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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines monkey and ape iconography in Minoan art during the 

Aegean Bronze Age (ca. 3,000ï1,100 B.C.). Although a broad range of animals exist for 

depiction, Minoan artists carefully selected each subject in order to fulfill specific roles. 

Monkeys and apes appear to function differently than the other creatures that are depicted 

in art. Rather than subscribing to the general roles played by other animals, these 

primates may be shown outdoors, behaving like wild animals, or in a ceremonial context, 

participating in a ritual. Monkeys also imitate human activities. The deviation of primates 

from the typical roles of other animals found in Minoan art invites a deeper investigation 

of the role and iconography of apes and monkeys. 

In this study, three types of media that bear depictions of primates are considered. 

These media include figurines, glyptic art, and wall paintings. First, a review of the 

stylistic features of Minoan art and the possibility for the use of pattern books is 

discussed. Next, monkey and ape iconography in Egyptian art is explored. A thorough 

review of the creaturesô iconography in Minoan art follows, which includes the 

identification of figures as either ape or monkey, as well as a detailed description and 

conclusions about each type of representation. A new possible reconstruction of the 

Saffron Gatherer fresco is also included. Finally, the possible origins of Minoan primate 

iconography are considered, as well as the possible implications of the creatureôs history, 

development, and roles. With this information in mind, the Offering to the Seated 

Goddess scene is then examined. The possible reconstruction of a crocus ceremony is 

proposed and explained, and the Levantine parallels for the compositional arrangement of 
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the scene are also addressed. These conclusions may directly inform greater themes in 

Minoan culture, such as religion and cult practices.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 Bronze Age Minoan art hosts a broad variety of terrestrial, marine, and hybrid 

life.1 Although a plethora of animals exist for depiction, however, the subjects employed 

are carefully selected in order to fulfill specific roles.  Marine life seems frequently 

contextual in nature, or it is used to fill a scene as individual visual elements.  Terrestrial 

life, however, often features hunting scenes. In these images, animals serve both as 

sacrificial prey and as independent visual elements. Few terrestrial animals other than 

cattle and primates clearly participate in ritual scenes (unless hunting is considered a 

ritual action, in which case boars, cats, deer, dogs, swine, and waterfowl could all be 

considered ritual-associated animals). Although bulls seem to function primarily in 

scenes of capture and bull-leaping, calves seem frequently represented as purely 

sacrificial creatures. All of the ritual-associated cattle imagery features animals that 

behave as animals do. These creatures sometimes interact with humans.  

Monkeys, however, function very differently in Minoan art. These animals are 

sometimes depicted in a natural setting, climbing over a rocky landscape and exhibiting 

natural animal behavior. In this representation, monkeys are featured as typical animals. 

In stark contrast, however, the primate from the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco is 

shown in direct contact with the seated goddess, via the extended offering. This behavior, 

interacting directly for and/or with a deity, especially in a ritual setting, seems otherwise 

                                                 
1 For a discussion of the different animals and the roles they play in Minoan art, please refer to Appendix 

A. The corpus of creatures that are available for depiction is large, and in order to best understand the 

unique role of apes and monkeys, one must understand the relatively clear categories into which most 

creatures fit.  
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reserved for supernatural, hybrid creatures: the genii and griffins. Monkeys also imitate 

human activities. The genii seem to frequently participate in sacrificial scenes and serve 

as attendants, and the griffins are heraldic creatures that are also sometimes otherwise 

portrayed as predators. The deviation of primates from the otherwise relatively clear 

organization of animal life found in Minoan art begs for a deeper investigation of the role 

of the monkey.  

 This study will explore the variety of roles filled by primates (monkeys and apes) 

in Minoan art. The discussion will begin with a review of the stylistic features of Minoan 

art that also addresses the possibility for the use of pattern books. Next, the plethora of 

roles available to monkeys in Egyptian art is explored. An examination of the Early and 

Middle Minoan figurines follows. After a review of monkey iconography in glyptic 

sources, each Minoan fresco that features a monkey is thoroughly described and 

considered. Finally, the possible origins of Minoan primate iconography are considered, 

as well as the possible implications of the creatureôs history, development, and roles. 

Monkeys depicted I Minoan art play roles in natural, human, and supernatural scenes. 

Additionally, many of these images may be read largely as ceremonial, and they 

culminate in a crocus gathering ritual. These conclusions may directly inform greater 

themes in Minoan culture, such as religion and cult practices.  
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CHAPTER 2 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

THE MINOAN STYLE AND THE USE OF ñPATTERN BOOKSò 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In order to best understand the following investigation of monkeys in Minoan art, one 

must first obtain a thorough understanding of the Minoan artistic style. Armed with this 

knowledge, the importance and unique roles of the monkey are more easily 

comprehended and identified. After the introduction to the key visual components of the 

Minoan style, the possibility for the use of the ñpattern booksò by Bronze Age artists will 

also be addressed with particular attention paid to monkey imagery.  

 

 

The Minoan Style 

 

Although Minoan art may at first appear similar to the art of other Bronze Age 

cultures, such as the Egyptians, a close examination of the style with which the images 

are executed reveals several unique characteristics.2 These traits range in focus from the 

overall composition of an image to the variety of perspectives employed, as well as the 

use of line and exaggeration of contour. Although Minoans choose to depict many scenes 

that take place in the natural world, one must acknowledge that Minoan art does not 

                                                 
2 Studies that have addressed the Minoan artistic style include Matz 1928; 1962; Frankfort-Groenewegen 

1967; 1971.  
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feature realism. Rather, through simplification, flattening, and the careful construction of 

both composition and perspective, these artists create images that, although abstracted, 

are easily recognizable.  

Additionally, for the purposes of this discussion, Bronze Age frescoes from the 

Cycladic island of Thera will also be included in the corpus of Minoan Art.3 Features that 

were once considered distinguishing characteristics of wall paintings from Akrotiri are 

now recognized in frescoes found on Crete. For example, the use of a purely white 

background had previously been considered a trait particular to Akrotiri, but the Park 

Fresco from Hagia Triadha also features a white background.4 With the previously 

distinctive traits now common to both areas, no consistently identifiable differences exist 

between Minoan and Cycladic wall painting. For this reason, the wall paintings from all 

of these areas will be considered under the category of Minoan art.   

In the following discussion, the features that are integral to the Minoan style will be 

discussed, including a brief reference to parallels that may exist in Egyptian art. Traits 

that are present in Minoan art include the composition of the images, the simplification of 

visual elements, the variety of perspectives combined in one image, and the use of flat 

areas of color and pattern. Finally, the Minoan use of line will be addressed, both in terms 

of the definition of separate elements and the emphasis of visually interesting contours.  

 

 

                                                 
3 Davis 1990, 217ï218.  

4 Evely 1999, 242.  
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Composition 

 

 Some general categories exist for the compositional arrangement of images in 

Minoan art. Two of these categories are the most easily defined: an image may be 

arranged in a linear fashion or the individual compositional elements may be spread 

throughout a given pictorial space. One image may also be encircled by other 

iconographic elements within a given pictorial area.5 In a fourth possible arrangement, 

the first two categories may be mixed together to create an amalgamation of 

compositional elements that are arranged in a generally linear fashion but with individual 

elements scattered throughout the visual field. Particular examples will clarify the 

differences among the categories.  

 The linear composition is one in which visual elements are clearly and separately 

depicted along a single continuous visual field. The Offering to the Seated Goddess 

fresco from room 3 of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri (Fig. 1.2A) is one clear example of a linear 

composition. Each figure is clearly separated from the next and positioned along one 

horizontal register. Although the monkey, goddess, and griffin are positioned on slightly 

different ground levels relative to the young girl (due to the presence of the tripartite 

construction), the scene is nevertheless read smoothly and horizontally across the 

pictorial field, perhaps like a narrative. This composition maintains parallels in Egyptian 

art, and a similar type of arrangement is visible in a fifth dynasty painting that depicts the 

harvesting of grain for Mereruka.6 

                                                 
5 CMS  II.1 248. 

6 Brewer, Redford, and Redford 1994, 20, fig. 2.8.  
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 In contrast, Minoans also employed visual fields in which compositional elements 

are spread within a given visual space. This type of composition may be recognized in the 

miniature frieze from room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri. The ñDeparture Townò 

Fresco (Fig. 2.1) features many separate visual elements that are arranged throughout the 

visual field. Importantly, these figures are not arranged in order to be read linearly, but 

rather they populate the scene as elements within a larger pattern. This scene is not 

directly interpreted as a narrative but rather as a snap-shot of a moment or a series of 

moments in time.  

 Some Minoan art features a composition in which one image is encircled by other 

iconographic elements. This arrangement is easily spotted in Minoan glyptic art. For 

example, one seal features lions and ant- or spider-like insects in a double-ring pattern.7 

The lions constitute the outer ring, and the insects constitute the inner ring. A similar 

composition is found in Egyptian art, and one clear example of this scheme is visible on a 

bowl that is painted with hippopotami.8 In this early image, stylized hippopotami are 

painted around an abstract motif in the bottom of the bowl. The animals are encircled by 

an abstract linear motif around the outside of the bowl, which creates a circular, ringed 

arrangement that closely resembles the circular composition found in Minoan art.  

 The fourth category of composition within the Minoan artistic style is a mixture 

of the first two compositional types. In images like the Nilotic scene from the miniature 

frescoes from Room 5 of the West House, multiple elements are spread throughout a 

rectangular register (Fig. 2.2). Some of these elements, however, are also arranged in a 

                                                 
7 CMS II.1 248. 

8 Patch 2011, 34ï35, fig. 21. 
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linear fashion. For instance, the griffin and cat bound in the same direction across the 

visual field, in the upper register of the image. Because a sequence of events is not 

depicted, this scene may be interpreted not as a narrative, but rather as a moment in time. 

The body of water that bifurcates the scene also leads the eye horizontally through the 

field. The flora that also populate the scene are not integral to the linear arrangement of 

the active figures, nor do they function as anything more than contextual markers. 

Nevertheless, these carefully articulated, detailed elements are peppered throughout the 

image, and they hybridize the nature of the composition. Similar uses of this type of 

composition are visible in ancient Egyptian art, including pieces like the Battlefield 

Tablet and the plastered and painted wooden burial chest of King Tutankhamun.9 This 

hybridization is facilitated, however, by the use of mixed perspective in Minoan art.  

 

 

Mixed Perspective 

 

 Two of the three types of composition found in Minoan art employ mixed 

perspective: some figures are presented in profile, while space is created from a different 

angle of view. The Minoan use of angles and viewing, however, may seem more 

complicated than some other examples of mixed perspective.10 Importantly, Minoans 

                                                 
9 The battlefield tablet dates to Naqada III (3300ï3100 B.C.), and the plastered and painted wooden chest 

of King Tutankhamun dates to the 18th Dynasty (1323 B.C.; Patch 2011, 148ï149, fig. 123; Robins 2008, 

160ï161, fig. 189). 

10 The standard use of mixed perspective features a combination of visual elements that each appear as 

though from a different angle of view in relation to one another.  
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combine different angles of view not only between visual elements and the greater 

composition, but within single figures, as well.  

 Mixed perspective is a generally straightforward concept: an image is depicted 

from at least two different angles of viewing. The way in which the human form is 

typically depicted in Egyptian art is one clear example of the use of mixed perspective 

within a single figure (Fig. 2.3). Although the eye, torso, and arms of a figure are 

rendered frontally, the head and lower body are depicted in profile. The perspective used 

for the depiction of different background elements may be mixed as well. For instance, an 

image with a pool or body of water may feature a birdôs eye-view of the water, but all of 

the flora and fauna may be depicted in profile. Such is the case with a scene from the 

tomb of Khnumhotep III at Beni Hasan that features a flock of waterfowl that are trapped 

in nets.11 Although these uses of mixed perspective may occur independently, they may 

also be combined, as is seen in both Egyptian and Minoan art.12  

 The use of mixed perspective in Minoan art in terms of composition is clearly 

illustrated in the Nilotic scene from the miniature frieze from room 5 of the West House 

at Akrotiri (Fig. 2.2). In this image, the stream or river is presented from a birdôs eye 

view. In stark contrast, the taller palm trees, in the left portion of the image, are shown 

crossing the body of water. Although the tree is planted on one bank, it extends across the 

river, and into the space of the next riverbank, confusing the straight-forward birdôs eye 

view perspective. Additionally, the fauna are all clearly represented in profile and in a 

different scale from that used for the palm tree. Again, the perspectives of this particular 

                                                 
11 Houlihan 1996, 138, fig. 97.  

12 The use of different types of mixed perspective is not, however, limited to Minoan and Egyptian art. 



9 

 

scene are conflated. Egyptian art features a comparable compositional style that may be 

identified in the wall painting that features Nebamun hunting birds in the marshes with 

his wife and child.13 A similar treatment of perspective is recognizable within the form of 

a single figure in both Minoan and Egyptian art, as well.  

 The Minoan depiction of the human body features a variety of perspectives, like 

Egyptian human figural imagery. For instance, the Fisherman Fresco features a nude 

young man that holds two lines full of fish (Fig. 2.4). The young manôs head is depicted 

in profile, and it appears tilted at an uncomfortable, unnatural angle when considered in 

conjunction with the frontally-depicted shoulders. Additionally, the single eye is painted 

frontally, although its placement in his turned, profile-view head appears to be relatively 

accurate. This mixing of multiple perspectives within a single figure creates exaggerated 

visual forms that do not otherwise exist in reality. This manipulation of pose and form 

seems to betray a deeper Minoan fascination with movement, line, and contour.14  

 

 

Contour Emphasis 

 

 The incorporation of multiple angles of view into one figure or image allows for 

the creation and emphasis of interesting contours. For instance, the Fisherman fresco is a 

prime example of this creation of dynamic contours (Fig. 2.4). A more dynamic curving 

                                                 
13 Robins 2008, 22, fig. 11.  

14 The close connections between the Minoans and Egypt will be addressed in Chapter 4, but one must note 

that the close relationship that exists between these two regions is likely responsible for many of the 

stylistic similarities seen in the paintings of each culture. It is likely that some of the features of Minoan 

painting are derivative of, or at least influenced by Egyptian art. For information on the stylistic traits of 

wall paintings in Egypt, refer to Mekhitarian 1978; Gay 1986; Tiradritti 2008.  
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form is created when a head, depicted in profile, joins to frontal shoulders that taper to a 

thin waist and hips, which are again rendered in profile. The outline of this composite 

view is then altered in order to emphasize the resulting interesting contours created by the 

hybridized form. The image created by the renegotiation of form and line differs radically 

from what the eye encounters in nature. In reality, the figure that results from the profile 

view of a human male features considerably fewer contours, all of which are also much 

shallower than those created by the composite view used in Minoan art.  

 Egyptian art often features the human form in the same mixed perspective that is 

found in Minoan art. The creation of dynamic contours does not appear to be as integral 

to the depiction of Egyptian forms. Rather, traditional poses are repeatedly depicted, and 

the outline of the figure (despite the mixed perspective) is not heavily altered. Because of 

this lack of alteration to the final composite view of a human form, the focus on the 

dynamic and curving figure is not present in Egyptian art as it is in Minoan art.  

The visual emphasis on interesting contours is not limited to human figural 

depiction, but it is also used in the treatment of flora, fauna, and other contextual 

markers. These exaggerated contours also lend a sense of movement and balance to the 

figures in which they are prominently employed. The linear treatment of visual elements 

also aids in the Minoan emphasis on form and contour.  
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Use of Line 

 

 The linear definition of visual elements is a feature found in most prehistoric art, 

but it may also be considered a characteristic feature of the Minoan style, although it is 

not always employed. In reality, a black line does not differentiate figures from one 

another. These dark outlines do, however, support and further emphasize the dynamic 

contours that appear so desirable in the Minoan aesthetic (e.g., Fig 2.1).  This defining 

use of line is also frequently employed in Egyptian art, and it is clearly visible in most 

wall paintings, particularly those that do not feature relief.15 Additionally, these dark lines 

also serve to clarify one visual element from another within a larger image, which is 

sometimes necessary due to of the abundant simplification of independent visual 

elements.  

 

 

Simplification 

 

 Another significant stylistic characteristic of Minoan art is the intentional, 

directed focus of the artist on only the most integral features of a figure. These traits are 

selected from each object or figure that will be represented, and the remaining minute 

details are omitted from the artistic reproduction of the subject. Backgrounds are also 

                                                 
15 For example, a painting of a scene from the tomb chapel of Anen at Thebes shows King Amenhotep III 

and his wife Tiy seated on chairs. Below their seats are a cat and a leaping monkey. This image clearly 

shows the linear definition of each figure and form present (Robins 2008, 137, fig. 155).  
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typically treated with an equal or even greater degree of simplification. This lack of 

interest in non-essential details is also found in Egyptian art, particularly wall paintings.16  

 The monkeys from the frescoes recovered from room 6 of Building Complex Beta 

at Akortiri (Figs. 1.5ï1.6) feature the prominent simplification that is characteristic of the 

Minoan style. For instance, although monkeys are covered in a thick layer of fur, the 

individual hairs are not clearly differentiated on the body. Hairs are suggested, however, 

in some of the areas where white fur meets blue fur, although this is not always the case. 

Otherwise, the body of the monkey is extremely simplified in its almost-human shape. 

Nevertheless, the prominent details that differentiate human and monkey (i.e., facial 

markings, tail, and ears) are not only incorporated, but they are clearly emphasized, 

particularly by the lack of detail devoted to other traits.  

 In the same image, the rockwork that occurs in the background is a clear example 

of the sometimes extreme simplification of background elements in Minoan art. The 

rocks that contextualize the image provide little or no additional information: they simply 

form a backdrop for the playing monkeys. Unlike the rocky setting in the Saffron 

Gatherers from Xeste 3, the background here is not populated by any flora (Fig. 2.5). 

Additionally, the rocks from the Saffron Gatherers fresco do feature some details, like 

black and red curving lines and a dynamic surface, on which the young girls climb. In 

room 6, the rocks have been stripped of any details, and only the undulating outlines of 

the formations remain. If not for the presence of the monkeys, one may mistake the rocks 

                                                 
16 For example, the figures from the painting on the ceiling of the tomb of Ramses VI are differentiated 

from one another in only the most integral way: the head of each figure is different and unique among the 

deities depicted. Additionally, very few images of contextual indicators are present in any register of the 

painting, which serves to further simplify the scenes (Silverman 1997, 41, fig. 2).  
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for coral, thus transforming the interpretation of the entire image into one that is marine 

in nature.  

 

 

Flattened Colors and Patterns 

 

 As a result of the simplification of form and image, many details are omitted from 

both figural and contextual elements, like the monkeys and rockwork from room 6 of 

Building Complex Beta.  The reduction of these elements down to the most basic yet 

integral visual components renders images into a series of flat, often monochromatic 

features. Although some elements feature patterns, these decorative motifs are also 

flattened. The same stylistic features are also visible in Egyptian art. 

 In the first case, the rockwork from the monkeys fresco (Figs. 1.5ï1.6) serves as 

an example. The rockwork does not exhibit any details, but rather each flat color field 

constitutes a single, large portion of rock. Each type of rock is flat, undetailed, and one 

color. The combination of many types of rock constructs the polychromatic background.  

 Volumetric elements are also flattened and rendered in only two dimensions. For 

example, the clumps of crocuses found in the background of the Offering to the Seated 

Goddess fresco from Xeste 3 are flattened and simplified (Fig. 1.2A). The grass-like 

leaves sprout from one centralized point within each clump, and near the tops of these 

leaves, the purple blossoms are rendered with three visible petals. Although the crocuses 

may be understood as rendered in profile, the apparent flattening of a three-dimensional 

image is indisputable.  
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Key Differences Between Minoan And Egyptian Art 

 

 Although many similarities exist between Minoan and Egyptian art, Egyptian art 

may be differentiated in many ways. First, writing often accompanies imagery in 

Egyptian art, a feature that is not currently known in Minoan art.17 The emphasis on 

dynamic and curving lines is specific to Minoan art. The movement created by the 

flowing lines stands in stark contrast to the more uniform and regimented use of line in 

Egyptian art. Although Egyptian iconography does feature the use of line to differentiate 

one image from the next, a concerted interest in the visually pleasing curve of the form is 

lacking. Additionally, Egyptian art is often easily identified due to the traditional rigidity 

of the figures in each scene. Because of this longstanding adherence to specific stylistic 

and compositional traits, Egyptian art does not feature the same kind of fluidity in style 

that is visible in Minoan iconography. Ultimately, Minoan art appears to undergo stylistic 

shifts and iconographic changes that are not possible within the strict bounds of Egyptian 

art.  

 

 

                                                 
17 Both Ancient Egypt and Minoan Crete feature distinct hieroglyphic systems. A difficulty may arise when 

one considers the pictographic nature of hieroglyphics. Because these signs constitute both images and 

writing, one may attempt to argue that the entire pictorial field is composed of imagery, and so no 

difference exists between the art from these two areas. Hieroglyphics are nevertheless used as a form of 

writing, and therefore they are used to directly inform the viewer about the intended meaning of the image 

that they accompany. The pairing of explanatory text and image is not currently known in Minoan art. 
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Summary 

 

 Several visual traits seem to be used the most consistently in Minoan art, 

including the types of image composition, mixed perspective, contour emphasis, linear 

definition, image simplification, and flattened colors and patterns. Most of these stylistic 

traits bear close parallels in Egyptian art. Some Minoan depictions exist that do not 

perfectly adhere to every one of the outlined categories, but any deviation from these 

groupings should be considered the exception to the rule. In an attempt to better 

understand the consistency of style and form found in Minoan art, the possibility for the 

existence of pattern books will be considered next, with a particular focus on their use for 

the depiction of monkeys.  

