4.10, cont. Seal faces showing single groundlines with humans, vessels, 

and plants from LM I–II. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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Figure 4.11. Seal faces showing waterlines. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission.  

 

 

Groundlines in Other Media and Their Significance 

 Groundlines, as such, are less common in other media where more explicit ground 

types (e.g., rocky ground) are easier to depict because of space and color, but they are 

found in a variety of media. Morgan discusses wavy groundlines in wall paintings as a 

way to illustrate rocky ground, citing examples from Knossos in the House of the 

Frescoes and the Caravanserai (1988, 34), but these better fit the motif of rockwork 

denoting a rocky ground according to the parameters outlined here because of the clear 

depiction of a rocky mass instead of a simple line (see “rocks and rockwork” below). F. 

Blakolmer, on the other hand, considers the inclusion of groundlines in seals, or “socle-

like zones,” as evidence that they were “an allusion not only to palatial iconography but 
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also to palace murals (2010, 96),” a theory that likely draws too close a connection 

between media and does not include enough consideration for how the seal engravers 

themselves were interpreting nature. Instead, it seems direct parallels in wall paintings are 

limited and not typically seen in landscape scenes. 

In wall paintings, some interior scenes of humans have clear groundlines, such as 

the depiction of women from the House of the Ladies at Akrotiri (Doumas 1992, 35, 38, 

figs. 6, 7), and the miniature Sacred Grove and Dance wall painting from Knossos shows 

either paved walkways or walls in an offset rectangular way similar to that seen in glyptic 

(Evans 1921–1935, III, 66–69, pl. XVIII; Immerwahr 1990, 173, Kn no. 16). In other 

media, the so-called Chieftain Cup and Boxer Rhyton from Hagia Triada, too, show 

groundlines with multiple horizontals at the base of scenes depicting humans (Marinatos 

and Hirmer 1960, pls. 100–102, 106–107). Groundlines are seen in some floral painted 

pottery with straight (Betancourt 1985, 111, fig. 84:G, J, K) or wavy (Betancourt 1985, 

pl. 12:I) groundlines, though the style seems to be merely artistic choice (Shank 2002, 

75), and some even utilize the base of the vessel as an implied groundline (Betancourt 

1985, pl. 13:F). It is notable, though, that in all media, including glyptic, landscape 

scenes are generally illustrated on rocky ground, not a simplified groundline.  

 It is difficult to consider the role groundlines play in glyptic iconography, and 

specifically the depiction of landscape scenes and settings, mostly because groundlines 

(excluding those of the built type) do not seem to represent a particular type of ground. 

With the exception of a slight tendency to use single groundlines for animals more than 

anything else, a pattern easily explained away as an accident of preservation, groundlines 

also do not appear to be connected to any particular type of scene. It is clear that explicit 
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groundlines are not necessary and scenes can easily be created either without them 

entirely, with implied groundlines, or with more clearly defined terrain supporting the 

scene. It is possible, even, that the inclusion of an explicit groundline may act as a 

defining characteristic of artistic hand (pers. comm. J. Weingarten, November 2019), an 

idea supported by the number of seals with similar scenes in identical styles found in the 

group of seals with groundlines (e.g., CMS II.6, nos. 9–10, 12, 43–44, and a large 

collection of talismanic style steals depicting vessels). What remains clear is that 

groundlines are not a primary landscape element and they are not used to provide location 

or region information, but instead they seem to simply ground a scene and help tie it 

more closely to reality, where all things take place on some type of ground. See the 

Appendix for a correlation between the terminology utilized above and the numerous 

terms used in the CMS, and see Chapter 5 for examples of groundlines as they appear in 

common landscape scenes and settings.  

 

Mountains and Hills 

 The first non-groundline abiotic element represents the largest part of the 

landscape depicted in Minoan iconography. The mountains and hills category is broad to 

allow for all rocky formations with vertical structure, as a more narrow category within 

rockwork and separate from the depiction of individual rocks addressed below. 

Mountains and hills, indistinguishable in glyptic iconography due to the lack of clear 

scaling, are some of the rarer elements in the known repertoire, but they create some of 

the grandest landscape scenes and settings in all Minoan art. Although elevated areas held 

significance for the Minoans, this category is almost exclusively reserved for scenes of 
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nature with only animals, mostly goats, included in the depictions. It is likely a few of the 

depictions represent hunting scenes without the explicit depiction of humans, and a 

couple examples show humans in seemingly powerful gestures. Overall, mountains and 

hills are extremely rare but help create some of the most impressive landscapes in glyptic 

art.   

 It is possible first to define the category of mountains and hills. This category 

includes all depictions of rockwork where a clear vertical formation or natural structure is 

illustrated (cf. “rocks and rockwork” below). There is no truly standard depiction of a 

mountain or hill, but globular, modeled rockwork extending vertically generally describes 

all clear instances. Mountains and hills are always shown in association with animals or 

rarely humans, and never as the sole element on the seal face. It is worth noting that 

although depictions of mountains and hills are always shown with an animal or human, 

they are never shown alongside plant motifs. This statistic suggests that when mountains 

or hills are clearly illustrated, they are the most important part of the landscape setting 

rendering all other landscape elements unnecessary in order to focus on the mountainous 

setting. Such depictions are simplified yet fairly easy to identify, but it is not possible to 

attribute depictions to any particular part of Crete. So, to modern viewers at least, these 

elements are not depicting known locations, but their association with locations known 

and identifiable during the Bronze Age cannot entirely be ruled out.  

 Rocky formations are an almost exclusively Neopalatial feature, with a significant 

MM II outlier coming from Phaistos (CMS II.5, no. 258; Fig. 4.12). In this early example, 

an agrimi stands on a singular vertical bulging shape representing, contrary to the rocky 

ground that is illustrated on other seals, that the scene is set on a hill or mountain, a 
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theory further supported by the mountainous habitat of the Cretan agrimi (on agrimi: 

Porter 1996). The inclusion of flanking dogs suggests a hunting scene with the implied 

presence of humans (on hunting scenes: Krzyszkowska 2014). The remaining examples 

come from MM III–LM I contexts but follow a similar pattern. The majority of examples 

illustrated in Figure 4.12 show goats/agrimi atop a rocky, mountainous feature (CMS II.3, 

no. 50; III, no. 150). One outlines rocky shapes but in an irregular and natural way, and 

the other shows the rockwork growing up almost like a tree with modeling and bulbous 

protrusions throughout. An especially elaborate scene, which emphasizes the vertical 

nature of such rockwork and allows for direct comparison to the ground rockwork 

addressed in the next section, also shows a goat or agrimi on a mountainous ledge with a 

dog on rocky but flat terrain below (CMS VI, no. 180). In this instance the rockwork is all 

modeled and irregular with some dramatic angles to both emphasize the mountainous 

terrain and balance the composition.   

Additionally, at least one example shows primates in a mountainous landscape 

with bulging, almost linear rockwork (CMS II.8, no. 286), and two well-known sealings 

depict figures standing on top of what have been identified as mountains or hills with 

nearly identical gestures (CMS II.8, no. 256; V Suppl. 1A, no. 142; Fig 4.12). The first, 

known as Mother of the Mountain, introduces a different depiction—a series of upside-

down Vs forming a vertical shape with a woman floating above. This depiction, although 

addressed here because of the common identification of a mountain in scholarship, 

appears instead to be a different form of epiphany scene due to the similarity of the 

floating woman to other such depictions and what would be a solitary example of this 

type of mountain if accepted as such (on epiphany scenes: Hägg 1983; 1986;  
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 Figure 4.12. Seal faces showing mountains/hills from MM II–LM I. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis 2004). It is also possible that this sealing represents a 

different type of scene altogether, or that it is a lone example of such rockwork. The 

second, known affectionately as the Master Impression, has a slightly irregular but 

largely rectangular rocky formation just below center and in front of the town upon which 

the male figure actually stands (“Zone 2” in Hallager 1985, 17). This example is similar 

to the mountainous setting of the landscape scene with primates in its irregular linear 

design. Depictions of mountains are rare and cannot be lumped easily into a single type, 

but their identification based on verticality and associated figures is both possible and 

necessary for scholarship on glyptic and Minoan iconography as a whole.  

Mountainous landscapes are rare in other media as well. One of the most notable 

examples is the MM III–LM I so-called Sanctuary Rhyton from Zakros (Platon 1971, 

164–169), which depicts goats on a built ashlar structure in a mountainous setting 

indicated by irregular, undulating rocks forming the foundation of the scene. A similar 

setting is achieved with a less dynamic yet still vertical mountainous foundation on a 

rhyton from Gypsades (Koehl 2006, 180, no. 764), interestingly also with a built structure 

on top at which a man participates in an activity. The mountain/hill on the Gypsades 

rhyton also has groups of scalloped lines within the mountain which may either indicate 

an irregular rocky terrain or vegetation covering the mountain. W. Schiering attributes 

this “scale-pattern for hills or mountains” also to the design on the “Mother of 

Mountains” sealing as well as more irregularly modeled three dimensional examples 

(1992, 318–319) like on faience relief plaques from the Temple Repositories at Knossos 

(Evans 1921–1935, I, 510–511, figs. 366, 367; Panagiotaki 1999, 81–83, fig. 17), but in 

most of these instances it appears rocky ground, not mountains or hills, are depicted.  
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Additionally, there are a few examples of mountainous or hilly ground in wall 

paintings where bright and highly contrasting colors are often the most notable indication 

of rockwork (Morgan 1988, 33). Clear verticality is rare, and instead animals are often 

depicted surrounded by rockwork rather than atop a clearly illustrated mountain/hill (see 

discussion in “rocks and rockwork” below). The wall paintings from Thera, particularly 

the miniature wall paintings that illustrate a much larger area of landscape than typical 

Aegean Bronze Age iconography, provide a few off-island examples. In the miniature 

wall paintings from the West House, lines of scalloped edges and large undulating areas 

of colorful rockwork, some of which have buildings on top, indicate the depiction of a 

mountainous landscape in the so-called Departure and Arrival Towns (Morgan 1988, 33; 

Doumas 1992, 47–49, 68–79, figs. 35–38). Additionally, in the “Assembly on the Hill” 

humans are depicted standing on top of an undulating mountain/hill (Morgan 1988, 33; 

Doumas 1992, 58–59, figs. 26–27). A final painted example comes from Building Beta 

where primates climb among, on top of, and even hang from multicolored and extremely 

undulating and protruding rockwork (Doumas 1992, 110–111, 120–124, figs. 85–90; on 

primates: Pareja 2017). The setting here is made clear and even emphasized by the way in 

which the primates interact with the rocks suggesting a definite verticality to rockwork, 

and the wall painting provides an excellent parallel to an albeit less dramatically 

undulating mountainous landscape full of primates on seal CMS II.8, no. 286. Overall, 

mountains and hills are either not clearly identifiable by modern standards or are rarely 

depicted in Minoan art. 

 A brief examination of the significance of mountains and hills to the Minoans is 

necessary here, but more consideration will be given to mountainous/hilly landscape 
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scenes and setting in Chapter 6. First and foremost hills and mountains served a basic 

protective function for Minoans, shielding some areas (including ports) from weather and 

providing easily defensible sites for settlements during less peaceful times (on defensible 

sites see Nowicki 2000). Additionally, although not fully understood, it is accepted that 

peak sanctuaries on mountains and smaller hills served a significant ceremonial function 

from as early as EM III/MM IA and through the Neopalatial period. Peak sanctuaries 

typically include some sort of shrine with many figurines and vessels likely deposited for 

healing/protection of both humans and animals (Peatfield 1990; Nowicki 2007; 2016–

2017); see also Rutkowski 1986, 73–98). Lastly, the use of caves in mountains and hills 

was significant during the Bronze Age. Caves also served an important religious function 

contemporary with the development of peak sanctuaries from EM III/MM IA and through 

the Neopalatial period. Vessels and figurines are commonly found suggesting drinking 

rituals took place in the caves, and they are often built up on the interior to better serve 

their ceremonial purpose (on caves: Tyree 2001; 2006; see also Rutkowski 1986, 47–72). 

 

Rocks and Rockwork 

The rocks and rockwork category covers all depictions of rocks and rocky ground. 

This category includes “descending” rockwork, individual rocks, pebbles, and rocky 

ground, many of which are indistinguishable in glyptic iconography (see also Crowley 

2014 on depictions of rockwork). One significant subcategory is discussed separately 

because examples can be more narrowly identified as a mountain or hill based on the 

verticality of the depiction (see “mountains and hills” above). For the purposes of this 

study, rockwork is used to refer to any rocky area that is depicted as a unit, and rocks are 
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individual elements that may appear alone or in clusters but are clearly individually 

outlined. Terms used by many like “descending” and “ground” simply refer to where the 

rockwork or rocks are located in the scene, and “pebble,” found in the CMS, is not used 

here because pebbles cannot be systematically identified as separate from rocks and their 

differentiation does not necessarily help in scholarship. As with other abiotic elements, 

rocks and rockwork are never illustrated as the central or solitary element on a seal face, 

but instead they are used as foundational elements for landscape scenes and settings with 

flora, animals, and humans inhabiting the rocky spaces. It is important to note that 

rockwork forming the ground of a scene is considered here because it is clearly illustrated 

and identifiable as separate from the more generic groundlines discussed above. Rocks 

and rockwork are fairly rare in glyptic iconography. Additionally, potential depictions of 

rockwork as a mountain/hill or as a continuation from the bottom to the top of the scene 

without the explicit depiction of such is considered in Chapter 6.  

Rocks are defined as any round, elongated, or irregularly shaped object depicted 

along an implied groundline or “descending” from above a scene. They appear 

individually and in clusters but only rarely as only one rock in a scene. Similarly, 

rockwork is any unified element along an implied groundline which is irregularly 

modeled to create a rough (i.e., rocky) terrain as the setting for the activities that take 

place in the center of the seal face. There is no single way to depict rocks or rockwork, 

and each appears in a range of styles. Rocks and rockwork are used to provide definition 

to an implied groundline, emphasize the rocky ground of a setting, balance compositions, 

and provide varying levels for different types of creatures in a scene. They are used in 

association mostly with animals, occasionally with flora, and only rarely humans, and 
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they do not appear to depict any specific location but are used simply to suggest a rocky 

setting. Rocks and rockwork may be illustrated along the bottom of a scene, diagonally 

along the edge of a scene to create a more dynamic ground, along the side of a scene to 

illustrate a rocky shore or an area where rocks meet another type of ground, or rarely as 

descending rockwork suggesting either rocks in the distance or even a cave setting 

(Chapin 1995, 110–111; Krzyszkowska 2010, 180). Rocks and rockwork are either 

limited to the more naturalistic seal faces, or they are unidentifiable on the more 

schematic examples.   

Rocks first appear in MM II as simple and fairly regularly shaped round to oblong 

elements (Fig. 4.13). In this early period from MM II–III they appear only in association 

with animals, mainly goats (illustrating the rocky terrain they call home [CMS II.5, no. 

259; VI, no. 129]) and lions/large cats (CMS II.5, nos. 270 [Fig. 3.2], 276 [Fig. 3.13]; V 

Suppl. 1B, no. 331 [Fig. 3.9]). One exceptional example shows a genius standing on a 

cluster of rocks (CMS II.5, no. 322), and another shows likely rocks at the base of a palm 

in a pure landscape scene (CMS VI, no. 157 [Fig. 3.4]). One example roughly attributed 

to Crete (CMS VII, no. 35b) shows a different type of rock created using a tubular drill to 

create circular and crescent outlines instead of fully carved shapes. The early examples 

are rare compared to the entire repertoire of the Protopalatial period.  

Rockwork does not truly flourish until MM III–LM I (Fig. 4.14) where it also 

appears in association with goats (CMS VI, no. 178) and in one example of a pure 

landscape scene with papyrus or sea daffodils emerging from a rocky ground (CMS V 

Suppl. 1A, no. 46 [Fig. 3.2]). In one scene depicting an agrimi hunt (CMS VI, no. 180  
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Figure 4.13. Seal faces showing rocks from MM II–III. Scale 2:1. Drawings from 

CMS with permission.  

 

 

[Fig. 4.12]), a rocky ground is illustrated in conjunction with a mountain/hill to help 

illustrate the mountainous habitat of wild goats and emphasize the lower level of the dog 

who stands at attention on the lower rockwork below the elevated agrimi. In all instances, 

rockwork appears as a unified entity along the bottom of the scene with irregularly 

modeled dips and protrusions throughout.  

By LM I rockwork continues to occasionally be illustrated with animals, but bulls 

(CMS II.6, no. 57; II.7, no. 42) and lions (CMS II.7, nos. 71 [Fig. 3.4], 100; with a bull: 

CMS II.7, no. 101) are most commonly depicted on rocky ground, and pigs (CMS II.6, 

no. 72) and primates (CMS II.6, no. 282; III, no. 358) are rarely introduced into rocky 

scenes as well (Fig. 4.14). Agrimi are rare in rocky landscapes of LM I. One example 

from this period shows a genius hunting a bull (CMS II.7, no. 31), but the most 

significant change from previous periods, a change reflected in the trends of glyptic 

iconography as a whole, is the introduction of humans into scenes with rockwork along  
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Figure 4.14. Seal faces showing rockwork from MM III–LM I. Scale 2:1. 

Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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the ground. Such depictions include women flanking a tree growing from rockwork 

(CMS II.6, no. 5 [Fig. 3.10]), an elaborate battle scene with two men (CMS II.6, no. 15), 

and a woman with a primate (CMS III, no. 358). Rockwork of this period is modeled to 

show the dipping and protruding texture of the rocky ground typically in a smoothed, 

almost bubbly style. At least one example found on multiple sealings (CMS II.7, no. 71; 

II.8, no. 298; Fig. 3.4) shows rockwork in what appears to be a series of vertical crescent 

shapes similar to what is seen in wall paintings (most famously the only slightly later 

“Taureador Fresco” from Knossos [Evans 1921–1935, III, 209–213, fig. 144; Bietak, 

Marinatos, and Palivou 2007]), and another type involves hatched lines filling the rocky 

area, perhaps indicating a banded rock (CMS II.7, no. 100). 

Examples of rocks also continue into the later Neopalatial period (Fig. 4.15). 

Rocks are still illustrated with goats (CMS II.6, no. 70; II.7, no. 62 [Fig. 3.7]; VII, no. 68) 

and lions (CMS II.6, no. 83; II.7, no. 100 [Fig. 4.14]; and possibly on CMS II.3, no. 302) 

in this period, and bulls (CMS II.8, no. 491) and waterbirds (CMS V, no. 234) are added 

to the repertoire. One example also shows rocks built up as a shore or rocky area nearby 

with ships protruding from it (CMS II.8, no. 135). Rocks descending from above, which 

Chapin convincingly argues help indicate a rocky “hillside” (1995, 110–111), are an 

exclusively Neopalatial phenomenon and appear with goats (CMS II.8, no. 354), rams 

(CMS III, no. 504a), lions (CMS II.6, no. 83) and humans (CMS II.8, no. 268 [Fig. 4.10]). 

It is during this period that humans first appear in scenes with rocks, following the similar 

pattern seen with rockwork. Rocks are included in multiple epiphany scenes (CMS II.3, 

no. 305; II.6, no. 6 [Fig. 3.10]; VI, no. 281), suggesting a rocky outdoor setting for the 

events, and a few other scenes showing multiple figures (CMS II.6, no. 8; II.8, nos. 256 
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[Fig. 4.12], 268). In all examples the rocks are illustrated as individual elements, usually 

in clusters, and in round to elongated shapes. Two examples show rocks depicted as V 

shapes, the first on the “Mother of the Mountain” sealing (CMS II.8, no. 256) and another 

as descending rocks above a ram with slight modeling in the space formed by the deeper 

V outline (CMS III, no. 504a). 

Rocks and rockwork are common iconographic elements in other media, 

especially in wall paintings. Even in one of the earliest figural paintings from Crete, the 

so-called Saffron Gatherer from MM IIIB/LM IA Knossos, colorful rockwork provides 

the basic setting for the scene, restored as emerging from the ground and descending 

from above to create an all-around rocky landscape (Immerwahr 1990, 170, Kn no. 1, pls. 

10, 11, and bibliography). Although poorly preserved, the undulating and protruding 

shape of the rockwork is clear and similar to the undulating rockwork seen in seals. 

Moving slightly later, another example of a rocky landscape comes from LM IA/B Hagia 

Triada, where multicolored, irregular shapes provide the rocky setting for plants and 

animals on one wall, and plants and human figures on two others (Immerwahr 1990, 180, 

A.T. no. 1, pls. 17, 18). Various types of rockwork are also found throughout the 

miniature wall paintings from the West House at Akrotiri (Morgan 1988, 33). Painted 

examples of rocks and rockwork are often banded, in an attempt to replicate the banding 

witnessed in nature, or filled with undulating lines to hint at depth. It is likely that the 

undulating bands and lines used in painted (i.e., two dimensional) rockwork are replaced 

by the irregular modeling used in seals and stone relief vessels depicted in three 

dimensions. 
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Figure 4.15. Seal faces showing rocks from MM III–LM I. Scale 2:1. Drawings 

from CMS with permission.  
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Examples of rocks and rockwork are found in additional media as well. Although 

rare, clear examples are found in some painted pottery decoration, like the descending 

rockwork on a MM III jar from Kommos (Shank 2002, 73, 75, fig. 1). Roughly 

contemporary are the faience inlays from the so-called Town Mosaic which includes 

numerous pieces shaped like scales to create an overall rocky landscape (Foster 1979, 

103, fig. 41), which must have been similar either to the scalloped rockwork on the 

Gypsades rhyton or the crescent shaped patterns along the edges of the “Taureador 

Fresco” from Knossos (Evans 1921–1935, III, 209–213, fig. 144) and the seal used to 

impress CMS II.7, no. 71 and CMS II.8, no. 298 (Fig. 3.4). Relief examples with 

irregularly modeled and undulating ground also survive in the plaques from the Temple 

Repositories at Knossos (Evans 1921–1935, I, 510–511, figs. 366, 367; Panagiotaki 1999, 

81–83, fig. 17) and the ivory pyxis from Katsamba (Alexiou 1967, 73–75, pls. 30–33). 

Rocky ground or fully rocky landscape scenes/settings are common in scenes that include 

landscapes, but remain rare in the full corpus of Minoan art.     

It is not possible to assign a particular significance to rocks, and it is likely that 

the Minoans would have understood a range of meanings and significances for different 

types and shapes of rocks, especially those with impressive color or reflective properties. 