 

 

ñPattern Booksò 

 

The term ñpattern book,ò when employed in Bronze Age Aegean scholarship, refers 

to preliminary sketches that are executed by an artist.  They are prepared in anticipation 

of the reproduction of the image(s) elsewhere. Although these preparatory drawings may 

have been stored together, they were almost certainly not condensed into books.18 The 

images were probably first sketched into a tablet of wax or damp clay, or executed on 

                                                 
18 Although Egyptians often used papyrus, no evidence exists for the use of any type of paper by the 

Minoans. Instead, Minoans used leather, clay and wax tablets, and perhaps also papyrus as writing 

materials. The earliest record for the production of paper in the Mediterranean dates from the 12th century 

in Italy (Suarez, Woudhuysen, and Woudhuysen 2010, 2ï3). 
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sheets of leather, which were then saved and used to create other images of the subject.19 

Although no ñpattern booksò have been recovered from secure archaeological contexts, 

Minoans almost certainly must have employed them, especially when depicting creatures 

as exotic as the monkeys that survive in fresco. 

 Primate remains from the Bronze Age have not been discovered on either Crete or 

Thera.20 Despite the lack of concrete evidence for monkeys living on either of these two 

islands, frescoes from Akrotiri retain enough information to indicate that wall painters 

were basing their depictions on live animals, rather than working from vague memories 

or from images in Egyptian art. Notably, the only primates painted by the Minoans were 

monkeys. No depictions of apes have been recovered in wall painting. The individualized 

physical features of each primate, as well as the highly naturalistic depiction of both the 

physical features and the way in which the animal poses, serve to illustrate that the artists 

of the ñpattern booksò were almost certainly sketching from life. These ñpattern booksò 

were then used for the creation of the wall paintings where the unique Minoan style is 

indisputably observed.  

 Room 6 of Building Complex Beta offers the largest number of individual 

monkeys within a single fresco to compare to one another (Figs. 1.5ï1.6). This fresco 

clearly depicts pronounced yet detailed differences between individuals of the same 

species. The minor physical variations that occur on each of the primates in this scene are 

                                                 
19 These other media for preliminary sketches are discussed in contrast to the types from Egypt, like those 

executed on ostraca. Ostraca are typically pot sherds or stone chips that bear short notes or preliminary 

sketches. The ostraca from Ancient Egypt may be found in groups, and each group may show the practice 

sketches of an individual artist with regard to a particular subject. Essentially, these preliminary sketches 

provide an opportunity to view the artistôs training through copying preexisting work and practice 

(Houlihan 1996, 210ï217; Robins 2008, 191ï192).  

20 A suspected monkey skull that was recovered from Akrotiri was discovered under closer inspection to be 

only an oddly shaped rock (Parker 1997, 348).  
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those with which one may only be familiar after the prolonged physical observation of a 

group of same-species monkeys, like the unique shape of the dark facial marking on each 

extant face (Figs. 2.6Aï2.6C).21  

 Additionally, the detailed, individualized features are also highly naturalistic. The 

existence of minor details on the faces of these monkeys (that may have otherwise been 

lost if thorough preliminary sketches had not been created) betrays the direct and careful 

observation of the animals in order to document the individualized features. For instance, 

the depiction of white fur around the face is considerably different from the way in which 

the white fur of the belly is depicted, regardless of the species of monkey present in the 

image. This trait is particularly apparent in the monkeys from room 3a and 4 of Xeste 3 

(Fig. 2.7).  

The meticulous treatment of the hand-like feet of the monkeys, especially in the 

rather contorted pose of monkey B3 (from room 6 of the Beta Building), attests to the 

careful study of that particular aspect of monkey anatomy (Fig. 2.8). If any image-

copying was done, however, it would seem that this room bears possible evidence for it. 

Rather than carefully painting the hand-like feet onto monkeys B5 and B6, a seemingly 

short-handed, boot-like appendage extends from the bottom of these creaturesô legs (Figs. 

2.9 and 2.10). Instead of the same careful, probably more experienced hand that painted 

monkeys B1, B2, and B3 (Figs. 2.8, 2.11, 2.12), it is possible that (an)other individual(s) 

painted monkeys B5 and B6 who might not have had the opportunity to observe live 

monkeys. The painter(s) of these monkeys may have worked from the pattern books or 

may have worked from the finished painting of monkeys B1 and B2 on the west wall of 

                                                 
21 Greenlaw 2011, 43ï45. 
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the room, if they were painted before the north wall was painted. Perhaps because of a 

lack of experience, the other painter(s) attempted to depict monkeys that are posed 

differently, but that are anatomically based on monkeys B1, B2, and B3. Although 

speculative, it would certainly address ideas of copying and the inconsistent appearance 

of the animalôs feet in the room 6 Building Complex Beta frescoes. Nevertheless, this 

lack of cohesion among certain, minute aspects of the depiction of these creatures may 

also be considered evidence for the absence of ñpattern booksò for all details. If each 

artist or workshop shows feet differently, then there may not be a ñpattern bookò that 

provides a consistent convention for the depiction of such details.  

 The pose of each monkey within the fresco itself also indicates that the painter (or 

creator of the preliminary sketches) was familiar with the ways in which primates move. 

The nearly consistent depiction of the tail in either an S- or C-curve is one clear 

indication of such an observation made by the artist. The limited range in tail positioning 

may be taken as evidence for the probability of the creation and use of ñpattern books.ò 

 In the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco, the monkeyôs tail is not raised in 

either an S- or C-curve, but rather falls limply behind it (Fig. 2.7). This deviation from 

the steady representation of tails in one of two poses suggests that if there were 

preliminary drawings based on the observation of live monkeys, this artist or workshop 

consciously chose to deviate from them. Conversely, if there were not ñpattern books,ò 

this artist or workshop simply chose a different pose for the monkeyôs tailðone that 

appears to adhere to the anatomy of the monkey, even while it stands in an 

anthropomorphized upright posture. The tail extends from the base of the spine and 

angles slightly outward, rather than directly downward. Significantly, the pose of a 
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vervetôs tail (the type of monkey from room 6) is almost consistently represented as it is 

naturally posed, in a C-curve or S-curve (Fig. 1.6). The slight extension and downward 

drape in the anthropomorphized monkeyôs tail, however, is a position that is well-known 

and clearly documented among baboons.22 This trait may be taken to indicate, yet again, 

the realistic depiction of a different pose for the tail of a distinct species of primate. This 

differentiation stands as stark evidence for the species-specific poses that were most 

likely documented during the creation of the preliminary sketches for these separate 

scenes.  

 The posture of monkeysô entire bodies must also be considered. Despite a range in 

certain surviving and reconstructed poses for each individual, the body still adheres to the 

laws of movement as governed by the anatomy of the primate. Arms and legs are usually 

shown at least slightly bent, as is natural for live monkeys. Importantly, these figures are 

all shown in a variety of poses, exhibiting a wide range of motion and flexibility, just like 

their real counterparts. Although some general poses may be more repetitive than others 

(like the ñpicking pose,ò exhibited in monkeys B1, B2, perhaps B8, and the Saffron 

Gatherer from Knossos), the monkeys depicted in frescoes are by no means a repetitive 

ñtype.ò Essentially, viewers are not presented with monkey, monkey, monkey, but rather 

this monkey, that monkey, and that other monkey. It is this individualization and deviation 

from standardization that clearly illustrates the use of details preserved and transported by 

pattern books for the depiction of the blue primates at Akrotiri.  

                                                 
22 A. Meinelt, pers. comm., June 2015.   
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 To better clarify this point, one may consider Minoan primate figurines.23 In 

several but not all examples, monkeys are easily recognized by their squatting-crouched, 

resting position (e.g., Fig. 2.13). Monkeys from Bronze Age Aegean seals are often 

depicted in this pose, even in small, detailed scenes in which other, seemingly integral 

physical features of the monkey are forgotten, like the tail. Could this crouched-squat, 

where the legs are shown folded and drawn upward, the back of the thigh pressing against 

the back of the calf, be a visual indicator for the identity of the figure? Perhaps the 

crouched-squat translates directly to monkey in the vernacular of small-scale seals. Even 

if the squatting pose does not immediately indicate the identity of the figure as primate, it 

may be compounded with other features that, when taken in combination, do clearly point 

to a monkey figure. Perhaps the presence of a tail, upraised-arm position (only when the 

hands of the creature are not otherwise engaged), and folded-leg crouching posture may 

be taken as indicative of the abstracted monkey type. It is this use of a consistent type that 

is missing in the wall paintings from Akrotiri, and so augments the argument for the 

presence of pattern books that preserved highly individualized, selectively-detailed, and 

species-specific renderings of these animals.  

 The rockwork that forms the context in which the individualized primates play 

constitutes the type of motif that may not have necessitated a preliminary sketch. Because 

of the simple, detail-less, color-block design of the rockwork, it is unlikely that the 

painter would have needed to reference a preparatory drawing of such a motif. Due to the 

simplified nature of this surrounding rockwork, the careful, detailed depiction of the blue 

monkeys is further emphasized, and it captures the eye of the viewer.  

                                                 
23 Crowley 2013, 201, 237, 263, 286, 296, 321. 
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 The direct observation of several of these animals by a Minoan is attested by the 

purely Minoan style in which the animals are rendered in wall painting. Although the 

possibility exists that a Minoan artist based the ñpattern booksò or even the paintings on 

an Egyptian painting, object, or perhaps ostracon, the style in which the creatures are 

rendered stands in stark contrast to this possibility. If a Minoan individual did work from 

an originally Egyptian image, traces of the Egyptian style would almost certainly survive 

in the Minoan-painted scene. After the careful review of Minoan style, however, the 

rigidity and strictly standardized quality of the style of Egyptian art appears to be almost 

the opposite of the qualities that comprise the greater Minoan aesthetic.24 Essentially, the 

style of these frescoes seems purely Minoan, without even the most removed echoes of 

Egyptian influence. Because of this, one may assert that a Minoan hand executed the 

preliminary sketches of the pattern book, as well as the resulting wall paintings.  

 Finally, one cannot speculate about the location of the observance of the primates. 

Without evidence for the physical remains of the creatures, one may only speculate about 

their presence in Minoan society. Although it is likely that monkeys were present on 

Crete and/or Akrotiri, especially granted the prominence of the animals in art, it is 

nonetheless impossible to prove at this time. If no monkeys were present on the islands, 

or even on ships that visited the islands, then the remaining option is that the animals 

were observed in Egypt and possibly the Near East.  

 

                                                 
24 Despite the broad variety of active subjects in Egyptian art, the general stylistic qualities of the figures 

appear to adhere to a stricter set of guidelines than those seen in Minoan art. For example, although 

monkeys are depicted participating in a range of behaviors, like picking fruit, the depiction of the figures 

nevertheless adheres strictly to the traditional stylistic guidelines present in Egyptian art. On Crete, 

monkeys may be depicted with less rigid stylistic guidelines, due to the selective appropriation of certain 

aspects of Egyptian style, as well as the related yet separate Minoan koine.  
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Summary 

 

Despite the lack of physical evidence for the presence of monkeys on Crete or 

Thera, Minoan artists certainly had the opportunity to observe live primates. The 

resulting sketches from these encounters were then later used while creating the wall 

paintings of blue monkeys. This claim is best substantiated not only by the highly 

individualized features of each monkey but also by the uniquely Minoan artistic style in 

which each one is rendered.  

The Minoan style itself may be loosely defined as adhering to a series of key 

visual guidelines. The over-arching style is certainly not realistic, but the abstracted 

naturalism maintains the most significant details in order to clearly identify the subjects 

in the image. Through the flattening and simplification of forms, visually pleasing 

contours are exaggerated, principally through the use of line and the combination of 

different points of view in one subject. Now armed with a thorough understanding of the 

Minoan artistic style, a closer inspection of the primate iconography from the Bronze Age 

Aegean is necessary.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PRIMATE ICONOGRAPHY IN ANCIENT EGYPT 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Primates in Minoan art may have precedents in primate iconography in Egyptian art. 

A sustained relationship appears to exist in this type of imagery between the two cultures, 

as well. Although relatively little monkey iconography survives from Crete and Akrotiri, 

the creatures clearly served many important functions in Egyptian art and religion. First, 

the identities and attributes of both Hedj-wer (ñThe Great White Oneò) and Thoth, gods 

that are often represented as primates, are summarily reviewed. Second, monkey imagery 

in Egyptian art is discussed with a particular focus on figurines and wall painting. The 

possible standardization of monkey iconography in Ancient Egypt is addressed. Finally, 

the complexity of the animalôs role in art is considered.  

 

 

Monkey Deities 

 

Although many of the gods and goddess of the Egyptian pantheon appear as hybrid 

creatures, some are also represented in alternate forms. These deities are not necessarily 

bound to a single visual representation, and they may be depicted in several different 

ways. Some gods are capable of assuming the appearance of a baboon, but they do so 
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relatively rarely, and they are frequently represented in other forms. Two deities regularly 

appear as monkeys. Both Hedj-wer and Thoth are depicted in Egyptian art as baboons.  

 

 

Hedj-wer (ñThe Great White Oneò) 

 

During the Predynastic and the Old Kingdom periods, Hedj-wer was represented 

in white as a squatting baboon god (Fig. 3.1).25 ñThe Great White One,ò although 

relatively short-lived in Egyptian mythology, represented the royal ancestors who were 

believed to confirm the appointment of a new king. In this way, the baboon-god bore a 

close association with the ancestors of prominent families. This being seems to have been 

integrally involved in the communication of the ancestors with their living descendants, 

and therefore may have been involved in some parts of early Egyptian ancestor worship.   

Figurines from both the Predynastic and Old Kingdom periods show a baboon 

that sits in a squatting crouch.26 These representations are made of bone, ivory, or 

faience. The figurines disappeared at the end of the Old Kingdom period, and after these 

early periods, the deity dissolved into an aspect of Thoth.27 Simultaneously, the 

representations of Hedj-wer were no longer made.28 

  

                                                 
25 Patch 2011, 164; Barbash 2013, 45.  

26 Petrie 1914, pp. 43, pl. XXXVII; Patch 2011, 163ï164, with additional examples in note 70.  

27 Barbash 2013, 45; Shaw 2014, 51.  

28 The disappearance of Hedj-Wer figurines in Egypt is contemporary with the EM III to MM IA periods on 

Crete. The small white figurines of crouching monkeys found on Crete, discussed in Chapter 4, also seem 

to disappear at this time. 
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Thoth 

 

Thoth was considered to be the inventor of writing and wisdom, and for these 

reasons, he was the master of secret knowledge and protector of scribes.29 He recorded 

the results of the judgment of the dead as well. Finally, and perhaps most importantly for 

this discussion, Thoth functioned as a divine messenger.30  

Representations of this deity appear in both two-dimensional wall paintings, as 

well as small figural representations (Figs. 3.2ï3.5).31 In wall paintings, the being is 

represented as either an ibis-headed hybrid form, or as a squatting cynocephalus 

baboon.32 Importantly, without any additional adornment, like the solar disk, two-

dimensional representations of Thoth in monkey form seem identical (in anatomy) to 

representations of non-divine baboons.  

Small figurines of Thoth are often made of blue or green faience, and they 

frequently show his baboon form.33 Strikingly, the primate figurines are almost 

consistently crouched in a squatting position, which is a natural posture for non-divine 

                                                 
29 Shaw 2014, 51. 

30 In later Greek culture, Thoth is often associated with Hermes.  

31 Although representations of Thoth are not limited to these types of art.  

32 Barbash 2013, 45; Shaw 2014, 51. 

33 Less frequently occurring variations of color do exist, including pale lavender hues (Petrie 1914, 43; 

Greenlaw 2005, 71).    
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baboons, as well.34 The primate form of Thoth may often be represented very similarly to 

wild baboons in both pose and anatomy.  

 Although Thoth is frequently represented as a monkey, other gods may assume 

the same physical form. For instance, Hapy is represented as a hybrid creature with a 

baboon head and human body.35 Hedj-wer is primarily if not exclusively depicted as a 

baboon, and Thoth is frequentlyðalthough not exclusivelyðrepresented as a baboon as 

well. Many representations of these deities survive in the form of figurines.  

  

 

Figurines 

 

A variety of monkey figurines existed in ancient Egypt, and the small sculptures were 

executed in many types of media. Materials were not limited to faience, but different 

types of stone like serpentine and lapis lazuli were also used sometimes. These figurines 

appeared in a variety of poses that ranged from standing to sitting, and some monkeys 

were even represented in relief on small seals.36 The representations of the monkeys 

ranged in color from green to blue to purple, and some figurinesðoften the earliest 

onesðwere white.37  

                                                 
34 In baboon form, Thoth often wears representations of both the crescent and full moons on his head (Shaw 

2014, 51).  

35 Andrews 1994, 45, 55.  

36 Petrie 1914, 43, Pl. XXXVII; Andrews 1994, 27, 53, 66ï67, 89, figs. 24, 54, 64, 71, 90.  

37 Patch 2011, 163ï164. 
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One of the earliest monkey figurines dates from the 1st Dynasty, at the beginning of 

the Old Kingdom Period (Fig. 3.1).38 Although the surface is heavily abraded, the form of 

a monkey in a crouched squat is decipherable. The long snout protrudes from the face, 

and the legs are pulled up to the chest. The arms are not clearly distinguishable. The 

figure is made of white faience, and it is a clear example of the Great White one, or Hedj-

wer, a god that eventually became one aspect of Thoth.39 In general pose, this figurine 

belongs to a greater class of monkeys in the crouching-squat position.  

A second iconographic type consists of monkey figurines boast primates that sit 

upright, with legs that are bent at the knee but not pulled up to the chest (Fig. 3.2A). Sir 

Flinders Petrie recovered many of these types of figurines during his excavations in 

Egypt, including a clear example of a monkey that appears to be seated.40 The figurine is 

small and it is made of green faience. The monkey appears to sit on a simple seat with its 

hands resting on its bent knees. The primate appears to assume a human-like seated 

posture.  

 In a third figural category, some primates are represented as standing (Fig. 3.2B).41 

In one example, the creature stands upright, on its two hind legs, while the two front legs 

are often bent at the elbow and raised before the animalôs face. The tail droops naturally 

behind the primate, and the feet appear to rest on the same ground line. This pose appears 

                                                 
38 Karetsou 2000, 69, fig. 149.  

39 Petrie 1902, 25; Friedman and Borromeo 1998, 177ï178; Karetsou 2000, 69, fig. 149.  

40 Petrie 1914, 43, Pl. XXXVII 205d.   

41 Petrie 1914, 43, Pl. XXXVII 204b.  
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not only in representations of single monkeys, but also in depictions of two baboons that 

often flank different incarnations of the sun (Fig. 3.5).42  

The remaining Egyptian monkey figurines may be considered subsets of the three 

general categories discussed here. These other figures may be engaged in different 

activities while maintaining familiar poses. For example, one deep blue faience monkey 

from the Third Intermediate Period appears to hold its hands upward toward its face, and 

a baby monkey appears between its feet.43 The animal appears to fit into a subgroup of 

the first category, into which monkeys depicted in a crouching-squat sit. The presence of 

the baby monkey does not impact the position of the adult figure enough to constitute the 

creation of a fourth category. Although some primate figurines also feature objects or 

other creatures with which the animals interact, Egyptian monkey figurines appear to 

generally fit into each of these three categories.  

 

 

Wall Paintings 

 

 Monkeys are depicted in several contexts, and they participate in a myriad of 

activities in Egyptian art. Some of the primates appear in trees and eat fruit, while others 

are walked on a leash with a group of dogs (Fig. 3.3). Still others appear to be wild, 

traded with groups of other exotic animals. The animals occur in such a broad variety of 

scenes that all images of primates do not easily fit into only a few categories. The 

                                                 
42 Andrews 1994, 88, pl. 90g.   

43 Petrie 1914, 43, Pl. XXXVII b; Andrews 1994, 67, fig 71b.   
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creatures sometimes behave naturally, as wild animals in the natural world, but they may 

also function as wild animals that have been acquired by humans (e.g., Fig. 3.4). The 

creatures also interact with people directly, whether in a wild or docile way. Some of the 

primates appear to be pets, and some are perhaps even trained (e.g., Fig. 2.3). In other 

scenes, the animals perform in ways that a natural monkey cannot, such as playing 

delicate instruments. Perhaps these images do not reference reality, but rather a 

ceremonial or mythical world. Finally, some primates also clearly function as religious 

figures, whether the god Thoth appropriates their likeness or live monkeys are depicted as 

participating in ceremonial behavior seemingly of their own volition. Several examples of 

the variety of available behaviors for monkeys in Egyptian wall painting iconography are 

reviewed that span from the Old Kingdom through the New Kingdom periods.  

 In a relief from the Old Kingdom period in Egypt, a dwarf appears to walk two 

dogs and a monkey (Fig. 3.3).44 The animals are almost as large as the man who walks 

them. The monkey (E1), like the dogs, wears a collar with a leash held by the man. All 

four paws of the monkey are on the ground, and it faces forward. The tail extends 

outward and downward from the spine of the animal, and the end hovers above the 

ground. In a similar image that dates to the same period, a leashed monkey hitches a ride 

on the shoulder of a man who carries a basket of figs (Fig. 3.4).45  It sits upright, with one 

hand to its mouth and the other on the manôs head, with the long tail resting against the 

manôs arm, perhaps for additional balance or support. The monkeys, although under 

human control, are shown as naturally wild animals.  

                                                 
44 Klebs 1915, 34, fig. 21.  

45 Klebs 1915, 32, fig. 19.  
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 In a third image from the Old Kingdom period, one man holds one leash that is 

connected to the collar of one baboon (E3; Fig. 2.3). A bulky upper body tapers to a 

narrow waist, and the creature features a short tail that appears in a downward-facing C-

shape. It stands with three paws on the ground, and perhaps the fourth paw is lifted to its 

belly. This animal appears calm. Another baboon, similar in body type, is in front of the 

human with the leashed primate (E4). It stands on its hind legs and lunges forward to 

grab the leg of another person. The second man, naked, appears to be reaching for a large 

collection of fruit. The attacking baboon appears to bite the thief as the owner of the food 

looks on. Monkey E3 is treated as a wild primate would be treated. Monkey E4, however, 

lunges forward like a well-trained guard dog toward the thief. Although both primates 

may serve as pets, a certain level of taming or possibly even training appears to have 

taken place. 

 Monkeys may be trained to perform a variety of tasks and exhibit different 

behaviors, such as guarding someone or something (monkey E4).46 One of the tasks for 

which these animals are trained in Egypt appears in art: they learn to pick fruit. In a 

painting from the Middle Kingdom period, the creatures work with men to harvest figs.47 

Three baboons climb through the fig tree and appear to either eat or smell the fruit (E5, 

E6, and E7). The animals may sniff the food to determine whether it is ripe or not before 

handing the fig to one of the men. Although the animals here appear without leashes, they 

clearly work with the humans, as can be seen by the actions of monkey E5. This primate 

crouches on a branch and hands a fig to one of the men. Several of these types of 

                                                 
46 Morris and Morris 1966, 230ï257; Shaw 1993, 671. 

47 Smith 1965, fig. 171.  
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imagesðin which monkeys help humans collect fruitðare known from ancient Egypt.48 

Although these creatures may often be mischievous (perhaps sometimes more trouble 

than help), they are nevertheless involved in the human world when performing tasks that 

would require human training.   

 Although some monkeys may be trained to work for humans in orchards or as 

guards, others appear in ceremonial contexts and may represent gods or sacred animals. 

For example, baboons are shown in matching poses on either side of the sun god (E8ïE9; 

Fig. 3.5).49 This image dates to the 16th Dynasty, and it is located on the east wall in the 

burial chamber of Sennedjem at Deir el-Medina.50 The baboons appear similar to one 

another, but they are not identical. Both feature long brown snouts and faces and white 

fur surrounding the face. The rest of the head and most of the body (except for the 

backside, hands, and feet, which are brown) are covered in bluish-green fur. The hands, 

or front paws, are depicted identically to human hands. The feet are also painted similarly 

to human feet, rather than similar to hands. Both monkeys are male. A tail curves sharply 

downward, outward then almost straight upward from the backside of the baboon, and it 

terminates in a tuft. The tail is not S-shaped or C-shaped, but rather it forms an almost 

straight vertical line. In this image, the baboons face one another to flank the sun god in a 

symmetrical composition. With the hands raised in a posture of adoration, the monkeys 

clearly fulfill a ceremonial role in this image, as they venerate the sun god.  

Despite the depictions of baboons that participate in ceremonial behavior, many 

monkeys in Egyptian art appear to behave as animals do. In the accompanying scenes, 

                                                 
48 For example, see Klebs 1915, 32, fig. 19.  

49 Robins 2008, 185, fig. 218.  

50 Robins 2008, 137, fig. 155. 
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humans treat the creatures as wild animals are typically treated. The 18th Dynasty wall 

paintings from the tomb of Rekh-mi-re feature a scene in which sub-Saharan animals, 

like the giraffe, are brought to Egypt and presented to the king as tribute.51 Riding on the 

neck of the giraffe is a small green monkey (E10) that appears to be a vervet.52 This 

creature scampers up the neck of the tall quadruped to hitch a ride. Essentially, it appears 

to behave as wild, untamed monkeys do.  

One painting from the tomb chapel of Anen at Thebes that dates to the 18th Dynasty 

features a monkey (E11) in mid-leap, with limbs spread far apart.53 The animal is shown 

beneath a large and ornate chair that may belong to the primateôs owner, King 

Amenhotep III or his wife, Tiye. Nevertheless, despite the creatureôs clearly playful and 

wild behavior, it fills the role of a wild animal, playfully bounding around an 

environment that is clearly created and controlled by humans.   

Finally, a painting from the crypts beside the Sacred Lake at Karnak dates to the 25th 

Dynasty and clearly shows baboons accompanying King Taharqo as ñthe souls of the 

east.ò54 The animals stand in at least three separate registers behind the king, with two 

individuals on each register (E12ïE17). All of the creatures face the king. The monkeys 

appear to be slightly individualized and male. Each one has a long snout, with the nose 

and mouth carefully depicted, as well as the ear. No clear facial markings are indicated. 

The shoulders and chest are very bulky and taper to a slender waist and hips. Both front 

arms are bent at the elbows, and the hands are held in front of the baboonôs face, with the 

                                                 
51 Houlihan 1996, pl. XV; Wilkinson and Hill 1983, 44, fig. 44.  

52 Houlihan 1996, 95.   

53 Robins 2008, 137, fig. 155.  

54 Quirke 2001, 64, ill. 25. 
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palms facing away from the figure. A tail extends from the hindquarters slightly outward 

before the rest of the tail appears to droop almost limply toward the ground. The animals 

are shown standing on their two hind legs, one foot before the other, as though stepping 

forward toward King Taharqo. The creatures are described as the embodiment of the 

ñsouls of the eastò that raise their arms ñin adoration of the rising sun.ò55 Essentially, the 

physical form of the baboon is used to house the souls of ancestors, and it is through the 

baboon bodies that these souls are then also able to worship the rising sun. These 

monkeys clearly participate in ceremonial behavior.  

The role of primates through time in the iconography of Egyptian wall painting is 

complex and multi-faceted. These images indicate not only a continued familiarity with, 

but also a longstanding tradition of many types of relationships between humans and 

different types of monkeys. Although some of the animals fulfill a ceremonial role, others 

behave as pets, items of trade, guards, and sometimes simply as wild animals. This 

flexibility of the role of the monkey is clearly depicted in wall painting.  

  

 

Plaques 

 

Although most of the primate iconography in ancient Egypt appears as either two-

dimensional wall painting or three-dimensional figurines, a third category exists in which 

monkeys are depicted. Egyptian plaques also feature clear representations of monkeys.56  

                                                 
55 Quirke 2001, 64.  

56 Andrews 1994, 53, Figs. 54c, h, i.  
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These plaques are often made of stone (particularly steatite) or faience, and they often 

feature iconography on both the top and bottom.  

A late example of a plaque that features primate iconography dates to the 20th 

dynasty.57 A lunar baboon (a baboon with the lunar disk and crescent on its head) is 

represented on a blue-green glazed steatite plaque. The baboon appears with a long snout 

and thick upper body. The arms rest on the bent knees, which are pulled in close to the 

chest. The monkey rests in a crouching-squat. The tail extends from the base of the 

animalôs backside before it extends upward, behind the creature. This particular pose 

appears similar to the crouched-squat position that is maintained by many of the 

figurines. 

  

 

Discussion 

 

 Monkeys are depicted in several contexts, and they participate in a myriad of 

activities in Egyptian art. Some of the primates appear in trees and eat fruit, while others 

are walked on a leash with a group of dogs. Still others appear wild, traded with groups 

of other exotic animals. These primates appear in such a wide variety of situations and 

with so many different roles, that to try to relegate them to only a few strictly defined 

categories is not possible. Although figurines and plaques offer some information about 

these creatures in ancient Egypt, wall paintings usually provide more contextual 

information about these animals. This wide-ranging role of the monkey appears to change 

                                                 
57 Andrews 1994, 53, Fig. 54i.  
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relatively little throughout time. In order to obtain a deeper understanding of Egyptian 

primate iconography, the colors, poses, and types of monkeys represented are considered. 

The relationship between these factors and the role fulfilled by the animals is examined 

next, followed by a brief discussion regarding selective ceremonial depiction and 

treatment of the primates.  

Most of the monkey imagery from Egypt features one of four key colors: white, blue, 

green, or purple. White is appropriately featured most commonly on the earliest baboon 

figures that represent Hedj-wer, ñThe Great White One.ò58 These early examples are 

often made from faience. Some faience figurines are green, which also appears to be the 

color chosen most often to represent the fur of monkeys in wall painting. Similarly, the 

plaques from the Third Intermediate period are also green, and they are made of steatite. 

Figurines also appear in a broad variety of blues and even pale purple colors, which are 

primarily created in faience. Some examples also exist of primate iconography in pale 

amethyst, but purple seems to be the least-used color for monkeys. Except for the early 

representations of Hedj-wer, the most common colors used to represent primates in Egypt 

appear to be green (wall paintings) and blue (figurines).  

The poses in which monkeys are depicted bear some similarities regardless of 

medium, but striking differences also occur. These animals are often represented in the 

crouched-squat position, and it appears in figurines, wall painting, and plaques. In wall 

paintings and plaques, the creature is presented in profile with the knees bent and drawn 

to the chest and the tail extending outward behind the body. In the case of three-

dimensional figurines, the animal maintains the same pose, but the tail may be wrapped 

                                                 
58 Karetsou 2000, 169, fig. 149; Barbash 2013, 43.  
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around its body or molded to its back. The hands are sometimes lifted upward, the elbows 

bent, but the position of the hands may deviate from this position enough that it cannot be 

considered an integral part of the pose for Egyptian monkeys.  

Although primates are represented in standing positions, balancing on two hind legs, 

in both wall painting and as figurines, they do not appear to do so in plaques. Because 

few plaques are known that preserve clear monkey imagery, however, it is also possible 

that examples of standing monkeys on these types of objects simply do not survive. 

Similarly, these animals are represented as sitting upright, like a human, as figurines, but 

the same pose does not appear in either wall painting or in plaques. Although this may be 

due partially to a lack of survival, it is also possible that the pose is not replicated in these 

other media.  

Importantly, wall painting allows not only for the inclusion of a detailed background 

(and therefore a better understanding of the context in which the animal functions), but 

also for the clear depiction of more dynamic poses than may be represented in either of 

the other two media. Both figurines and plaques are relatively small, which limits the 

space available to depict both the desired figure and background. In the case of plaques, 

the background is sometimes sacrificed for a clearer representation of the subject, and 

few possibilities exist for the incorporation of the background with figurines. In stark 

contrast, wall painting often affords both a larger pictorial field as well as a medium in 

which one may depict more dynamic poses. These positions are often those struck by 

playful or wild primates, like the leaping monkey (E11) from below Queen Tiyeôs chair.  

At least two types of primates are represented in Egyptian iconography. Bulky-

shouldered baboons appear more frequently than the other monkeys. Their long snouts, 
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bulky heads and shoulders, and the narrow waists that support a tail that falls almost 

limply behind the body may identify them. Most baboons also feature facial ruffs, or 

thick white fur around the face.  

The other monkeys represented in Egyptian art are most often considered vervets, 

although the depiction of these monkeys does not appear as standardized as the 

representation of baboons, and therefore they may not all belong to the same species. It is 

possible that these other monkeys are comprised of similar yet distinct types of monkeys. 

Most of them feature short snouts, a slimmer body than the baboons, and long, flexible 

tails. 

Generally, both baboons and the other types of monkeys may be depicted as engaging 

in non-ceremonial behavior. The variety of primates serve as pets, trade goods, perhaps 

even trained helpers, and as guards. Importantly, however, baboons are depicted in two 

ways that distinguish them from the rest of the monkeys in Egyptian art: they perform 

ceremonial actions, and they sometimes embody a deity.  

 Baboons are closely associated with the Egyptian sun god, Ra, and the cyclical 

patterns in nature, particularly the regular rising of the sun.59 These creatures are an 

integral inclusion in visual depictions of the rising sun, a decision that emphasizes the 

importance of the animals to the Egyptians. The area around the Nile was densely 

populated by humans and monkeys alike, and with each sunrise came the stretching of 

the baboons. Egyptians observed these animals rising on their hind legs and lifting their 

arms every morning to warm themselves in the rising sunlight after a long cold night.60 

                                                 
59 Quirke 2001, 47ï48, 64, ill. 25.  

60 Barbash 2013, 43. 
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The pose of the creatures closely resembles the upraised-hand gesture that indicates 

adoration in hieroglyphics and art, and they therefore appeared to worship the rising sun 

every morning. These ñmorning baboonsò became heralds of the sunôs passage into a new 

day, and they maintained a close association with both the solar and lunar deities.61 The 

wall painting from Deir el-Medina serves as a clear example of baboons that worship the 

sun god.  

Although some baboon figurines clearly show the animal in a pose of adoration, 

standing on its hind legs with its hands raised before its head, it is also possible that the 

figurines are small statues of gods.62 The figurines most likely represent Hedj-wer and 

Thoth, and the identity of the deity is often distinguishable by the color of the piece. 

Thoth is sometimes represented with a lunar disc and/or crescent on his head, and many 

representations of seated baboons with this type of headdress survive. In these instances, 

it is clear that the baboon possesses ceremonial significance.  

The importance of these primates in Egyptian religion and ideology is evident even in 

the funerary treatment of the animals.63 As symbols of rebirth both for humans and for 

the sun god, they were sometimes buried alongside individuals. Although favorite pets 

were sometimes interred with their owners (to follow them into the afterlife), these 

creatures also received other types of special treatment. The extensive baboon necropolis 

at Saqqara houses the mummified remains of hundreds of baboons. Although few other 

monkey mummies are identified at the site, a few vervet burials are recognized among 

                                                 
61 Quirke 2001, 47ï48, 64.  

62 Patch 2011, 164. 

63 Barbash 2013, 43.  
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the vast collection of baboon remains.64 Nevertheless, these other types of monkeys do 

not seem to be depicted as engaging in any type of ceremonial behavior in art, and the 

preservation of so few of their remains at Saqqara may indicate that generally, these other 

types of monkeys are not considered as ceremonially or ritually integral.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Primates are depicted in many different types of contexts, fulfilling several types 

of roles in ancient Egyptian art. Although the animals are represented often as blue 

figurines and as green figures in wall painting, they may also be represented as white 

(particularly as an embodiment of Hedj-wer) or purple. The creatures are depicted in a 

broad range of poses in wall paintings, and in at least three possible poses as figurines, 

ranging from a crouched-squat to sitting like a human on an object, to fully standing. The 

most frequently represented position in which these creatures are represented, regardless 

of medium, is the crouched-squat.  

 Many types of primates behave both as wild monkeys do, and perhaps as trained 

animals. Although most of these creatures function in a variety of contexts, only baboons 

seem to possess ceremonial roles. As both embodiments of deities and as sun 

worshippers, these animals function outside the natural realm in ways that the other 

primates often do not. The nature of primate iconography is complex in ancient Egypt, 

                                                 
64 This necropolis is from a later period (Barbash 2013, 43). For more information on the funerary 

treatment of baboons, see Sue Daviesô 2006 The Sacred Animal Necropolis at North Saqqara. 
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but despite significantly fewer representations of monkeys in Minoan art, the imagery 

from Crete and Thera appears to bear just as much iconographic weight.  
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CHAPTER 4  

MINOAN PRIMATE FIGURINES 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The study of Minoan primate figurines is important for many reasons.  The Early 

Minoan (EM) figurines constitute the first evidence of these animals on Crete, and as 

such, they may contribute the earliest date for the beginning of the tradition of primate 

representation on the island. Although only figurines (and no physical remains) of apes 

and monkeys survive, it is possible that these small sculptures appeared with the first 

Minoan sighting of live monkeys. These animals were most likely imported from Egypt, 

a land full of both live primates and artistic representations of them.  

 The third millennium B.C. is host to early trade contact between Crete, Egypt, and 

the Near East.65 Egyptian imports, like faience and ivory, are known from this period.66 

Objects like these indicate a clear international trade connection between Egypt and Crete 

and the Near East. The situation changed near the end of the EM period, however, with 

the occurrence of a large-scale dessication event and the resulting human reactions 

(invasion and population movement).67 Locations that feature clear destruction levels 

during approximately 2250ï2050 B.C. include but are not limited to Troy, Göltepe, and 

Kültepe. Many other Near Eastern sites were abandoned at least in part, if not 

                                                 
65 Warren 1974, 41ï42; Betancourt 2008, 103; Wiener 2013, 34.  

66 Aruz 2008, 40. 

67 Weiss et al. 1993, 995; Dalfes, Kukla, and Weiss 1997; Fiorentino et al. 2008, 51; Wiener 2013, 34. 
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completely.68 Egypt suffered from an extended period of dessication as well, and both 

drought and famine are well documented from the 6th Dynasty through the First 

Intermediate Period.69 Widespread destruction is also known throughout the Cyclades 

and the Greek mainland. Crete also experienced a drier period, during which many 

settlements were abandoned in favor of more remote, hilltop sites. The island 

nevertheless appears to recover relatively quickly, setting the foundations of monumental 

architecture that would soon become the Minoan palaces.70  With the development of 

these urban centers, far-reaching exchange networks resumed and flourished. 

The beginning of the Middle Bronze Age was a time of increased international 

trade in the eastern Mediterranean, and Egyptianizing styles may be identified throughout 

the region.71 The route of the transmission of these ideas, however, is difficult to trace 

with certainty, due to the complex network of relationships between Crete, Egypt, and the 

Near East.72 Local parallels for independent iconographic elements and multi-figure 

scenes are identified both on Crete and in the Levant.73 This exchange is not 

unidirectional; although it is not possible to determine whether or not Crete was engaged 

directly with Egypt, it is possible that people from Crete encountered parts of Egyptian 

culture through the Near East, which may have served as a middle-man in the 

                                                 
68 Mazar 1990, 151ï173; Falconer 1994, 121ï123, 140ï142; Weiss et al. 1993, 995; Porter 2007, 110ï115; 

Schwartz 2007, 52; Ur 2010, 388, 412. 

69 Redford 1992, 61ï62; Wiener 2013, 34. 

70 Catling 1973ï1974, 34; Catling 1987ï1988, 69; Moody, Rackham, and Rapp 1996, 287; Nowicki 2000, 

31ï32; Watrous 2004, 266ï267; Moody 2009, 245ï246. 

71 Dunand 1937, 9ï10; Pittman and Aruz 1987, 37; Aruz 2013, 213, 225. 

72 Dunand, 1937, 9ï10; Aruz 2008, 45, 53ï69. 

73 These elements and scenes are not primate-specific, but rather span the iconographic vocabulary of each 

region (Dunand 1937, 9ï10; Aruz 2000, 5ï12; 2008, 53ï69). 



43 

 

transmission of cultural iconography and ideas.74 The relationship between these regions 

results in the continual exchange and perhaps refinement and standardization of some 

iconographic elements. In Crete, the Taweret figure75 and the scarab beetles76 first appear 

during this period. The Bes figure probably also belongs to this early and prominent 

group of Egyptian influences that first appeared on Crete during the early second 

millennium B.C., although its appearance has not been concretely dated.77 The similarity 

between primate figurines from Egypt and Crete constitutes another Egyptianizing 

phenomenon in Crete that may have begun as early as the EM period.  

Many examples of Minoan primate iconography date to the end of the Early and 

the Middle Minoan periods.78 Although many of these figurines were recovered from 

mixed funerary contexts, indications of these early dates come from other evidence, as 

the use of ivory.79 Two sources of ivory were available to the Minoans during the Bronze 

Age: hippopotamus ivory was imported from the EM and into the MM periods, and 

elephant ivory only appears on Crete later, during the LM period.80   

This chapter identifies a series of characteristics by which primate figurines may 

be recognized, and a subdivision of types among the pieces is established.  The items are 

                                                 
74 Aruz 2008, 228.  

75 Gill 1970, 405; Weingarten 1983, 101ï103; 1991, 12ï14; 2005, 760;  

76 Warren 1965, 34; Gill 1970, 405; Branigan 1973, 25ï26; Rutkowski 1986, 245, nos. 79, 80; 1991, 36, 

56ï57; Davaras 1988, 46ï47, figs. 1ï4, no. 14; Ben-Tor 2003; 2006, 78; for a bibliography, see Pini 2000.  

77 Weingarten 1983, 101ï103; 2013, 372ï374; Krzyszkowska 2012, 153ï156, figs. 8ï9. 

78 Vandervondelen 1994, 175ï183. 

79 Ferrence 2011, 603; Betancourt 2014, 50. 

80 Kryszkowska 1988; 1989; 2005, 59; Sbonias 1995, 38ï65, 73ï74; Ferrence 2011, 603; Betancourt 2014, 

50. 
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divided into three separate categories.81 The standardized features of these pieces are 

discussed, and the similarities with contemporary Egyptian primate figures are 

considered.  

  

 

Minoan Primate Iconography 

 

 The primate figurines recovered from Crete may be subdivided into three distinct 

classes according to the number and appearance of the animal(s) on each one. The first 

group consists of thicker figurines that feature only one animal that sits in the crouched-

squat position.  The second category includes creatures that appear to be elongated and 

not so thick in the body, that sit on top of something instead of in the crouched-squat 

posture. The final category features double-figurines, in which two primates sit back-to-

back in the crouching squat position. Each type of object is closely examined, and 

examples of each are provided.  

 

 

Single Seated Squat Primate Figurines 

 

 In the first class of primate figurine, a single animal is represented in a crouching 

squat, with the knees bent and pulled up to the chest of the creature. One of the best 

                                                 
81 Xanthoudides identifies the double-figures as double-birds rather than primates (1918, fig. 8; 1924, pl. 

15: 1026, 1146).  
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examples of this type is known from Tholos A at Platanos (Fig. 2.13A and 2.13B).82 The 

figures generally possess a heavy brow ridge and a long snout. Some figurines preserve 

drilled holes for the eyes, and pointed ears are occasionally present as well. The 

shoulders, chest, and neck of the creature are often particularly thick. The two front legs 

are usually positioned in front of the creature, between the two hind legs that curl up to 

either side of the animal as it sits in the crouching squat. These objects do not preserve 

any evidence for the presence of a tail.  