Rocks were used by Minoans for a wide range of, although not exclusive of one another, 

functional (e.g., vessels, tools, loom weights, architecture) and decorative (e.g., jewelry, 

furniture inlays, clothing appliques) objects. One type of rock that may have had a 

religious significance is the “baetyl” depicted in various seemingly religious scenes from 

the Neopalatial period (Younger 2009, 44–46). These rocks, however, are removed from 

the natural landscape and placed in built settings which removes such rocks from this 
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consideration of the natural world (Warren 1990; La Rosa 2001). Apart from their use as 

indicators of landscape and settings for scenes, the significance of rocks or certain types 

of rock formations remain largely elusive or outside the scope of the present study.   

     

Water 

 The category of water is necessarily broad in order to allow for elements 

representing rivers and streams, which are impossible to distinguish, and the sea. 

Although seascapes are excluded from this study, the sea is depicted in at least two 

examples of landscapes which also include depictions of other landscape elements not 

belonging to the sea. Depictions of water are found in a wide range of Minoan artistic 

media, but it is a notably rare motif when considered against the entire iconographic 

repertoire of the Minoans. In seals especially, it appears artists preferred to focus on the 

plants and animals in and around streams, and even the creatures in the sea, instead of 

depicting the actual water. As such, clear depictions of water on seals are extremely rare. 

Implying the presence of water makes sense on such small seal faces, but it is noteworthy 

that seal artists also used such valuable space to depict something easily represented by 

associated elements. Although rare, water must have held some level of significance to be 

included in the limited glyptic repertoire at all. A few additional water elements are 

discussed in the waterline section above because they appear as a type of groundline in 

all depictions. 

Water motifs on seals are varied and hard to define apart from their association 

with reeds or sea creatures. Instead of starting with a definition of water elements, as 

done elsewhere, it is worthwhile to first consider depictions in other media where water is 
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more clearly illustrated and Minoan standards can be identified. The first standard for 

illustrating water is also the least secure and is shown simply as wavy lines across a scene 

implying a stream or river (Morgan 1988, 35). Examples of this motif can be seen as a 

groundline on pottery from as early as MM III (Shank 2016, 78–79, fig. 7.2:a, b), and 

another example is seen in the largely contemporary Town Mosaic from Knossos where 

at least one plaque has wavy greenish lines illustrated on it (Evans 1921–1935, I, 301–

314, fig. 228:gg; Foster 1979, 104–105, fig. 44). Additionally, undulating lines through a 

landscape scene from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos likely represent streams or 

rivers (Evans 1921–1935, II, 444–463, figs. 264, 271, pls. X, XI; Cameron 1967, 62; the 

“waterfall” motif from this fresco [Evans 1921–1935, II, 460–461, fig. 272; Cameron 

1967, 59] is not seen in glyptic). The colors used and the surrounding elements mostly 

help to identify the motif of wavy lines as water.  

More secure are clearly illustrated depictions of rivers in blue with dark rocks or 

flora depicted as though under the surface, examples of which come from Knossos 

(Warren 2005, 143–144, fig. 8.21; Shank 2016, 81). It is worth noting that rivers are 

almost always depicted from above, regardless of the view utilized for the surrounding 

areas (Shank 2016, 82). A third motif crosses the line between river/stream and sea but 

focuses on the surrounding area, not the water itself. Depictions of bifid projections along 

the banks of a river/stream or on a shore represent either rocks, coral, or flora, and show 

that land is meeting water (Morgan 1988, 35–38; Shank 2016, 82). Examples along 

rivers/streams are found on a jug from Phaistos (Morgan 1988, pl. 48) and the east and 

south walls of the Miniature Frieze from the West House at Akrotiri (Morgan 1988, 35–

38, col. pls. B, C; Doumas 1992, 46–49, 64–72, figs. 30–36), and along the seashore 
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emerging from more elaborate coral or rockwork, as seen in the north wall of the West 

House (Morgan 1988, 35, col. pl. A; Doumas 1992, 46–49, 58, 63, figs. 26, 29). The final 

motif is the net pattern which is always used to depict the water of the sea (Morgan 1988, 

35–38) and found mostly on pottery, particularly on LM IB Marine Style pottery 

(Betancourt 1985, 144–445, pl. 20:A–C). It is also used in a Minoan style miniature 

fresco from Tel Kabri (Shank 2016, 86–88, fig. 7.10; Cline, Yasur-Landau, and Goshen 

2011, 259–260, fig. 6).  

We can now turn to seals, where parallels to most standard Minoan water 

depictions are found. It appears, though, that each motif is represented only once in the 

seals of the CMS, a testament to just how rarely water is depicted—surely even when 

accidents of preservation are taken into account. Depictions of rivers and streams are 

considered first. As a result of the variety found on seals, one solid definition of a 

river/stream motif is not possible, and the most important identifying characteristics 

instead seem to be the features associated with freshwater, like the reeds that feature in 

most of the examples from the CMS. Water motifs are almost exclusively found in full 

landscape depictions on seals.  

The earliest contestant for a river/stream motif comes from MM III–LM I 

Knossos (CMS II.8, no. 376; Fig. 4.16) and includes a water motif closely related to the 

groundlines likely used to depict water. Here, a series of three wavy lines bisect the scene 

into a rocky and possibly plant filled upper region and a lower region with a quadruped, 

likely showing the animal sitting in front of a stream (for more on perspective and 

landscape scenes see Chapter 6). The second datable water motif comes from LM I, 

although it is lacking in provenance and not to be used as an exemplar, it is included here 
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for its unique, though distinctly Minoan iconography (CMS XII, no. 138; Fig. 4.16). This 

example does not necessarily depict the water but is notable in its rendering of the 

Minoan convention of showing reeds as if viewed from the side next to a river with fish 

viewed from above. For the final possible depiction of a stream/river, even less is known 

about the seal, so conclusions cannot be made using it as an example. The motif is worth 

mentioning briefly because of its similarity to other Minoan depictions of water. The seal 

(CMS X, no. 69; Fig. 4.16) depicts a stream/river in a wavy band across the center of the 

seal with wavy lines illustrating the water or perhaps flora under the surface inside it, 

much like the depictions seen in the Knossos fresco (Warren 2005, 143–144, fig. 8.21). 

Below the river/stream is a net pattern (see below) and above are possible reeds along the 

bank of the stream/river (Kenna [1969a] interprets this scene as a garden). River/stream 

landscapes, often implied by the depiction of waterbirds and reeds rather than explicitly 

depicted, are exceedingly rare in Minoan glyptic. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.16. Seal faces from MM III–LM I showing water as part of a landscape. 

Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission.  
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The sea, then, is depicted on one of the most well-known glyptic objects from 

Crete: the “Master Impression” from Chania (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 142; Hallager 1985, 

esp. 16; Fig. 4.12). In this sealing two different Minoan conventions for depicting water 

are found. The first, also seen on the seal mentioned above, is the net pattern found more 

commonly on pottery (Betancourt 1985, 144–145, pl. 20:A–C). This motif is one of the 

few used to represent the actual water instead of the areas around it or the objects found 

in it but seems exclusively to represent the sea. The second motif is the bifid motif used 

to indicate either rocks or coral along a seashore or the rocks along a stream/river. As 

discussed above, the bifid motif is a common indicator of water in Minoan iconography.  

Although water is rare in glyptic, it was certainly of the utmost importance for 

everyday life on Crete during the Bronze Age, from the production and transportation of 

goods and people to use in daily activities and as the most important element for 

sustaining life. Its significance requires further consideration. Compared to the especially 

limited evidence that survives, much has been written on the significance of water, so 

only a brief review is necessary here. Water has, like many things in prehistory, been 

assigned a sacred connotation often associated with a (or even “the”) nature goddess, and 

even more frequently with fertility (see Peatfield 1995 on sacred connotations of water; 

on river scenes: Pearce 2017). The best example of cult associated with water comes 

from the sacred spring at Kato Symi where various cult objects were found directly 

associated with the spring from as early as MM III–LM I (Rutkowski 1986, 103, 115, no. 

5a). Apart from the addition of sherds found near water and in association with water 

near peak sanctuaries (Peatfield 1995, 223), very little archaeological or iconographic 

evidence make water-centered cult clear to us today. While the possibility of religious 
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symbolism may be true, there is very little to fully support the idea, and the numerous 

“cult objects” from Minoan Crete that apparently serve a function involving liquid cannot 

be directly connected to water. It can be confidently said that water was important and 

held in high regard, which likely bordered on and even crossed over into cultic worship at 

times, but an understanding of the cultic associations cannot be securely reached based on 

the current archaeological data.  

 

Conclusion 

Abiotic elements, including groundlines, mountains, rocks and rockwork, and 

water, are not only some of the most visible parts of the landscape, they provide the most 

basic foundation upon and within which life takes place. Depictions of abiotic elements 

create entire settings, even with the inclusion of something as simple as a solitary line at 

the base of a seal. Although clearly secondary to the plants and animals that fill their 

settings, abiotic elements are some of the most significant iconographic elements found 

in depictions of landscapes, especially in glyptic. Abiotic elements first appear in EM II 

and flourish by MM III, but some fall out of use in the LM II and later periods of the 

Bronze Age. Their long-term use and popularity in landscape scenes and settings suggest 

their importance for the creation of tangible space, natural and otherwise.  

Prior to the Protopalatial period, the inclusion of abiotic landscape elements is 

extremely limited, with examples of the simplest groundline (groundline: single) 

appearing first. It is not until MM I–II that additional identifiable abiotic elements are 

introduced. By the end of the Protopalatial period, examples of groundlines: implied and 

multiple horizontals, mountains/hills, and rocks/rockwork are added to the corpus, and 
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the continued use of groundlines: single is evident. In these earlier periods the inclusion 

of abiotic elements remains rare, but overall landscape scenes/settings are only first being 

introduced at this time, so the timelines seem to match up between landscape scenes and 

abiotic elements. As with the first instances of plants, the early examples of abiotic 

elements are mostly preserved in the sealings from Phaistos, most likely because it acts as 

one of the few secure collections of glyptic evidence from the period. It is worth 

repeating that abiotic elements, even the most common ones, appear on a limited number 

of seals as compared to the entire corpus of Minoan seals from any period.  

The Neopalatial period, as seen with plants and trees and as will be discussed with 

landscape scenes/settings in Chapter 5, sees the full development and introduction of 

additional abiotic elements to the iconographic repertoire. From MM III on, all of the 

abiotic elements depicted in the earlier periods continue in use but to them are added 

groundlines: built, waterlines, and water. Each of the abiotic elements presented in this 

chapter are found more frequently during the Neopalatial period, but their use still 

remains minor compared to the number of known seals. During this period, abiotic 

elements are seen in a range of styles from schematic to naturalistic, continuing the trend 

started in the earlier Protopalatial period. 

The abiotic elements and groundlines presented throughout this chapter are 

utilized for a wide range of scenes on Minoan seals, many of which include depictions of 

landscape scenes or settings. They provide the most elementary foundation for scenes of 

nature, battle scenes, ceremonial scenes, depictions of hunting, and even interior and/or 

built outdoor settings. Abiotic elements provide some of the most important indicators of 

setting, from mountainous/rocky regions to riverine areas, but they typically do not act 
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independent of the living elements (plants, animals, humans) of landscapes and scenes set 

in a landscape setting. Abiotic elements, then, act as significant but secondary players in 

the creation of the natural world in glyptic. The following chapters provide a thorough 

consideration of their role, the elements with which they are most often depicted, and the 

landscape scenes/settings they help to portray.  
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CHAPTER 5 

LANDSCAPE SCENES AND SETTINGS 

 

 Now that the vegetal and abiotic landscape elements have been considered in 

depth in Chapters 3 and 4, it is possible to turn to the full landscape scenes and settings 

that Minoan artists created on seal faces by combining various elements. This chapter 

presents a discussion of each type of landscape scene and landscape setting including the 

elements typically used to create each (a more thorough list of which elements are used 

together is found in the Appendix). The landscape scenes include the categories of palms, 

papyri/sea daffodils, and other, and the landscape settings include the categories of 

hunting scenes in landscapes, waterbird(s) in landscapes, and animal(s) in landscapes. 

Following a thorough consideration of these types, a catalog accompanies each section 

and is arranged according to type and then roughly chronologically based mostly on 

admittedly imperfect stylistic dating. Additionally, consideration is given to scenes in 

outdoor settings that are not focused on nature, including scenes of architecture in 

outdoor settings, human(s) in outdoor settings, vessel(s) in outdoor settings, and 

human(s) with animals in outdoor settings, but these types are not cataloged because their 

iconography is too far removed from the nature at the focus of this study. Overall, the 

catalogs provide a good timeline for the development of each landscape scene/setting. 

The catalogs presented here, however, provide merely an overview of landscape scenes 

and settings found in Minoan glyptic. It must be stressed again that this study is based 

entirely on seals and sealings published in the CMS, which does not include all known 

seals, and that seals with unclear or unknown provenance are included only in 
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exceptional cases where they present information not clearly represented by more secure 

examples. Such examples are only presented as possibilities in the preceding chapters.  

True landscape scenes, according to modern standards, that are devoid of human 

or animal life are extremely rare and as such are considered in a more exhaustive manner 

below. The landscape settings, then, which include scenes with animals or humans 

participating in activities within a natural setting, are approached more in terms of types 

with examples from a variety of styles mentioned for each. Within the group of landscape 

settings, those in which nature is the focus (i.e., humans are excluded, but animals may be 

included) are considered separately and more thoroughly than those in which the human 

and human-built world are the focus. It is important to consider both full landscape 

scenes and those with animals in them as Minoan depictions of the natural world, and 

they are separated here based on whether the landscape was the central focus or merely a 

setting, but it would not be practical to apply our modern ideas about “true” landscape to 

Minoan iconography because we cannot know whether they viewed the natural world, or 

landscape depictions, as distinct from other types of space. The following remains as 

contextual as possible while creating manageable categories for future iconographic 

studies.  

The term “microlandscape” is coined here to describe scenes of nature in which 

flora and abiotic landscape elements are the main focus, but a full scene is clearly 

indicated. In these types of landscapes, only a few landscape elements are required to 

represent a whole scene either through the implication that where one tree or plant is 

illustrated, many more can be assumed (Kyriakidis 2005, 178; Tully 2018, 37–38), 

through the direct creation of space and depth (considered more in Ch. 6), or through the 
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depiction of just one small part as representative of a larger scene. It seems glyptic artists 

favored such microlandscapes for both the full landscape scenes and the landscape 

settings described in the sections below, but the landscape settings allow for a grander 

scene within them. 

 

Landscape Scenes 

 Landscape scenes, as defined in Chapter 2, are depictions of the natural world 

with two or more different flora or abiotic landscape elements and without the presence 

of creatures or humans. Landscapes are not restricted here to clearly depicted vast 

expanses, as this is not the most accessible type of scene for glyptic iconography. Instead, 

this study includes all scenes in which nature, free of living beings (human or animal), is 

the central focus, and a clear sense of space is created, regardless of how deep or vast. As 

a result of this focus on the natural world as creating a landscape scene, the numerous 

scenes of nature with a vessel or other non-living object as the central focus are also 

excluded. Landscape scenes can be grouped into those focusing on palms, papyri/sea 

daffodils, and a group of miscellaneous other scenes, and each is considered here 

followed by a detailed catalog.  

 The largest group of exclusively landscape scenes are depictions of palms or 

palm-like “sprays” (categorized as trees) in the center of the seal face. Although 

numerous seals with a central spray filling the entire face survive, only those surrounded 

by additional flora or abiotic elements are considered to be full landscape scenes. The 

simplest and most schematic examples of this type (CMS II.1, no. 367; II.3, no. 275) have 

a largely central tree motif and two UBM2 plant motifs on either side. Two more 
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naturalistically rendered, and therefore more clearly identified, examples depict a tall 

palm tree in the center with branches curving out from the top, small UBM2 plants 

emerging from the base, and each has a number of circular objects at the base (CMS VI, 

no. 157; XII, no. 180). These objects are most likely rocks, since trees emerging from 

rocks are a common theme in glyptic (Crowley 2013, 357). Scenes with palms generally 

fall in the Protopalatial period, but depictions also come from the Neopalatial period.  

A small group of depictions of papyrus or sea daffodils, or likely even hybrids of 

multiple plants, also show a large plant or plants as the central focus with smaller UBM2 

plants filling the space to the sides. One example is highly stylized but still identifiable 

(CMS X, no. 230), and another is incredibly naturalistic in style with elegant flowering 

stocks emerging from a modeled, irregular soil or rocky ground, but it must be noted that 

these plants are far from scientifically accurate and instead remain largely unidentifiable 

apart from the papyrus- or sea daffodil-like flowers (CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 46). Both 

likely come from the Neopalatial period. Apart from palm and papyrus/sea daffodil 

landscape scenes, only three full landscape seals remain. The first is a water scene with a 

river in the center, a net pattern below, and a row of plants, possibly reeds, above (CMS 

X, no. 69). Another (CMS II.3, no. 275) shows a row of three schematically rendered 

plants and trees. The final remaining example may not depict a landscape scene because 

it is highly fragmentary, and it is more likely that a lion or waterbird(s) were depicted 

below the preserved area that depicts three elegant reeds (CMS II.8, no. 142).  

It is noteworthy that all of the flora found in landscape scenes are typically 

associated with water, generally freshwater if a papyrus identification is accepted. Add to 

this the numerous landscape settings discussed below that are associated with waterbirds, 
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and it is clear the Minoans assigned a marked value to scenes centered on freshwater (see 

Pearce 2017 for more on freshwater scenes).  

 

Catalog 

Catalog nomenclature is adapted from information included in the CMS database 

(arachne.uni-koeln.de), and descriptions are based on the orientation displayed in the 

CMS drawings and photographs of the impression (i.e., in relief). Stylistic descriptions 

are intentionally vague to avoid the over specific, and often unsuccessful in practice, 

terminology that some publications follow; the focus here is on the wide range from 

slightly schematic to highly schematic. The “talismanic” style is the only specific 

identification used, and although the name better describes the technique used to carve 

the seals (Krzyszkowska 2005, 136), it also immediately brings to mind the heavy use of 

undisguised tool marks characteristic of the type and its resulting schematic depictions. 

Seals with findspots outside of Crete are excluded, and those with uncertain findspots are 

listed as being unknown or from “Crete(?).” Such examples are included for their 

exemplary and often unique iconography, but their identification as securely Minoan 

cannot be confirmed nor can they be excluded (see Ch. 1 for more). 

 

Palm 

CMS II.1, no. 367, Figure 3.13. Soft stone irregularly shaped seal. D. ca. 1.8 cm. 

Motifs: tree (palm?); UBM2. Highly schematic style. Irregular circular surface with a 

vertical ovoid shape in the center near the bottom, three branches seemingly extending 

from the top of the ovoid object (a trunk?), two of which have narrow leaves extending 
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from one side of the branch and one in the center with narrow leaves extending from both 

sides of the branch opposite one another, and two faint plants extend diagonally in the 

lower left and right of the seal face with leaves extending roughly alternately up the full 

length of the stem. Dated to EM III–MM II. From a Porti tholos tomb. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS VI, no. 157, Figure 3.4. Hard stone discoid seal. D. 1.7, th. 0.9 cm. Motifs: 

palm; rock; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. Tall central trunk emerging from pyramidal 

pile of ten circular rocks at the bottom of the seal face, ca. nine branches extend in a 

curve away from the top of the trunk terminating at the edge of the seal, four on the right 

and five on the left, with narrow leaves extending up from each branch; two plants 

emerge from either side of the pile of rocks with long narrow leaves extending up and out 

from either side at irregular intervals. Stylistically dated to MM II–III. From Central 

Crete(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.  

CMS XII, no. 180, Figure 5.1. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.95, w. 1.5 cm. 

Motifs: palm; rock; UBM2. Talismanic style, fairly naturalistic. Tall central trunk 

emerging from small cluster of circular rocks near the bottom of the seal, six branches 

extend in a curve away from the top half of the trunk terminating at the edge of the seal, 

three on either side opposite one another, with narrow leaves extending up from each 

branch, and two plants emerge from either side of the pile of rocks with long narrow 

leaves extending up and out from either side at irregular intervals. Stylistically dated to 

MM III–LM I. From Greece(?). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.  
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Figure 5.1. Seal faces depicting landscape scenes not previously illustrated in 

Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 

 

 

Papyrus/Sea Daffodil 

CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 46, Figure 3.2. Silver, roughly circular seal ring. D. ca 

1.66, th. 0.11 cm. Motifs: grass; papyrus/sea daffodil; rock(?). Slightly schematic style. 

Five tall stems emerge from a bulbous pile of rocks or rough ground, with leaves 

extending from either side of the stem at irregular intervals up the full length of the stem, 

fan-like inflorescences with bulbous tips at the top of each stem, and five grass motifs 

emerging from the ground, three on the left and two on the right of the tall plants; the 

plants are shorter the farther they are from center to follow the shape of the seal face. 

Dating unclear; from MM IIB context but stylistically later in date. From the Hagios 

Charalambos cave. Hagios Nikolaos Archaeological Museum, Hagios Nikolaos.  

CMS X, no. 230, Figure 3.7. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.82, w. 1.55, th. 

0.85 cm. Motifs: papyrus/sea daffodil; UBM2. Talismanic style. Large central plant with 

short stem and fan-like inflorescence at the top with horizontal, vertical, and diagonal 
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lines inside, two broad and rounded leaves with outlines, and additional carved lines up 

the center extend up and out from the base; two small plant motifs with a long stem and 

narrow leaves extending up from the stem extend out along the base of the seal. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Crete(?). Sammlung Kruse, Marburg. 

 

Other 

CMS II.3, no. 275, Figure 5.1. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.85, w. 1.4, th. 

0.6 cm. Motifs: tree; UBM2. Talismanic style. Vertical ovoid shape just left of center 

with a branch extending to the left from the top with narrow leaves extending up from the 

branch and an empty branch extending to the right, a second large botanic motif is to the 

right with a thick center, two branches extending to the left and right from the top with 

leaves extending up from each branch and an empty branch extending straight up, and a 

smaller plant with a narrow stem and long narrow leaves extending up and out from 

either side at irregular intervals. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Praisos, Siteia. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.8, no. 142, Figure 5.1. Sealing. Ca. 1.1 x 0.6 cm. Motif: reed. Slightly 

schematic style. Tops of three reeds with central stems and narrow curved leaves 

extending from either side of the stem at irregular intervals; incomplete. Stylistically 

dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.   

CMS X, no. 69, Figure 4.16. Bronze lentoid seal. D. 1.9, th. 0.5 cm. Motifs: grass 

(reed?); water. Highly schematic style. Circular face with a landscape scene of a cross-

hatched net pattern with short lines across each intersection in the lower third of the seal 

face, two undulating lines extending slightly diagonally across the center with irregular 
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elongated shapes between forming a band of water, and unidentified plant motifs 

extending up from the top of the water band. Stylistic dating unclear, but iconographic 

parallels in wall paintings suggest an LM I date. Unknown provenance. Fitzwilliam 

Museum, Cambridge. 