Many of these types of figurines also feature motifs that are inscribed into the 

base, rendering the object a seal. The items also bear drilled holes that would enable one 

to thread the figurine onto a string or rope (like a bead) presumably for easy 

transportation and use. The holes are often drilled horizontally through the shoulders of 

the animal, and vertically from the top of the head, so that the tunnels form an inverted T-

shape. Although most of the figurines in this group are crafted from hippopotamus ivory, 

one example of an exception exists from Malia in black steatite.83 Although from a much 

later period (LM II), two lapis lazuli beads from Knossos survive that feature a primate in 

this position.84 Other examples of this type of figurine survive from Archanes Phourni, 

Hagios Charalambos Cave, Hagia Triada, Kali Limiones,85 Trapeza, and a second similar 

figurine also survives from Platanos.86 

                                                 
82 Evans 1926, 119, fig. 87:1; 1935, fig. 411; Xanthoudides 1924, 114, no. 1040, pl. 13; Branigan 1970, fig. 

13; Vandervondelen 1994, 78, fig. 2; Karetsou 2000, 174, fig. 156.  

83 Platon 1969, 484, 492, no. 416; Vandervondelen 1994, 181ï182, fig. 7aïb; Karetsou 2000, 174, fig. 157.  

84 Evans 1906, 141, 151ï153, figs. 26, 130, 131a, no. 25; Pendlebury 1930a, 83; Pendlebury 1930b, 25, 

nos. 44ï45; Cline 1994, 136, 138, nos. 34, 50; Effinger 1996, 49, pl. 6; Karetsou 2000, 185ï186, fig. 174.   

85 This figurine is made of white faience according to Vandervondelen 1994, 181, fig. 6. 

86 Xanthoudides 1924, 122, no. 1026, pl. 15; Banti 1930ï1931, 216, 248, no. 265, fig. 120d; Xenaki-

Sakellariou 1958, 1, no. 2, pl. 1:2 and 15:2; Platon 1969, 272; Yule 1980, 11, 94; Sakellarakis and Kenna 
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Single Elongated Seated Primate Figurines 

 

 The second group of primate figurines seems to occur less frequently than the 

first, and the elongated body of the single creature accents its looser, expanded pose. The 

example of this type comes from Trapeza, and it currently constitutes one member of this 

group (Fig. 4.1A and 4.1B).87 The object features a primate that is seated as though on an 

object, with the knees bent but not raised to the chest. The head features a pronounced 

brow ridge and a long snout, and ears and drilled eyes are recognizable. The arms extend 

outward and downward, so that the hands rest on the knees of the animal. The back is 

slightly hunched, and the shoulders and neck are not as thick (proportionally) as seen on 

the first group of primate figurines.  No evidence for a tail survives on any examples, but 

a support for the seated figure does extend from its backside to the top of a rounded base, 

on top of which the primate rests.  

 These figurines also function as seals, as indicated by the motif that decorates the 

bottom surface of the base. This particular object also possesses an inverted T-shaped 

                                                                                                                                                 
1969, 383, no. 20; Marinatos and Hirmer 1973, 118, no. 12, fig. 12; Blasingham 1981, 13; Sakellarakis and 

Sakellaraki 1991, 120, 122, fig. 97; Vandervondelen 1994, 180ï181, fig. 6; Karetsou 2000, 172ï174, figs. 

153, 156; Betancourt 2014, 50ï51, fig. 27, pl. 13. 

87 Pendebury 1939, 87, pl. 13:2; Zervos 1956, pl. 208; Hood 1978, 212, pl. 210c; CMS II.1, fig. 435; Yule 

1980, 100, 151; Lambrou-Phillipson 1990, 270, fig. 236, pl. 59; Phillips 1991, 784, fig. 387; Karetsou 

2000, fig. 154.  
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drilled hole. The item is composed of hippopotamus ivory.88 Few of these figural types 

have survived from Bronze Age Crete, none of which come from datable contexts.  

 

 

Squat Double-Figure Primate Figurines 

 

 The third and final group of primate figurines feature two seemingly identical 

figures that sit in the crouching squat position, back-to-back. A well preserved example 

survives from Tholos Tomb A at Platanos (Fig. 4.2A and 4.2B).89 This object features 

two thick-bodied primates that are each positioned very similarly to the single primates 

from the first category of figurines. The head of each features a prominent brow ridge and 

a short snout, and two slightly raised areas on either side of the top of the head (ears?). 

Two eyes are drilled into the face. Although the body is fairly smooth, two arms and two 

legs are carved in relief, and the arms are positioned in front of the body, between the two 

back legs. Each of the hind legs is bent at the knee, and the knees are positioned near the 

body rather than positioned in front of the body, as though seated on a chair or stool. 

Both figures sit on top of a flat, thin base. No indications of tails survive.  

 Like the previous figurines, these also bear drilled holes through which one may 

thread the object onto a string. The hole is not an inverted T-shape, but instead it runs 

horizontally through the space that separates the necks of the two figures. Some of the 

objects in this group are carved on the bottom, and therefore double as seals. Other items 

                                                 
88 Evans 1906, 141, 151ï153, figs. 26, 130, 131a, no. 25; Pendlebury 1930a, 83; Pendlebury 1930b, 25, 

nos. 44ï45; Cline 1994, 136, 138, nos. 34, 50; Effinger 1996, 49, pl. 6; Karetsou 2000, 185ï186, fig. 174.   

89 Xanthoudides 1924, 122, pl. 15:1026; Zervos 1956, pl. 199; Phillips 1991, 735, fig. 345; Karetsou 2000, 

184, fig. 170.   
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feature flat bases that are blank on the bottom surface, and they may be uncarved seals. 

Nevertheless, whether carved or uncarved, the objects belong to the same group of 

double-figure primate figurines. Other examples of this type survive from Archanes 

Phourni, Hagios Charalambos Cave, Lebena, Marathokephalo, and Trapeza.90  

 

 

Discussion 

 

 All three types of Minoan primate figurines feature several similarities, despite 

the categorical differences. The single thick squat group and the double-figure squat 

group are particularly strongly related to one another. Nevertheless, all of the objects are 

united in terms of subject.  

 The thick bodies of the first and third groups are strikingly similar not only in 

proportion, but also in style and hardiness. Both types present primates in identical 

posesðposes that, because of their compact and self-contained nature, limit the possible 

breakage of the piece. Unlike the elongated group, few parts of the animals protrude 

enough from the central mass of the object to be considered fragile.  

 The second figural class, on the other hand, features a figure with an elongated 

body and pose. The legs are bent at the knee but extended forward instead of pulled up to 

the chest, and the arms extend away from the body so that the hands rest on the knees. 

Not only is this pose more open and relaxed than the poses of the other groups, but the 

                                                 
90 Xanthoudides 1918, fig. 8; Pendlebury, Pendlebury, and Money-Coutts 1935ï1936, 97, 101, no. 10, fig. 

21:10, pl. 14; Phillips 1991, 785, fig. 389; Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997, 636, fig. 693; 

Alexiou and Warren 2004, 146ï147, no. 29, pl. 133:a; Karetsou 2000, 173, 184, figs. 155, 170; CMS II.1, 

no. 436; Betancourt 2014, 50ï51, fig. 27, pl. 13.  



49 

 

posture allows for the elongation of the body. Rather than a compact, self-contained 

figure, the pose of the primate opens, and the object becomes more fragile. Parallels exist 

for this position in Egyptian art, and this type of seated pose also seems less common 

than the other two types of primate poses in Egyptian art.91 

 All three figural groups are executed primarily in hippopotamus ivory and 

therefore appear to be a creamy (sometimes yellowish-) white. Although two documented 

contemporary exceptions existðin serpentine and faienceðthe faience sample is also 

white in color. Both of these objects belong to the first figural type, which appears to 

have the largest number of samples.  

Additionally, all of these figurines also feature drilled holes, but inverted T-

shaped piercings appear on only the first and second groups. Horizontal holes are 

featured on the first and third groups. Finally, most of these objects also serve as seals, 

due to the inscribed motifs on the flat bottom surfaces.  

Although the selection of known primate figurines from this period is certainly 

impacted by the problem of survival, the frequency with which the first group occurs is 

greater than either of the other two groups. When this information is coupled with the 

recognition of an identical pose in the third group, one general tendency becomes clear: 

primate iconography appears to become standardized. Few examples survive of animals 

that are not positioned in the crouched-squat with the front legs extended between the 

hind legs. 

Strikingly, none of the surviving primate figures are depicted with a tail, unlike 

their Egyptian counterparts that usually clearly feature a tail that is wrapped closely 

                                                 
91 Petrie 1914, pl. XXXVII figs. 204a and 204c.  
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around the body (perhaps to prevent the breakage of an otherwise delicate addition to a 

piece that is clearly meant to be handled). Because of this lack of appendage, the animals 

may be considered apes. A difficulty arises with this conclusion, though: no primates are 

indigenous to Crete, and no evidence survives for their presence on the island. Primates 

with tails (monkeys) are, however, indigenous to Egypt during this early period.  

 

 

Egyptian Connections 

 

 The contemporary Egyptian primate figurines bear a strong resemblance to the 

figurines from Crete.92 Similarities include some of the materials from which the 

figurines are made, as well as the poses in which the animals are depicted.93 In Egypt, the 

creatures assume several types of poses, many of which are strikingly similar to those 

that occur in Minoan iconography, but many of which are also glaringly different. The 

closest in appearance and most frequently occurring of the positions on Egyptian 

figurines is the single creature that rests in a crouched squat (Fig. 3.1, 3.4, 3.5). Although 

the position of the hands varies, the physical position of the rest of the body remains 

relatively consistent.  

 Double figurines also make an appearance in Egypt, and some appear as the 

Minoan double figures do (Figs. 4.2A and 4.2B).94 Other examples of double figurines 

                                                 
92 Refer to Chapter 3 for a discussion of Egyptian primate iconography.  

93 Petrie 1914, 43, pl. XXXVII; Andrews 1994, 27, 53, 66ï67, 89, figs. 24, 54, 64, 71, 90. 

94 Weise 1996, 67, pl. 77, no. 282; Aruz 2008, 57ï58, fig. 103.  
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feature two animals in a crouched squat side by side.95 Although not all objects in this 

group adhere to the scheme for double figurines that is observable in the examples from 

Crete, the concept of a joined pair of primates is nevertheless present in Egyptian culture 

as well.  

In Egypt, however, the primates are monkeys instead of the tail-less apes that are 

found in burial contexts on Crete.96 Most of these early representations are made from 

faience (white, green, blue, and pale purple), lapis lazuli, and bone.97 The small, portable 

nature of these figurines coupled with the marked increase in international trade in the 

Eastern Mediterranean at the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age allows for the 

probable iconographic transmission of primate figurines between the Minoans and 

Egyptians. With this close connection in mind, the presence of small white primate 

figurines on Crete from the EM IIïMM II periods that are strikingly similar to 

contemporary Egyptian primate figurines may suggest that the objects on Crete were 

derivations or permutations of one of Egyptôs gods, The Great White One, or Hedj-wer.98  

Hedj-wer is a god that, in Egypt, often functions as an intermediary and acts on 

behalf of deceased ancestors. It is possible that the popularity of such a figure increased 

during the dessication period of the 3rd millennium B.C. The associated drop in long-

                                                 
95 Petrie 1914, 43, pl. XXXVII.  

96 The dates for both the Egyptian pieces and Minoan pieces are relative. The Minoan pieces are dated by 

context and material, but the nature of Minoan ossuaries necessitates continual opening, new deposits, and 

closure of the burial area. As such, one must rely on the general, relative date for the context, as well as the 

dating for the appearance and use of hippopotamus ivory on Crete. The Egyptian pieces are those 

discovered and dated by Sir Flinders Petrie, whose chronological analyses are not reliable. As such, these 

objects are generally attributed a broad possible range of dates, Petrieôs VI through XXX periods.  

97 Ibid. 

98 Petrie 1902, 25; Friedman and Borromeo 1998, 177ï178; Karetsou 2000, 69, fig. 149; Arruz 2008, 57; 

Karetsou 2000, 169, fig. 149.   
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reaching trade routes would not occur instantly, but rather somewhat gradually, parallel 

to the decline in local prosperity. With the increase in popularity of figurines of The 

Great White One in Egypt, one or some of these figurines may have made the trek across 

the Libyan Sea to Crete, where Minoans were experiencing similarly difficult conditions. 

Minoans may have found the white baboon god images appealing, not only as an item 

with exotic origins but also as an item that bears liminal associations with the deceased. 

With the emergence of Crete from the considerably drier climate, the occurrence of the 

white baboon figurines also seems to decline.  

Additionally, Hedj-wer is subsumed by Thoth later in Egyptian history, and so 

representations of The Great White One slowly disappear in Egypt. These objects are 

replaced by the usually blue, sometimes green, and rarely lavender faience images of 

Thoth as a baboon. Similarly, the small representations of white primate figurines on 

Crete also disappear after the MM II period. During a later period (LM II), however, 

primate figurines may reappear, but the creatures are made of lapis lazuli. The shift in the 

color of the objects in Egypt is mirrored by the objects on Crete.99 With this relationship 

in mind, it is possible that Minoan primate iconography was closely related to portable 

Egyptian primate iconography.100 They may have been so closely related that Minoans 

adopted and adapted aspects of the Egyptian gods that the objects represented. 

 The contexts in which Minoan objects were recovered is also of paramount 

importance to understanding the ways in which they may be more closely associated with 

                                                 
99 One must acknowledge, however, the rare nature of the primate figurine in late Minoan art. 

100 Although the two types of iconography appear to be closely related, it is possible that some Egyptian 

beliefs may have traveled with the primate figurines and those who bore them to Crete. The direct 

translation and transmission of the Egyptian deity to Crete is a complex topic, however, and it is unlikely 

that Hedj-wer was adopted directly by the Minoans without adaptation or change.   
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their Egyptian counterparts. Most of the figurines from Crete come from burial contexts, 

and they may bear particular significance for Minoan funerary ideologies. In Egypt, both 

Hedj-wer and Thoth are key figures in interactions with the supernatural realm. Hedj-wer 

serves as a linking force that bears the approval of the ancestors of a newly-appointed 

ruler, and in this way, the deity functions both as an intermediary and direct line to oneôs 

deceased lineage.101 Thoth, who functions as both a messenger of the gods and 

intermediary between humans and deities, also frequently plays a key role in oneôs 

afterlife.102 When an individualôs heart is weighed to determine his or her fate, Thoth 

records the judgment before the ruling is carried out.103 Finally, primates are generally 

associated with notions of renewal and rebirth, due in large part to the relationship 

between baboons and the daily celestial cycles.104 When the context of the Minoan 

primate figurines is considered with the symbolism of these creatures in Egypt and the 

mythologies of both Hedj-wer and Thoth, a general association between primates and 

funerary contexts in both cultures seems undeniable.  

  

 

Conclusion 

 

 Minoan primate figurines from the EM II through MM II periods may be divided 

into three distinct and characteristic groups according to number and pose. The 

                                                 
101 Barbash 2013, 45. 

102 Barbash 2013, 45; Shaw 2014, 51. 

103 Andrews 1994, 45, 55; Shaw 2014, 51. 

104 Quirke 2001, 47ï48, 64, ill. 25; Robins 2008, 137, 185, figs. 155, 218; Barbash 2013, 43ï46.  
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development of a standardized form for these creatures appears with the relatively early 

and few other poses that occur within the greater corpus of these objects. The crouched 

squat clearly becomes the standard pose.   

 Additionally, the Minoan figures bear a strong resemblance in type and color to 

contemporary Egyptian primate figurines. Additionally, both single and double figure 

pieces are documented in both locations. Finally, both the contexts of the figurines on 

Crete and the symbolic associations of the figurines from Egypt are directly related to 

funerary ideologies. When this information is compounded with the rise in international 

trade in the Aegean during this period, as well as other Egyptianizing motifs present on 

Crete (i.e., Taweret, Bes, and scarabs), the adaptation of Egyptian primate iconography 

by the Minoans appears to be highly likely.  
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CHAPTER 5  

MONKEYS IN MINOAN GLYPTIC ART 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Bronze Age Aegean seals and sealings constitute a vast and largely untapped 

corpus of Aegean iconography.105 The small surface and sometimes fragmentary nature 

of the seals and sealings often create difficulty in the study of the iconography of each, 

among other considerations. Glyptic sources may be used, however, to earn a better 

understanding of iconography seen elsewhere.  

The goals of this chapter are to propose a series of characteristics by which 

monkeys may be identified in the glyptic arts and to better understand the roles filled by 

the primates in Minoan glyptic sources. First, the particular difficulties involved in the 

study of Bronze Age seals and sealings will be addressed. Next, the occurrence of 

monkey iconography in glyptic sources will be considered, with a particular focus on the 

context, company, and pose of the primates. After this close visual investigation, the 

study will discuss the possibility of a generally standardized monkey iconography in 

glyptic art. Finally, the primate imagery will be considered with contemporary parallels 

in Minoan wall painting in order to better understand the tiny scenes found on seals and 

sealings, as well as the potential role played by the monkey.  

 

                                                 
105 For the purposes of this investigation, all seals discussed are from Förtsch, von Hesberg, Müller, and 

Pini, 1958ï2011 (online database). 
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Difficulties with Glyptic Arts 

 

 Before describing the variety of contexts and poses, and the range of company 

kept by the monkeys depicted in glyptic sources, it is first necessary to outline some of 

the hurdles encountered when one studies seals and sealings. These difficulties include 

the small size of the iconography, the variety of styles in which the seals are executed, the 

contextual information, and the portability of the objects. 

 Due to the small size of seals, the iconographic elements portrayed on each must 

necessarily be smaller than the surface available for decoration in most other media. For 

instance, the surface of one sealing CMS II.8 262 (Fig. 5.4) is only 1.6 cm in its longest 

measurement. Although approximately half of the overall pictorial field is damaged 

and/or missing, the entire body of the monkey is represented, and therefore measures 

considerably less than 1.6 cm. Provided with such a small field, the craftsman may only 

represent the monkey with a limited combination of identifying features. If any of these 

features are omitted, confused, abraded, or otherwise lost, then the identification of the 

original figure may be easily mistaken.  

 This case of mistaken or misunderstood identity may then be exacerbated by the 

use of different styles in seals. For instance, one can compare the different styles from 

three seals or sealings: CMS II.8 262 (fig. 5.4), CMS II.8 286 (fig. 5.3), and CMS II.3 

103 (fig. 5.13). Within each of these styles, a different core visual vocabulary may be 

used, and therefore three distinct symbols may be used to communicate a single object or 

entity. Because of this variability, the most significant aspects of a figure in one style 
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may be different and therefore misunderstood by individuals familiar with another 

style.106 Although styles may differ based on the period in which they were created, it is 

also possible that they differ based on the geographic location and culture in which they 

were created.  

 Unfortunately, many of the recovered seals and sealings have limited information 

regarding context. Catalog entries for several seals provide only the country (and 

sometimes also the region) in which the seal was originally found, as is the case for some 

objects, although others like CMS I 478 (Fig. 5.5), simply list an unknown context.  With 

the problem of context also comes the problem of portability. Because of the small size of 

the objects in question as well as the inherent purpose(s) of seals and sealings, they are 

recovered from a variety of sites, sometimes far from the postulated place/region of 

manufacture.  

 

 

Monkey Iconography in Glyptic Art 

 

 Despite the hurdles associated with the study of seals and sealings, an attempt 

must still be made to understand and categorize the iconography present. This study will 

focus only on seals that may include monkeys. Three primary aspects of the images will 

be considered: context, company, and pose.  

 

                                                 
106 Of course, it is possible for a single individual or culture to operate and maintain several visual 

vocabularies, so this difficulty may only apply to todayôs scholars attempting to work with the variety of 

iconographic material from Bronze Age Aegean seals.  
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Context 

 

 Monkeys appear to inhabit at least two distinct contexts in glyptic art: the 

outdoors and an area with some type of man-made object or architectural structure. A 

third category exists, although it serves as a catch-all, and consists of scenes in which no 

environmental markers are present. This is the unclear category.  

 Scenes of monkeys in the outdoors are well known from the frescoes of Akrotiri 

and Knossos.107 Similarly, monkeys appear in a variety of outdoor landscapes in Minoan 

seals and sealings. The clearest images show backgrounds in which rockwork and foliate 

motifs are featured. Although one seal preserves a clear representation of a rocky setting 

in which monkeys appear, sometimes the only indication of rockwork is a slightly uneven 

line that supports the monkey in space. Similarly, the foliate motifs include stylized 

flower blossoms, patterns resembling palm leaves, and possibly papyri and grasses. 

Although these elements may appear with monkeys inside of a greater outdoor setting, 

they are also sometimes depicted independently as background elements and appear to 

float around the central figure (as seen on sealing CMS II.6 073, Fig. 5.6). The monkeys 

are sometimes depicted as engaging with the surrounding environmental elements (CMS 

II.8 286, Fig. 5.3) or simply as present in the given setting (CMS II.5 297, Fig. 5.2).   

 In a second contextual category, monkeys sometimes appear to interact with or 

stand near man-made objects and/or architectural structures. Some of the objects found in 

these scenes with monkeys include a chair and basket. Importantly, this category of scene 

                                                 
107 Doumas 1992, 120ï123; Evely 1999, 174.  
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is not referred to an indoor scene; although these man-made objects are often found 

indoors, each is also capable of being transported out of doors. Rather, little or no 

indication of context has been provided until this point, and as such, an allowance must 

be made for the possibility that the scenes with these objects may exist either inside or 

outside.  

 The scenes involving man-made objects and/or architectural structures appear as 

though they may be an amalgamation of individual elements arranged within the pictorial 

field in order to create a scene (CMS II.3 103, Fig. 5.13). For instance, a monkey appears 

in the space between two large female figures (human or divine?) while a variety of 

smaller, more abstract symbols dominate the upper registers of the image. In this scene, 

no clear indications of a particular setting appear, beyond the man-made objects present.  

 Finally, relatively few images exist of only monkeys, in which no environmental 

markers are also present. For instance, one particular seal preserves most of an image of a 

monkey that appears to crouch without any ground line or accompanying objects or 

motifs (CMS III 236c, Fig. 5.1). In these cases, the setting may be unimportant to the 

image, or it may have been omitted simply because the setting itself is inherently 

understood as being associated with monkeys.  

 Whether pictured among elements of a natural landscape or with man-made 

objects, monkeys may be considered to inhabit the outdoors, unless otherwise specifically 

depicted. Because this contextual lack of specificity exists, perhaps the background is less 

important in a generic monkey scene rather than a formulaic or potentially narrative 

scene (CMS III 357, Fig. 5.7). Regardless of the context in which the monkey appears, 
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the company with which it is shown is certainly integral to the full comprehension of the 

image.  

 

 

Company 

 

 Monkeys are shown in three different social situations in Minoan art: alone, with 

at least one other monkey, and with at least one non-monkey figure. The latter two 

categories are spotted at least six times in Minoan wall paintings. Solitary monkeys 

appear as a motif that is specific to glyptic art. Although sometimes alone, the live 

creatures are not solitary by nature. Rather, monkeys prefer to live among other animals 

(whether monkey or not), as is more commonly shown in both Minoan wall paintings and 

in glyptic sources. For instance, these creatures are sometimes shown in the company of 

other monkeys, or a human, and/or another creature. In scenes involving only two 

monkeys, the creatures may seem to interact with one another (CMS II.8 286, Fig. 5.3). 

In this case, the number of animals present does not seem significant. More than two 

monkeys do not appear together in Minoan seals, however, perhaps due to the limited 

size of the medium.  

 Monkeys also interact with humans and other creatures in Minoan glyptic art. 

Significantly, only one monkey is depicted per seal as interacting with another species at 

a time. At least seven of the fourteen seals and sealings considered in this study show a 

monkey interacting with at least one non-monkey figure (CMS XIII 135, Fig. 5.14; CMS 

III 358, Fig. 5.8; CMS III 357, Fig. 5.7; CMS II.7 024, Fig. 5.9; CMS II.8 262, Fig. 5.4; 
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CMS II.3 103, Fig. 5.13; CMS I 377, Fig. 5.10). For instance, one seal (CMS III 357, Fig. 

5.7) shows a monkey sitting or crouching in the leftmost area of the register, while a 

human male stands in the center of the pictorial space and faces the monkey. Horizontal 

bands delineate the upper and lower bounds of the image. The background is populated 

by a three-lanced floral motif (crocuses or grasses?), so the scene probably takes place 

outside. Perhaps most significantly, the monkey appears to wear a belt or halter, which 

may be connected to a line that extends behind the male human figure and into the 

background.108 

Although the figure that accompanies the monkey is often a human, one image 

exists that suggests the presence of another animal in addition to the humanðperhaps a 

griffin or large cat. Despite the similarity of the figures from this fragmentary image to 

the wall paintings from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri (Offering to the Seated Goddess), the roles 

have been rearranged: the monkey remains seated in a chair on the right, while a 

(female?) human approaches from the left. The other creature appears to lay or sit on the 

ground near the human while facing the monkey.  

The rather minimalist images in which a monkey and little additional visual 

information is provided seem particularly suited to the small scale of Minoan glyptic 

sources. Additionally, these types of scenes have only been found as figurines, but they 

have not been found elsewhere in large-scale Minoan art. It seems reasonable to conclude 

that these single-figure monkey scenes are designed for the tiny surfaces of seals. The 

more complicated scenes that involve numerous figures, backgrounds, motifs, and 

sometimes borders may be descendent from other types of Minoan figural art, as wall 

                                                 
108 This line may be a leash that is connected to the monkeyôs belt/halter, an indication of rockwork in the 

background, or perhaps it indicates the presence of a stream or river in the landscape.  
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painting. In each of the images discussed so far, however, the identity of the characters 

designated as monkeys has not been questioned. Do the figures depicted vaguely 

resemble monkeys to the modern eye, or were they originally intended to be monkeys? 

The iconographic signifiers of monkeys (as opposed to other creatures) will be 

investigated next.  

 

 

Pose 

 

 Several individual parts of the figures must be discussed when attempting to argue 

for the positive identification of an iconographic type for monkeys.  The general shape of 

the head, the overall shape of the torso, and the position of the arms are each important 

considerations. Additionally, the position of the tail, legs, and even the prominence of the 

feet (or lack thereof) must also be addressed when attempting to distinguish monkey from 

non-monkey in such a tiny medium. First the variety of positions depicted will be 

reviewed, before discussing which traits seem characteristic of monkeys in Minoan 

glyptic art.  

 When viewing possible monkey figures, the precise shape of the head appears to 

vary depending on the style and size of the monkey shown. The head almost always 

possesses a snout, but the projection of the snout varies significantly. For instance, the 

snout may range from a small round extension from the head (CMS VS1A 159, fig. 14) 

to a long, slender snout (CMS III 377, Fig. 5.11), to a very slight, somewhat tapered 

projection beyond the face (CMS II.6 073, Fig. 5.6). The position of the face, when 
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discernible, ranges from upward- and downward-looking, as well as neutrally positioned. 

Fine details may be included, like an incision around the upper exterior of the face where 

a facial marking may be located in reality, to only large eyes, or even slightly pointed 

ears. Essentially, the structure and position of the head, as well as the features included 

on the face, do not appear to be pivotal in ascertaining the identity of each figure.  

 The shape of the torso of the character, however, is almost consistently bulkier at 

the shoulders than at the waist (CMS II.8 286, Fig. 5.3; CMS II.8 262, Fig. 5.4). As may 

also be observed in reality, monkeysô torsos are shown to taper considerably from the 

broad shoulders down to the slender waist. One may note that these figuresô upper bodies 

appear strikingly similar in silhouette to those of bare-chested, wasp-waisted men in 

Minoan art. Of course, the rare exception does exist (CMS II.6 073, Fig. 5.6), but this 

example also differs significantly in style from the other seals and sealings in this study.   

 The position of the arms and hands may also help in the decipherment of a 

figureôs identity. Monkeys are repeatedly shown with upraised arms. The upper arms 

either extend down and away from the body at an angle or extend perpendicularly 

forward from the body. The elbows are bent, and both forearms are usually raised 

upward, so that the hands or paws are located relatively close to the figureôs head. 

Although the position of the hands is difficult to ascertain in some images (CMS II.6 073, 

Fig. 5.6; CMS I 377, Fig. 5.10), it is clear that they may be positioned as either facing 

toward or away from the face, based on other examples (CMS II.8 262, Fig. 5.4; CMS 

II.6 282, Fig. 5.12). The action that this pose may represent for monkeys is currently 

unknown.109 

                                                 
109 One may be tempted to draw parallels between monkeys in this posture and the later Goddesses with 

Upraised Arms. 
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 In the rare instances in which monkeysô hands are not depicted as upraised and 

positioned relatively close to the head or face, the monkeys appear to be otherwise 

engaged. In some images, monkeys appear with busy hands. Some of these scenes 

include representations of the animals climbing on rocks and holding something, perhaps 

in offering, toward another figure (CMS II.8 286, Fig. 5.3; CMS III 358, Fig. 5.8). In 

these images, the monkey seems to break with the upraised arm posture only when the 

hands are necessarily otherwise engaged, for iconographic or practical reasons.  

 An important distinguishing feature between monkeys and several other creatures 

(including humans) that appear within the Minoan glyptic visual vocabulary is the tail. In 

Minoan wall paintings, monkeys are usually shown with two distinct tail positions: the S-

curve and the C-curve. In Minoan glyptic sources, the C-curve tail does not appear, but 

the S-curve does.  

 The S-curve is the most commonly occurring type of monkey tail in seals and 

sealings. At first glance, many of the monkey tails pictured in glyptic art appear long and 

stick-like. With closer inspection, the tip of the tail curves or angles slightly in one 

direction, while the tail curves out of the monkeyôs body in the opposite direction. These 

slight shifts in angle at the top and bottom of the tail essentially form a modified S-curve. 

When the small size of the pictorial surface is compounded with the smooth twisted 

shape of the tail, a less-than-smooth S-curve should not be surprising.  

 Some of the monkeyôs tails also appear to terminate in tufts. Although it is 

possible that that the end of the tail was intentionally broadened, it is also possible that it 

was accidentally thickened as a result of manufacturing techniques. In three cases, 

however, the tuft at the end of the monkeyôs tail appears intentional (CMS II.8 262, Fig. 
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5.4; CMS I 377, Fig. 5.10; CMS VS1A 159, Fig. 5.11). Although the inclusion of a tuft is 

not necessary to identify a figure as a monkey, it also does not preclude the figure from 

being a monkey.  

 The pose of the lower body is generally represented in a crouched squat. The 

knees are bent and drawn up to the chest. Sometimes the thighs are represented as thicker 

than calves (CMS III 236c, Fig. 5.1), but this is not consistently applied to monkey 

iconography. Sometimes the legs are simply represented as two separate stick-like 

appendages (CMS II.7 024, Fig. 5.9). The angle of the bent legs varies relatively little in 

this position.  

 A monkey is also shown seated on an object resembling a campstool (CMS II.8 

262, Fig. 5.4). The incorporation of a stool into the seated animalôs pose results in a 

change in leg position, rather than a simple shift of the same monkey in a crouched-squat 

to the top of the stool. The posture of the creature becomes more human: the legs rest 

against the chair and extend to the ground. The Minoan iconographic language does not 

seem to include an image of a monkey perched on top of a campstool in a crouched squat, 

as a real monkey may. With this change in position comes a shift in the way that the legs 

are represented: rather than a thick line and a thin line, the buttocks and thighs of the 

monkey appear large and rounded, while the lower legs appear as long, stick-like 

extensions from the thigh. The legs of this monkey terminate in clearly indicated flat feet. 

The inclusion of articulated feet, even when they are small, is also a trait shared by most 

of the monkeys represented in Minoan glyptic art.  

 At least one representation exists of a standing monkey. Unfortunately, the seal is 

heavily damaged and less than half of it survives (CMS I 377, Fig. 5.10). Although only 



66 

 

the upper portion of the legs are visible, enough evidence remains to indicate that one leg 

was extended before the other, and that the upper thighs are depicted as thick and 

rounded.  

 Monkeys appear in a broad variety of contexts and in the company of distinct 

figures in Minoan glyptic art. As reviewed, the creatures are also represented with 

different gestures, yet a smaller corpus of poses exists than corpus of genre scenes (when 

one considers the setting and other characters and objects included in the image). Armed 

with a general overview of the appearance of monkeys in Minoan glyptic sources, one 

may then attempt to understand the pictorial conventions used in both the depiction of the 

monkeys and the scenes in which they are found.  

 

     

Discussion 

 

 Despite the variety of contexts in which the monkey is positioned on seals and 

sealings, patterns begin to emerge upon closer inspection. Both the settings in which 

monkeys are represented and the companions of the monkeys in each image will be 

considered, as well as the representation of the monkey form. In order to discuss monkey 

scenes, however, the ability to properly identify figures as monkeys must first be 

addressed. An understanding of the physical appearance of the monkey in glyptic art will 

enable better identification.   

 From the review of the physical gestures and poses of monkeys in Minoan seals 

and sealings, a pattern may be recognized. Although exceptions and variations do exist, 
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the visual symbol for monkey generally appears to share the following traits: the head of 

the monkey may or may not have delineated features, but the indication of a muzzle is 

almost always somehow represented as part of the monkeyôs face. Broad shoulders 

usually taper to a slender waist, and the arms are almost always bent with the elbows 

extended away from the body, so that the hands are raised to approximately head-height 

(unless otherwise engaged). The tail curls upward behind the monkey in an S-curve, and 

the legs are bent at the knee and drawn up to the chest. The feet are usually clearly 

articulated at the bottom of each leg.  

 Although it is not a physical feature of the monkey itself, three carefully detailed 

examples exist in which the animal is shown wearing some sort of garment or harness. In 

the first image, the monkey seated on the campstool features two horizontal bands at the 

waist (CMS II.8 262, Fig. 5.4). The second example is poorly preserved, but it shows a 

monkey with a similarly placed pair of horizontal bands at the waist (CMS I 377, Fig. 

5.10). The third and perhaps most detailed figure strikes the characteristic monkey pose, 

and two horizontal bands wrap around the waist of the creature (CMS III 357, Fig. 5.7). 

Additionally, a single long undulating line extends from the two bands at the monkeyôs 

waist, behind its human companion, and out of the pictorial field. Parallels for these belts 

or harnesses exist in Minoan frescoes, in which these objects are painted in red.110 It 

would seem that either the idea of a haltered and leashed monkey (treated as a pet) was 

widespread, or it had become a pictorial convention in Minoan art that denoted monkeys 

and sometimes other animals as fulfilling a certain role, whether religious or secular.   

                                                 
110 Seen on the Saffron Gatherer from Knossos and the Griffin in the Offering to the Seated Goddess from 

Akrotiri.  
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 Given the tiny size of seals and the limited pictorial field, a general iconographic 

shorthand was developed for a variety of figures, among which is the monkey. The most 

generalized yet consistent characteristics, as discussed above, were the features that 

would be most clearly understood as indicative of monkey in the glyptic art visual 

vocabulary. The emphasis on certain aspects of physical form appears relatively 

naturalistic and also appears to reference the most prominent physical differences 

between monkeys and humans.  

 The gesture of many of the monkeys depicted also seems to highlight the 

similarities and differences between primates and humans. The upraised arms and hands 

of the monkeys are reminiscent of the later Goddesses with Upraised Arms. Although no 

direct parallels exist for humans that are seated or crouched with bent knees drawn up to 

the chest, humans are certainly capable of maintaining the pose. In these ways, the only 

significant visual markers that clearly indicate the identity of the figure as monkey and 

not human are the tail and perhaps the snout.111  

 The upraised arms and hands may be considered indicative of religious behavior, 

particularly adoration and/or offering. Although a closer study of the position of the 

hands may prove useful, it is unfortunately not possible with the current number and 

preservation of seals and sealings that exist. As discussed above, some appear to hold the 

palm of the hands toward the face while others seem to hold the palms away from the 

face. The lack of clarity and consistency in this matter leads one to wonder whether the 

                                                 
111 Although sometimes humans are represented with a nose and chin or lips that extend considerably from 

the rest of the face and may be considered as resembling a muzzle. Also, in alternate poses (like standing), 

certain parts of the monkey are emphasized as anatomically distinct from that of humans, namely the 

extremely thick and rounded upper thighs. In these instances, the pose of the animal is no longer considered 

indicative of the type of figure represented. Rather, without the typical seated crouch that indicates monkey, 

the anatomical parts of the monkey that distinguish it from any physically similar creature, like humans, 

must be emphasized.  
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position of the palms is relevant to the artist or intended audience for the reading of the 

image. Perhaps the hands of small creatures in glyptic art were treated in a similar way as 

human and monkey hands in fresco paintingðwith little to no regard for the 

differentiation of right and left hands.112  

 Parallels for the position of the monkeysô arms exist in glyptic sources, although 

the humans that perform the action are often engaged with objects or deities. For 

instance, one seal from Knossos shows a female figure with upraised arms facing a tiny 

figure that yields a staff (which some have interpreted as a vision of a deity).113 The 

gesture, well documented as one of adoration, is certainly reminiscent of the monkeysô 

upraised arms and hands. Could each of the images of monkeys with upraised arms have 

ritual or religious associations? One must consider the other iconographic elements 

present in the seals before attempting to make such a claim.  

 First, the cohabitants of each scene include other monkeys, humans, and perhaps 

even a griffin or lion. One scene exists in which two monkeys are pictured in a rocky 

landscape (CMS II.8 286, Fig. 5.3). The relative size of these two monkeys is 

extraordinarily small when compared to monkeys from other scenes. Perhaps the lack of 

a tail on either of the monkeys may be taken as a result of the tiny scale of the monkeys 

within the already small pictorial space. Regardless, the figures are undoubtedly 

primates.114 Parallels for this image appear in the wall paintings from room 6 of Building 

Complex Beta from Akrotiri, on Thera. Although the fresco presents the viewer with at 

                                                 
112 Immerwahr 2005, 173.  

113 CMS VI 281.   

114 These creatures may be apes, a type of primate that was represented as a figurine from sites in the 

Lasithi Plateau during the EM period.  
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least eight separate monkeys, the seal limits the scene to two, both of which seem to be 

monkeys behaving like monkeys. Additionally, the creatures in the frescoes do not appear 

to interact directly with one another, while one may interpret the leftmost monkey on the 

seal as turning to hand an object up to its companion, who is seated on higher ground.115 

Whether this image has ritual associations is unclear.116  

 A lentoid seal that preserves an image of a leashed monkey and human facing one 

another in an outdoor setting may be interpreted in at least two ways (CMS III 357, Fig. 

5.7). First, the human and monkey appear to interact, perhaps in a similar manner to an 

owner and pet. The monkey appears to sit attentively while the male figure either 

gestures toward the monkey with an upraised hand or engages with one of the floral 

elements from the background. In this case, the scene may simply be a secular depiction 

of a human and his pet. Conversely, however, the scene may depict the interaction of a 

priest (perhaps playing a male deity) or god with the leashed monkey. Parallels for this 

notion may be drawn between the Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting from 

Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, in which a leashed griffin stands behind the seated goddess who 

accepts botanical offerings from a blue monkey. The scene presented on this seal, 

however, may be considered to condense several iconographic elements: the monkey is 

leashed, as the only exotic animal in the image; the deity is not female, but remains larger 

and appears to interact directly with the monkey; all of the action takes place in a similar 

                                                 
115 One may include seals on which only one monkey is pictured in an outdoor landscape (or with minimal 

background) in the same category with the monkeys that climb on the rocky landscape. Without any 

indication of other behavior, these monkeys may be portrayed simply as being a monkey, rather than a 

monkey functioning in another (more specific) context or with any other role.  

116 Unless one considers the pose of the higher monkey as indicative of ritual activity. 
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outdoor setting. This is not the only seal that may serve as a parallel for the Mistress of 

Animals wall painting. 

 A fragmentary seal, discussed briefly above, preserves the image of a monkey 

seated on a campstool, approached by a clothed (female?) human figure and another 

creature (CMS II.8 262, Fig. 5.4).117  A tall stalk of what may be papyrus sprouts between 

the monkey and the other figures. Like the seal discussed above, this seal involves several 

of the same iconographic features of the Mistress of the Animals wall painting, but they 

are arranged differently. The monkey appears seated, perhaps as the object of adoration, 

yet its arms remain upraised. The (female?) figure reaches a hand down, perhaps to touch 

or interact with the animal seated at her feet. Although the face of the animal does not 

closely resemble that of a griffin, it may have originally been a lion or sphinx. Without 

more evidence, one cannot know what type of animal it is meant to represent. The 

monkey in this image also wears a belt but no leash. Perhaps the monkey is the active 

figure in this scene, showing reverence to the other two figures (as in the Mistress of the 

Animals fresco). If this is the case, however, the fact that the monkey is seated would not 

support this reading.  

 Rather, the arrangement and positioning of figures on a third seal would indicate a 

similar arrangement to that found in the Offering to the Seated Goddess scene (CMS II.3 

103, Fig. 5.13).  A female figure in a flounced skirt raises her arms and stands behind a 

monkey, also with upraised arms, that appears to approach a large, nude, seated female 

figure. Behind the seated female figure (probably a goddess), an architectural feature is 

present. Above the monkey and the seated goddess, several smaller, almost 

                                                 
117 I suspect the figure is female due to the type of dress indicated in the seal fragment.  
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indistinguishable symbols float. In this scene, the adoration of the seated goddess figure 

seems clear by her larger size, her nudity, her position in proximity to the architectural 

feature (perhaps a shrine),118 and by the upraised arm posturing of the other two figures 

present, both of whom face the seated goddess. With the exception of the smaller 

hovering motifs and the architecture, this scene forms a very thorough parallel to the 

Mistress of the Animals wall painting.  

 Finally, a fourth seal contributes a final facet to role of the monkey in Minoan 

glyptic sources (CMS III 358, Fig. 5.8). In this scene, a monkey crouches on the ground 

in the left of the image and holds a basket aloft, one hand on the rim and the other 

supporting the base. A clothed female figure stands to the right, and faces the monkey. 

She appears to hold a floral element in her hand, perhaps plucked from the form (plant?) 

that rises from the ground beside her. The woman appears to have long hair. As in the 

former image, some motifs of indeterminate shape hover between the woman and the 

monkey, as well as above the monkeyôs hand and the basket. This scene bears a striking 

iconographic similarity to the Saffron Gatherers fresco as well as the Offering to the 

Seated Goddess fresco. In the Saffron Gatherers scene, two young girls climb throughout 

a rocky landscape to pluck crocus flowers and deposit them into baskets that they carry. 

In this scene, the monkey appears to hold the basket for the girl as she picks flowers. 

Conversely, it is also possible that the female figure ought to be regarded as a more 

mature young woman or even a goddess, as suggested by her long hair. If this is the case, 

perhaps the scene more closely mirrors the Offering to the Seated Goddess image, in 

which the monkey presents an offering to the goddess. Regardless, the parallels between 

                                                 
118 With parallels in Mycenaean art, particularly in fresco. 



73 

 

monkey iconography in glyptic art and monkey iconography in Minoan frescoes are 

undeniable.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The extreme portability of seals suggests that both the seals and associated 

sealings were capable of significant travel from the original location of manufacture. 

Provided the far-reaching trade networks that were active during the Bronze Age in the 

Aegean, it is reasonable to conclude that a broad range of individuals and cultures 

probably had the opportunity to view seals and sealings and to inspect the iconography on 

each. When considerations for the myriad of people exposed to the seals is compounded 

with the desire to be understood, as well as the tiny surface of the seal itself, the 

relativeðnot absoluteðstandardization of seal imagery seems advantageous.  