 

Landscape Settings 

 Landscape settings are far more numerous than the full landscape scenes 

presented above. Landscape settings are defined as any setting for human/animal activity 

that is created using two or more landscape elements to imply that the scene takes place 

in nature. Additionally, scenes that take place on an explicitly illustrated irregular rocky 

ground, although technically only representing one large rockwork motif, are also 

included because this creates an entire environment removed from the paved, built spaces 

of non-nature scenes. Two different types of landscape settings are evident within the 

group and reflected in the naming of the categories by which this section is organized.  

The first type of landscape setting is a scene in a landscape in which the landscape 

setting creates the backdrop for a full scene of nature where animals interact with the 

natural environment or humans interact with animals in their natural environment. These 

types include hunting scenes in landscapes, waterbird(s) in landscapes, and animal(s) in 

landscapes. Alternatively, landscape settings may take the form of outdoor settings in 

which direct human transformation of the environment is indicated through structures or 

built ground, but landscape elements are included as clear indicators of a natural setting. 

Such depictions include architecture in outdoor settings, human(s) in outdoor settings, 

vessel(s) in outdoor settings, and humans with animals in outdoor settings. Each is 
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described thoroughly below and secure depictions are cataloged for the seals illustrating a 

scene in a landscape setting. Scenes in outdoor settings with emphasized human elements 

are not cataloged in order to keep focus on landscapes. Lastly, depictions in which 

solitary landscape elements are used to imply an outdoor setting but do not create a full 

landscape are considered briefly but also not cataloged. 

 

Scenes in Landscapes 

 Scenes in landscapes always involve depictions of animals in their natural 

settings, although hunting scenes are typically abbreviated to imply the presence of 

humans either through the depiction of a spear in the back of an animal or the depiction 

of hunting dogs (on hunting scenes: (Bloedow 1992, 18–20; 2003, 6–31; Krzyszkowska 

2014). The general categories of animal(s): static and animal(s): active make up the 

majority of scenes set in landscapes, but depictions with waterbirds are numerous and 

distinctive from those with land animals, mostly goats, bulls, and lions, so they are 

considered separately. The question of wild or domestic is not considered here but is 

addressed in Chapter 6. For now, it is sufficient to note that regardless of the wild or 

domestic state of the animals depicted, they are shown in a natural landscape setting.  

 Seals with animals as the main focus make up the largest group of scenes with a 

landscape setting. These examples may be broken into two categories: static animals and 

active animals. The majority belong to the static animals category, which includes those 

standing or reclining with no indication of movement or activity (i.e., simply existing in 

nature; CMS II.5, no. 270; II.6, no. 72; II.8, no. 491). It is possible that some of the 

standing quadrupeds whose formulae so closely follow that of the “speared quadruped” 
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trope (e.g., CMS II.6, nos. 59, 158; see below) may also represent an even more 

abbreviated hunting scene in which the spear is omitted, but this cannot be said for 

certain (see Bloedow 2003, 23–24, 27). Active animal scenes include those with one or 

more animals in motion either in a “flying gallop” pose or with bent legs (CMS II.5, no. 

268; II.6, no. 70), multiple animals in a predator-hunting-prey scene (CMS II.7, no. 101), 

and rare nursing and mating scenes (CMS II.8, no. 507; VII, no. 68). The focus of all of 

these scenes is the animal activity taking place front and center, but the included 

depiction of a landscape setting for these actions is telling of the Minoan desire to create 

place, not just action. These animal categories include numerous depictions of goats, 

bulls, and lions, as well as some primates, pigs, fish, birds, insects, and fantastic creatures 

like so-called dragons and genii. Examples come from as early as MM II, with a couple 

earlier outliers that may or may not be interpreted as actually creating a landscape setting, 

and they occur well into the LM I period.    

 Waterbirds are also frequently shown in landscape settings in both static and 

active poses (for more on birds see Ruuskanen 1992; Binnberg 2018). They may be 

shown standing or sitting (i.e., static; CMS II.6, no. 117; VI, no. 459) or with outstretched 

wings in flight (i.e., active; CMS II.6, no 124), and sometimes both an active and a static 

bird are shown in the same scene (CMS II.3, no. 250; IV, no. 246). A particularly active 

scene in which one or multiple waterbirds are hunted by a large cat, is represented by a 

few examples (e.g., CMS II.3, no. 172). Waterbirds are depicted in landscape settings on 

seals from the MM II period on.  

Finally, hunting scenes are always depicted in a landscape setting and focus on 

the animal prey with the implied or, rarely, direct presence of a human or even a genius 
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hunter. Hunting scenes are almost always abbreviated by showing an animal with a spear 

in its back—the “speared quadruped” trope (CMS II.3, nos. 258, 278)—and a number of 

mostly earlier examples also abbreviate the scene through the depiction of hunting dogs 

(CMS II.5, no. 258; II.8, no. 354). Only two examples not clearly from outside Crete 

explicitly depict the hunter as either human (CMS IX, no. D7 [provenance unknown]) or 

a genius using human implements (CMS II.7, no. 31). Examples range from MM II into 

LM I. Hunting scenes are certainly tied to procuring necessary meats, furs, bones, antlers, 

and more, but there is also likely a connection between hunting prowess and social status, 

and perhaps hunting even helped create a “special relationship with the gods” beyond 

what the average person experienced (Krzyszkowska 2014, 341). These connections 

between status and the landscape are considered further in Chapter 7.  

 

Catalog 

Catalog nomenclature is adapted from information included in the CMS database 

(arachne.uni-koeln.de), and descriptions are based on the orientation displayed in the 

CMS drawings and photographs of the impression (i.e., in relief) of a seal. Stylistic 

descriptions are again kept vague with only “talismanic” used as a specific style. Seals 

with completely unknown findspots or findspots outside of Crete are excluded, and those 

with uncertain findspots are listed with a “(?).” Numerous seals with a speared quadruped 

depicted in the talismanic style are excluded due to a lack of provenance. 
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Hunting Scenes in Landscapes 

CMS II.5, no. 258, Figure 4.12. Sealing. L. 2.4, w. 1.3 cm. Motif: mountain/hill. 

Fairly schematic style. A goat with long, curved horns depicted along the upper edge of 

the seal face stands facing left atop a bulbous rocky formation in the shape of an inverted 

triangle, and slender dogs jump up on either side of the rockwork with their back legs 

toward the edge of the seal face. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS VII, no. 35b, Figure 4.13. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.7, w. 1.2, th. 0.8 

cm. Motif: rock. Fairly schematic style. A goat with long, curving horns leaps diagonally 

from the upper left corner facing the lower right with its head and horns filling the upper 

right, a dog leaps in the same direction with head turned up to attack the goat, and five 

partial to full rings made with a tubular drill fill the lower left. Stylistically dated to MM 

II–MM III. From Crete(?). British Museum, London. 

CMS II.3, no. 153, Figure 5.2. Hard stone seal. L. 1.65, w. 1.2, th. 0.9 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UBM2. Talismanic style. A goat stands facing left with a spear 

emerging diagonally from its back, an unidentifiable plant emerges from a single 

groundline below the animal, and two additional unidentifiable plants fill the space to the 

left and right of the central goat. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Phaistos(?). 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 
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Figure 5.2. Seal faces depicting hunting scenes in landscape settings not 

previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission. 

 

 

CMS II.3, no. 258, Figure 3.14. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.9, w. 1.5, th. 

0.7 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; tree; UBM2. Talismanic style. A goat made largely of 

three drilled circles for the body and with a spear emerging diagonally from its back leaps 

to the left across the scene above a row of three unidentifiable plants growing from a 

solitary groundline with cross hatching filling the space below; an unidentifiable tree fills 

the left edge in front of the goat. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Mochlos. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.3, no. 278, Figure 5.2. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.35, w. 1.2, th. 0.6 

cm. Motif: UBM2. Talismanic style. A goat made largely of three drilled circles for the 

body stands facing left with a spear emerging diagonally from its back; one unidentifiable 

plant grows below the animal and another grows behind it on the right side of the image. 

Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Palaikastro. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.   
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CMS II.8, no. 353, Figure 4.9. Sealing. L. 1.6, w. 1.4 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; rock(?); tree. Fairly schematic style. A horned quadruped (goat?) leaps diagonally 

across the scene from lower right to upper left with its head turned back to the right, a 

collared dog leaps similarly below the horned quadruped with its head raised to attack the 

animal, a simple solitary groundline extends across the bottom of the image with breaks 

where the creatures’ legs cross it, and an unidentifiable tree growing from rocks(?) fills 

the right part of the seal face. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Knossos. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS IV, no. 245, Figure 5.2. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. 1.26, th. 0.59 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Talismanic style. A goat made largely of two large 

and two small drilled circles for the body stands facing left with a spear emerging 

diagonally from its back, an unidentifiable plant emerges below the animal from a 

solitary groundline with irregularly-spaced, short, vertical lines filling the space below. 

Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From the Mesara(?). Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS IV, no. D41, Figure 3.12. Hard stone(?) lentoid seal. D. 1.77, th. 0.67 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Talismanic style. A horned quadruped (goat?) made 

largely of three drilled circles for the body stands facing left with a spear emerging from 

its back, an unidentifiable plant emerges from a solitary groundline below the animal, and 

two more unidentifiable plants grow on the far left and right of the scene. Stylistically 

dated to MM III–LM I. From Amari(?). Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS VI, no. 180, Figure 4.12. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.5, w. 1.2, th. 1.65 

cm. Motifs: mountain/hill; rockwork. Fairly schematic style. A goat with long, curving 
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horns stands facing right overlooking the edge of a cliff, the irregularly modeled cliff 

rises halfway up the seal face on the left side and emerges right halfway across the seal to 

form a pointed overhang, rockwork continues across the bottom of the seal, and a 

collared dog stands at attention in the lower right facing left and looking up at the 

perched goat. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Archanes(?). Ashmolean 

Museum, Oxford.  

CMS II.7, no. 31, Figure 4.14. Sealing. D. ca. 1.9 cm. Motif: mountain/hill. 

Slightly schematic style. A genius stands on the far left facing right on an irregularly 

modeled, bulbous rockwork mountain/hill with one leg raised and holding a spear 

stabbing a bull on the right side standing vertically but with head lowered as if limp. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion.  

CMS II.8, no. 354, Figure 4.15. Sealing. L. 2.25, w. 1.5 cm. Motifs: rockwork(?), 

UBM2. Slightly naturalistic schematic style. A goat with long curved horns leaps across 

the seal face from right to left, a dog leaps similarly below the goat with head turned up 

to attack its body, four irregular ovoid shapes (rockwork?) emerge from the edge of the 

seal face in the upper right, and an unidentifiable plant fills the space to the far left of the 

scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion. 

 CMS IX, no. D7, Figure 5.2. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.7, w. 1.4, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; rock/rockwork(?). Highly schematic style. Two humans stand 

on a solitary groundline on the left side of the scene, one behind a figure-of-eight shield 

and holding a spear, the other crouched and holding a bow and arrow, on the right side a 
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lion stands upright facing the humans on a rocky ground made of hatched shapes. 

Stylistically dated to LB I–II. From Greece(?). Cabinet des Médailles, Paris. 

Waterbird(s) in Landscapes 

 CMS II.3, no. 232, Figure 5.3. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.4, w. 1.1, th. 

0.65 cm. Motifs: UBM1; UBM2. Talismanic style. A highly schematic waterbird with a 

long neck fills the center of the scene, an unidentifiable plant descends from the top edge 

of the seal face, and two branches fill the left and right side of the scene. Stylistically 

dated to MM III–LM I. From Avgos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS IV, no. 244, Figure 5.3. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.87, w. 1.43, th. 

0.77 cm. Motifs: groundline: multiple horizontals; UBM2. Talismanic style. A waterbird 

with an elongated neck sits on a groundline made up of two roughly horizontal lines with 

additional hatching below facing to the left with its head turned back to the right, an 

unidentifiable plant emerges from a second groundline made up of two horizontal lines to 

the right of and above the bird, and a second unidentifiable plant fills the space on the far 

left of the scene. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Siteia(?). Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS V, no. 238, Figure 5.3. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.85, w. 1.3, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motif: UBM2. Talismanic style. Two waterbirds with elongated necks are in the center, 

the left with wings and head oriented up and the right with wings and head oriented 

down, at least 19 unidentifiable plants emerge from the edge of the seal face around the 

entire scene. LM IIIA context but stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Chania. 

Archaeological Museum of Chania, Chania.  
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Figure 5.3. Seal faces depicting waterbirds in landscape settings not previously 

illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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CMS I Suppl., no. 75, Figure 3.14. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.8, w. 1, th. 

0.58 cm. Motif: UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A waterbird with an elongated neck 

runs or starts to take off to the right with its head turned back to look at a large cat 

leaping to attack from the left, two unidentifiable plants emerge from the bottom of the 

scene, and one unidentifiable plant emerges from the top of the scene. Stylistically dated 

to LM I. From Crete(?). National Archaeological Museum, Athens.  

CMS II.3, no. 142, Figure 5.3. Soft stone cushion seal. L. 1.8, w. 1.2, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motif: UBM2. Highly schematic style. Two waterbirds with elongated necks stand side 

by side facing right, two or three unidentifiable plant motifs are depicted to the left, 

between, and possibly to the right of the the birds’ necks. Dated to LM I. From 

Vathypetro. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.3, no. 172, Figure 3.9. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 2.35, w. 1.25, th. 

0.7 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; reed; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A waterbird 

with an elongated neck and outstretched wings runs to the left at the far left of the scene 

as a large cat leaps on it from behind, a second bird flies away above the cat, an irregular 

solitary groundline follows the curve of the seal at the bottom with four unidentifiable 

plant motifs emerging from it, and a small reed emerges from the edge of the seal face on 

the far right of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos(?). Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.3, no. 179, Figure 5.3. Soft stone cushion seal. L. 1.9, w. 1.4, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motif: UBM2. Highly schematic style. Two waterbirds with elongated necks stand side 

by side facing right, three or four unidentifiable plant motifs are depicted to the left, 

between, and to the right of their necks, and there is a jagged horizontal line above the 
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birds (rockwork? horizon? mountain/hill?). Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos(?). 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 117, Figure 5.3. Sealing. L. 1.25, w. 1.15 cm. Motif: UBM2. 

Highly schematic style. A waterbird with slightly elongated neck and pronounced beak 

faces left, seven unidentifiable plant motifs fill the space around the bird. Stylistically 

dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS II.6, no. 118, Figure 3.12. Sealing. D. ca. 1.25 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; UBM1(?). Highly schematic style. A waterbird with elongated neck sits facing left 

with a solitary groundline in the lower left, an unidentifiable branch(?) fills the upper 

right. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS II.6, no. 119, Figure 5.3. Sealing. D. ca. 1.3 cm. Motif: UBM2. Slightly 

schematic style. Two overlapping waterbirds with long necks face right, an unidentifiable 

plant motif (reed?) emerges above them in the upper right, and a second unidentifiable 

plant(?) motif emerges above them on the left side, the lower part is missing. Stylistically 

dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.6, no. 120, Figure 3.9. Sealing. L. ca. 2.2, w. ca. 1.35 cm. Motif: UBM2. 

Fairly schematic style. Three waterbirds with elongated necks stand in a row facing right, 

an unidentifiable plant grows above the back of each bird; edges are missing. Stylistically 

dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.   

CMS II.6, no. 124, Figure 3.9. Sealing. L. ca. 2, w. ca. 1.2 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; reed; UBM2(?). Slightly schematic style. Five(?) overlapping 

waterbirds with elongated necks fly to the left across the scene, with the leftmost birds 
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seemingly in the earlier stages of takeoff, and below is an irregular solitary groundline 

with a tall reed emerging from the right end and a possible additional unidentifiable plant 

on the left side (may be part of a wing). Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.8, no. 167, Figure 3.9. Sealing. L. ca. 1.1, w. ca. 0.8 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UBM2(?). Slightly schematic style. A waterbird with an elongated 

neck stands or sits facing left on a solitary, wavy groundline with an unidentifiable plant 

above its back; scene incomplete since much of the seal face is not preserved. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion.  

CMS II.8, no. 370, Figure 5.3. Sealing. L. ca. 1.25, w. ca. 0.7 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: multiple horizontals; reed. Slightly schematic style. Three overlapping 

waterbirds with elongated necks fly to the left above two reeds emerging from a 

groundline of two horizontals with unidentifiable elements below, to the left are a pair of 

leonine paws possibly attached to a lion attacking a fourth waterbird with outstretched 

wings in the upper left of the scene; highly fragmentary, most of the left part missing. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion.  

CMS IV, no. 246, Figure 3.9. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.97, w. 1.16, th. 

0.85 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Highly schematic style. Two waterbirds with 

elongated necks stand side by side facing right, and the one on the left has its back wing 

extended; one unidentifiable plant is depicted between the necks of the birds, and two 

additional plants are at the far right and far left of the scene emerging directly from the 
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edges of the solitary groundline below. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Mochlos(?). 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS V, no. 234, Figure 4.15. Sealing. L. 1.5, w. 1.3 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A waterbird with slightly elongated neck is depicted just after 

takeoff facing right with its back wing outstretched above its back, four to five irregularly 

shaped rocks create the ground below, one unidentifiable plant emerges from the far left 

of the rocky ground, and a second unidentifiable plant emerges from an implied 

groundline above the bird. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Chania. Archaeological 

Museum of Chania, Chania.  

CMS VI, no. 458, Figure 5.3. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.63, th. 0.7 cm. 

Motifs: unclear. Slightly schematic style. Three(?) waterbirds with elongated necks sit 

facing right, the left one has a wing raised, the right one has its wings down and head 

turned back to the left, a possible third bird is depicted below but unclear and with no 

visible neck or wings, and at the bottom is an irregular undulating band with various 

modeled linear elements possibly representing rockwork or water. Stylistically dated to 

LM I. From the Mirabello area(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 

CMS VI, no. 459, Figure 3.7. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. 1.7, th. 0.63 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; papyrus/sea daffodil. Slightly schematic style. Three waterbirds with 

elongated necks stand overlapping with the far left bird in front facing left, a second bird 

behind and slightly to the right faces right, and a third completely behind the first with 

only the head visible faces left; one papyrus/sea daffodil grows directly from the right 

edge of the solitary groundline with irregular diagonal lines below, and two more 
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papyrus/sea daffodil flowers are shown above the birds’ heads. Stylistically dated to LM 

I. From Knossos(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 

 CMS VI, no. 461, Figure 4.9. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. 1.3, th. 0.5 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UBM1/UBM2(?). Highly schematic style. Two waterbirds with 

elongated necks sit facing right with the right slightly overlapping the left over a solitary 

horizontal groundline, there is an unidentifiable branch or plant motif in the upper left. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kalo Chorio(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 

 CMS X, no. 224, Figure 3.9. Soft stone amygdaloid seal. L. 2.4, w. 1.5, th. 0.85 

cm. Motifs: groundline: single; UBM1(?); UBM2. Slightly schematic style. Two 

waterbirds with elongated necks face left with one standing near center and another in 

flight to the right with the back wing extended, two unidentifiable plant motifs grow from 

either end of a solitary groundline, and a large unidentifiable plant (tree?) motif fills the 

upper half of the center of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Crete(?). 

Sammlung Muehlon, Biel. 

 CMS II.3, no. 78, Figure 4.7. Glass(?) lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.7, th. 0.8 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UBM2(?). Fairly schematic style. Two waterbirds with elongated 

necks stand facing left, the right one seemingly with its back wing raised, on a groundline 

of two solid horizontal lines, and an unidentifiable plant (reed?) or possibly an 

unidentifiable tree grows between the birds. Dated to LM I–II. From Knossos. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.3, no. 250, Figure 5.3. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.8, w. 1.1, th. 

0.65 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2(?). Fairly schematic style. Two waterbirds 

with elongated necks stand facing right on an irregular solitary groundline, the left one 
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with wings at its side and the right with wings raised, and an unidentifiable plant(?) fills 

the space in the middle at the top of the scene; two sets of vertical lines decorate the far 

left and right edges of the seal face. Stylistically dated to LB I–II. From Avgos. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.4, no. 191, Figure 3.9. Soft stone lentoid seal. D. 1.5, th. 0.55 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UBM2. Fairly schematic style. Two waterbirds with elongated necks 

stand facing left on an irregular solitary groundline, and an unidentifiable plant (reed?) 

fills the space in the upper right of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I–II. From 

Partira(?). Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS VI, no. 368, Figure 4.9. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 2.13, w. 1.35, th. 

0.7 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A waterbird with 

elongated neck and outstretched wings stands on the left of the scene with head facing 

left, a large cat attacks the bird from the right, a short solitary horizontal line creates the 

groundline, and two(?) unidentifiable plants are depicted in the space above the bird and 

the cat. Stylistically dated to LM I–II. From the Mirabello area(?). Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford. 

  

Animal(s): Active in Landscapes 

 CMS II.5, no. 259, Figure 4.13. Sealing. L. 1.8, w. 1.4 cm. Motif: rock. Slightly 

schematic style. A goat leaps from left to right over a rocky ground consisting of four 

irregularly shaped rocks, a small animal was seemingly roughed in but not fully carved 

above the goat’s back, and a series of eight circular shapes fill the space under the goat’s 
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body (possibly more rocks?). Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.5, no. 268, Figure 4.8. Sealing. L. 2.5, w. 1.3 cm. Motifs: grass(?); 

groundline: single(?); UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A bull charges to the left with 

three unidentifiable plants (grass?) in clumps above it and one additional clump in front 

of the bull, and a possible solitary groundline below. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos 

sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.5, no. 269, Figure 4.5. Sealing. L. 2.6, w. 1.3 cm. Motifs: grass(?); 

rock(?); UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A bull charges to the left with four 

unidentifiable plants (grass?) in clumps above it and one additional clump in front of it 

possibly emerging from an irregularly shaped rock(?). Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos 

sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.5, no. 276, Figure 3.13. Sealing. L. 1.8, w. 0.9 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A lion or dog with a collar leaps in flying gallop to the right 

with head turned back to the left over a ground consisting of four ovoid rocks with 

unidentifiable plants growing under the animal, and two additional unidentifiable plants 

grow above the animal in the upper right and left of the scene. Dated to MM II. From the 

Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.5, no. 277, Figure 3.2. Sealing. L. 1.8, w. 1.1 cm. Motifs: grass; rock; 

UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A lion or dog with a collar leaps in flying gallop to the 

right with head turned back to the left over a ground consisting of four ovoid rocks with 

grasses growing under the animal, an additional unidentifiable plant grows above the 

animal in the upper left of the scene, and a single grass(?) is in the upper right. Dated to 
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MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion. 