 The standardized traits of Minoan monkey iconography in glyptic art seem to 

occur relatively frequently with only minor, usually necessary deviations. By comparing 

iconographic groups in seals and sealings to the iconographic groups present in Bronze 

Age Minoan wall paintings, patterns emerge from which genre scenes may be 

extrapolated based on the role filled by the monkeys. Monkeys behaving as monkeys are 

featured in frescoes, as in glyptic sources. Monkeys that may behave as helpers or 

intermediaries appear in glyptic art as well as frescoes. Surprisingly, images of monkeys 

performing with human objects have not been found on seals or sealings, but they have 

been found in frescoes. This third category of behavior, perhaps within a fantastic realm, 
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shows at least four monkeys engaging with rather delicate man-made objects in Xeste 3 

from Akrotiri. Essentially, the monkeys pictured in Aegean glyptic art seem to closely 

resemble the monkeys identified in Minoan frescoes: the anatomical differences between 

monkeys and humans are pronounced, and the roles fulfilled by monkeys seem similar (if 

not identical). This trans-medium iconographic treatment of monkeys serves to reinforce 

the importance of the creatures, while it also seems to provide an initial, if somewhat 

rickety, framework from which to work with other monkey iconography that may yet 

come to light from the Bronze Age Aegean.   
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CHAPTER 6 

MONKEYS GATHER SAFFRON AT KNOSSOS 

(THE LOWER KEEP, KNOSSOS, CRETE) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The monkeys depicted in the Saffron Gatherer fresco panels from Knossos are 

unlike the monkeys from any of the wall paintings from Akrotiri. The general appearance 

of the animals is considerably different, which may be due to the date of the fresco itself. 

Unlike the wall paintings from Akrotiri that date to LM IA, this scene dates to the MM III 

period. Importantly, this wall painting features the earliest known image of monkeys in 

fresco in Minoan art.  

In addition to the distinct appearance of these monkeys in comparison with those 

pictured at Akrotiri, the behavior of each creature is also distinct from that of its 

counterparts. After a thorough examination of each part of the frieze from the Lower 

Keep, the man-made objects in the scene are considered, as well as the possible ways in 

which they influence oneôs understanding of the image. The potential roles fulfilled by 

these monkeys are also discussed. They may be pets, trained helpers, or perhaps even 

participants in a ceremony. Necessarily, the context in which the monkeys are pictured is 

also addressed. Finally, the unique characteristics of these monkeys when compared to 

those of Akrotiri must be reviewed.   
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Description 

 

 The Lower Keep at Knossos was excavated by Sir Arthur Evans.119 Eight 

fragments were discovered during these campaigns that were originally reconstructed to 

show a blue boy that collects saffron from crocus flowers in a rocky landscape. Later, a 

tail was identified on one fragment, and the blue boy became a blue monkey.120 At the 

same time, fragments of two more primates were identified. In 1968, after a thorough 

study by Mark Cameron, additional fragments of this fresco were identified and a more 

comprehensive and detailed fresco was reconstructed.121 In the most recent 

reconstruction, a frieze shows monkeys in a rocky landscape with a red background. Each 

creature appears in a distinct pose. One of these animals appears to interact with a clump 

of crocus flowers.  

 Only three monkeys have currently been identified in the frieze from the Lower 

Keep. Unfortunately, the original fragments have not been included in Mark Cameronôs 

reconstruction. Rather, the reconstruction is a drawing that does not include the 

additional, unpublished fragments, and so they remain unpublished. The original 

fragments that are on display in the Herakleion Museum have, however, been integrated 

with one version of this reconstruction (Figs. 6.1A and 6.1B). Both the reconstruction on 

view in Herakleion and the one created by Cameron are approximations of the original 

fresco. In this chapter, another reconstruction is offered that seeks to rectify two 

discrepancies that exist in the current reconstructions. First, the Herakleion Museum 

                                                 
119 Evans 1899ï1900, 45; 1921ï1935, I, 265ï266.  

120 Platon 1947, 505ï524; 1959, 319ï345; Smith 1965, 75ï76. 

121 Cameron 1975, 460ï461, pl. 84c; Evely 1999, 121.  
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reconstruction includes only a handful of fragments that exist for the fresco, and 

additional information about the original image is lacking in the reconstruction as it is 

presented. The several remaining pieces are very small, and Cameron studied them in 

order to create his reconstruction of the Saffron Gatherer frieze, but he did not clearly 

articulate which portions of his reconstruction integrated visual information from the 

unpublished fragments. Based on stylistic differences in the rockwork, vessels, and 

crocus flowers, Cameron divided the image into three separate panels.  

In Minoan fresco, the division of a single, seemingly continuous scene into three 

distinct parts is unprecedented. Because no parallels exist for such a visual arrangement, 

one must consider other options. The Monkeys and Birds fresco from Room Q of the 

House of the Frescoes features one continuous frieze that features several different 

background colors, but not different styles (Fig. 1.3). The Miniature Frieze from Room 5 

of the West House at Akrotiri also features a continuous frieze that, when viewed as a 

comprehensive piece, feature several different locations that appear to be united in one 

long panel (Fig. 1.2). The juxtaposition and combination of otherwise seemingly 

disparate elements (like the Flotilla Scene and Nilotic Scene, for example) is present in 

Minoan art. This new reconstruction seeks to combine Cameronôs three panels into one 

composition in order to incorporate the visual information gleaned from the many 

fragments that are not on view in the Herakleion Museum, despite the stylistic differences 

that he used to separate the scene (Figs. 6.1A and 6.1B). Additionally, a seemingly 

unsupported hierarchy of scale exists in both previous reconstructions, but this feature is 

eliminated in the new reconstruction.122 Finally, supporting elements of the scene are 

                                                 
122 The central monkey, K2, was originally reconstructed as considerably larger than the other two 

monkeys, but this new reconstruction rectifies the difference in size among the three primates.  
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adjusted to account for the change in size of monkey K2. For the purpose of clarity, each 

monkey is numbered (Fig. 6.2). 

Monkey K1 appears to stand on its hind legs and reach upward and forward with 

its hands, perhaps toward a vessel that contains two crocus flowers. The face of the 

animal is unlike the faces of the monkeys from Akrotiri. The area around the eyes and 

along the top of the snout is painted yellow, and it is separated from the rest of the face 

by a thin black line. The monkey does not have a clearly articulated nose, and the mouth 

appears closed. A thin black line separates the yellow of the monkeyôs face from the thin 

white band at its brow, or its ñhairline,ò below which is a small round red ear. The rest of 

the animalôs body is blue, except for the white belly. Both arms are raised and bent at the 

elbow, but the position of the hands is not clear. Broad shoulders taper to a narrow waist, 

and the creatureôs tail extends outward from the back of the body, then it seems to hang 

almost limply toward the ground. The tail may have a tuft at the end, but it is not clearly 

visible due to the poor preservation of the original fragment. Both legs are bent at the 

knee, and the feet are flat. Each foot hovers slightly above the ground line. Finally, the 

monkey appears to wear a harness. One red line is painted above the shoulder, and 

another is painted below the shoulder. One red line is painted around the animalôs right 

arm, and two more red lines are visible at the animalôs waist. The background elements in 

this portion of the frieze are painted in white on a solid red background, and they are 

composed of rockwork that extends from the top and bottom of the image. White 

crocuses appear to sprout from the rocks. One vessel, also painted white, hovers in the 

red background (perhaps near the monkeyôs hands) and holds two white crocus blossoms.  
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 In another part of the frieze, a similar animal is painted. A blue monkey leans to 

the left in order to reach two vessels from which crocuses blossoms sprout. The face of 

monkey K2 appears similar to that of the first animal, although this may be due only to 

the heavy reconstruction of the image. From the top of the nose to the ñhairlineò of the 

monkey is painted yellow, separated from the lower, white area of the animalôs face by a 

thin black line. The eye is located inside of the yellow region. The monkeyôs nose is not 

clearly articulated, and the mouth appears to be closed. The white band of the ñhairlineò 

is outlined in thin black lines, and it terminates at the round, red ear of the monkey. The 

rest of the creatureôs body is blue, except for the white belly. One arm extends straight in 

front of the animal, and the other is bent. Both hands are positioned as though picking the 

crocus stamens from the crocus flowers that grow from each vessel. Broad shoulders 

taper to a narrow waist, and the creatureôs tail extends outward before it curves gently 

downward. The legs are spread to straddle another vessel and some rockwork, but each 

knee is bent, and the feet hover above the ground line. A red harness is visible above the 

monkeyôs shoulder and below it, and it encircles the waist. Red lines are also visible on 

the upper arms and wrists of the animal, although these may be simply ornamental 

because they do not appear to serve any restrictive function. These red lines do not 

connect to the other red lines, and therefore they seem to be separate objects from the 

harness. The rockwork around this creature is polychrome, and it is composed of red, 

blue, and yellow areas. Thin black wavy lines give visual texture to the rockwork, but 

there is no order to the creation of the lines. They appear to move in an organic pattern, 

rather than vertically or horizontally. Several low, shallow vessels are located on top of 

the rockwork, and three crocuses sprout from each one. Crocuses also grow from the 
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rockwork, which lines the top and bottom of the pictorial field. The remaining 

background is painted red.  

 Another monkey is depicted within the rocky landscape that is dotted with crocus 

flowers and vessels. The upper region of the face of monkey K3ðfrom just above the 

nose to the ñhairlineò and encircling the eyeballðis painted yellow. The ñhairlineò is a 

small white band bordered by thin black stripes, and it terminates at the round, red ear. 

The lower portion of the monkeyôs face is white, and so is its belly. The rest of the 

monkey is blue. Both arms are bent at the elbow, and the hands appear to be palm-down. 

The body of the monkey appears to be positioned horizontally, as though in a flying 

gallop as it bounds through the surrounding rockwork. Broad shoulders taper to a narrow 

waist, and the legs are bent at the knees. The feet are clearly articulated but, like the 

hands, do not appear to touch the ground line. The tail arches slightly upward before 

drooping down to point at the ground, behind the creature. This monkey is also 

reconstructed as wearing a harness, and red lines are shown above the shoulder, below 

the shoulder, on the one visible upper arm, and two lines are visible around the waist of 

the animal. Rockwork appears along the upper and lower edges of the register, and 

although it is still polychrome (red, blue, and yellow), the style with which the decorative 

interior lines are executed varies from those seen in other parts of the frieze. The lines are 

still wavy, but they run vertically through the rockwork. White crocuses still sprout from 

the rockwork and some vessels that are placed on top of the ground line. The remaining 

background is painted red.  
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Discussion 

  

The monkeys from the Monkeys Gathering Saffron fresco from the Lower Keep at 

Knossos are represented in distinct circumstances from those that were seen at Akrotiri. 

The similar backgrounds unite the fragments of wall painting in the room, although 

stylistic differences appear in the depictions of the rockwork and flora. Each animal is not 

featured alone, but rather each one functions as an individual within a group of primates 

that explore a larger landscape. Additionally, the behavior of these creatures does mirror 

that which has been observed elsewhere: instead of interacting with one another, each 

appears to focus on its own experience in its immediate surroundings.  

These monkeys directly engage with elements of the human world. Both the 

harnesses and the low, broad vessels are man-made objects, and therefore these items 

may be understood as indications of a human presence or influence. Although the objects 

do not inherently carry ceremonial connotations (as opposed to a shrine), they may still 

indicate the dominance of humans over the monkey and over the surrounding landscape.  

The presence of harnesses on the monkeys in this image is particularly intriguing, 

and parallels exist for harnessed monkeys in glyptic sources (Figs. 5.4, 5.7, and 5.10).123 

Theories about the presence of the harnesses and red armbands exist.124 Although 

typically used to control an animal, the harnesses pictured here may be indicative of use 

while transporting the animals to the present location, possibly a cultivated garden. If this 

is the case, the monkeys may fulfill an important and particular role in this landscape. 

                                                 
123 CMS III 357; CMS II.8 262. 

124 Marinatos 1987, 25ï31. 
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The animals do not currently appear to be closely monitored, because no leash is attached 

to the halter and no human supervision is present. It is possible that the creatures may 

undergo training, for which a halter would prove helpful. Alternatively, the harness may 

not be a harness at all, but perhaps some sort of physical ornament or even clothing for 

the animals, whether ceremonial or not.125 Nevertheless, the historical record is full of 

instances in which monkeys are trained as helpers for simple tasks like picking fruit.126 It 

is possible that these creatures may be trained to collect crocus flowers or even saffron 

(an action that is not natural for the animals), but they may also simply misbehave, 

wreaking havoc on an otherwise orderly garden.127 Then again, perhaps the primates are 

only pets, brought with the owner(s) for company and amusement.128 The landscape in 

which the animals are depicted may aid in the decipherment of the monkeysô roles.   

Although the conventional name for this image, the Saffron Gatherer, suggests that 

these animals actively pluck stamens from the surrounding crocus flowers, the baskets 

that dot the landscape are depicted with crocuses emerging above the rim, as though the 

flowers are growing out of each vessel. Additionally, only monkey K2 appears to interact 

directly with any of the flora. Where does the monkey deposit the saffron that it collects?  

One scene in glyptic art shows a monkey that carries a basket, presumably for the 

collection of flowers (Fig. 5.8), and in the Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting 

(Fig. 1.2), the monkey appears to have taken crocus stamens from the basket that is 

                                                 
125 One of the monkeys in the fresco from room 4 of building Xeste 3 at Akrotiri features a belt or necklace 

and a large gold earring.  

126 Bianco 1915, 32; Smith 1965, fig. 171; Vandier dôAbbadie 1966, 198, fig. 57; Shaw 1993, 671ï672; For 

more discussion regarding the human exploitation of monkeys through time, see Morris and Morris 1966.  

127 In this way, these monkeys would be similar to the monkeys from room Q at the House of the Frescoes, 

Knossos.  

128 Shaw 1993, 671. 
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located in front of it.129 Perhaps similarly, the flowers that monkey K2 touches are 

located inside of squat vessels. These containers are flowerpots in which crocuses are 

planted and bloom. The depiction of the flowers as protruding vertically from the vessel 

indicates that they are growing while planted. Because of this clear illustration, it is not 

possible that the crocuses growing in the landscape were then picked and deposited into 

the vessels. If this were the case, the flowers in the containers would appear to rest 

horizontally on their sides, rather than sprout vertically from the pots. The appearance of 

the flora in these vessels is strikingly different from the appearance of the flowers in the 

baskets from the Offering to the Seated Goddess Scene, and may therefore indicate that 

these containers are not being used in the same way. Although the monkey depicted still 

does not appear to have anywhere to put the collected crocus stamens or flowers, it seems 

most likely that the containers are not receptacles, but rather they house live crocuses. 

Regardless, monkey K2 is clearly picking crocuses. It is possible that the importance of 

this image lies not in the visual representation of the collected flowers (which would 

render the depiction of a basket with harvested crocuses tangential), but in the visual 

depiction of the action performed by the monkey. The separate yet particular aspects of 

the image are the keystone to building a thorough understanding of the entire scene: blue 

monkeys pick crocus flowers.  

The presence of potted flowers in the landscape may at first seem odd. Importantly, 

the depiction of plants that have been purposefully grown inside of containers indicates 

the presence of the human hand. Essentially, the otherwise wild, rocky landscape 

becomes tame and domesticated.  The vessels, man-made objects, are clearly indicative 

                                                 
129 CMS III 358. 
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of a setting that is not completely natural. In this way, the character of this scene from 

Knossos differs greatly from the group of monkeys from room 6 of Building Complex 

Beta at Akrotiri.  

If the presence of flowerpots is understood as indicative of human control over part 

of the environment, one may then conclude that the monkeys in this image are depicted in 

a garden.130 After all, the only plants present in the scene appear to be the same type, 

although they are painted in slightly different styles. This uniformity of flora does not 

occur frequently in nature, but one may certainly create this type of environment in a 

garden. When the presence of flowerpots is coupled with the growth of only crocuses, 

then it would seem that the monkeys from this fresco are depicted not in a wild setting, 

but in a garden.  

The behavior of the monkeys, although briefly discussed, deserves more attention. 

The creatures here may initially seem to behave as monkeys do: they interact with their 

surroundings. Although the animals stand on their two hind legs, none hold themselves 

completely upright, like the monkey from the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco (Fig. 

1.2A). Each one of these creatures is clearly not anthropomorphized. With these features 

in mind, one may overlook the more subtle indicators of the ceremonial nature of the 

scene.   

The primates are shown picking saffron or crocus flowers: these actions are clearly 

not inherent in wild monkeys, and therefore the animals do not function simply as 

animals in this image. Monkeys do not harvest food or spices by their own cognitive 

volition. Rather, the representation of these animals engaging in this type of activity is a 

                                                 
130 Shaw 1993, 670.  
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clear visual indication of another force at work, whether human or supernatural. It is 

possible that the creatures would collect crocuses or saffron for a deity, perhaps a nature 

goddess, and the presence of the harnesses on the animals suggests that they were trained 

to perform this particular task. In this way, perhaps these monkeys function not in the 

animal or human realms, but in the supernatural world.  

Importantly, one ultimate use for the collection of crocuses and/or saffron is clearly 

illustrated in the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco from room 3a of Xeste 3 at 

Akrotiri. In this image, a blue monkey offers crocus stamens to the seated goddess. 

Perhaps the monkeys in the frieze from the Lower Keep engage in an activity that 

ultimately leads to the devotion seen in the fresco with the Seated Goddess. 

Unfortunately, a large portion of the head of the animal from this wall painting does not 

survive, but the general traits of the creatureôs body, particularly the tail, seem strikingly 

similar to those of the monkeys from the Lower Keep.  

 The general appearance of these monkeys is perhaps less important than one 

particular, subtle trait. The ear of every monkey is clearly painted red. They are not 

represented as pale pink, like the ears of the monkeys from Room 6 of Building Complex 

Beta are, but rather the deep red color of the background is used instead. One visual 

parallel for ears that are painted red exists from the west house at Akrotiri in the Young 

Priestess wall painting (Fig. 6.3). The young girl features both ears and lips that are 

painted a deep red color, and she wears a long garment that covers only one of her 

shoulders. This garment also appears on bearded male figures that are shown 

participating in ceremonial activities, although these parallels appear most frequently in 
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glyptic art.131 Because this garment often appears to be worn by individuals that perform 

ritual actions, the young girl becomes a young priestess, and she is then understood to 

also perform in a ceremonial context. The special use of red pigment on her ear may then 

also be considered special adornment that is deemed suitable or perhaps even necessary 

for certain ceremonial behaviors. The red paint on the ears of the monkeys from the 

Lower Keep may then be understood as subtle indicators that these creatures are involved 

not in secular activities but rather a larger ceremony, perhaps serving as divine servants 

like the Young Priestess.  

Although the interpretation of the red ear as an indicator for active participation in a 

ceremonial event may seem like a coincidence when considered alone, the confluence of 

subtle iconographic markers in this image cannot be overlooked. The entire scene also 

occurs in a planted field of crocuses, a feature that occurs in both of the ritual-related blue 

monkey scenes from the ceremonial structure of Xeste 3. Third, the primates clearly 

exhibit abnormal behavior for wild monkeys, and when this aspect is considered with the 

presence of the red harnesses, the ceremonial nature of this wall painting becomes 

undeniable. Although each facet that contributes to this interpretation may seem 

irrelevant or merely coincidental when considered alone, the confluence of several 

markers in one scene illustrates the intentional depiction of monkeys that participate in 

ceremonial behavior.  

 

                                                 
131 For example, CMS II.3 198.  
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Conclusions 

 

 The monkeys that now comprise the Saffron Gatherer wall painting panels are 

unlike the monkeys depicted elsewhere in Minoan art. The creatures appear in a closely 

controlled scene, in which animals are haltered and particular plants are carefully 

selected, grown, and harvested. In this garden, the monkeys serve as ceremonial saffron 

harvesters. These monkeys certainly appear to belong to the greater visual narrative that 

emerges about monkeys, crocuses, and the supernatural. 
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CHAPTER 7 

MONKEYS EXPLORE A FERTILE LANDSCAPE 

(ROOM Q, THE HOUSE OF THE FRESCOES, KNOSSOS, CRETE) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The monkeys from room Q of the House of the Frescoes are stylistically and 

behaviorally distinct from the other monkeys depicted in wall paintings on Crete. From a 

close inspection of the fresco, features of the animals that may not have been initially 

noted become easily recognized. After a detailed description of the fresco, the treatment 

of the faces of the monkeys from room Q is discussed, as well as the type of action in 

which these monkeys participate. The behavior of the monkeys is also addressed. Next, 

the wild, natural landscape in which these animals are depicted is considered, with 

particular emphasis on the absence of any man-made objects or structures.  Finally, the 

context in which the wall painting was found, as well as the possible implications of that 

context, are discussed.  

 

 

Description 

 

 Sir Arthur Evans excavated the House of the Frescoes, which is located south of 

the palace at Knossos.132 The structure may have simply been a house. Fragments from a 

                                                 
132 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 431, III, pl. 22; Cameron 1968, 1ï30. 
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continuous frieze were recovered from room Q, and several different background colors, 

floral elements, and at least two types of animals were recognized from the plaster 

fragments.133  

 The fragments that were recovered from room Q of the House of the Frescoes 

were studied and reconstructed into a continuous frieze that features monkeys, rock 

doves, a variety of flora, and rockwork (Fig. 7.1).134 For the sake of clarity, each monkey 

is associated with an alphanumeric designation (Fig. 7.2). The fresco is composed of one 

continuous panel that spans three walls. The one side of the panel (the leftmost portion of 

the image) features a red background and several types of flora sprouting from the 

polychrome rockwork, including crocuses. At least two birds and one monkey populate 

this wall. One bird stands on an outcropping of rockwork, and the other bird flies near the 

top of the pictorial field with spread wings. The birds are rock doves, and they feature 

black beaks, red eyes, and blue bodies. A ring of paler blue feathers encircles the neck, 

and wings are also paler blue than the rest of body when the bird is depicted at rest. When 

the wings are spread, however, the long feathers of the wings appear white. The tail 

feathers terminate in black tips, and the feet are painted black as well. 

 The blue monkey featured in the first portion of the wall painting, monkey H1, 

resides near the middle of the pictorial space available on the left wall. It bounds across 

the landscape in a flying gallop, with its blue arms and legs stretched out before and 

behind it. This monkey closely resembles the primates from the Saffron Gatherer fresco 

                                                 
133 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 447ï459; Cameron 1968, 1ï24, fig. 13; Evely 1999, 128ï130, 246ï247.  

134 The most recent reconstruction of this fresco deviates from the reconstruction that is on exhibit inside 

the Herakleion Museum. The photographs of original fragments used to support the description of each 

monkey were taken at this museum. For this reason, some of the reconstruction that surrounds the original 

fragments will be inconsistent with the most recent watercolor reconstruction, described here.  



90 

 

from the palace at Knossos. The face features a yellow area from the nose up to the ñhair 

line,ò and the yellow area encircles the animalôs eye. A long, dark area extends along the 

top of the monkeyôs snout, and another dark mark appears below the creatureôs yellow 

eye. A white band with thin black borders constitutes the ñhairlineò of the creature, which 

meets with the tri-lobed pink ear on the side of its head. The lower portion of the animalôs 

face is white with gray lines (that may indicate fur direction or darker fur), and the belly 

of the animal also appears white. The rest of the monkeyôs body is blue. The arms of this 

monkey are bent at the elbow, and they extend before the creatureôs body. A broad neck 

and broad shoulders taper to a slightly thinner waist, and the tail of the animal is raised 

slightly from the animalôs hindquarters. The tail does not curve upward in a C-shape or S-

shape, but extends behind the monkey, emphasizing the creatureôs movement. The legs 

are not bent but extend out from behind the animal. Although the figure is heavily 

reconstructed, it still bears a stark resemblance to the monkeys from the palace at 

Knossos, although the treatment of the ear is slightly different.  

 Two small portions of the first part of the panel feature white backgrounds in 

addition to the larger red background. The first is located at the bottom of the pictorial 

field and does not house any fauna. The other portion with a white background features 

part of a rock doveôs wing, and it extends, along with the red background, into the second 

and middle portion of the panel. The second and largest region, the central area of the 

image, is described from left to right.  

 This portion of the image features at least five monkeys and at least four birds 

within a background filled with a variety of flora, as well as two rivers or streams. 

Although all of the birds in the image are depicted flying, the monkeys engage in a 
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myriad of behaviors. The leftmost figure is a blue monkey (H2) that that stands on 

rockwork. The animalôs face features a yellow area that extends from the ñhairlineò to the 

tip of the snout. The lower portion of the face is white. The tri-lobed ear of this monkey is 

depicted in pink with a thick black outline, and it connects to the bottom of the monkeyôs 

ñhairline.ò The back of the head, the neck, and shoulders of this monkey appear 

particularly thick, although it may be simply due to the reconstructed nature of the image. 

The waist of this monkey does not appear particularly thin. One arm extends downward, 

to support the animal as the other hand reaches forward, arm bent, toward a yellow 

flower. Both hind legs are slightly bent, and the tail extends outward from the body 

before falling limply toward the ground. The figure stands against a red background.   

 Above the monkey, two rock doves fly. The background shifts from red to white, 

and rockwork descends from the top border of the image. The birds fly in opposite 

directions, and they appear identical to one another. Both birds feature black beaks and 

black tips on the tail feathers. The bodies of the birds are blue, with white feathers 

extending from the outstretched wings. The eyes are red, and a ring of lighter feathers 

encircles the neck of each bird. A vertical wavy blue line, which indicates a river or 

stream, separates the first three figures from the rest of the scene.  

 The primary background color changes to yellow on the other side of the vertical 

stream. The background remains populated by polychrome rockwork and a variety of 

flora. Another stream, located to the right of the first, runs down and toward the lower 

right corner of the pictorial field. In the space below the second stream, two monkeys 

explore their surroundings. Monkey H3 stands on its hind legs and one of its arms, but it 

turns back to look over its shoulder, perhaps toward monkey H4. The face of monkey H3 
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is yellow from the ñhairlineò to the end of the snout, and white below. The pink ear is 

outlined in black, and the white band that forms the ñhairlineò is bordered by black as 

well. The animal looks over its own shoulder, the face pointing toward the right while the 

body points toward the left. One arm is bent at the elbow, and the hand rests vertically 

against an outcropping of rock. The other arm is slightly bent, and the hand is placed on 

the ground to support the upper body of the animal. The belly of the monkey is white. 

Both legs are slightly bent, and the feet rest on the ground. The tail extends outward from 

the body and curves downward near the end. The background behind this monkey is 

white.  

 Monkey H4 sits upright, with an object in its hands. The animal is positioned in 

front of a white background. The creatureôs face features a yellowish-orange area from 

the nose up to the ñhairline,ò with a black and white marking that appears to line the very 

top of the snout. The tri-lobed ear meets with the ñhairline,ò and the lower portion of the 

monkeyôs face is white, with the details of fur picked out in black and pale blue pigment. 

The mouth is open, and the monkey appears to eat a round yellow object, presumably one 

of the birdôs eggs. The arms are bent at the elbows to hold the food to the animalôs 

mouth, but the creatureôs hands do not appear similar to human hands. Rather, they are 

reconstructed simply as small paws with tiny black claws. The monkey sits upright, on its 

hind legs and backside, as it eats. The belly appears white, and the rest of the body is 

blue. The tail extends outward and downward from the body, and it appears to rest limply 

against the rocks on which the creature sits. At least four birdôs nests are depicted below 

the rocks, along the bottom border of the image. The small yellow spheres both inside 

and outside of the nests are probably eggs.  
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 Above monkeys H3 and H4 and above the second stream are monkeys H5 and 

H6. These animals are also depicted against a white background, and they are shown 

among reeds and papyri. This area of the frieze features little polychrome rockwork. 

Monkey H5 stands on its two hind legs with its arms wrapped around stalks of papyri. 

The face is similar to the other monkeysô in the image, with a yellowish-orange region 

from its nose to its ñhairlineò on the upper part of its face. The lower portion of its face is 

white. The ear is tri-lobed and pink with a black outline. The neck and shoulders of the 

monkey are thick, and taper to a slightly thinner waist. Both arms reach forward, bent at 

the elbow, but the hands do not clasp together. Rather, the hands appear to grasp papyrus 

stalks. The monkey seems to lean some weight onto the plants, and they support the 

upper body while the creatureôs hind legs support its lower body. The legs are slightly 

bent, and the monkeyôs white belly is partially visible. The tail extends out and 

downward from the animalôs hindquarters.  

 Monkey H6 leans forward, using all four limbs to support itself. The face of this 

monkey is quite damaged and therefore heavily reconstructed. A yellow marking extends 

from the nose of the monkey to the ñhairline,ò and a dark marking may be present along 

the top of the monkeyôs snout. The lower portion of the face is white with gray and black 

details (indicative of the texture of the fur or perhaps darker fur). Except for one of the 

animalôs feet and part of its tail, the rest of the monkey is reconstruction. A broad neck 

and broad shoulders taper to a thinner waist, and the hindquarters are positioned higher 

than the shoulders. Both the arms and hind legs are bent, and both feet and hands rest 

against the ground. The tail arches slightly away from the animalôs backside, and then 

droops limply toward the ground. Monkey H6 is also painted against a white background, 
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but it appears to be positioned in front of some reeds. Rockwork resumes to the right of 

the monkey.  

 The rest of the frieze has a white background, and it continues to be populated by 

polychrome rockwork and flora. Although no monkeys inhabit the rest of the image, six 

rock doves are depicted. All five of the flying birds face toward the right, and the single 

seated dove looks toward the left, despite the frontal position of the body. Four doves are 

clustered together: two of them are on the rightmost portion of the central panel, and two 

occupy the leftmost portion of the third panel. All of these doves are painted blue with 

black beaks and yellow eyes. The tips of the tail feathers are black, and a ring of paler 

feathers encircles the neck of each bird. The doves are all painted with a wing extended 

to either side of its body. The seated dove rests on an outcropping of polychrome 

rockwork, and it also features a black beak, yellow eye, and pale ring of feathers around 

its neck. The body is blue, and it is depicted frontally with short red brushstrokes on the 

chest of the bird. The wings are tucked back against the body with only part of the long 

white wing feathers visible. The tail and feet are not clearly depicted.  

 Finally, the last rock dove is painted on the opposite side of a third stream that 

descends from the upper right corner to the bottom middle of the pictorial field of the 

third panel. The bird flies toward the right with wings extended, but it is depicted 

differently than any of the other doves in the image: its body and wings are represented in 

profile, so that both wings appear to rise above its back rather than extend from either 

side of its body. The coloring on this bird is identical to that of the other doves, and it 

appears in front of a white background.  
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The background colors in this image vary from red to white to yellow, and then back 

to white. The majority of the background is white, and the color that appears the least is 

yellow. The yellow background seems to follow the streams, and groups of small pebbles 

dot the areas around the water as well. In some areas, yellow does not frame the stream 

but rockwork or small portions of white background does. Monkeys and birds only 

appear in red and white backgrounds. The broad variety of flora in this fresco does not 

seem to be restricted in a similar way.  

Finally, the rockwork in this image is polychromatic in two ways. First, different 

areas of rock are painted several different colors. These colors include red, blue, yellow, 

pink, and green. The latter two colors are unusual choices for rockwork in Minoan art. 

Additionally, the surface of each rock is represented with different patterns, some of 

which are depicted with a variety of colors. Not only do the flora and fauna contribute to 

the colorful nature of the image, but the rockwork does as well.  

  

 

Discussion 

  

The monkeys from room Q of the House of the Frescoes at Knossos seem similar in 

appearance to the monkeys depicted in the Lower Keep at the palace of Knossos. 

Although physically similar, the context and style in which the animals are painted is 

strikingly different. Additionally, the role played by the monkeys from the House of the 

Frescoes is also unique: the monkeys are clear antagonists in the wall painting. They 

terrorize the rock-doves, many of which take flight to avoid the rowdy primates that 
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ransack their nests and eat their eggs. These monkeys behave as wild monkeys do, in a 

seemingly wild and untamed landscape.  

Although highly fragmentary, the monkeys from room Q bear bodies that are 

strikingly similar in shape to those of the primates painted in the Lower Keep at Knossos. 

Both groups feature bulky shoulders, small hands and feet, bent legs, and tails that appear 

slightly limp (as opposed to rigidly forming an S-curve or a C-curve, like the monkeys 

from room 6 of Building Complex Beta). Additionally, the hands of the monkeys 

depicted in both of these friezes appear to lack an important detail: these appendages are 

not represented with close attention to detail and perhaps because of this, they lack a 

similarity in structure to the human hand. The front paws of the monkeys depicted on 

Crete are simply front paws and not hands.  

The head of the primates clearly bears the most emphasis. Several minute details are 

preserved on the faces of the individuals from room Q. Some of these details include the 

thin brushstrokes of darker pigment in the white portions of the face, as well as the 

carefully executed black marking on top of the animalôs snout. Although the head is 

certainly emphasized, the actions of the monkeys are also integral to the interpretation of 

the wall painting.  

Monkeys crowd the pictorial space and bound through the landscape, exploring their 

surroundings. Unlike the seemingly-calm monkeys from the Lower Keep, the monkeys 

from the House of the Frescoes appear to move quickly and without restraint. Although 

some of the animals calmly inspect a plant (H2) or some pebbles (H6), others hang on the 

stalks of flowers (H5) and steal and devour eggs from the birdsô nests (H4). These wild 

behaviors are typical of live, unrestrained monkeys that are curious and hungry, and they 
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are not actions performed by anthropomorphic primates. All of the figures move in ways 

that are typical of their species. None of the creatures stand upright and use only the hind 

legs without support for the upper body. Rather, the torsos of most of these animals are 

generally horizontal, with the exception of monkey H4 that sits upright to consume an 

egg. Because of the behaviors and postures exhibited by these figures, it is clear that the 

monkeys painted on the walls of room Q are not anthropomorphized but are certainly 

depicted strictly as wild, untamed monkeys.  

The animalsô conduct alone suggests that the image is not ceremonial in nature, but 

rather a scene from the monkeysô everyday life. Man-made objects are completely absent. 

None of the animals wear halters or jewelry, and they engage only with objects that occur 

in nature. Additionally, the scene is devoid of architectural features, as well as human and 

divine figures. Although the presence of monkeys in the company of another species is 

unique, the scene presented is one in which monkeys antagonize the birds in a colorful 

and fertile landscape. The birds appear to function both decoratively and as visual 

elements that support the wild nature of the primates. This scene does not at first appear 

to bear ceremonial significance.  

Although the figure of a god or goddess is not depicted in the wall painting, the 

presence of a nature deity may be inferred from the context in which the animals move 

and from the inclusion of the animals as well. Although the Minoan pictorial tradition 

may not often feature images of deities in fresco, some visual elements may be used 

anecdotally to refer to the goddess of nature. The seated goddess from room 3a of Xeste 3 

at Akrotiri, for instance, is surrounded by a fertile landscape in which crocuses bloom. A 

monkey that makes a floral offering to the goddess is also present. The other frescoes that 
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may be considered part of the same fresco program inside of Xeste 3 include more 

mature women that wear and carry an abundant variety of floral imagery.135 Finally, the 

nearest yet separate wall painting to the Offering to the Seated Goddess is the Reeds and 

Waterfowl wall painting. This scene is a riot of wildlife, including both floral and faunal 

elements. Essentially, the link that seems to join the monkeys, women, and the abundant 

landscape is the nature goddess.  

The existence of such a ritually based association may be understood and repeatedly 

depicted through the combination of one or more of these three visual elements. In this 

way, the combination of a monkey and goddess in a single scene (with or without the 

presence of other figures) may be understood as a clear representation of the nature 

goddess. Although the fertile landscape may not be present, it is not necessary to see the 

third and final element of the equation. Similarly, the depiction of monkeys in an 

overwhelmingly fertile and abundant landscape visually indicates the associated yet 

visually absent third element: the nature goddess.  

The structure in which the image was found may indicate that the wall painting is 

without ceremonial context. The House of the Frescoes is a domicile, from which 

domestic goods were recovered. Unlike building Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, this structure was 

not home to only ceremonial objects. Essentially, this fresco presents a nature scene in 

which wild monkeys antagonize rock doves in a fertile landscape.  

 

 

                                                 
135 Including the figures in the Adyton fresco and the Mature Women.  
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Conclusion 

 

 The monkeys depicted in the wall painting from room Q of the House of the 

Frescoes at Knossos simply behave as untamed monkeys do in nature. They are shown in 

a wild landscape and appear without any indications of a human influence. No man-made 

objects, architecture, humans, or supernatural beings are present in the image. 

Importantly, however, the presence of the nature goddess may be associated with the 

abundant landscape. In this case, the setting and animals both function as visual referents 

to the physically absent nature goddess. The scene may carry ceremonial associations, but 

the greater context in which it occurs (a house) may indicate that the scene does not 

participate in a ritual-related setting.  

Additionally, the lack of visual emphasis on the aspects of primates that appear to 

make them the most similar to humans supports the assertion that these monkeys do not 

perform actions that are exceptional for the average monkey. When considered with the 

domestic nature of the structure in which the fresco was painted, the non-ceremonial 

nature of the monkeysô behavior is emphasized. Although these figures appear similar to 

the monkeys painted in the Lower Keep at Knossos, they certainly behave differently.  
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CHAPTER 8 

MONKEYS BEHAVE LIKE ANIMALS  

(ROOM 6, BUILDING COMPLEX BETA, AKROTIRI, THERA) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Eight monkeys are known from the wall painting in room 6 of Building Complex 

Beta at Akrotiri (Fig. 8.1).136 From a focused examination of the fresco, features of the 

animals that may not have initially been apparent become easily recognized. Among 

these features are the poses of the animals, the high degree of individualization seen in 

each one, and the minute, species-specific detail employed in their depiction. The 

likelihood of the use of pattern books will be reviewed, as well as the implications that 

the features of these primates bear for the greater scope of the study of monkey 

iconography in Minoan fresco.    

 

 

Description 

 

 Building Complex Beta is located at approximately the center of the excavated 

site of Akrotiri, with Building Complex Delta located to the north (Fig. 8.2). The course 

of a modern ravine overlaps with the east and south walls of room 6, so any frescoes that 

originally decorated these walls have been destroyed. Fresco fragments that depict a 

                                                 
136 Marinatos 1969, 53ï54, pl. B1; 1970, 36ï37, 63ï64; 1971, 45ï46; Marinatos 1984, 106ï116; 

Immerwahr 1990, 41ï43; Doumas 1992, 120ï123, figs. 85ï89; Greenlaw 2005, 71ï73; 2006, 63ï67; 2011, 

47ï51. 
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monkey head were recovered by Spiridon Marinatos during the 1968 excavation 

season.137 More fragments, eventually constituting the reconstructed monkey frescoes 

from the north and west walls, were discovered by Marinatos during the 1969 excavation 

season.138  

The fresco that is painted on the north and west walls of room 6 shows portions of 

several monkeys (Figs. 1.5ï1.6). The scene is presently restored with at least eight of 

these creatures represented. Although three of the animals survive almost in entirety, 

some of the others bear strikingly little evidence for their existence, let alone full 

restoration.  The eight monkeys depicted, however, are the focus of the image. For the 

sake of clarity, each monkey has been numbered based on its relative location (Figs. 8.3A 

and 8.3B). The west and north walls are to be read from left to right, and the primates are 

numbered accordingly.  

All of the animals are painted with predominantly blue fur with white fur on the 

belly and the inside of the upper arms and thighs. White, brown, pink, and yellow are 

used to depict the detailed faces of the monkeys. All of the creatures are shown in a 

polychrome rocky landscape with a river or stream running along the barren ground. The 

elements of the background appear highly abstracted: the rockwork possesses no fine 

details, and the water lacks the iconographic convention for showing flowing water.139 

No other animals or plant life are present in the wall painting.  

Monkeys B1 and B2 inhabit the west wall of room 6. The creatures are positioned 

similarly, with their bodies moving toward the left of the image. Both of the animalsô 

                                                 
137 Marinatos 1969, 53ï54, pl. B1.  

138 Marinatos 1970, 36ï37, 63ï64; Doumas 1992, 120ï123, figs. 85ï89.  

139 A black almost anvil-shaped addition to a black line that borders either edge of the water. 
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arms are bent at the elbows, and the right hand is positioned higher than the left hand. 

The broad shoulders taper to a slender waist, and one leg is bent and raised higher than 

the other. The legs terminate in hand-like feet. Both the hands and feet of these animals 

clearly resemble human hands. Monkey B1 looks back over its shoulder and holds its tail 

in a C-curve, while monkey B2 looks forward and holds its tail in an S-Curve. Monkey 

B2 seems to be the best preserved subject in the fresco.  

All of the remaining monkeys (B3ïB8) are painted on the north wall of room 6. 

Monkey B3 crouches in a strikingly different pose than that of monkeys B1 and B2. 

Although the upper body and most of the arms are abraded, the hindquarters and tail of 

the creature are well preserved. The back sweeps upward from shoulders that must have 

been positioned lower than the hips. This would suggest that the creatureôs hands are on 

the ground, if supporting the upper body, and the arms are bent beneath it. The legs, 

although bent, lift the hindquarters of the monkey higher than the shoulders. The legs 

terminate in not-quite hand-like feet, and the tail is held in a C-curve.  

Another monkey, B4, hangs or perhaps swings from part of the rocky 

background. Both hands grasp a red portion of rock, and both extended arms support the 

body of the animal. The face does not survive, but enough of the neck and head are 

preserved to indicate that the monkey faced the right side of the image. The legs are 

positioned separately, with one reconstructed knee bent and raised higher than the other. 

The legs are not preserved below the thigh. The tail is preserved, and it is positioned in a 

clear S-curve.  

Monkey B5 is reconstructed in a similar pose to monkeys B1 and B2, although 

fragments of the lower arms, hands, and part of the torso do not survive. This monkey 
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faces toward the left, and the arms are reconstructed as bent at the elbow, and the right 

arm is raised higher than the left one. Although both legs are bent at the knees, the right 

leg is raised high and seems to touch the left elbow. The feet are preserved, but they do 

not appear as much like human hands as the hands and feet of monkeys B1 or B2. The 

left leg is bent gently and extends behind the creature, to support its forward movement. 

The tail is positioned in an S-curve.  

The only monkey that appears to have a frontal face is monkey B6. Although the 

right portion of the upper body (torso and arm) does not survive, the rest of the animal is 

fairly well preserved. The right hand seems to be held in front of the torso with the elbow 

bent. Both legs are bent, and the left leg is positioned in front of the right one. The 

preserved right foot seems to lack in detail, and it does not resemble a human hand. 

Monkey B6ôs tail is positioned in a C-curve.  

Monkey B7 seems to attempt to interact with monkey B6: the creature reaches out 

to the leg of monkey B6 with its right hand. Although the right hand and arm are well 

preserved, only part of the head, part of the right arm, hand, and shoulder, and the curve 

of the left knee also survive. The rest of the animal is reconstruction. The monkey 

appears to hang or swing from a portion of yellow rock with its left hand, and its head is 

turned to the left, toward monkey B6. The legs are reconstructed as bent at the knees, 

with the right knee raised higher. The tail is complete reconstruction, and it is held in an 

S-curve.  

Finally, monkey B8 is composed of the least number of original fragments. All 

that survive of this animal are an elbow, part of one hand, and a length of curving tail. 
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The rest of the animal is reconstruction. The hand appears to grasp a portion of yellow 

rockwork. The elbow is bent, and the tail is held in an S-curve.  