CMS II.5, no. 322, Figure 4.13. Sealing. L. 1.8, w. 1.4 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A genius walks to the left holding a jug with an unidentifiable 

plant emerging from the top, five slightly ovoid rocks make up the ground, an 

unidentifiable plant emerges from the left side of the rocky ground, and a third 

unidentifiable plant fills the right side of the scene. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos 

sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS VI, no. 129, Figure 4.13. Hard stone petschaft. D. of face 1.35, th. 1.4 cm. 

Motifs: rock; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. Two goats with long, curving horns climb 

up a pyrimidal pile of six round rocks, the goat on the right faces left while the goat on 

the left faces right with head turned back to the left, and an unidentifiable plant grows 

from the bottom of the rock pile and curves up the left side of the scene. Stylistically 

dated to MM II. From Crete(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 

 CMS V Suppl. 1B, no. 331, Figure 3.9. Hard stone ovoid ring(?) seal. L. 1.59, w. 

1.13, th. 0.65 cm. Motifs: reed; rockwork. Slightly schematic style. A lion (or dog?) leaps 

to the right with mouth open from behind rockwork stretching from the right side of the 

seal face and curving around and up the left side to the top and consisting of mostly a 

series of elongated and slightly irregular shapes, and six reeds grow from the rocky 

ground behind the animal. Stylistically dated to MM II–III. From Kato Zakros. 

Archaeological Museum of Siteia, Siteia. 

CMS II.8, no. 286, Figure 4.12. Sealing. D. 1.5 cm. Motif: mountain/hill. Highly 

schematic style. An irregularly modeled mountainous/hilly rock formation fills most of 
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the scene with a rectangular opening near the lower right (a cave?), and two primates sit 

on the rock edge on the left side, one near the top facing left, the other lower and facing 

left with head turned back to the right and one arm raised. Stylistically dated to MM III–

LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS VII, no. 68, Figure 4.15. Gold seal ring. D. of bezel 1.67 cm. Motif: 

rock/rockwork. Slightly schematic style. Two goats are shown mating facing right, the 

left one with long, curving horns and the right smaller with shorter horns; a rocky ground 

is formed by numerous small circular and elongated rocks. Stylistically dated to MM III–

LM I. From Crete(?). British Museum, London. 

CMS I, no. 490, Figure 5.4. Soft stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.33, th. 0.6 cm. Motif: 

rockwork. Slightly schematic style. A goat with long, curved horns walks or runs to the 

right over a rocky ground with irregular vertical elements and some smaller circular rocks 

at the surface of the ground, and an irregular vertical element at the far left appears to be 

rockwork as well. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Crete(?). National Archaeological 

Museum, Athens.  

CMS I Suppl., no. 82, Figure 5.4. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.7, w. 1.4, th. 

0.73 cm. Motif: rockwork. Slightly schematic style. A goat with long, curving horns 

walks or falls to the left of the scene over a rocky ground consisting of numerous circular 

rocks in a row. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Crete(?). National Archaeological 

Museum, Athens. 

CMS II.6, no. 46, Figure 5.4. Sealing. L. 2.2, w. 1.8 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A bull charges to the right with irregular rocks(?) below and 

above the animal and an unidentifiable plant at the top of the scene; edges missing.  
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Figure 5.4. Seal faces depicting active animals in landscape settings not 

previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission. 
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Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 70, Figure 4.15. Sealing. L. 2.5, w. 1.45 cm. Motif: rockwork. 

Slightly schematic style. Two overlapping goats with long, curving horns leap diagonally 

toward the lower right of the scene in flying gallop poses, the back goat has its head 

turned back to the left toward the frontmost goat, a diagonal region of rockwork fills the 

lower left of the scene with an irregular top and modeled vertical shapes with some  

deeper vertical lines but no clearly distinguished rocks. Stylistically dated to LM I. From 

Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 94, Figure 5.4. Sealing. L. 1.7, w. 1 cm. Motif: rockwork. Slightly 

schematic style. A horned quadruped lies on its back with head to the right as a second 

quadruped (lion?) attacks it from above, an irregular band of rockwork forms the ground 

along the bottom of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 263, Figure 5.4. Sealing. L. 1.35, w. 0.9 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; UBM1/2. Slightly schematic style. A quadruped leaps to the upper right of the 

scene over a solitary horizontal groundline, and an unidentifiable plant or branch fills the 

space to the left of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Sklavokampos. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.   

 CMS II.7, no. 42, Figure 4.14. Sealing. L. 1.5, w. 1.2 cm. Motif: rockwork. 

Slightly schematic style. A bull walks or falls to the right over an irregularly modeled 

rocky ground. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.  
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CMS II.7, no. 62, Figure 3.7. Sealing. D. ca. 1.8 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. Two goats with long, curving horns interact, the left one on its 

hind legs with legs to the left and head turning back to the right to face the other goat 

which is unnaturally compressed to fit with back legs slightly raised and body and head 

facing left, a compact row of six individually depicted and irregularly shaped rocks fill 

the space at the bottom between the animals, an unidentifiable plant emerges from the 

center of the rocks, and an additional unidentifiable plant may grow at the far right of the 

scene; edges missing. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato Zakros. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.7, no. 71, Figure 3.4. Sealing. L. 2.6, w. 1.8 cm. Motifs: palm; rockwork. 

Slightly schematic style. Two slightly overlapping lions with manes leap to the right in 

flying gallop poses over an irregularly modeled rocky ground, and a palm tree grows 

behind the lions and fills the upper left part of the scene. Impressed by same seal as CMS 

II.8, no. 298. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.7, no. 100, Figure 4.14. Sealing. D. ca. 1.5 cm. Motifs: rock; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A quadruped leaps in flying gallop across the scene to the right 

and a lion (or dog?) with mane leaps over its back also facing right; under the quadruped 

a triangular rock with vertical striations creates a ground, and an unidentifiable plant 

emerges from the top of the rock. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato Zakros. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.7, no. 101, Figure 4.14. Sealing. D. ca. 1.5 cm. Motifs: rockwork; 

UBM2(?). Slightly schematic style. A goat runs to the left while a lion with a mane leaps 
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over its head and turns its own head back to attack the goat’s neck, an irregularly 

modeled rocky ground curves along the bottom of the scene and two possibly plant(?) or 

rock(?) motifs fill the space to the far left and upper right of the scene. Stylistically dated 

to LM I. From Kato Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.8, no. 298, Figure 3.4. Sealing. L. 2.6, w. 1.9 cm. Motifs: palm; 

rockwork. Slightly schematic style. Two slightly overlapping lions with manes leap to the 

right in flying gallop poses over an irregularly modeled rocky ground, and a palm tree 

grows behind the lions and fills the upper left part of the scene. Impressed by same seal 

as CMS II.7, no. 71. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.8, no. 342, Figure 5.4. Sealing. L. ca. 2.3, w. ca. 1.7 cm. Motifs: rock; 

UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A quadruped (pig?) leaps across the scene to the right in 

flying gallop as a lion(?) leaps above it with head turned down to attack, and a third 

smaller animal (dog?) runs to the right at the bottom of the scene; rocks appear in the 

lower right and possibly in a row under the central quadruped, and three unidentifiable 

plants are visible on the left side of the scene below and above the central quadruped; the 

edges are missing. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.   

 CMS II.3, no. 309, Figure 5.4. Hard stone amygdaloid sealing. L. 1.95, w. 1.55 

cm. Motifs: groundline: single; rockwork. Slightly schematic style. A bull walks to the 

right on a groundline consisting of two horizontal lines, a large area of modeled 

rockwork(?) with undulating bands fills the right side of the scene, and an additional 

rockwork form emerges from the edge of the seal face at the upper left with an irregular 
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outlined shape and striations inside. Stylistically dated to LB I–II. From Siteia(?). 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.8, no. 507, Figure 5.4. Sealing. D. 1.65 cm. Motifs: rock; tree/UBM2(?). 

Slightly schematic style. A goat stands facing right with a smaller goat underneath facing 

to the left and suckling, the lower left is filled with ovoid rocks, and a tall, unidentifiable 

plant or tree fills the space on the right side of the scene. Stylistically dated to LB I–II. 

From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.8, no. 515, Figure 4.1. Sealing. L. ca. 1.65, w. ca. 1.3 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: built; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. Two quadrupeds move toward one 

another in the center of the scene over a built structure with two visible courses of ashlar 

masonry, and behind the wall and animals are multiple tall, unidentifiable plants; edges 

missing. Stylistically dated to LM I–II. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion. 

 

Animal(s): Static in Landscapes 

 CMS II.1, no. 64b, Figure 5.5. Ivory cubic seal. D. 1.8, th. 2.15 cm. Motifs: 

UBM1; UBM2. Highly schematic style. A goat stands facing right in the center of the 

seal face, a forked, curving branch or plant(?) fills the space behind and above the animal, 

another curved branch or plant(?) fills the space below, a standing unidentifiable plant 

fills the space on the right, and a vaguely botanical motif forms a ring around the entire 

scene. From EM I–MM II context but stylistically dated to EM III–MM II. From Hagia 

Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 
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Figure 5.5. Seal faces depicting static animals in landscape settings not previously 

illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with permission. 
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Figure 5.5, cont. Seal faces depicting static animals in landscape settings not 

previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission. 

 

 

CMS II.5, no. 253, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. 1.5 cm. Motifs: flower; UBM2. Fairly 

schematic style. A goat with long curved horns stands facing left, an unidentifiable plant 

fills the space to the left, at least two(?) circles created with a tubular drill fill the 

spaceabove, and there is a floral(?) motif to the right. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos 

sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.5, no. 255, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. ca. 1 cm. Motifs: UBM1; UBM2. 

Fairly schematic style. A goat with tightly curved horns sits facing left with an 

unidentifiable plant to the left and an unidentifiable branch filling the space in the upper 
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right of the scene. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.5, no. 256, Figure 3.11. Sealing. D. 1.4 cm. Motif: UBM2. Fairly 

schematic style. A goat with tightly curved horns stands(?) facing left with two 

unidentifiable plant motifs to the left and upper right of the animal. Dated to MM II. 

From the Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.5, no. 261, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. 1.5 cm. Motif: UBM2(?). Highly 

schematic style. A goat stands facing left with two unidentifiable plants(?) filling the 

space to the left and above the animal. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing 

deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.5, no. 270, Figure 3.2. Sealing. L. 2, w. 0.8 cm. Motifs: papyrus/sea 

daffodil; grass; rock; UBM2. Fairly schematic style. A lion with a mane stands facing left 

in the center of the scene among a ground composed of numerous circular and slightly 

irregular rocks, a papyrus/sea daffodil with a fan-shaped flower grows on the left side, a 

second unidentifiable plant (possibly another papyrus/sea daffodil) grows from below the 

lion and extends behind it, and some small grasses emerge from the rocky ground. Dated 

to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion. 

CMS II.5, no. 287, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. 1.4 cm. Motif: UBM2. Highly 

schematic style. A pig stands in the center of the seal face with three unidentifiable plant 

motifs above. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 
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CMS II.5, no 297, Figure 3.11. Sealing. D. 1.1 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; 

UBM1(?). Highly schematic style. A primate sits facing left on a small solitary 

groundline placed at the edge of the seal face, and unidentifiable branches fill the space to 

the left and right of the animal. Dated to MM II. From the Phaistos sealing deposit. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.6, no. 175, Figure 4.8. Sealing. D. ca. 1.25 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; UBM1(?). Highly schematic style. A horned quadruped sits facing left on a 

solitary slightly curved groundline, and an unidentifiable branch(?) fills the space in the 

upper right of the scene. Dated to MM II. From Malia. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.7, no. 56, Figure 5.5. Sealing. L. 1.05, w. 0.8 cm. Motifs: UBM1; UBM2. 

Highly schematic style. A goat with long horns stands facing right with two 

unidentifiable plants below and to the upper left of the animal and an unidentifiable 

branch filling the space to the right of the scene. Stylistically dated to MM II. From Kato 

Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS II.2, no. 46, Figure 5.5. Soft stone cushion seal. L. 1.8, w. 1.3, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; rock(?); UBM2(?). Highly schematic style. A quadruped with 

long S-curved horns stands facing left on a solitary horizontal groundline, numerous 

irregular rocks(?) fill the space below the animal, and linear elements possibly depicting 

unidentifiable plants are evident below and to the right of the quadruped. Dated to MM 

II–III. From Profitis Ilias, Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS II.3, no. 50, Figure 4.12. Silver discoid seal. D. 1.3, th. 0.4 cm. Motif: 

mountain/hill(?). Slightly schematic style. A goat with long curved horns sits facing left 
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atop a mound of irregularly shaped rocks seemingly suggesting a natural rocky feature. 

Dated to MM IIIA. From Gypsades, Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion.  

CMS I, no. 436a, Figure 4.9. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.75, w. 1.15 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Talismanic style. A pig stands facing left on a 

groundline consisting of a solitary horizontal line, and an unidentifiable plant fills the 

space to the right of the animal. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Crete(?). 

National Archaeological Museum, Athens. 

 CMS II.6, no. 158, Figure 3.14. Sealing. L. 2.3, w. 1.3 cm. Motifs: grass; tree(?); 

UBM2. Talismanic style. A goat largely made of four drilled circles for the body stands 

facing left, numerous unidentifiable plants emerge near the seal edge on the bottom and 

top, some appear to be grasses, and a taller unidentifiable plant (or tree?) fills the space to 

the left of the animal. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Gournia. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS II.8, no. 376, Figure 4.16. Sealing. D. ca. 1.5 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

multiple horizontals; rock(?); UBM2(?). Highly schematic style. A quadruped sits at the 

bottom of the scene on a groundline consisting of two horizontal lines, an undulating 

band of three wavy lines crosses the seal face above the animal, and numerous circular 

and slightly irregular shapes fill the upper half possibly depicting a rocky and/or vegetal 

landscape. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS III, no. 150, Figure 4.12. Hard stone ovoid ring(?) seal. L. 1.11, w. 1.52, th. 

0.51 cm. Motif: mountain/hill. Slightly schematic style. A goat sits facing left with head 
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turned back to the right on top of an irregularly modeled rockwork mountain/hill with 

bulbous protrusions. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Malia(?). Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.    

 CMS VI, no. 258a, Figure 5.5. Hard stone prism seal. L. 1.7, w. 1.1, th. 1.7 cm. 

Motif: UBM2. Schematic (talismanic?) style. A bird with outstretched wings flies(?) with 

its head at the top of the seal and two unidentifiable plants emerge from the edge of the 

seal face on the left side. Stylistically dated to MM III–LM I. From Crete(?). Ashmolean 

Museum, Oxford.  

 CMS II.3, no. 122, Figure 5.5. Soft stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.73, th. 0.6 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Highly schematic style. A lion stands facing right 

with head turned back to the left facing a second lion head in frontal view (possibly a 

shorthand second lion), a very short set of two horizontal lines creates a ground from 

which an unidentifiable plant emerges, and two sets of two vertical lines fill the space to 

the left and right of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Porti. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

 CMS II.3, no. 302, Figure 4.15. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.55, th. 0.7 cm. 

Motif: rock/UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A dog or lion (with mane?) stands facing 

right with head turned back to the left, two arrow-shaped elements fill the space under the 

animal suggesting either plantlife or a rocky ground. Stylistically dated to LM I. From 

Ierapetra(?). Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS II.6, no. 34, Figure 5.5. Sealing. L. ca. 1.7, w. ca. 1.7 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single(?); papyrus/sea daffodil. Fairly schematic style. Two overlapping 

“dragons” recline facing right with the farthest one turning its head back to the left, two 
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papyrus/sea daffodils fill the space on the right side of the image with leaves or grass at 

the base, and a broken horizontal line crosses the scene near the heads of the creatures 

(possibly a groundline? horizon?). Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 59, Figure 4.9. Sealing. L. 1.65, w. 1.35 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; UBM2. Fairly schematic (talismanic?) style. A goat with long, curving horns 

stands facing left on a solitary horizontal line, two tall unidentifiable plants grow to the 

left and right of the animal, and a third smaller unidentifiable plant grows under its body. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 72, Figure 4.14. Sealing. L. 1.95, w. 1.55 cm. Motif: rockwork. 

Slightly schematic style. Two overlapping pigs recline facing left on an elaborate 

irregularly modeled rockwork ground. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS II.6, no. 73, Figure 5.5. Sealing. L. 1.2, w. 1.15 cm. Motif: UBM2. Highly 

schematic style. A primate sits facing right with its arms slightly raised, four 

unidentifiable plants fill the space around the animal with two on the left and two on the 

right of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Hagia Triada. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.6, no. 160, Figure 4.7. Sealing. D. ca. 1.51 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single; tree(?). Fairly schematic style. A lion with a mane reclines facing right with head 

turned back to the left on a groundline consisting of two horizontal lines; an 

unidentifiable tree (or plant?) grows behind the animal and fills the space in the upper left 
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of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Gournia. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS II.6, no. 262, Figure 5.5. Sealing. L. 1.9, w. 1.35 cm. Motifs: groundline: 

single/waterline(?); tree/UBM2. Slightly schematic style. A “dragon” stands facing left 

on a scalloped horizontal representing either ground or water, and a tripartite 

unidentifiable plant or tree grows behind the creature and fills the space at the top of the 

scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Sklavokampos. Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.7, no. 46, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. ca. 1.5. Motifs: groundline: single; 

UBM1. Fairly schematic style. A bull stands facing right with head turned back to the left 

on a groundline consisting of at least two horizontal lines, and an unidentifiable tree 

grows behind the animal near the center of the scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From 

Kato Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS II.7, no. 47, Figure 5.5. Sealing. L. 1.8, w. 1.7 cm. Motif: rockwork. 

Slightly schematic style. A goat stands facing left with head turned back to the right, 

some irregular rockwork is just visible at the bottom of the scene, and possibly another 

unclear element at the far left; edges missing. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Kato 

Zakros. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

CMS II.8, no. 291, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. ca. 1.6 cm. Motif: UBM2. Fairly 

schematic style. A lion with a mane stands facing left with unidentifiable plants above 

and below and an unclear object in the upper right; edges missing. Stylistically dated to 

LM I. From Knossos. Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 
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CMS II.8, no. 491, Figure 4.15. Sealing. L. 1.45, w. 1.3 cm. Motifs: rockwork; 

tree; UBM2. Slightly schematic style. Two overlapping bulls facing right recline on a 

rocky ground consisting of numerous small, elongated rocks, and a tall unidentifiable 

plant or tree (possibly a reed or palm depending on the base that is blocked by the overlap 

with the animals) grows behind the pair. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Knossos. 

Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS III, no. 317, Figure 5.5. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 1.69, w. 1.51, th. 

0.79 cm. Motif: UBM2. Fairly schematic (talismanic?) style. A horned quadruped (goat?) 

stands facing left, the spaces to the left and right of the animal are each filled with a set of 

two broken zigzag patterns, and either one tall or two short unidentifiable plants grow 

under and above the body of the animal (the similar tapered shape of each suggests two 

separate plants). Stylistically dated to LM I. From Malia(?). Herakleion Archaeological 

Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS III, no. 381, Figure 4.9. Hard stone amygdaloid seal. L. 2.15, w. 1.58, th. 

0.8 cm. Motifs: groundline: single; UBM2. Fairly schematic style. A lion with a mane 

stands facing left with head turned back to the right on a solitary horizontal groundline, 

two clusters of three unidentifiable plants fill the space to the left and right of the animal, 

a single unidentifiable plant motif fills the space at the top of the scene, and another motif 

(possibly a plant?) fills the space under the lion’s body. Stylistically dated to LM I. From 

Apesokari(?). Herakleion Archaeological Museum, Herakleion.  

 CMS III, no. 504a, Figure 4.15. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.92, w. 1.6, th. 0.66 

cm. Motifs: groundline: single; rockwork. Highly schematic style. A ram(?) stands facing 

left on a groundline consisting of a horizontal line with irregularly spaced vertical lines 
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below, pointed rockwork emerges from the edge of the seal face at the top of the scene. 

Stylistically dated to LM I. From Malia(?). Herakleion Archaeological Museum, 

Herakleion.  

 CMS VI, no. 362, Figure 5.5. Soft stone lentoid seal. D. 2.3, th. 0.9 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single/waterline(?); tree/palm(?). Fairly schematic style. A “dragon” stands 

facing right on a short scalloped horizontal representing either ground or water, and an 

unidentifiable tree (palm?) grows behind the creature and fills the space at the top of the 

scene. Stylistically dated to LM I. From Crete(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.  

 CMS XII, no. 138, Figure 4.16. Hard stone cushion seal. L. 1.9, w. 1, th. 0.75 cm. 

Motifs: reed; water(?). Slightly schematic style. Two fish are depicted in profile between 

two lines creating a band from the lower right to upper left, and the upper right and lower 

left parts of the scene are filled with reeds emerging from the diagonal lines, possibly 

depicting the banks of a stream/river. Stylistically dated to LM I. Findspot unknown 

(included for the distinctive decoration on the face). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York.   

 CMS II.8, no. 410, Figure 5.5. Sealing. D. ca. 1.7 cm. Motifs: UBM1; UBM2. 

Slightly schematic style. A bull stands facing right with head turned back to the left, an 

unidentifiable plant grows under the animal, a large unidentifiable plant or branch fills 

the entire space in upper left of the scene, and a slightly curved vertical line fills the space 

to the right of the bull. Stylistically dated to LB I–II. From Knossos. Herakleion 

Archaeological Museum, Herakleion. 

CMS VI, no. 405, Figure 5.5. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.62, th. 0.8 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; tree. Slightly schematic style. A bull facing left reclines on a 
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groundline consisting of two slightly curved horizontal lines, and a full, unidentifiable 

tree grows to the right and fills the space in the upper right of the scene. Stylistically 

dated to LB I–II. From Crete(?). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 

CMS VII, no. 70, Figure 5.5. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.3 cm. Motifs: 

groundline: single; UMB2. Slightly schematic style. A dragonfly is depicted frontal with 

outstretched wings and a groundline consisting of one thin and one thick horizontal line is 

at the top of the scene with three unidentifiable plants emerging. Stylistically dated to LM 

I–II. From Gournia(?). British Museum, London.  

CMS XI, no. 185, Figure 5.5. Hard stone lentoid seal. D. ca. 1.87, th. 0.7 cm. 

Motifs: groundline: single; tree/UBM2. Fairly schematic style. Two overlapping bulls 

recline facing left with the farthest one turning its head away from the viewer(?), a 

solitary horizontal line creating the ground below, and an unidentifiable tree or plant, the 

bottom obscured by the overlapping bull, grows at the far right of the scene. Stylistically 

dated to LB I–II. From Crete(?). Staatliche Münzsammlung, Munich. 

   

Outdoor Settings 

 The remaining seals in which a scene takes place in an outdoor setting are 

discussed here because of their utilization of two or more landscape elements to create a 

natural setting, but such depictions are not cataloged because they remain on the outskirts 

of the realm of landscape depictions, with their focus instead on humans and human-

made objects rather than nature. These depictions include architecture, humans, humans 

interacting with animals, and vessels in clearly indicated outdoor settings. Many 

examples are highly schematic (e.g., the mostly talismanic style depictions of architecture 
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and vessels), whereas others can be fairly naturalistic, such as those with elaborate scenes 

showing multiple humans engaging in ceremonial activities. Although a fully natural 

landscape scene is not intended in such depictions, again it is clear that the Minoans 

valued the natural world as a setting or backdrop for myriad activities and it was 

important to indicate these settings in iconography. 

A few depictions of architecture and numerous depictions of vessels in outdoor 

settings make up a large group (Fig. 5.6). The examples of this type of scene are almost 

exclusively “talismanic” in style with one or two central vessels (CMS II.3, nos. 260–261, 

233; IV, no. D43) or a central architectural structure (CMS II.3, no. 243; VI, no. 202) 

surrounded by cross hatched designs and unidentifiable plant motifs. Often a groundline 

or built base is included. The emphasis on the setting in such depictions suggest that the 

outdoor backdrop for these scenes is crucial to understanding the meaning, which may be 

related to some sort of ceremony or ritual. The large group and standardization of such 

depictions implies there was a standard practice that involved the use of various 

vessels—some appear to be amphorae, others spouted jugs—in an outdoor setting that 

was illustrated frequently and would have been immediately understood by a Minoan 

viewer. Alternatively, it is possible that the vessels related to the status of the owner as a 

participant in trade or manufacturer of goods stored in vessels and the outdoor setting was 

simply the backdrop of choice for a largely decorative scene. It is worth noting that 

hatching and cross-hatching along with unidentifiable plant motifs are the backdrop 

elements most often seen in talismanic style seal images. As with the style, examples of 

this type are largely restricted to the MM III–LM I period (Krzyszkowska 2005, 133).  
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Figure 5.6. Seal faces with depictions of architecture and vessels in outdoor 

settings not previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS 

with permission.  

 

 

The next category is significantly smaller and includes humans in an outdoor 

setting (Fig. 5.7). These scenes usually involve two or more humans, but scenes of 

solitary humans are also present. Included here are a number of generally termed cult 

scenes which include multiple figures with trees, possible shrines, and/or tree shrines  

(CMS II.3, nos. 15 [Fig. 3.10], 305 [Fig. 3.10]; II.6, nos. 1, 5–6 [Fig. 3.10]; VI, no. 281 

[Fig. 4.15]) and some also include large rocks or “baetyls” (CMS II.3, no. 114; II.6, nos. 2 

[Fig. 3.10], 4). Some scenes are focused almost entirely on the figures with few 

additional elements beyond a rocky setting (CMS II.6, no. 8 [Fig. 4.15]; II.8, no. 268 [Fig. 

4.10]), and a few examples depict more violent activities in rocky (CMS II.6, no. 15 [Fig. 
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4.14]; II.8, no. 279) or vegetal (CMS II.7, no. 19) settings. One elaborate scene depicts 

two acrobats in a botanical setting (CMS VI, no. 184 [Fig. 3.1]). The small collection of 

solitary figures with multiple landscape elements are harder to interpret but clearly 

represent humans surrounded by nature (CMS III, no. 354; XI, no. 20a). Following the 

general flourishing of both human depictions and representations of the natural world in 

the Neopalatial period, all of these examples come from the MM III to mostly LM I 

period.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.7. Seal faces with humans interacting within an outdoor setting not 

previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission.  
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The final group includes a small number of depictions of humans interacting with 

animals in an outdoor setting but removed from the natural setting of the hunting scenes 

described above (Fig. 5.8). In these scenes, animals approach seated humans (CMS V, no. 

253) or sit on structures (altars?) themselves (CMS II.8, no. 262 [Fig. 3.7]), and in some 

instances they simply accompany humans (CMS II.8, nos. 32, 256 [Fig. 4.12]; III, no. 357 

[Fig. 4.5]; XI, no. 335). Overall, the tone of many of these scenes is largely ceremonial or 

possibly cult related, but many also elude proper interpretation. The key point for the 

purpose of this study is that these scenes were set outside and landscape elements were 

used to create the natural backdrop of the scenes. Almost all of the depictions of humans 

with animals come from the LM I–II period.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.8. Seal faces with humans and animals interacting within an outdoor 

setting not previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission.  
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Landscape Elements as Signifiers of the Outdoors 

One final way landscape elements were used for creating settings requires 

consideration here, but no additional catalog is included because the category strays too 

far from the depiction of an actual landscape setting as it is defined above. This category 

involves the use of landscape elements included as solitary “filler” motifs that, because of 

their direct relation to the natural world, imply an outdoor setting but do not provide 

enough information to create an entire scene. Examples of this use of landscape elements 

are usually restricted to seal faces with static animals or abbreviated hunting scenes (i.e., 

“speared quadrupeds”). The inclusion of a typically unidentified branch or plant motif 

(e.g., of the UBM1 or UBM2 categories outlined in Ch. 3) is the simplest identifiable 

approach utilized in Minoan glyptic to hint at a scene set in nature, and its intentional 

inclusion on a seal face suggests that the nature setting is important for viewers to see.  

In depictions where landscape elements are used individually as signifiers of the 

outdoors, a plant motif is typically the only additional motif on the seal face, excepting a 

spear or other non-nature motif (see examples in Fig. 5.9). The motif may be included 

below the animal, as in numerous abbreviated hunt scenes (CMS II.4, no. 21; V Suppl. 

1B, no. 334), on a particularly naturalistic full hunt scene (CMS II.6, no. 37), and even 

with a depiction of a griffin (CMS II.6, no. 215 [Fig. 3.14]). It is also worth noting that 

many speared animal scenes have a groundline and nothing else (CMS II.2, no. 60 [Fig. 

4.9]; II.7, no. 70). Additionally, the plant may be depicted to one side of an animal or 

vessel (CMS II.1, no. 77 [Fig. 3.13]; II.2, no. 43; V Suppl. 1A, no. 335), or it may also 

appear above (CMS II.6, no. 244 [Fig. 3.11]; II.7, no. 87 [Fig. 3.4]) or overlapped by the 

animal (CMS III, no. 378), both of which may signify that the plant or tree is growing 
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behind an animal, thus creating the slightest indication of depth. Many such examples 

include more exotic creatures (e.g., lion, griffin) along with palms which may or may not 

be accepted as exotic elements in their own right. The use of a single landscape element, 

usually of the UBM1 or UBM2 category, starts as early as EM III–MM IA and continues 

into the Late Bronze Age, and they are utilized in a range of schematic and more 

naturalistic scenes. 

 

 

 

 Figure 5.9. Seal faces with solitary landscape motifs used to indicate a natural 

setting not previously illustrated in Chapters 3 and 4. Scale 2:1. Drawings from CMS with 

permission.  
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Conclusion 

 Landscape scenes and scenes with landscape settings are some of the most 

elaborate and yet more rare types of depictions found on Minoan seals and sealings. 

Scenes focused entirely on the natural world are incredibly rare in the Minoan 

iconographic record, especially in seals as compared to the entire corpus of art. 

Significantly more prominent, yet still an extremely small percentage of the known seals, 

are those which depict animals in a landscape setting. It is these landscape scenes and 

settings that serve as the main focus of the following chapters and as such they have been 

cataloged in full here. Generally, such scenes appear on seals from MM II through the 

Late Bronze Age, and they are depicted in a range of styles from schematic to 

naturalistic, but the main focus is always on the landscape itself or the animals naturally 

found, or in some cases imagined, within it.  

 Also considered here are examples of landscapes acting as settings for scenes 

removed from the natural world with a focus on humans and human-built structures and 

ground. While these scenes do take place in landscape settings (i.e., settings containing 

two or more landscape elements), they do not focus on nature and the creatures naturally 

found in it. As such, these depictions are considered here but not cataloged for further 

consideration; scenes in which humans are the key motifs are beyond the scope of the 

present study. Also excluded from further consideration but addressed due to their use of 

landscape elements are scenes in which a solitary landscape element is used to imply a 

natural setting without creating a full landscape setting. These examples are important to 

note but are either outside or on the periphery of any consideration of landscape.  
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The key characteristic of all of the myriad types of seal depictions considered 

throughout this chapter is the inclusion of landscape elements. That nature was a common 

focus or backdrop for activities in the Minoan world is undeniable, particularly when its 

inclusion on miniature seal faces is considered. Minoan artists and patrons clearly held 

the natural world in high regard and chose it as a scene or setting in a wide range of 

media. The reasons for these choices are considered more in the following chapters where 

the creation of landscapes in glyptic iconography and the significance of such scenes are 

considered in depth.  
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CHAPTER 6 

THE CREATION AND VIEW OF THE NATURAL WORLD 

 

 Understanding how the Minoans viewed, translated, and depicted the natural 

world by which they were surrounded is paramount to understanding landscape 

iconography. How the Minoans viewed the natural world is impossible to study directly, 

and instead the focus must be placed on how they translated what was physically around 

them into visual objects that have been preserved in the archaeological record. It is 

through attempting to interpret what these depictions illustrate, from what point of view 

they are depicted, and the significance of the various elements included (and excluded) 

that we can glimpse how the Minoans viewed the natural world. By looking at their 

conscious choices, we can begin to understand what the natural world meant to them and 

why they chose to depict it in art so frequently. This chapter attempts to do this with the 

caveat that many of these concepts will likely remain beyond our complete understanding 

due to a lack of evidence. 

 The first part of this chapter explores what the iconography can tell us about how 

Minoans translated the natural world into iconographic elements. This consideration 

addresses the iconography in terms of its closeness to nature, the process of 

schematization, how the natural world is represented, and the question of wild or 

domestic. Next, the construction of a landscape scene/setting is discussed. This section 

includes a discussion of the different landscape elements, how elements were combined, 

and how they were utilized to create entire scenes. Finally, the Minoan point of view is 

considered alongside the modern point of view, with a focus on the forced position and 
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perspectives of landscape scenes and a brief discussion of composition and the use and 

creation of space. Exploring the translation, construction, and viewpoint of landscape 

scenes and settings provides insight into the Minoan understanding and valuation of the 

natural world. 

 

Translating the Natural World 

The translation of the natural world into iconography is the starting point here 

because it assesses the two aspects most readily available to us today—the actual 

landscape of Crete and the iconographic repertoire of landscape depictions in Bronze Age 

art. In this section, the way nature was translated into art is explored in order to determine 

the level of naturalization and schematization preferred and accepted in landscape 

depictions, and the question of wild or domestic is considered. Each of these topics is 

considered through the evidence presented in Chapters 3 and 4, and the focus remains on 

understanding the information in a Minoan context. The Minoans translated the natural 

world in a number of ways which may now be understood to varying degrees. 

Throughout this section it is important to keep in mind one important factor that is 

too often misconstrued in scholarship: glyptic iconography is not merely the result of 

overzealous simplification resulting from the small scale of the objects. Maria Shaw 

(1993, 664) states, for example, “The small field available for representations results in 

less detail and more emphasis on symbolic rendition, when compared to frescoes,” but, as 

it has been made clear in Chapter 3, the ambiguity in depictions of flora is not unique to 

glyptic art, and is at times even exacerbated in larger scenes or those with colors that do 

not directly reflect nature. It is crucial to accept this universal ambiguity in all scales and 
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media of Minoan art in order to more fully understand how the Minoans created such 

depictions. The relationship between the size, iconographic repertoire, and style found on 

seals is the result of a series of choices, and this is nowhere more evident than in the 

extremely elaborate and naturalistic scenes consisting of numerous elements found on the 

famous gold signet rings (Dimopoulou and Rethemiotakis 2004). It is crucial to note, 

though, that the choice to include only one or a couple elements or to use a highly 

simplified, schematic, or more likely symbolic, style is also intentional. Glyptic 

iconography is not the culmination of barriers and lack of skill, but instead it is through 

the immense skill of the artists and their understanding of all of the restrictions of the 

media that glyptic art was able to capture full scenes—particularly those depicting the 

natural world—in miniature. The resulting depictions may be seen as microlandscapes in 

which entire scenes are created through the inclusion of only a few landscape elements 

and slight to more explicit depictions of space.   

The first question to consider here is how closely landscape depictions reflect 

nature. That is not to say a judgment of skill must occur, merely that the subject and the 

art must be compared in order to understand the relationship between the two. It should 

also be noted that primacy must be given neither to the “real” world over artistic 

depictions nor to the seal iconography over the natural world of Crete. Considering 

briefly the idea of agency—which has been thoroughly addressed for art objects, 

particularly in archaeology, the arguments of which need not be repeated here (for more 

on agency see Hodder 1986; Gell 1998; Renfrew 2001; DeMarrais, Gosden, and 

Renfrew, eds., 2004; Knappett 2005)—the main idea applied to this study is that in much 

the same way that the natural world impacted the Minoans and influenced their art, the 
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art, too, influenced the Minoans and their understanding of and relationship with nature. 

This important symbiotic relationship requires further consideration through the way 

Minoans translated the reality of nature into works of art, and some of the impact 

iconography may have had on their understanding of nature is considered below and in 

Chapter 7 but remains harder to pinpoint so far removed from their world. 

The low number of identifiable elements and extremely restricted inclusion of the 

more narrowly identified elements in glyptic iconography suggests one of two things: 

either the Minoans valued symbols or icons of an element and, by extension, iconic 

depictions of landscapes using those elements rather than recreating nature, or the way 

the Minoans saw the natural world was far different from how we see it today, and the 

simplified and (to our eyes) unidentifiable scenes are actually closer to their perceived 

reality. Chapin, drawing on E. Gombrich (1960) and others, touches on similar ideas and 

suggests that artists were taught a visual vocabulary that formed the foundation of each 

artistic endeavor, and from these more schematic, learned forms they adjusted elements 

to fit a scene (Chapin 1995, 12–15). This is contradictory to the process of the American 

landscape painters of the nineteenth century who often worked en plein air to create 

scenes that, although also interpreted, adjusted, and imagined, largely reflected the 

viewed reality of a specific landscape. Chapin (1995, 15) even goes so far as suggesting 

that the Aegean artists “see what they represent rather than represent what they see,” 

which reflects well the relationship between viewing nature and viewing nature 

depictions with influence in this case going from the art to the actual natural landscape 

(cf. Fiandra 1990; Warren 2000, 365). It seems, then, that both scenarios are true. Minoan 

artists valued schematic forms for landscape elements over realistic depiction perhaps in 
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part because they were more readily recognized and their meaning understood, but also 

because such forms utilized their learned repertoire; and it can also be suggested that 

Minoan artists actually viewed the natural world in terms of their known schema. 

This idea of artists focusing on schema first raises the question of naturalism in 

Minoan art, as the terms “naturalistic” and “schematic” are used throughout this study to 

summarily describe the style of landscape depictions. As has been seen, naturalism is a 

relative term that refers mostly to the careful, smooth rendering and inclusion of details in 

a depiction, especially in comparison to the shape- and line-heavy talismanic style, for 

instance. Such details are often not scientific, but rather decorative, or they draw on 

additional known schema to add flourish to a plant. Examples of this come in the form of 

the clearly hybridized reed/papyrus/sea daffodil plants seen on CMS V Suppl. 1A, no. 46 

and in the wall paintings from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos (Cameron 1968, fig. 

13). Naturalism here does not refer to a closeness to nature or reality or, even, our ability 

to identify the elements depicted in most cases. The prevalence of UBM1 and UBM2 in 

landscape scenes and settings alone illustrate how few depictions truly represent a plant 

or tree as it is seen in nature, and a large number of these unidentifiable motifs appear on 

the more naturalistic seals. Therefore, it can be said that naturalism and schematization sit 

on opposite ends of a spectrum in terms of style, but that the entire glyptic and even 

broader Minoan artistic repertoire can be categorized as schematic in the sense that the 

artists start first with the schematic symbols that form their iconographic foundations.  

Additionally, although such a consideration for depictions of animals is a much 

more complicated topic and outside of the scope of the present study, it seems Minoans 

chose not to represent clearly domesticated plants/trees in landscape depictions (cf. Shaw 
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1993; Farrar 2016 on Aegean gardens). This distinction becomes blurry for palm and 

possible papyrus depictions, which may represent domestically grown and cared for 

examples, but, overall, depictions of flora are largely restricted to schematic depictions of 

grasses, weeds, and other miscellaneous greenery of the Cretan landscape. The emphasis 

is seemingly on representing nature (i.e., landscape in general), rather than depicting 

specific landscapes with what must have been well-known place markers throughout 

Crete. Landscapes are reduced to the elements necessary for creating the appropriate 

scene. Such decisions depend on the other elements included, for instance the 

combinations of waterbirds with reeds, lions with palms, and grazing animals with 

various shorter plants to allow for identification of a scene/type of location (for complete 

list of associated elements see the Appendix).    

A similar pattern is presented for depictions of abiotic elements, although 

“domesticated” (i.e., worked) stones are often depicted as part of walls and as paved 

ground. The more natural rocks and rockwork, including mountains and hills, are 

depicted clearly enough to be identified as such, but identifying specific locations, or for 

that matter even types of rock formations or types of rocks, remains impossible for the 

modern viewer. It cannot be said for certain whether a Bronze Age viewer would have 

been able to read these scenes more readily based on their own prior knowledge, but the 

homogeneity of such depictions suggests there were few if any clearly distinguished 

locations intended. It can be difficult, too, to differentiate a mountain/hill from other 

rockwork as the creation of space in two- and shallow three-dimensional art is difficult to 

firmly grasp even with the understanding allowed by Chapin’s study of the subject (1995; 
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see below). Seemingly, the inclusion of a rocky setting is the main goal of such 

depictions and the prevalence of associated goats—known rock dwellers—is telling.  

The question of wild vs. domestic requires consideration due to the emphasis 

placed on such considerations in many studies focused on the natural world and 

landscape depictions. First, the depictions themselves must be addressed, which, based on 

the evidence presented above and in Chapter 3, appear to represent both wild and 

domestic scenes of nature—particularly if the interpretation of various linear and 

hatched/cross-hatched elements as fences in some of the scenes is accepted—with few 

confidently identifiable as either. The iconography seems to point to some depictions of 

domesticated animals at least, but many of the scenes in which this domestic status is 

identified are scenes of animals where only the animals may be owned and/or maintained 

by humans. The landscape of flora and abiotic elements accompanying a domesticated 

animal need not be cultivated itself, and instead many of the animals depicted are animals 

that would have been herded around the natural landscape to find new grazing pastures 

throughout the year (Halstead 1996). It would then follow that most if not all depictions 

of nature represent real or imagined wild landscapes. It can be said with certainty, 

though, that no cultivated fields or orchards are clearly illustrated in glyptic art. 

It is necessary also to consider how the Minoans may have approached such a 

topic, or, rather, consider the different views of the world that may make such 

identifications of “wild” and “domestic” moot. The Bronze Age inhabitants of Crete 

extensively utilized the natural world collecting a wide range of plants and trees for food, 

seasoning, medicine, and shelter, and rocks for tools and construction—not to mention 

the numerous daily and life sustaining uses for fresh water. Many of the plants and trees 
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cultivated by the Minoans were utilized in both their wild and cultivated state, and the 

cultivated version was not far removed from the wild (Hamilakis 1996, 3–4; Grove and 

Rackham 2001, 66–99; Moody 2012, 251–253; Blitzer 2014; Papatsaroucha 2014, 202–

203). One likely conclusion is that wild and cultivated were not seen as distinctly 

separate things because they so often overlapped. Even the cultivated orchards house 

widespread wild flora in the spaces between trees (Rackham and Moody 1996, 57–58). It 

seems that few examples of specifically domesticated types of flora are depicted at all in 

the glyptic repertoire, the focus again on grasses, reeds, palms, and other unidentifiable 

but not clearly cultivated plants and trees, but a clear separation of wild from domestic is 

not possible. The fact remains that landscapes are the result of humans “interacting with 

the natural environment and with plants and animals (Grove and Rackham 2001, 14).” 

Humans, through the simple act of viewing wild nature, impact the landscape and alter 

the very definition of “wild,” which can never be fully understood from the outside.  

In light of the evidence against depictions of cultivated plants, and even the 

identifiable depiction of some flora, it seems most likely that the usability of a plant was 

not the deciding factor for including it in a landscape scene, but instead it was the simple 

act of including it that served the greatest function. Similarly, rocks and water do not 

seem to be illustrated in use, apart from depictions of built walls/walkways generally in 

contexts removed from the natural world. The main purpose of landscape elements is to 

imply a landscape setting, or, in cases with ample human presence and human-built 

structures, to hint at an outdoor setting. The types of plants almost never appear to carry 

meaning based on their functional purpose, but only for their association with 

microregions such as water (reeds, papyrus?) and mountains (rocks/rockwork). It is 
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proposed, then, that the functional and otherwise (see Chapter 7) significance of the 

natural world depicted in landscape scenes and settings were understood more as a whole 

than for individual elements. Nature was all encompassing and immeasurably significant 

in all states from wild to cultivated, and such a setting was clearly important for a range 

of human and animal activities in addition to being a utilized, if rare, motif on its own. 

We can return, then, to an attempt at understanding how depictions of landscape 

scenes and settings represent the real world of Bronze Age Crete as discussed in Chapter 

2 and as it largely still appears today. It is clear that depictions of nature were not limited 

by style, shape, or material. Landscape scenes and settings are found on the most 

schematic and comparatively naturalistic seals as well as on a wide range of soft stone, 

hard stone, and metal. The widespread use of landscapes allows for a consideration of 

each element in its most basic form regardless of style or technique because, although 

these have significant visual ramifications, they do not seem to significantly impact how 

the natural world is represented in art. Generally speaking, then, Minoan artists do not 

seem to focus on recreating the natural world, and instead use their known schema to 

create a scene immediately recognizable as nature, but with no clear connection to a 

specific landscape.  

 

Constructing a Minoan Landscape 

 Next, it is possible to consider how the Minoans created a landscape scene/setting 

by looking at the various elements, their combinations as presented in the iconographic 

evidence, and lastly how individual elements were brought together to form entire scenes 

and spaces for human and animal figures to occupy. It is impossible to truly understand 
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the thought process of a Minoan artist in constructing a landscape scene or setting, but it 

is worth considering how it may have been approached given the elements and 

composition of the depictions. In this section the elements utilized by glyptic artists in 

creating scenes of nature are discussed first before considering the combining and 

composing of elements. Finally, it is suggested that through studying the ways in which 

scenes are created we may get closer to understanding the intended focus of such 

depictions.  

The elements used in constructing landscapes include flora (flower, grass, palm, 

papyrus/sea daffodil, reed, tree, UBM1, UBM2), groundlines (multiple horizontals, 

single, waterlines), mountains/hills, rocks and rockwork, and water. These elements are 

mostly generic symbols to represent aspects of the natural world (e.g., plants, rocks) and 

rarely allow for more narrow identification by modern and very likely even Bronze Age 

standards. Landscape elements do not simply appear in the Middle Bronze Age when 

landscapes are depicted with some frequency. Instead, it seems depictions of landscape 

elements are firmly rooted in the earlier glyptic art where floral motifs are a common 

occurrence, although far removed from a natural setting as is seen in later landscapes (see 

Fig. 3.15 for early precursors of flora). So too, rocks appear in earlier glyptic before 

being used to create clear landscapes (e.g., CMS II.1, no. 391e). These elements, when 

combined with one another and often an animal and/or human figure, are the building 

blocks for any landscape depiction. 

Following the definition of a landscape as including two or more landscape 

elements, it is clear that landscape elements were not always depicted alone. Many 

different combinations of elements are found on seals, and it is also common for multiple 
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of the same element to be used in one landscape. Typical repeated motifs include reeds 

and members of the UBM1 and UBM2 categories, and often, though not exclusively, 

when a motif is repeated it is the only botanic motif in a scene. There are, however, many 

examples with different types of plants in a single scene. Trees, alternatively, are almost 

always either included alone, with only a groundline, or at least as the only tree in a 

scene, with smaller plants as additional landscape elements. Rockwork (including 

mountains/hills) and rocks (repeated) are also often the only landscape in a scene, but 

they act as excellent tools for creating entire scenes both through the use of multiple 

rocks or through the shape of the rockwork that can be used as a ground, depicted above 

to create a deeper/taller scene (see below), or even molded to create elaborate vertical 

formations. For more on landscape elements and with which additional elements they are 

shown see the Appendix.  

 It is highly likely that Minoan artists, drawing on their limited repertoire of 

schema, selected from the above list of landscape elements whichever best fit their 

purposes. Such purposes may include creating an appropriate setting, in which case reeds 

are selected for depictions with waterbirds, for example, or they may be more pragmatic 

in instances where elements are seemingly chosen for their shape based on what space in 

a composition needs to be filled. These “filler elements,” as they are so often called, are 

no less significant in conveying meaning and contributing to the creation of a landscape 

scene/setting than the more clearly identified reeds and palms which have meaning in 

their own right. Landscape elements contributed most significantly to a scene simply by 

creating a landscape, the broader meaning of which is considered in Chapter 7. 

Landscapes almost always serve as supporting settings for scenes in which animals or 
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humans are the main focus, and as such their identification as “landscape” or “nature” is 

the most important purpose they serve. The prevalence of clearly identified flora in non-

landscape depictions and mostly removed from their natural settings illustrates this 

practice well and can be seen in CMS II.8, no. 285, where a hand is shown holding a lily 

(a motif not found in landscape depictions). The significance of individual elements is 

clearly not a focus in a landscape scene, but rather, through various combinations, a 

larger and more meaningful whole is created. 

 

The Minoan Viewer 

 Lastly, in scenes of landscapes it is important to also consider the viewer in 

addition to the artists who are largely discussed above. The viewer of the actual 

landscape, if the scene is indeed based on one, and, more importantly, the viewer of the 

image itself. How an image is seen is equally as important as how it is created, and both 

come together to create the full impact of a work of art considered here: the exchange of 

information between artist and viewer. As such, it is necessary to first address our own 

modern gaze on seal iconography before then attempting to understand where and how 

Minoan viewers fit into the exchange. The creation of space also requires consideration 

because it is one of the most crucial aspects of landscapes, which are, by definition, 

depictions of a fixed space. The topics presented here allow for these landscape scenes 

and settings to be placed more truly in their Bronze Age context. 

 When viewing landscape scenes and settings in Minoan art most scholars focus on 

identification. Countless studies have discussed the identification of various plants, from 

largely iconographic (Morgan 1988, 17–32; Papatsaroucha 2014) to entirely scientific 
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(Tucker 2004 in Economic Botany), and even the identification of specific locations 

(Gesell 1980; Morgan 1988, 88–92). After these more scientific approaches, the focus 

generally turns to identifying sacred elements and even deities within the scenes, both 

those with and those without humans (Marinatos 1984, 89; 1993, 151; Immerwahr 1990, 

50). Lacking the knowledge and understanding of a Minoan viewer, it is understandable 

that identification of various types of elements remains at the fore, but it is necessary to 

then also go beyond this surface-level consideration. In keeping with this need to name 

things in order to fully understand the depictions in which they are included, Chapters 3 

and 4 of this study focus on the identification of elements, and in the following chapter 

interpretations of meaning, including a possible sacred interpretation, are presented. The 

scenes themselves, as they exist as objects in the Minoan world to be viewed by Minoan 

minds, require further consideration and should be central in all in-depth studies of 

iconography.   

We can turn now to the Minoan viewer. Seals and their impressions were used in 

various ways to document and ensure contents of vessels and rooms (see Chapter 1 for 

more), but they were also worn and certainly would have signified the status of the 

wearer. So, while seal impressions were viewed regularly by administrative workers, 

merchants, and the various crews involved in transporting and documenting goods, as 

well as probably those involved more directly in person-to-person exchanges, the seals 

themselves were viewed by their elite owners and their peers in elite settings. While the 

scenes themselves may not have mattered in trade and administrative settings beyond 

identifying a person or office, the scenes as personal adornments may well have served 

an important function in social interactions. A wide range of folks from an equally 
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diverse range of sociopolitical standings viewed the seals and seal rings that are the focus 

of this study, and it is crucial for our understanding of the scenes to consider what they 

saw. The focus here is on how Minoan viewers as a whole may have viewed landscapes, 

and additional sociopolitical implications are considered in Chapter 7.     

It is necessary to briefly consider the ways in which space was created in glyptic 

in order to better understand what the Minoans were likely seeing when they looked at a 

seal. There are many different ways the Minoans depicted space (see Chapin 1995 for a 

thorough consideration of the different types), suggesting there was no single way to 

universally show depth and space, unlike linear perspective, for example, which shows 

depth in a clear and uniform way. Instead, the method for creating depth seems connected 

to the type of scene illustrated, with caves depicted differently from hilly scenes, which 

are also different from river scenes, and so on. For the purpose of this study, it is 

important to consider the ways in which landscape elements are utilized to create space. 

Three conventions are favored.  

The first space-creating convention is the simple use of overlap, with the 

frontmost objects partially covering the view of an object behind it. Overlap is utilized 

extensively in Minoan art but does not seem to be the most favored way to depict depth. 

The next is known as vertical perspective in which elements depicted higher in the scene 

are understood as receding farther into the background. This mode of depicting space is 

preferred but does not seem to be used significantly more often than the last type. Both 

overlapping and vertical perspective seem to be the result of influence from the arts of 

ancient Egypt and Western Asia, whereas the next example seems to be distinctly Minoan 

in origin (Chapin 1995, 215–220, 230). Finally, Chapin’s “referential perspective” is 
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slightly more complex but incredibly popular in depictions of the natural world. In 

referential perspective parts of the landscape may be depicted below and above a central 

figure in order to represent an entire scene in which the landscape setting continues 

behind the figure but is not explicitly illustrated in order to maintain an ease of legibility 

for the main focus of the scene. In these examples the upper elements are simply a 

continuation of the landscape illustrated at the base of the scene (Chapin 1995, 81–165). 

Each of these depictions of space require a different set of preconceptions to understand 

the scene and each requires a great deal of imagination from the viewer in order to flesh 

out the scene in its three-dimensional form. 

The key point here is that the creation of space and placement of elements in a 

Minoan landscape produces a forced point of view which, although somewhat fixed, 

offers more flexibility for interpretation than does a typical modern landscape scene in 

perspective. Compare, for example, the landscape settings created in CMS II.6, no. 158, 

and II.8, nos. 376, 491, to the well-known American landscape View from Mount 

Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm–The Oxbow by Thomas 

Cole (Fig. 6.1). Interpretation of the scene aside, the space in Cole’s painting (Fig. 6.1a) 

is clearly defined: the viewer stands elevated on a ridge overlooking a low, winding river 

with farmland and hills extending far into the distance, and a large tree in the left of the 

scene overlaps and thus pushes into the background much of the greenery extending 

along the ridge. The techniques of overlapping, atmospheric perspective, and basic 

perspective, where more distant things are smaller, are utilized to create a vast expanse 

that is easily understood in terms of space and places the viewer firmly in the foreground 

on an elevated viewpoint looking down on the scene. There is very little room for 
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interpreting the space in a different way or altering the viewer’s perspective. It is worth 

noting, too, that much of the greenery fleshing out the forested ridge in Cole’s painting, 

which could only be described as naturalistic, is actually quite vague and unidentifiable 

on closer inspection. Even in the most highly valued landscapes of the modern era, 

scientific replication of individual elements is secondary to the creation of the overall 

landscape as a scene or setting.            

Next to The Oxbow the landscape settings shown on the three selected Bronze 

Age seals appear even less like landscapes. These scenes, however, represent some of the 

vastest landscapes in Aegean glyptic, and they illustrate a variety of techniques for 

depicting space. Starting with the simplest example, CMS II.8, no. 491 (Fig. 6.1b), the 

space in this scene is created visually through the use of overlap. The bull in the front 

overlaps the second bull pushing it farther into the distance, and the farther bull overlaps 

a tree or plant pushing it into the farthest distance and creating a multilayered spatial 

scene. The rocky ground at the bottom of the scene is harder to interpret but may 

represent in vertical perspective a rocky ground receding back into the distance which 

translates to higher up in the picture plane. This would explain the thickness of the 

ground as opposed to a simple groundline or layer of rocks depicted in profile. 

Conversely, a depth of ground may be intended, but this seems less likely.  

Building on the possible use of vertical perspective in the previous scene, the 

scene depicted in CMS II.8, no. 376 (Fig. 6.1c) makes full use of vertical perspective. 

Here, what may be a winding river/stream flows behind the quadruped and the ground on 

which it sits, and the rock and/or plant filled space at the top of the scene is farther back  
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Figure 6.1. Landscapes: (a) View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, 

Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm–The Oxbow by Thomas Cole, 1836, oil on canvas; 

(b) CMS II.8, no. 491 (c) CMS II.8, no. 376; (d) CMS II.6, no. 158. Photograph not to 
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scale, seals 3:1. Photograph courtesy The Met, New York, NY, drawings courtesy CMS 

Heidelberg.  

 

 

still, possibly representing the farther bank of the water. The idea here is that the viewer 

may be looking down upon the scene from a higher vantage point, may be level with the 

front of the scene but lower than the elevated space behind the quadruped, or may be 

level with the entire scene, with the perspective being largely imagined and not indicative 

of the actual space in the scene (literally: higher = directly farther back). 

The final example (CMS II.6, no. 158; Fig. 6.1d) utilizes Chapin’s (1995) 

referential perspective to create a full landscape setting. The sealing shows a goat with 

plants growing along the lower edge of the seal face as well as along the upper edge. The 

plants below are easy enough to understand as creating a ground using the seal edge as an 

implied groundline (although the edges of the impression are unclear, and an explicit 

groundline may have been present), but the plants seemingly descending from above 

require further consideration and information for a modern viewer to understand. The 

goat must be understood as surrounded by plants either level with it or extending up a hill 

behind the animal, with the understanding that the vegetal landscape continues into the 

distance from the bottom of the scene to the top, but with the plants immediately in line 

with the goat omitted for clarity.  

Groundlines require special consideration here because their very nature as “the 

baseline which represents a ground plane in pictures having no indication of spatial depth 

and upon which all figures and objects are placed irrespective of their real spatial 
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relationship (“Groundline” n.d.)” is contrary to the discussion of depth and space 

presented above. In response, it is suggested that groundlines in Minoan art do serve this 

“baseline” function and that everything in the scene is indeed placed on top of it, but the 

Minoans make this work in one of two ways. First, more than one groundline may be 

utilized in some scenes either by the explicit inclusion of more than one line or through 

use of an implied groundline upon which an additional layer of landscape—on a different 

plane in space in order to create depth—continues to depict all objects on it in a single 

space without additional spatial depth. In this case depth is created through the repetition 

of strips of landscape lacking in depth within themselves but extending into space from 

one groundline to the next. The second strays farther from a line with no spatial depth. In 

some scenes, Minoan artists seem to combine different spatial techniques with the use of 

a groundline. In such depictions the groundline acts as a groundline for not only the 

frontmost and lowest element in the scene but also those elements depicted higher or 

overlapped (i.e., farther back) in the scene (e.g., CMS II.8, no. 376; Fig. 6.1c). Generally 

speaking, groundlines are not necessary in many examples of Minoan art because space 

and depth are created in various ways that are not grounded in one space in a scene, and 

yet they are included frequently, along with more elaborate ground, to give a firm 

foundation to scenes in nature. It cannot be ignored that many groundlines also act as just 

that, spaceless groundlines with elements distributed along them and no clear indication 

of depth.  

It seems, based on the evidence presented above, that neither the position of the 

viewer in a Minoan composition nor the creation of space was fixed. Viewing a 

landscape scene allowed for a certain level of experimentation and imagination on the 



 

 205 

part of the viewer who could place themselves above, below, or in line with an entire 

scene. Even if allowances are made for Bronze Age viewers having some level of 

understanding of the conventions of perspective in their art, the conventions do not limit 

the viewpoint the way, say, linear perspective, through its somewhat scientific study of 

space, firmly places the viewer in only one place. Viewers of Minoan landscapes are 

required to not only translate multiple languages of space and depth, but to also fill in 

various parts of the scene in order for it to be understood as a full landscape. Minoan 

viewers, then, become an active part of the scene through the mere process of viewing it.  

 

Conclusion 

 The ways in which the landscape was transformed from a lived experience in 

nature into a miniature scene in glyptic are telling of the society to which the seals and 

sealings belong. Although our understanding of the processes involved in creating a 

Minoan landscape can never be satisfactory, it is through questioning them and 

questioning our own preconceptions of art that new understandings are brought to light. 

Far from the science-centric approach to landscape depictions of many Aegean scholars, 

the evidence tells a different story, one less focused on the individual elements and more 

focused on the scene and the creation of a well-balanced composition using a number of 

already prepared motifs. Landscape elements are used to fill space, balance other 

elements, and create depth, but their significance goes beyond these individual functions 

because without landscape elements a goat is simply a goat. Add to the scene a 

groundline and three plants and the viewer is immediately taken to the plant covered 

rocky terrain of Crete where goats roam semi-freely still today, much as they would have 
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during the Bronze Age. It is through the inclusion of these seemingly meaningless 

unidentifiable elements that an entire scene comes to life.  

 The depiction of space, number of elements included, and central focus of 

landscape scenes and scenes with landscape settings vary widely. Landscape elements are 

seemingly chosen at random for most scenes based entirely on how well they fit the 

composition, and yet at other times landscape elements are chosen explicitly for the type 

of landscape they represent and how that landscape relates to the central figure(s). 

Although secondary to these central figures, the landscape elements and the space they 

create are not expendable, and in fact they often take up a large percentage of the seal 

face all around the prominent animals and humans. When the landscape is the main 

focus, the plant(s) chosen fills the entire surface in a balanced and full composition, and 

there are no added decorative elements. The same is usually true of landscape settings as 

well in that decorative elements are typically omitted if a natural setting is intended. In an 

artistic tradition with widespread use of decorative motifs, their absence in favor of 

landscape-specific elements is telling of the focus on the natural world in such depictions.   

 It has been suggested here that the depictions of landscapes were both influenced 

by the natural world and then also influenced the viewers impression of the natural world. 

It is likely this is done by placing emphasis intentionally and by explicitly depicting the 

natural world in a range of scenes including both animals and humans. After viewing 

scenes of animals, hunting, or even ceremonial activities in which landscape elements are 

included in even the smallest of examples (i.e., the seals), an added emphasis is placed on 

their inclusion in activities in life. Parts of the landscapes may then be noticed more in 

the course of regular activity, an important factor in the topics addressed in Chapter 7, in 
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much the same way that seeing images of a landscape throughout one’s life in various 

media forces you to notice and acknowledge that very landscape each time you see it. 

Similarly, then, Minoan landscapes and landscape elements, through their repetition in a 

wide range of media, draw attention more actively both as a focal point and also when 

serving as the backdrop or setting for an activity.  

 Landscapes are indisputably important in Minoan culture, both physically and in 

iconographic form, and landscape elements are crucial in visually creating landscapes. It 

has been shown that the use of landscape elements as indicators of setting overshadows 

their function as individual elements, and that artists and viewers alike play significant 

roles in the depiction and interpretation of a landscape and its dimensions. Following the 

present consideration which has provided a better understanding of the creation and 

viewpoint of a Minoan landscape, the following discussion of their role in Minoan 

society can go even deeper.  

  



 

 208 

CHAPTER 7 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LANDSCAPE IN BRONZE AGE CRETE 

 

 It is time now to delve into some of the significance attached to various landscape 

depictions and how interpretation impacts and is impacted by the combination of 

landscapes and the largely administrative tools on which they are depicted. This chapter 

first considers the sacred landscape, both the landscapes found in nature which are 

understood as serving primarily ceremonial functions and those depicted in art which are 

understood as having ceremonial or possibly religious connotations. In the subsequent 

two sections landscape depictions are considered for their connection to the indication 

and reification of elite status as well as their role in validating power structures. For the 

categories addressing status and power, media other than glyptic are the initial focus and 

existing theories are presented. Finally, glyptic is considered within the same scope, and 

aspects of status and power hierarchies, the role seals play in such structures, and the 

significance landscape iconography may have in all of it are addressed. This chapter 

concludes with a summary of the entire study which brings together the various aspects in 

one place followed by concluding remarks and some notes for future study. 

  

A Sacred Landscape? 

The subject most often discussed in any consideration of landscape in Minoan art 

is that of the “sacred landscape,” often used interchangeably to refer to the landscape of 

sacred spaces (e.g., caves, peak sanctuaries) and landscape depictions in which the sacred 

is illustrated or implied. Although sacred landscapes have been the topic of numerous 



 

 209 

studies, the idea requires repeating here in order to fully consider the significance of 

landscape depictions in the Minoan world and apply it more readily to glyptic. The focus 

of this chapter, though, lies in the subsequent sections where status and power are 

considered through the lens of landscape depictions, but such discussion requires a 

review of the sacred dimensions of the Minoan landscape. Considered here are first the 

possibly sacred parts of the natural world and their roles in Minoan ceremony often 

associated with religion, landscapes as backdrops for such practices, and finally the idea 

of a landscape/landscape depiction as either the home of a Minoan “nature goddess” or as 

an indication of her implied presence in and control of nature is discussed. The general 

conclusion has been that most landscape depictions are sacred in some way, but this 

interpretation for glyptic iconography is far from straightforward.  

 It is necessary to first consider some of the areas in nature that may be illustrated 

in various depictions of landscape settings in Minoan art. Sacred parts of the landscape 

considered here include caves, temporary and/or poorer outdoor shrines, and peak 

sanctuaries. Peak sanctuaries first appear in EM III/MM IA and fully flourish during the 

Protopalatial period (on peak sanctuaries see: Rutkowski 1986, 72–98; Peatfield 1990; 

Kyriakidis 2005). Generally, these are sanctuaries on mountains or hills that are visible 

from palatial centers or large settlements (although the emphasis on visible mountain 

locations has recently been questioned by Briault 2007), and the finds include numerous 

clay and metal figurines in the shapes of animals, humans, and even body parts, possibly 

as a request for healing or well-being (Morris and Peatfield 2002). By the Neopalatial 

period the number of peak sanctuaries appears to have dwindled, and those remaining 

were largely associated with major palatial centers and the elite and were built up more 
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significantly to reflect such connections (Peatfield 1987; 1990). The shakily understood 

origin of peak sanctuaries is worth noting because it may connect more closely with 

scenes depicted in glyptic iconography. Theories include influence from the east 

(Watrous 1995), establishment by a palatial elite (Cherry 1986), and, significant here for 

the continued focus on animals and nature seen at these locations, the possibility that 

peak sanctuaries were first established by shepherds participating in transhumance as 

evidenced by the vast number of animal figurines (Rutkowski 1986; Peatfield 1990). It is 

notable that peak sanctuaries are also tied into showing elite status and control over 

palatial religion, two topics also considered here relative to landscapes in glyptic art. 

Caves follow a similar chronology to that seen for peak sanctuaries. They first 

appear to be used for religious purposes in EM III/MM IA, but their height is generally 

seen during the Neopalatial period (on caves see: Rutkowski 1986, 47–71; Watrous 1996; 

Tyree 2001; 2013; and others). The materials from caves suggest libation and drinking 

ceremonies, the inclusion of stalagmites in some way, particularly 

zoomorphic/anthropomorphic examples and those with markings, and the deposition of 

figurines. Typically, the cultic part of a cave is deep within a cave system with water 

nearby, and the more elaborate examples have structures built inside. Cave iconography, 

however, is not typically seen in Minoan art despite their prevalence in Minoan cult 

practices from an early period, or our understanding of the Minoan depiction of space 

does not allow for such iconography to be identified. Only a few instances in glyptic and 

elswhere provide possible examples of cave depictions.  

The last type of sacred space in the landscape discussed here includes what must 

have been numerous, possibly temporary and/or less elite open-air sanctuaries throughout 
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the landscape. Such sanctuaries—including Rutkowski’s (1986, 99–118) “sacred 

enclosures,” Faro’s (2008, 195–234; see also Tully 2018, 36) “rural sanctuaries,” of 

which some types are further elaborated as “ephemeral,” and even Tully’s (2018, 37–39) 

“sacred groves” and “gardens”—are the most difficult to discuss because they often, 

aside from the completely built examples, do not leave a trace in the archaeological 

record (Faro 2008, 231). The more permanent built structures are largely outside the 

scope of this study, and the focus instead must remain on those in which ceremonies were 

performed in an open space that was considered either permanently or temporarily as 

especially sacred. It is in these sacred spaces that activities involving trees and rocks are 

often considered to be performed (Rutkowski 1986, 100–101, figs. 124–134; Tully 2018, 

31–51), or perhaps, according to Faro (2008, 208), the dance and baetylic rituals 

described by Warren (1988), to which could be added those involving flowers based on 

the inclusion of flowers in a number of depictions of cult activities on seals and in wall 

paintings. The iconography does not provide enough information to place open-air sites 

in any specific location or type of location, but it does seem to confirm the existence of 

spaces in nature that served as places for ceremonies of some sort with elite participants 

in at least some cases.   

We can turn now to the parts of the natural world that are often used in cult 

activities and are thus endowed with cultic significance and sometimes incorrectly 

interpreted as cultic even when the context (physical or iconographic) of the depiction 

does not support such an interpretation. The first examples, trees and rocks, are 

considered together because they are often depicted either together or in similar scenes. 

In her seminal study on trees, C. Tully discusses the role of trees in scenes of cult 
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activities emphasizing their connections to epiphany, the likelihood of an “animistic 

conception of the natural world (2018, 43),” the representation of the cycle of life and 

death in nature, and the role they play in showing elite control over the landscape (Tully 

2018). Rocks are often depicted as the ground from which trees grow (Crowley 2014, 

467), but rocks and rockwork also seem to represent simply the natural ground of Crete 

throughout which the “ephemeral” shrines discussed above were likely placed (Goodison 

2010, 14–15) and are often associated with baetyls and/or trees (Tully 2018, 31). This 

combination includes the last type of rock included in possibly sacred depictions, though 

further removed from the extra-settlement landscape: baetyls (on baetyls see Warren 

1990; La Rosa 2001). It has been suggested that rocks and trees may indicate places 

where epiphanies take place (Tully 2018, 43), may act as vessels for deities (Herva 

2006a, 591–592), indicate an “animistic conception of the natural world (Crooks, Tully, 

and Hitchcock 2016, 157),” or, as V.-P. Herva (Herva 2006a; 2006b) suggests, function 

as independently sentient beings in a numinous landscape. Trees and rocks also appear in 

seemingly completely secular scenes and as simple indicators of the natural world (see 

Chs. 3, 4), but more emphasis has historically been placed on their role in apparent cult 

activities.  

The broad category of flowers represents the remaining category of often assumed 

sacred landscape elements. Popular subjects of scholarship, they require only brief 

consideration here. The cultic designation is often not applied to all flowers but more 

specifically to crocuses and lilies, which are given as offerings, with others less clear 

(Marinatos 1993, 195). Flowers appear variously as offerings, as indicators of landscape 

settings for activities, and as decoration on individuals and vessels in ceremonial scenes. 
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The medicinal, olfactory, dyeing, and even hallucinogenic properties of certain flowers 

positioned them as significant flora in the Minoan world, in addition to their importance 

as indicators of the changing of seasons and cycle of nature (for more on flowers see 

(Walberg 1992; Sarpaki 2000; Beckmann 2012; Day 2013; Gemi-Iordanou 2014; Dewan 

2015; and more; see also Ch. 3). Flowers are some of the rarest elements used in creating 

landscape scenes/settings, and glyptic depictions are often not clearly identifiable, but 

examples removed from landscape scenes (i.e., carried by humans, particularly in 

ceremonial scenes) are often explicitly depicted and identifiable even in glyptic 

iconography, suggesting the type was important to the ceremony in which it was used.  

 Landscapes are the most often depicted backdrop for what are typically seen as 

cult scenes—though they could be other types of ceremonies—in Minoan art in a variety 

of media, and they also serve as artistic backdrops for actual activities. Examples of 

scenes with landscape backgrounds include the iconography of wall paintings, glyptic, 

and stone vessels. Such backdrops range from fully elaborated landscapes, such as at 

Hagia Triada, to simple indications of the natural world in a scene, as seen in various 

glyptic examples (see Ch. 5). Additionally, landscape depictions may be used as physical 

backdrops for indoor ceremonies in order to replicate in private the more common setting 

for ceremonies in nature. Blakolmer suggests such landscapes may specifically have been 

signs for peak sanctuaries and hilltop shrines (2014), but they may have also represented 

any number of open-air sanctuaries. The wall paintings in the House of the Frescoes at 

Knossos provide an excellent example of this type of backdrop, although a religious 

function for the rooms cannot be taken as fact (Chapin and Shaw 2006, 67; Blakolmer 

2014, 126). Whether wholly religious or encompassing a wider range of ceremonial 
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activities, large scale wall paintings of landscapes created backdrops for all of the 

activities in a room showing the significance of placing activities in nature, both literally 

and symbolically. 

 Finally, it is necessary to consider the oft-mentioned idea that landscape 

depictions acted as either indicators of the presence of a nature goddess or as evidence of 

her control over nature. The former suggests that the presence of a nature goddess is 

implied in all depictions of nature whether anthropomorphic figures are included or not 

and often regardless of the architectural and archaeological context of the imagery 

(Marinatos 1984, 89; 1993, 151; Immerwahr 1990, 50). This connection is sometimes 

argued on the basis of depictions of flowers that bloom at different times of the year as 

flourishing in a single scene (Marinatos 1993, 92; Chapin 2004, 57). Alternatively, and 

more convincingly, it has been suggested that the hybrid flora included in most landscape 

depictions are a tool to show divine control over nature (Chapin 2004, 58). These theories 

are worthy of consideration here, but our lack of understanding of Minoan deities 

(including whether they exist at all) prevent us from giving too much weight to the 

concept of a nature goddess as a, or especially the only, deity in Minoan religion. As 

theories of animism and the possibility of parts of the landscape acting as sentient beings 

gain more traction (Herva 2006a; 2006b; Crooks, Tully, and Hitchcock 2016; Tully 

2018), the older focus on deities and their identification becomes less necessary when 

considering an iconographic repertoire with very few clear depictions of deities. N. 

Angelopoulou adds the crucial comments that all landscape scenes must be interpreted 

individually using all of the information associated with the depiction, and that the same 
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landscape elements are used in different contexts with clearly different meanings (2000, 

547–548, 552).  

 Glyptic iconography, particularly that of the well-known gold rings, is often cited 

as key evidence for arguments of the natural world as backdrops for supposedly religious 

ceremonies (e.g., epiphanies) and therefore important representations of the divine, but 

such arguments often fail to take into consideration the large collection of depictions of 

the natural world in which no humans are present and depictions do not clearly follow the 

wall painting conventions of depicting either hybrids or plants which flourish at different 

times of the year in the same scene, all of which are used as arguments for a divine 

presence. It seems, then, that many of the accepted arguments for sacred landscape 

depictions fail to hold up when considered relative to the glyptic evidence. How, then, 

can glyptic depictions of landscape be interpreted? 

The possibility of sacred depictions on seals may be evident in some examples in 

which locations seem to replicate those understood as sacred to the Minoans. Such 

examples would include peak sanctuaries, possibly illustrated in CMS II.8, no. 256 or 

CMS III, no. 150, and perhaps caves, if CMS II.8, no. 268 can be understood as depicting 

one. A focus on animals, particularly those that graze depicted in unidentifiable graze-

worthy landscape settings, is common in glyptic iconography and may provide a further 

connection to these sacred areas at which are often found numerous figurines of goats, 

bulls, and other creatures, but this connection is not certain. Another possibility is that 

scenes of hunting represent some sort of ritualistic hunt, but again this is not a certainty 

and such hunts may equally represent coming of age or prestige ceremonies 

(Krzyszkowska 2014, esp. 341). The most convincing case may actually be scenes in 
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which fantastic creatures roam among nature settings that cannot be set in Crete, but 

instead must be thought of as either especially foreign or representing a sacred landscape 

inhabited by mythical creatures and perhaps even deities.  

The vast majority of glyptic landscape scenes/settings do not, however, fall 

comfortably or even precariously into specifically sacred categories. Instead, such scenes 

may focus more carefully on showing status and power for the owner of the seal, be it an 

individual, an office, or a family, and this show of status may not be as directly tied to a 

closer connection to the divine as has been suggested for wall paintings (Chapin 2004). 

Such status and power theories are considered more below, but it can be said that some 

depictions of landscapes on seals do represent some form of religious, or at least 

ceremonial, scene. The evidence suggests, though, that glyptic landscape iconography 

may be less directly focused on cult than iconography in other media, perhaps due to the 

more administrative function of some seals and the often elite but non-palatial contexts of 

landscapes in wall painting. 

 

Landscape as Elite Status Symbol 

 Moving away from the inherent meaning held within a landscape or a depiction of 

a landscape, it is necessary to turn now to the ways in which landscapes and landscape 

depictions function within the society in which they are produced. That is, landscape 

depictions act as important tools in the creation and enforcement of elite status and power 

during the Bronze Age. The use of landscape as a tool for demonstrating elite status is 

considered in this section relative to depictions in wall paintings, ivory and stone objects, 

adornments, and pottery. The same is considered for glyptic near the end of the chapter, 
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but these considerations, particularly those for wall paintings, provide an excellent 

foundation for assessing the function of seals with landscape scenes and settings as 

substantiating social hierarchies.  

 Elite art requires a brief definition here. Objects may be considered elite based on 

a number of factors. First, the materials used may indicate enough status on their own if 

an object is made of a rare, imported, or especially symbolic material. Beyond this, the 

technologies used in manipulating the material may elevate an object to elite status if 

production requires immense specialization, the labor investment is significant, or 

knowledge of the craft is restricted (usually by the elite consumers). It is also possible 

that simply by controlling access to certain materials or entire crafts, the elites themselves 

could force the identification of elite arts regardless of their material or labor value (on 

the elite status of art see Brysbaert 2009, 36).  

 Landscapes in wall paintings have been the focus of a great deal of scholarly 

attention. Just from Crete come, to name a few, the decorations in the House of the 

Frescoes (Cameron 1968; Immerwahr 1990, 42–46, 170, figs. 16, Kn no. 2), the 

Unexplored Mansion (Cameron 1984; Chapin 1997), the North Building of the 

Stratigraphical Museum site (Warren 2005), and even those of the Caravanserai 

(Immerwahr 1990, 78–79, 174, pl. 30, Kn no. 20; Shaw 2005) at Knossos, as well as a 

notable example from Hagia Triada (Immerwahr 1990, 49–50, 180, pls. 17–18, A.T. no. 

1). Multiple examples also come from nearby Akrotiri (Morgan 1988; Doumas 1992). It 

is undeniable that the buildings from which these examples come are at least highly elite, 

and some also have clear connections to ceremonial activities (e.g., the House of the 

Frescoes [Chapin and Shaw 2006, 67]). In addition to the elite control of these buildings, 
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the medium of wall painting itself is an elite and costly form of art, and as such was 

likely only available to the highest levels of Minoan society (Chapin 2004, 60; Brysbaert 

2009, 20–21). It is possible that landscape paintings further illustrated one’s status by 

showing a close connection to nature and, by extension, to the divinities associated with 

or part of nature. Closer relationships with the divine place one higher in the hierarchy in 

a society in which religion is woven into every aspect, as seems to have been the case for 

the Minoans (Chapin 2004; Tully 2018). 

 Depictions of landscapes are also preserved in relief on ivory and stone vessels. 

Most notable are the Sanctuary Rhyton from Zakros (Platon 1971, 164–169), a rhyton 

from Gypsades (Koehl 2006, 180, no. 764), and an ivory pyxis from Katsamba (Alexiou 

1967, 73–75, pls. 30–33). As with wall paintings, owning a stone or ivory relief vessel 

was reserved for the elite, first due to the use of materials that required skill and wealth to 

acquire and a significant amount of time and expertise to manipulate into vessels, and 

then to utilize artists skilled enough and with an even deeper understanding of the 

material and composition to decorate the vessels with relief scenes. The Zakros and 

Gypsades rhyta act as excellent examples of how a landscape setting, in these cases 

mountainous settings for built structures generally believed to be peak sanctuaries, can 

illustrate the close connection the owners have with at least one aspect of largely open-air 

religious practices. This closeness, again, readily equates to status in the Bronze Age in 

addition to that already on display through the ownership of an elite object.  

 Landscape elements are also utilized as decoration for beads and garments, and 

such beads as well as otherwise included landscape elements make up the adornments of 

figures in wall paintings from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri. Beads from Crete are known in the 
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shapes of various flowers and while all unnecessary adornments are on some level 

prestige items, beads of hard stone and metal were certainly reserved for the most elite. 

Similarly, the adornments depicted in the Xeste 3 wall paintings include many landscape 

elements in jewelry as well as cloth. Examples include those on one of the only 

convincingly presumed depictions of a goddess (or an incredibly elite individual) in 

Aegean art who wears a necklace of dragonfly beads, another of waterbird beads, and a 

dress covered in crocus flowers, all of which have been interpreted as showing her divine 

rule over all of nature (Vlachopoulos and Georma 2012, 39). Other certainly elite 

individuals, also from Xeste 3, are adorned with floral attire, and one exemplary skirt is 

covered in a rocky landscape decoration (Doumas 1992, 128–131, 158–159, 162–163, 

170–171, figs. 122, 125, 126, 133, 134; Vlachopoulos 2007, 114, pl. XXX; Vlachopoulos 

and Georma 2012, 38–39, pl. XVIc; Shank 2012, 562–563). Although impossible to 

discuss beyond examples depicted in iconography, it is worth considering how elite a 

garment either woven, embroidered, beaded, or adorned with appliques would have been 

in the Bronze Age world. The materials and manufacture alone would have indicated the 

status of the wearer (as with stone and metal beads), and the very act of wearing such a 

symbolic work of art would have served as one of the most prominent and public displays 

of wealth possible.    

 The last medium to consider here is the palatial pottery of first the Protopalatial 

and then the Neopalatial periods. Some of the earliest landscape depictions in pottery 

survive in the Kamares Ware pottery associated mostly with the palace at Phaistos, one of 

the largest and most significant palatial centers of the Protopalatial period, but found also 

in other elite and palatial contexts (Walberg 1976; Betancourt 1985, 95–102, fig. 70, pls. 
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9–12). Vessels of this type are often decorated with explicit plants and flowers 

(Betancourt 1985, pl. 12:B, I), building on the more vague spirals, rosettes, and floral 

motifs of earlier and contemporary decoration (Walberg 1992, 241). After this, the 

Neopalatial period sees the flourishing of the Floral Style of the Special Palatial Tradition 

associated with what may have been the primary palatial center of the time at Knossos 

(Betancourt 1985, 145–146, pl. 21:D–H ). Examples of Floral Style vessels include those 

decorated with full thickets of reeds (Popham 1967, 342; Betancourt 1985, 145–146, pl. 

21:A–C; 2015), olive sprays (Popham 1967, 341; Betancourt 1985, 145, pl. 21:D), and 

various flowers including possibly papyrus, lilies, and other unidentifiable floral motifs 

(Betancourt 1985, pl. 21:D, F, G). Elite connections are clear in the distribution of these 

highly decorated and expertly made pottery types, and even the use of elaborate 

decoration signals a more elite object requiring more highly skilled artists.  

It is noteworthy that when elites and entire palatial centers control and/or 

influence the production of art, they tend toward decorative elements drawn from nature 

that likely show both the status and power of the individuals making the decisions as well 

as those in high enough stations to be able to acquire such works of art. The role 

landscape depictions, particularly those on the elite objects discussed above, play in 

creating and maintaining power structures is addressed next to build on the clear 

connection between landscapes and elite arts presented here.  

 

Landscape and Power 

It is now necessary to consider the relationship between landscapes and power in 

the broader Minoan world before the discussion can turn more fully to the glyptic 
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evidence. As has been shown above, landscapes and landscape elements adorn some of 

the most elite works of art from Minoan Crete and are often associated with religious and 

palatial spaces. It is only a small step from such religious and hierarchical connections to 

understanding landscapes as a significant element in establishing, maintaining, and 

validating power and control by the elite in what is largely accepted as an at least 

somewhat theocratic society—to the extent that religion pervaded all aspects, including 

political—but not necessarily entirely (on theocracy see Rehak and Younger 1998, 147–

148, and bibliography). Arguments for the use of landscapes and landscape elements as 

tools of power have been presented by Chapin (2004), Crooks, Tully, and Hitchcock 

(2016), and Tully (2018). It is upon these studies that the present consideration of 

landscapes in various media and their use as tools in the power struggle of Bronze Age 

Crete is built, but the idea is taken further here to go beyond the religious connections 

upon which previous studies have been centered to focus more directly on how nature 

itself and its depictions could have contributed to the substantiation of power.  

It is worth first addressing the idea that physical access to ceremonies of all sorts 

in nature was controlled. Regardless of how the structure may have specifically looked, it 

is accepted that there was a ruling elite class on Crete from at least the Protopalatial, and 

probably earlier, on. It is likely, then, that access to important religious and otherwise 

elite activities was restricted certainly within elite structures (Chapin 2004, 59–60) and 

also in nature. Caves would have been easy to restrict access to, and it is believed that 

with the building up of peak sanctuaries by the Neopalatial period, they were being 

controlled and restricted more and more by the palatial centers (Kyriakidis 2005). 

Additional activities seem to have occurred in more “ephemeral” spaces in the landscape 
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(Faro 2008, 195–234), where knowledge of the location and participation in the activities 

would have been most easily restricted, but viewing could also have been limited 

especially if the activities took place away from domestic areas. Additionally, as Tully 

points out, elites even attempted to bring these important spaces in nature into their more 

easily controlled architectural spaces by recreating them indoors (Tully 2018, 51; see also 

Hitchcock 2007) It is not only the activities to which access was restricted but also the 

spaces both indoors and outside, particularly in most elite areas associated with palatial 

centers.  

As has been mentioned above, depictions of landscapes (always in elite art) are 

often found in palatial, palatial-adjacent, and other elite settings. Some of the more easily 

transportable objects, like seals, are more widespread but still clearly distinct and limited 

to more elite space, and their prevalence at palatial centers both as seals and in sealing 

deposits illustrates their close ties to elevated status. That most elite art was either 

transportable and easily kept indoors or physically attached to the walls of the interior of 

a structure clearly shows that access to elite art was both controlled and intentionally 

made to be controllable. As Chapin suggests for wall paintings, “the elite both owned and 

consumed landscape painting, and...probably had a hand in deciding when the paintings 

would be available, if ever, to non-elite members of the community,” therefore, she says, 

landscapes were “not only an element in the display of prestige and wealth—it was also 

an art of exclusion (2004, 60).” It is through this kind of exclusion that power is enforced.  

Beyond the control over access to art, those in power seem to have worked to 

show the inequality in access specifically to landscape art over many other types of 

iconography. Chapin (2004) emphasizes that depictions of landscapes in wall painting 



 

 223 

represent the divine in some way. That the elite have access to and control over such 

depictions, then, shows that they have a closer connection to the divine and by default 

significantly more power than those less closely tied to the divine forces that controlled 

every aspect of prehistoric life (Chapin 2004, 61; see also Tully 2018, 44). This can be 

taken beyond the divine by considering the idea that control over an ill-understood and 

often scary nature legitimized and reiterated the power of some levels of society by 

demonstrating their wide reach. Not only did those in power control the palatial centers 

or at smaller scales town politics and economies, they also controlled the surrounding 

landscape—how it was utilized, who had access to which parts, even inter- and extra-

island trade across landscapes and seascapes. Larger scale crop success and access to 

significant amounts of freshwater would have been understood as political victories, 

again celebrated and weaponized in favor of maintaining power and control over the 

lower levels of society in part through the creation of landscape art, or, as it can be 

understood here, propaganda.  

Agency is considered more thoroughly in Chapter 6, but it must also be 

considered here. In addition to the ways in which landscape depictions impact how the 

viewers then interact with the natural world, objects depicting landscapes also change 

how viewers think of the owners. That is, an object that by its mere existence is already 

an elite object, due to any number of factors discussed above, will have a distinct impact 

on the viewer. This may be to show a fellow member of the elite class that a person is on 

a similar level, or, equally if not more importantly, to show status and power over a lower 

level individual. Add to this any number of iconographic decorations and new or 

heightened effects are possible. All of this would have been understood and carefully 
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manipulated by the folks in power with the means to access and control the production of 

elite works of art (Brysbaert 2009, 182). Following this thought, the owners of elite art 

would have specifically chosen the iconography best suited to show their power, and, as 

has been discussed in full, landscapes served this purpose incredibly well. We can turn 

now to glyptic in order to address many of the ideas considered above with the added 

dimensions provided by the iconography and function of seals.  

 

Landscapes in Glyptic 

The above connections between landscape depictions and status and power may 

now be applied more directly to the glyptic evidence. Seals comprise an especially 

complex aspect of society because they are both art, with intricate developments in style 

and iconography reflective of the developments in other arts and therefore society as a 

whole, and also crucial tools with an administrative function that cannot be separated 

from their iconography. Seals were owned and actively used within elite spheres of the 

Bronze Age Aegean world and occupied some predominantly bureaucratic realms.  In 

this section, these topics of iconography and use are considered relative to landscapes, 

and seals are discussed as significant factors in constructing and maintaining elite status 

and political control in Crete during the Bronze Age. 

It is necessary to first review the actual function of seals in Minoan society. Seals 

functioned within two categories: sphragistic and otherwise. The strictly functional 

purpose of a seal is to do just that, to leave an impression in a lump of clay that has been 

wrapped around string on a vessel, other container, the door of a room, or a small folded 

document in order to preserve the integrity of the contents and then to possibly act as a 



 

 225 

document for inventory or taxation purposes if the sealing deposits can be understood as 

intentionally collected and temporarily stored documents (Weingarten 1994, 274–290; 

Krzyszkowska 2005, 108). Other non-strung sealings may have acted as receipts for a 

specified amount of a product (Hallager 1996, 79–120; Krzyszkowska 2005, 103) or as 

documentation of role or status granted by the seal owner to the carrier (Weingarten 

1986; Krzyszkowska 2005, 101–103). Collections of sealings are often found in palatial 

contexts, which suggests that items coming into the palace from the hinterlands or farther 

away were impressed either before sending or upon receipt by the palace, and the same 

goes for small documents that were most likely sent from one elite to another. 

Additionally, seals serve the function of the other elite objects discussed above—to show 

status and affirm power. All of these functions start with the seals themselves as objects, 

which must be considered. 

 The question of shape and material is significant. It is accepted that there is a 

hierarchy, though not set in stone, even within the category of seals in which metal sits at 

the top, followed by imported hard stone seals, local hard stone seals, then soft stone 

seals near the bottom, and other less common materials woven throughout 

(Krzyszkowska 2010; Müller 2012). It is true that we cannot understand the exact 

valuation of materials in Bronze Age Crete, which likely changed with changing times 

(Krzyszkowska 2012) similar to the way prices of gold change today, but a general 

understanding of which are more elite is possible and worth considering. This is 

worthwhile because a high number of the seals discussed throughout this study as having 

scenes set in landscape settings are on sealings impressed by metal signet rings. Although 

numerous talismanic style seals, which are not known to be used significantly for 
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sphragistic purposes, also make use of landscape settings, the most elaborate are found 

either in styles known to be used for sealing or as the clay sealings themselves. 

Additionally, those in hard stone and those in metal comprise the vast majority of the 

collection. On one hand it makes sense that hard stone and metal seals would make up a 

larger portion of the seals with landscapes because they are typically clearer and more 

detailed, thus making identification of two or more landscape elements easier, but it is 

also interesting that landscape scenes factored significantly into the most elite seals and 

administration.  

We can consider, now, the prevalence of landscapes in glyptic relative to the 

larger corpus of known seals and sealings. As has been stated throughout the study, 

although landscape elements are numerous, scenes with landscapes are severely 

outnumbered by other types of iconography, most notably the more decorative or 

symbolic motifs. This is true not only in the overall corpus, but even if limitations are set 

to the Protopalatial and Neopalatial periods during which figural art is much more 

common. In the Phaistos sealing deposit alone, although many examples of landscapes 

are cited here, the more decorative seals far surpass the figural examples in numbers and 

types. In the significant sealing deposits of the Neopalatial period, too, although figural 

seals are far more common, a focus on other figural depictions like humans (e.g., alone, 

participating in ceremonies, bull leaping), animals, whether solitary, in groups removed 

from landscape settings, animal parts (i.e. bucrania), or, at Zakros especially, solitary 

composite creatures, is evident. Landscape scenes and scenes with landscape settings are 

therefore not particularly widespread and mostly reserved to the more elite seal types and 
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palatial sealing deposits, which perhaps adds to their significance in certain contexts, but 

makes it clear that they served as both elite objects and as administrative tools. 

The iconography of landscapes on seals raises one significant question that has 

not yet been fully addressed. It is stated above that landscapes on seals were not always 

sacred, as has been suggested for wall paintings, so what was the significance of a 

landscape on a seal? First, it can be said that some likely do have direct connections to 

the divine either as a deity or as nature itself, and for such scenes Tully (2018, 44) has 

rightly said: 

The utilisation of the glyptic medium, the very nature of which involves 

multiplication and dispersal, means that such images functioned in a 

propagandistic manner to promote the idea that elites were in special 

relationship with the numinous landscape, thus resulting in the 

enhancement of their prestige and authority. 

That seals with divine connections are utilized, as other elite arts, to show the close 

relationship between the elite and the divine and, thus, reinforce power structures cannot 

be denied. Whether these religious seals are completely separate from other types of 

iconography is unknown, and our inability to recognize such factors and confidently 

identify “sacred” today severely limits our understanding of these concepts. It is 

suggested here that seals also served an additional purpose beyond this popular 

connection between landscapes and the divine, and Tully’s idea of seals used as 

propaganda through their distribution is significant. 

Seals, when utilized as more than simply elite objects, were used to directly show 

power and control by limiting access to various containers, rooms, and documents. Even 
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in their nonsphragistic roles as adornments or burial goods, the connotation that the 

wearer/owner has authority over stores of goods is paramount. Often a seal wearer, by 

default, is a member of not just the elite, but the ruling elite, with some level of power in 

the administrative system and trade networks, and this is all that would have been seen by 

many who would not have gotten close enough to such elites to see the details of a seal 

face. In the more sociable elite groups where status and displays of power had to be more 

nuanced because others also had wall paintings, owned seals, or held similar places in 

society, miniature iconography may have served a more important purpose.  

It is in elite-to-elite exchanges in person or via trade of stamped goods that seal 

faces would have been viewed by others, and where status could best be shown through 

iconography. The number of impressions with landscapes shows this was an important 

function for such iconography, and it is likely that landscapes were used to show 

additional status either through, as stated above, a closer connection to the divine (which 

I would associate more readily with depictions of pure landscape scenes or ceremonies 

involving humans), or through the association with nature as either an untamed 

wilderness or profitable landscape that has been controlled by a person. Scenes of 

hunting, for instance, illustrate without the direct representation of a human that the 

hunter is controlling nature and, sometimes, has power over even the fiercest of animals 

(e.g., lions). Similarly, depictions of large cats attacking birds in lush landscapes 

emphasize the wild nature of that which has been frozen and collected by the owner to be 

used as a sign of their own power. Alternatively, seals depicting quiet scenes of nature or 

animals reclining may be more closely associated with literal control over domesticated 

(or even semi-domesticated) herds of animals or the resources required for maintaining 
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them. It is also necessary for elites to stay at the fore of fads and fashions in order to 

maintain their elite status (Brysbaert 2009, 37), and during the period from MM II–LM I 

it appears landscapes, which flourish in all elite arts of the time, were all the rage. 

The argument here is not that landscape scenes on seals are necessarily more elite 

or more powerful than other glyptic scenes, but that each type of seal face showed status 

and power in different ways. Control over or close connection to the natural world was 

one way an elite could further emphasize their power and elite status by having said 

landscapes depicted on their walls, pottery, seals, and other prestige items. Landscapes 

were popular during the Protopalatial to Neopalatial period, which, combined with their 

significance, made them an excellent choice for elite goods, particularly seals which 

were, as Tully (2018) suggests, stamped and distributed in propagandistic fashion 

throughout the Aegean.  

 

Summary and Final Remarks 

This dissertation has provided an in-depth consideration of the natural world in 

glyptic iconography through the identification and interpretation of distinct motifs, the 

process of creating a landscape, and the impact landscapes have on viewers and as active 

characters in the creation and reification of status and power roles in Minoan society. The 

focus has remained on the iconography first, and scientific analyses of various flora have 

been largely avoided in order to present the evidence as it appears and keep away from 

the misconception of inherently identifiable specificity in Minoan iconography, 

especially in glyptic art, that too often pervades iconographic studies. By looking at 

depictions of landscape scenes and landscape settings, considering all of the identifiable 



 

 230 

landscape elements utilized in creating such scenes, and then placing them in the 

conversation of status and power structures of Minoan society, the understanding of 

landscapes in glyptic is presented in a way that future scholars can approach and apply to 

their studies in a wide range of media. Religion has been considered but deemphasized as 

its own entity within Minoan life, and the sociopolitical functions of landscapes have 

been considered more thoroughly relative to the clearly visible iconographic evidence. 

The following pages provide a summary of the study with ideas for future study and final 

concluding remarks. 

 This study began with a look at the physical natural world of Crete that served as 

the inspiration for the iconography considered throughout the rest of the dissertation. 

Crete is, as it was in the Bronze Age, a rocky island with a wide range of flora creating a 

range of diverse microregions throughout the island. A combination of indigenous, 

endemic, and foreign species make up the flora that supported the dietary, medicinal, 

artistic, and other functional needs of the Bronze Age inhabitants. Crete is notable for a 

handful of substantial and predominantly limestone mountain ranges formed along with 

the other prominent ranges of Europe millions of years ago. Mountains, hills, plains, and 

gorges cover the Cretan landscape, with assorted greenery covering and filling the spaces 

between. The Bronze Age climate was similar to modern times in that winters were wet 

and cool and summers hot and dry. Although the general sense of walking through the 

Cretan landscape may be experienced in a similar way today as compared to what was 

experienced during the Bronze Age, it can never be known for sure which microregions 

inhabited which parts of the island, which sources of water were utilized, or exactly how 

the Minoans interacted with and understood their natural surroundings. 
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 The first category of landscape elements discussed were the flora. From the 

evidence considered four general categories were created, including flowers, trees, a 

group of unidentifiable tree branch motifs (UBM1), and another of unidentifiable plant 

motifs (UBM2). Further specificity was possible for the four additional narrow categories 

of grasses, palms, papyri/sea daffodils, and reeds. Identifiable botanic motifs, even at the 

genus level, are incredibly rare as compared to unidentifiable plant, tree, and branch 

motifs. Flora motifs are established in the iconographic repertoire by at least MM II, and 

they flourish throughout the Neopalatial period as well. Most of the motifs follow the 

same general timeline, with only trees seemingly limited to later periods. The general 

impression from the iconography is that focus is placed on depicting scenes with plants 

and trees, and not on the scientific identification of the types of flora filling the 

landscape.  

 The second category, or more appropriately group of categories, were the abiotic 

elements, including the group of groundlines and various other types of rockwork and 

water. Groundlines are some of the most difficult elements to study because their use 

does not appear to be standardized and they often appear in scenes in which depth is also 

indicated. Even so, it is possible to identify five groundlines on functional grounds—

built, implied, multiple horizontals, single, and waterline—with a range of stylistic 

identifications within each. The most consequential conclusion from the study of 

groundlines is that they appear to be significant in creating a sense of reality; they are not 

primary elements in creating a landscape and do not generally contribute to the indication 

of a particular area. Rocks and rockwork and the more narrowly identified rockwork of 

mountains/hills do, however, show a specific type of landscape that is usually, though not 
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always, depicted with animals associated with rocky ground. Water, too, indicates a 

specific type of scene, but explicit depictions of water are incredibly rare in glyptic 

iconography. More often it is through the depiction of water loving plants like reeds and 

animals like waterbirds that the presence of water is implied. Overall, it seems the abiotic 

elements, with the exception possibly of some examples of rocks and rockwork, are 

secondary elements for depicting landscapes, and that the artists preferred to use flora to 

illustrate a landscape scene/setting, especially if a particular type of location was 

intended. 

 Chapter 5 presented a discussion and catalog of all of the types of landscape 

scenes and scenes with landscape settings found on glyptic. In the discussion, emphasis 

was placed on the microlandscapes the Minoans chose to illustrate, in which focus was 

placed on a few key and somewhat exaggerated elements to create a narrow view of the 

landscape in order to represent a larger whole. The catalog of landscape scenes included 

those in which palms, papyri/sea daffodils, and a few other less clearly identified 

elements were the main focus. Landscape settings produced a much larger catalog with 

the groups of hunting scenes, waterbirds, and animals (static and active) created to break 

up the large collection. Lastly, two additional types of landscape settings were considered 

but not cataloged. The first were scenes in which an outdoor setting was created, but the 

focus of the scene was more on humans or human-made elements and less on nature. The 

second included those outside of the definition of landscape in this study, but which, 

through the inclusion of one landscape element, still implied a setting in nature. The 

number and range of examples of landscape elements used to set scenes in nature shows 

the significance nature and its depictions had for the Minoans. 
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 Finally, the glyptic iconography of nature was placed more firmly into its Minoan 

context. In the immediately previous chapter, an attempt was made to understand the 

Minoan point of view for viewing and translating nature into art, constructing space in 

landscape depictions, and observing the art itself. It was argued that both the viewing of 

nature and viewing of landscape art simultaneously influenced how Minoan viewers then 

saw each. It is clear that Minoan artists worked from a limited set of iconographic 

elements, particularly when depicting landscapes on seals, and that these controlled focus 

for viewers of the scene. This focus was then applied to how nature was viewed because 

those elements with which viewers were most familiar from art would have stood out 

more in life. Although much was considered about the creation of space in glyptic, it was 

determined that perspective was not fixed, but instead Minoan viewers had to both create 

their own viewing point for a scene as well as fill in much of the excluded detail. This 

allowed for more freedom in viewing, more room for the viewer in the scene, as well as 

requiring more imagination from the viewer. The Minoan process for creating and 

viewing art can never be completely understood, but it remains immensely important to 

try in order to view things more properly in their own context. 

 The present chapter, then, presents the climax of the study in which sociopolitical 

implications of landscape iconography are considered relative to the scenes illustrated on 

seals. Landscapes are discussed as powerful prestige iconography not necessarily over all 

other types of iconography, but for their own reasons owing to divine connections, direct 

control of nature, and landscapes being the elite fashion during the Middle to Late Bronze 

Age. Landscapes as tools of the elite are considered relative to a variety of elite arts, and 

then seals are considered for their particular roles in the world of the Bronze Age elite. It 
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is clear that seals occupy a uniquely elite and powerful space for the Minoans by 

combining prestige objects made of valuable materials by highly specialized artists with 

powerful administrative tools associated closely with palatial administration. The use of 

landscape elements on such objects shows just how widespread and significant landscape 

depictions are.  

There are various avenues for future study to build on the initial consideration of 

the material presented here, many of which will form the basis of future study by the 

author. The first area would be to expand the parameters of the study to consider more 

carefully the earlier developments that led to the development of full landscapes in the 

MM IIB period as well as to consider what changes took place after LM IB. Similarly, it 

would be worthwhile to consider what differences are seen from Crete to the Greek 

mainland, and also to the Cycladic islands, none of which is possible without first 

carefully considering the arts of EM–LM IB Crete as has been done here. In terms of 

iconography, the sheer number of animals included in scenes with landscape settings may 

require further consideration of their role in the scenes. In the field of glyptic as a whole, 

further study of how types of sealings relate to the iconography depicted in the 

impressions will help future scholarship significantly both in terms of iconographic 

studies such as this and for countless other types of studies.  

 This consideration of the natural world in glyptic iconography has fulfilled a long 

overdue gap in both iconographic and glyptic scholarship and provides an excellent 

foundation for any future consideration of iconography in the Bronze Age Aegean. 

Through looking at the role of seals as elite objects and symbols of power, and how their 

iconography contributes to these functions, a better understanding of both the 
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construction and maintenance of status and power in the Bronze Age and how seals fit 

into such a discussion has been achieved. Seals, although small and limited in audience, 

are some of the most powerful tools of the Minoan elite in creating, distributing, and 

actively displaying their place in society.  
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APPENDIX  

CATALOG OF LANDSCAPE ELEMENTS IN GLYPTIC AND TERMINOLOGY 

VARIA 

 

 The following presents a list of all landscape elements used in Cretan glyptic from 

the EM II–LM IB period as identified in the current study. Each element is clearly 

defined with a list of attributes and variations in depictions for future identification. In 

cases where a narrower identification fits within a broader category, the narrower 

categories are also listed. Finally, a list of other elements with which each element is 

commonly depicted is included and the terminology varia found in the CMS and Crowley 

2013 are also listed. The following definitions and lists clarify and expand upon the 

identifications presented in Chapters 3 and 4, and the organization of categories follows 

the organization of the main text.  

This catalog acts as a quick reference for identifying elements, but further 

information on interpretation, explanation of identification, chronological considerations, 

and best practices should be found in the corresponding pages listed for each element. 

The identifications and variations listed in the catalogs are extensive but should be used 

as outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, with emphasis on broad identification of elements first, 

and then narrower identification only where confidently possible. If a narrower 

identification is sought, see the narrow elements listed for an element to determine if an 

identification is possible. Each list of associated elements acts as a guide for 

interpretation but is not exhaustive. Those associations which turned up more than once 

are listed so as to highlight common combinations of elements, and some elements used 
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with a wide range of associated elements have such associations generalized to give a 

better idea of the associations instead of a too-long list of elements. Finally, all related 

terminology found in the most comprehensive seal publications, namely the CMS 

volumes (and associated ARACHNE database) and Crowley’s The Iconography of 

Aegean Seals (2013), are listed. Terms used by the CMS are written in their original 

German in order to clearly match the published and searchable terminology, but readers 

can find the English equivalents in Chapters 3 and 4. Such information provides a useful 

guide allowing this study to be more accessible within the wider scope of Aegean 

scholarship instead of adding additional terms to an already inflated corpus of 

terminology without explanation.  

 

Flora Elements 

Flower 

Identification: plant emerging from ground (explicit or implied) with length of 

stem and a clearly depicted inflorescence at top 

Variations: fan, spray, or globular inflorescence (no standard flower type); leaves 

at base, along stem, opposite one another, or alternating 

Narrow elements within category: papyrus/sea daffodil 

Common associated elements: altar/shrine(?), bird, genius, human, tree, UBM2 

Alternate terminology: blume, flügelspross, fächer, papyrus, papyrusspross, sproß 

(CMS) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 38. 
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Grass 

Identification: plant with two or more leaves emerging directly from the ground 

(explicit or implied) with no stem (for exception see “reed” below) 

Variations: individual leaves or clusters of leaves 

Narrow element within category: reed 

Common associated elements: bird/waterbird, bull, cat, dog/lion, goat, griffin, 

human, papyrus/sea daffodil, pig, rock/rockwork, tree, UBM1, UBM2, vessel  

Alternate terminology: gras, büschel, randbüschel, schilf (CMS); flora, plant 

(Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 42. 

 

Palm 

Identification: length of trunk emerging from a ground (explicit or implied) with 

three or more fronds at or near the top extending out and down 

Variations: trunk length; trunk smooth or textured; fronds solid or with individual 

leaves on one or both sides; with or without fruit; fronds along trunk or extending from 

top 

Common associated elements: altar/shrine(?), griffin, human, lion, rock/rockwork 

Alternate terminology: baum, bäumchen, fächer, palme, sproß (CMS); palm plant, 

palm tree (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 44. 
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Papyrus/Sea Daffodil 

Identification: plant emerging from ground (explicit or implied) with fan-shaped 

inflorescence 

Variations: stem absent or at widely ranging lengths; leaves absent, at base only, 

or along full length of stem; pointed or rounded leaves; triangular or semicircular 

inflorescence empty, with a spray of vertical lines, cross hatched, with horizontal lines, or 

filled with two circles; central vertical line, multiple lines, or small dots may extend 

beyond top of inflorescence; may be hybridized 

Common associated elements: bird/waterbird, “dragon,” goat, grass, griffin, 

human, primate, reed, rock/rockwork, UBM2 

Alternate terminology: fäscher, papyrus, papyrusspross, sproß (CMS); crocus 

flower, flora, flower, iris flower, papyrus flower (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 51. 

 

Reed 

Identification: stem emerging from ground (explicit or implied) with leaves 

extending out from the length of the stem and curving down  

Variations: leaves opposite one another or alternating; may be hybridized 

Common associated elements: cat, dog/lion, bird/waterbird, grass, rock/rockwork, 

UBM2, water 

Alternate terminology: gras, schilf (CMS) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 58. 
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Tree 

Identification: trunk emerging from a ground (explicit or implied), vessel, or 

structure, with branches and generally bulbous foliage clumps 

Variations: individually depicted leaves, jagged leaf edges, modeled areas, lines, 

or dots for foliage 

Narrow elements within category: palm; olive(?); pine(?) 

Common associated elements: altar/shrine, boat, bull, flower, goat, human, 

rock/rockwork, UBM2 

Alternate terminology: baum, bäumchen, palm, tannenzweig, zweig (CMS) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 63. 

 

Unidentified Botanic Motif 1: Trees 

Identification: branch of a tree or shrub separate from a ground 

Variations: solitary linear, branching, or absent “stem;” absent or varying 

length/thickness of leaves; pointed or rounded leaves; leaves on one side, opposite one 

another, or alternating 

Narrow elements within category: olive(?); pine(?) 

Common associated elements: bird/waterbird, bull, dog/lion, “dragon,” genius, 

goat, human, primate, UBM2, vessel 

Alternate terminology: tannenzweig, winkelzweig, zahnzweig, zweig (CMS); 

branch (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 67. 
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Unidentified Botanic Motif 2: Plants 

Identification: plant with two or more leaves emerging from a ground (explicit or 

implied) without depiction of inflorescence 

Variations: with or without central stem; leaves opposite one another or 

alternating; varying thickness of leaves; pointed or rounded leaves; widely ranging 

heights 

Narrow elements within category: grass 

Common associated elements: bird/waterbird, bull, cat, dog/lion, “dragon(?),” 

flower, genius, goat, grass, griffin, human, palm, papyrus/sea daffodil, pig, primate, reed, 

rock/rockwork, tree, UBM1, vessel, water 

Alternate terminology: büschel, dreiblatt, flügelspross, fächer, randbüschel, 

sproß, zweiblatt (CMS); double leaf, flora, leaf, plant, plant clump, triple bud (Crowley 

2013) 

See Ch. 3, pp. 73. 

 

Abiotic Elements 

Groundline: Built 

Identification: linear element of one or more horizontals with regularly spaced 

shorter lines indicating a built structure or paved walkway near the base of a scene 

Variations: one or more rows of horizontals; short lines below or between 

horizontals; vertical, diagonal, or cross-hatched shorter lines; extending the full extent of 

the scene or partial; one or multiple separate groundlines in a scene 
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Common associated elements: altar/shrine(?), bull, dog/lion, goat, human, palm, 

rock, tree, UBM2, vessel 

Alternate terminology: bau, bodenleiterband, quaderbau, quaderpflaster (CMS); 

paving (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 88. 

 

Groundline: Implied 

Identification: invisible horizontal plane upon which a scene or an element is 

depicted 

Variations: extending the full extent of the scene or exclusive to a particular 

element; one or multiple separate groundlines in a scene; completely invisible or using 

the edge of the seal face 

Common associated elements: UBM2 most common, many types of scenes 

including a wide range of elements take place on implied groundlines 

See Ch. 4, pp. 95. 

 

Groundline: Multiple Horizontals 

Identification: linear element of two or more horizontals near the base of a scene 

Variations: number of horizontals; thickness and curvature or angles of 

horizontals; inclusion of additional elements between, above, or below horizontals; 

extending the full extent of the scene or partial; one or multiple separate groundlines in a 

scene 

Narrow elements within category: groundline: built, waterline 
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Common associated elements: over half with animals (no humans), one-third with 

vessels, remainder with humans or humans and animals 

Alternate terminology: boden mehrlinig, bodengitter, bodenleiterband, 

bodenschraffur, quaderpflaster (CMS)  

See Ch. 4, pp. 97. 

 

Groundline: Single 

Identification: linear element of one horizonal near the base of a scene 

Variations: thickness and curvature or angles of horizontal; inclusion of additional 

elements above or below horizontal; extending the full extent of the scene or partial; one 

or multiple separate groundlines in a scene  

Narrow elements within category: waterline 

Common associated elements: majority exclusively with animals, less than one-

quarter with humans, only a few with vessels 

Alternate terminology: boden einlinig, bodenlinie gezähnt, bodenwinkel, fels 

(CMS) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 102. 

 

Waterline 

Identification: roughly linear element showing movement of water near the base 

of a scene 

Variations: lunettes, angled lines, or curved up “waves;” extending the full extent 

of the scene or partial 
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Common associated elements: boat, dolphin 

Alternate terminology: bach, bodenlinie gewellt, bodenwinkel (CMS); groundline, 

wateredge, waveline (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 107. 

 

Mountain and Hill 

Identification: globular, modeled rockwork with a vertical formation 

Variations: rounded, jagged, bulbous, or linear style 

Common associated elements: dog, goat, human, primate 

Alternate terminology: boden, fels (CMS); rocky ground (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 112. 

 

Rocks and Rockwork 

Identification: rocks: individually depicted, somewhat circular elements; 

rockwork: irregularly modeled, roughly linear element   

Variations: small individually depicted elements or larger unified element; 

rounded, elongated, irregular, or pointed shape; varying extremes of undulation; varying 

levels and designs of modeling within element (irregular, rounded, scalloped, linear); 

below, alongside, or “above” a scene 

Narrow elements within category: mountain/hill 

Common associated elements: mostly wide range of animals and flora, rarely 

humans 
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Alternate terminology: boden, fels oben, fels, kiesel (CMS); boulder, glen, 

groundline, marbling, rocky ground (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 118. 

 

Water 

Identification: no unified identification, see variations 

Variations: wavy lines; open space with fish flanked by plants; space with 

irregular linear elements showing movement or flora below the surface; bifid projections; 

net pattern 

Common associated elements: architecture, human, quadruped, reed, 

rock/rockwork, UBM2 

Alternate terminology: bach, fels, netzmuster (CMS); wateredge (Crowley 2013) 

See Ch. 4, pp. 127. 

 

 

 

 