 

 

Discussion 

 

 Although the preservation of the monkeys is briefly mentioned in the description 

of the fresco, a closer inspection of the preservation and details of specific parts of each 

monkey is necessary. This close examination will highlight several of the features that 

both unite and differentiate the animals. First, the three well preserved faces of the 

monkeys are considered. Next, the bodies and poses of the animals are addressed.  

 

 

Faces: Monkeys B1, B2, and B5 

 

 Only the faces of monkeys B1, B2, and B5 are well preserved, and they offer 

information for a discussion about the facial features of the monkeys in this wall painting. 

Unfortunately, the faces of monkeys B6 and B7 are too poorly preserved to include. The 

faces of B3, B4, and B8 are missing completely.  

A variety of features differentiate the blue monkeys from one another and 

establish each one of them as an individual. These features are particularly apparent in 

the facial markings of each creature. The general similarity in the facial markings unites 
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and identifies the primates as a particular species: vervets.140 The same features, however, 

differentiate the figures from one another.  

 The facial marking consists of the brown mask-like region that extends from the 

nose of the monkey to the forehead and back to the ears (Figs. 2.6Aï2.6C). These 

features appear in a variety of shades of brown, ranging from dark to light. The 

sometimes mottled appearance may be partially due to the state of preservation. For 

example, the dark brown mark on the face of monkey B1 extends down the bridge of the 

snout in a pronounced horizontal arc-like shape. The broadest part of the mark is across 

the brow. Although the brown marks on the snouts of monkeys B2 and B5 are also 

slightly rounded, the broadest area of the dark fur on each of these monkeysô faces is 

found across the eyes of each primate.  

 Further differentiation may be found in the area in which the dark marking meets 

both the pink ear and the white line that separates the blue from brown fur. For the sake 

of clarity, this area corresponds to the human hairline. Each monkey features a unique 

ñsideburn.ò The outline of the dark area on the face and head of monkey B2 maintains a 

smooth, undulating outline. The brown fur extends from the center of the face, around the 

eye, into the ñsideburn,ò and then around the exterior of the ear. The ñsideburnò features 

a small bump in the outline.   

 Like monkey B2, monkey B1 has a smooth, slightly curved ñhairline.ò The 

outline of the dark area bounces from the nose, curves sharply outward over the snout and 

then back in toward the lower outline of the eye before extending straight backward to 

the approximate middle of the ear. Although a thin line of dark pigment extends 

                                                 
140 Parker 1997, 348; Strasser 1997, 348; Greenlaw 2011, 47. 
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downward from the meeting of the brown marking and the ear, the line is not thick and 

does not appear similar to the ñsideburnò found on either monkey B2 or B5. 

The ñhairlineò of monkey B5 is strikingly different to that found on either 

monkey B1 or B2. In contrast to the smooth curves featured on the faces of the other 

monkeys, the contours of the brown markings and the accompanying white ñhairlineò of 

monkey B5 are pointed. The dark fur does not encircle the ear but stops at the lower edge 

of it (where the earlobe is located on humans). Additionally, a small area of brown fur 

extends downward from just above the monkeyôs ear. The other two monkeys do not 

appear to have separate areas of brown fur, despite the use of thin black or dark brown 

lines throughout their bodies to suggest the presence of the hairs within the fur. 

Nonetheless, the facial marking on each individual monkey is unique from those found 

on the others.  

 Additionally, some monkeys appear to have white around the eyes, and others do 

not. Monkeys B2 and B5 both have areas of white around the eye. The white patch 

around the eye of monkey B2 appears relatively uniform and circular, and that of monkey 

B5 appears thicker in the area that is closer to the mouth. Monkey B1, however, has no 

white marking around the yellow eyeball.  

 The inconsistent application of white to the area around the eyes of the monkeys 

from this wall painting is, it would seem, anatomically accurate. The fur on the face of a 

vervet is shorter than the fur found on most of the rest of its body. The hair around the 

eyes is particularly sparse, and the color of the underlying skin is therefore more easily 

observed. Strikingly, the skin in this area varies in color from a deep brown or black to a 

pale, pinkish-white. After a cursory examination of the physical appearance of the living 



107 

 

species, it becomes apparent that neither the outer edges of the eyeball nor the fur 

surrounding the eyes is white. Rather, the underlying skin around the monkeyôs eyes is 

sometimes pale and sometimes dark, which is reflected in the faces of the monkeys from 

Building Complex Beta.  

 The indication of whiskers on each primate is made clear with dark brown dots in 

the space between the nose and the mouth line. Each monkey appears to have a different 

number of whiskers, but the hair of the whiskers does not appear to be depictedðonly the 

dark spot of fur where the whisker meets the face is visible. Unfortunately, this lack of 

visual information limits the discussion of such features.  

 Strikingly, each monkey also features a distinct profile from the others. The 

contour of the face of monkey B2 is almost straight until the nose begins to curve 

downward. The nose meets the upper lip (just above the whiskers) smoothly, with 

minimal interruption to the line of the monkeyôs profile.  

 In contrast, the profile of monkey B1 is bumpy and rounded. The line of the 

profile descends from the hairline of the monkey and first curves slightly inward and then 

back out, forming a very gentle S-curve. The line dips inward just above a jutting nose. 

The nose of this monkey is distinct from the upper lip to which it is attached: it first 

extends outward from the slope of the snout, then dips and curves back inward to connect 

to the upper lip. The lip also bulges outward and protrudes over the reconstructed lower 

lip and chin area of the primate.  

 Finally, the profile of monkey B5 is very similar but not identical to that of 

monkey B2: the noses are different shapes. The nose of monkey B5 comes to a gentle tip 

before the front of the nose meets the upper lip. As seen on monkey B2, the nose and lip 
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are again treated as one unit, unlike the pronounced differentiation of nose and lip seen 

on monkey B1.  

 Clearly, the preserved faces of the vervets in this fresco are distinct from one 

another. The patterns and numbers of whiskers, as well as the shapes of the dark facial 

markings and the ñhairlinesò of the monkeys all indicate the unique features of each 

creature. Nevertheless, it is the presence of these slightly-different markings that unifies 

the monkeys as one particular species. Although the face is the most detailed part of the 

monkey, additional information may be gleaned from a close inspection of the body as 

well.  

 

 

Bodies: Monkeys B1ïB8 

 

 Relatively few of the bodies of the monkeys from room 6 are well preserved.  The 

lack of preservation of some of the figures (sometimes due to the abrasion of the fresco 

surface) makes a comparison of the body structures and poses of each monkey difficult. 

First, the hands of each animal are compared to one another when possible and so are the 

feet. The markings on the bellies and upper insides of limbs are briefly reviewed, and the 

position of each animalôs tail is also considered.  

 Hands are preserved on monkeys B1, B2, B4, B7, and B8. The fingers and thumb 

are not clearly articulated on monkey B4 or B7. As is often characteristic of human hands 

in Minoan art, those of monkey B1 do not appear accurately depicted.141 Rather, both 

                                                 
141 Immerwahr  2005, 173.   
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appendages appear to be right hands; the emphasis of the artist is not on the accurate 

depiction of the hand itself but rather on the depiction of that shape. Essentially, the 

viewer recognizes the form as a hand, regardless of the accuracy of the depiction as that 

of a right hand or a left hand.  

 The hands of monkey B2, however, appear differently from those of monkey B1. 

Rather than show two right hands in place of a right and a left, the artist of monkey B2 

may have attempted to show a right and a left hand. The right hand appears like those of 

monkey B1, in which the division between the fingers and thumb is clearly rounded with 

a discernable space between the two types of digits. The left hand of monkey B2 lacks 

the rounded shape and clear spacing between the fingers and thumb. Instead, the division 

between the longer fingers and the shorter finger (shown closer to the viewer) is sharp 

and forked. The space between the longer fingers and the shorter finger is also not as 

wide as the space between the finger and thumb of the other hand. The pale color 

between the blue areas of the fingers may be an attempt to show the light color of the 

palm of the monkeyôs hand, not simply the white of the background. No other surviving 

monkey hands from room 6 are painted in this way.  

 The single existing hand of monkey B8 also differs from those of monkeys B1 

and B2. Unlike the depiction of fingers on either of the other two sets of hands, the 

fingers of monkey B8ôs right hand curl under and seem to almost touch the thumb. 

Significant space exists between the fingers and the thumb, which is consistent with the 

reconstructed view of the right hand. No attempt at portraying the white palm of the hand 

is present.  
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 Despite the physical similarity of the hands and feet of vervets in reality, the 

depictions of the monkeysô feet on the walls of room 6 vary from similar to markedly 

different from the depiction of the monkeysô hands. The feet of monkey B1 appear 

similar to its hands: the ñthumbò of the foot is clearly separate from the finger-like toes. 

Knuckles may be indicated by the slight curving of the long toes, but there is no marked 

bend to the appendages. The feet of monkey B2 are also depicted this way, similar to the 

hands of monkey B1.  

 The feet of monkey B3, however, appear differently. The ñthumbsò appear shorter 

in relation to the long fingers. In addition, the toes now possess clear joints, where they 

bend back from the sole of the foot and the ñthumbsò to allow the monkey to crouch low 

to the ground. The ñthumbsò do not appear to touch the ground, as the monkey leans 

forward on its long finger-like toes. The division between the sections of the feet is clear: 

the thumb is one section, the palm-like sole of the foot is another section, and the long, 

finger-like toes constitute a third section.  

 Finally, the feet of monkeys B5 and B6 are different from those of monkeys B1 

through B3. The right foot of monkey B5 appears similar to those of monkey B3. 

Strikingly different, however, are the left foot of monkey B5 and the right foot of monkey 

B6. The division between the palm-like sole of the foot and the finger-like toes seems to 

diminish in importance. Rather, these two feet appear to be painted quickly and with less 

attention to anatomical accuracy than the previously discussed monkeys. These feet 

appear short-handed, and they are very similar to the hands of the male crowd depicted in 

the miniature Knossian fresco, The Sacred Grove and Dance. Essentially, the feet of these 
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two monkeys no longer resemble the preserved hands of any of the monkeys from room 

6.  

 The bellies and inner thighs of several monkeys are painted white. Fragments 

preserving this information survive on monkeys B1 through B6. Not enough survives of 

monkeys B7 and B8 to indicate the color of the belly or thighs. Monkeys B2 through B6 

preserve evidence of the white fur on the inner thigh of the monkey as visible from the 

profile view of the outer leg. Blue fur covers most of the leg, but the area from the back 

of the thigh to just below the tail is clearly left white. Additionally, when a view of the 

inner thigh is possible (from the position of the monkey), the relative shape and size of 

the white area varies. Perhaps the shape of the white area on the inside of the thigh is 

dependent upon the relative position of the monkeyôs leg to the trunk of its body. This 

does not seem possible to prove conclusively. It is also possible that like the dark 

marking on the face, the white marking on the belly may vary slightly between 

individuals of the same species. Finally, perhaps the difference in belly-marking is simply 

the result of painting the fresco by hand; certainly limited deviation is to be expected.  

 Only one monkey appears with white painted on its inner arm: monkey B5. Like 

the half-oval depicted on the inside of several monkeysô thighs, monkey B5 possesses a 

similarly shaped white area on the inside of its right arm. It seems unlikely, but could the 

fragment of this inner upper arm actually be part of the inner section of an upper thigh? It 

is perhaps more likely that this is another indication of the individuality of the blue 

monkeys depicted in this image.  

 Interestingly, the position of each monkeyôs tail only appears in two ways: with 

either a C-shape or S-shape. Monkeys B1, B3, and B6 appear with C-shaped tails, while 
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monkeys B2, B4, B5, and B8 appear with S-shaped tails. No evidence of the tail shape 

from monkey B7 has been preserved. Because of the similar postures of monkeys B1 and 

B2, one may wonder why the difference in tail position exists. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 After a close examination of the wall painting from room six of Building 

Complex Beta at Akrotiri, one observes several important aspects of the painted animals. 

First, the artist(s) exhibited a high degree of individualization for each creature. This 

level of individualization was most likely achieved through the use of pattern books. At 

one point, at least one Minoan artist must have observed several live vervets from which 

he/she created preliminary sketches. These sketches preserved both details that are 

characteristic of all monkeys, such as the hand-like feet, as well as minute details that are 

particular to the species, like the variety of facial markings. Although some of these traits 

appear slightly confused or muddled in the depiction of some monkeys, like the 

generalization of the feet and loss of their hand-like appearance, this change in depiction 

may be considered evidence of several different hands (and therefore skill levels) at work 

on the same wall painting.  

The high level of individualization also indicates an emphasis on the distinct 

identity of one monkey from the next. Importantly, this feature separates the entire image 

from the realm of pattern work. Instead of painting the same monkey several times, the 

artist(s) chose to distinguish between this monkey, that monkey, and the other monkey. 
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Such a choice makes clear the category in which the image fits: rather than painting a 

simple repetitive pattern on the walls, a scene is painted. In this scene, several actions 

take place that are initiated by several individuals.  

Finally, the behavior of the monkeys in this scene is also important to consider. 

As currently reconstructed, the animals in this image are not accompanied by any other 

species.142 They do, however, either focus on their own actions or perhaps interact with 

one another (monkey B7 appears to reach for monkey B6). All of the creatures behave in 

seemingly natural ways: they climb and leap and crawl among the rocky landscape in 

which they are shown. The agility and flexibility, as well as the playful nature of the 

monkeys is apparent. Each creature is shown in poses that are both anatomically possible 

for and seem typical of primates. None of these monkeys appear with personal adornment 

of any kind, and each animal appears to be the same relative size as the others in the 

image, so there does not appear to be any hierarchical relationship among them.  

This depiction of monkeys participating in natural ways with one another and the 

surrounding landscape is integral to the greater study of monkeys in Minoan frescoes. 

The wall painting constitutes the only known image of primates engaging in typical 

monkey behavior within a purely natural landscape. No human element is present, either 

as a human individual or a man-made object. Each of the three remaining frescoes from 

Akrotiri feature monkeys directly engaging with at least one human element.  

                                                 
142 It is possible that the quadrupeds from the Calves fresco, also from room 6 of Building Complex Beta, 

may have accompanied the monkeys. As currently reconstructed, however, the quadrupeds constitute a 

group within a separate fresco.  
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CHAPTER 9 

MONKEYS IN AND AROUND A SHRINE 

(FRAGMENTS FROM SECTOR ALPHA, AKROTIRI, THERA) 

 

 

Introduction 

  

 Unlike the monkeys from Building Complex Beta, the monkeys in the wall 

painting fragments from Sector Alpha are shown with a man-made architectural element: 

a shrine (Fig. 9.1).143 Despite the unique scene preserved on the fragments, this image has 

received little scholarly attention, perhaps due to the highly abraded surface and, in some 

places, lack of acute detail. Nevertheless, plenty of valuable information about blue 

monkeys in Minoan art survives in this fresco.  

 In order to better understand the scene, a close examination and description of the 

image is necessary. The preservation of each primate is included in the description. Once 

familiarity with the image has been established, the scale and high degree of individuality 

between the figures is discussed, as well as the possible species of primate represented. 

Finally, the context of the image is also addressed, as well as the ways in which this 

fresco is unique from other Minoan blue monkey wall paintings.   

 

 

                                                 
143 Marinatos 1969, 53ï54, fig. 43; Doumas 1992, 184, fig. 147; Morgan 2005, 37, pl. 4.2aïb. 
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Description 

 

 Fragments of a fresco from Sector Alpha of Akrotiri were recovered in the early 

phases of excavation, a year before those from room 6 of Building Complex Beta were 

found, during Marinatosô 1968 season (Fig. 9.2).144 Sector Alpha is located at the 

northernmost reaches of the excavated part of the site, east of the section that contains the 

tunnels. Because the area was unfortunately affected by winter storms during excavation, 

the precise context of fragments from this area remains uncertain.145  

Some of the surviving fragments preserve blue monkeys and a column with a 

papyrus capital that supports some type of architectural feature (Fig. 9.1). Due to the 

highly fragmentary condition of this fresco, several details remain elusive. At present, 

there seems to be evidence for at least four monkeys in this image. Several areas have 

been heavily abraded so that only shadows of the original detailed forms remain. For the 

sake of clarity, the monkeys have been numbered from left to right (Fig. 9.3).  

Only the tail remains of monkey A1, and it is held in a gentle S-curve. The tip of 

the tail points toward the left of the image. Unfortunately, the position of the tail may not 

indicate the direction that the monkeyôs body once faced. This single part of monkey A1 

appears to be similar in scale to monkey A2.  

The face, head, and upper torso of monkey A2 survive, but the surface of the 

fresco is abraded, and they are difficult to see clearly. Indications of dark facial markings, 

a possible ear, and white cheeks and neck remain, but details are lacking. The body of 

                                                 
144 Marinatos 1969, 53. 

145 Doumas 1992, 184. 
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this animal faces toward the right of the image, toward the architectural feature. The head 

is tilted upward so that the creature perhaps gazes at the papyrus-topped column or horns 

of consecration. A long neck joins with broad shoulders that lead to a tapered waist. The 

animal does not appear to have any white marking on its belly, but the positions of the 

arms are not clear and may obscure the view of the belly. A portion of blue is preserved 

that probably represents one raised knee of the monkey. The extension of blue from the 

back of the monkey appears to be too thick to be a tail, according to the proportions of 

the rest of the animal. Perhaps one leg extends backwards, but this pose would be without 

precedent in monkey iconography. The animal is probably not striking a new pose, but 

without further conservation and restoration, one cannot know the position of the 

creatureôs lower body. The hips, legs, and portions of the tail are missing. Monkey A2 is 

much larger in scale than monkey A3. 

The general outline of the body of monkey A3 appears relatively well preserved. 

The head and back of the animal appear to press against the papyrus-topped column of 

the shrine as it crouches in a seated position. Unfortunately, the head of monkey A3 is 

heavily abraded, and only an indication of the shape of the head and a white throat 

remain.  Any other facial markings or details, including the eyes, snout, nose, and mouth, 

are not preserved. The monkey does appear to hold its left hand to its face, with the arm 

close to the body and bent at the elbow. The right hand is also not clearly depicted, but 

the right arm may be recognized as resting along the top of the thigh. Again the arm is 

bent at the elbow and held close to the body. It is also possible, however, that the right 

arm is not depicted here but is understood as also lifted to the face, like the left hand. If 

this is the case, the form that lays flat against the top of the thigh may be the tail, wrapped 
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around the back of the monkey as it sits against the pillar. The shoulders of this monkey 

do not appear particularly broad, and the waist does not taper significantly. The body is, 

however, painted in complete profile. The legs of the monkey are bent at the knee, and 

the monkey appears to crouch or squat in a seated position. The area around the bent 

knees is also abraded. The tail and feet of the animal are either heavily abraded or 

missing. Small fragments of the legs, torso, and arm are missing.  

Like monkey A1, all that remains of monkey A4 is the tail. It is shown in a clear 

S-curve, and a fragment is missing from the upper portion of its length. Even the 

connection between the tail and the rest of the body of the monkey is missing. The body 

probably faced the right part of the image because the tail of this creature would naturally 

join the body near the lowest preserved fragments of the tail. When considered with the 

surrounding architectural context and the position of the tail, the body of the monkey 

must be positioned awkwardly and unnaturally if the monkey were to face toward the 

left. A strikingly unnatural posture would break with the Minoan style, as well. For these 

reasons, the monkey probably faced toward the right of the image. The size of the tail of 

monkey A4 appears similar to the scale of monkeys A1 and A2 and as such, this creature 

would be considerably larger than monkey A3.  

All four of these monkeys are depicted in a landscape with an architectural feature 

that is probably a shrine. The shrine is composed of a vertical pillar with a stylized blue 

and red papyrus capital that supports three yellow and white horizontal elements. These 

elements comprise the roof of the structure. On top of the architectural feature are clearly 

depicted white horns of consecration. Most of the background is white, but the top of the 

imageðthe area above the architectural feature and the monkeysðshows a black 
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undulating line that separates the upper blue field from the lower white field that is 

populated by monkeys. This blue field does not seem to be water because the convention 

for showing a river or stream is absent, but it may represent a sky.146 To the left is a 

polychrome rocky formation. The colors employed for the rocks are bright red, orange, 

yellow, and black. Essentially, this scene appears to be one in which monkeys play 

around a man-made architectural structure that is set in or near a rocky landscape. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

 The first and perhaps most striking difference among the monkeys of Sector 

Alpha is the distinction in scale. At least two scales are at work in this image: monkeys 

A1, A2, and A4 appear to adhere to one standard of size, and A3 adheres to a much 

smaller scale. Not enough of monkey A4 exists to indicate a scale with certainty, but the 

proportions of the tail may be compatible with a monkey of similar size to monkey A2.  

In Minoan art, a difference in size and/or scale may be used to indicate one of two things: 

a physical relationship in size (i.e., adult and child) or a hierarchical relationship between 

the human and the divine (i.e., the young human girl and the goddess from The Offering 

to the Seated Goddess scene). A third possibility is the incorporation of mixed 

perspective, with monkey 2 closer to the viewer than monkey 3, although this option 

seems unlikely, due simply to the fact that mixed perspective seems to appear within the 

                                                 
146 The convention for the depiction of a flowing body of water seems to include a blue field outlined with a 

thick black line. The black line includes small semi-regular protrusions from the black line into the blue 

field that appear pointed on either side and flat on top.  
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depiction of a single figure (i.e., the Fisherman from the West House) and within scenes 

that incorporate many figural and contextual elements in a non-linear fashion (i.e., the 

miniature frescoes from the West House at Akrotiri). Instead, this scene seems composed 

in a linear fashion. The poses of the monkeys may provide additional information that 

may help in better understanding the discrepancy in scale.  

Not enough survives of monkey A1 or its surrounding context to discuss its 

gesture and pose beyond the shape and size of the tail. Although the pose of monkey A2 

may at first seem unique, it may be likened to some of the playful poses of the monkeys 

from the fresco in room 6 of Building Complex Beta. The head of monkey A2 is tilted 

back, as though the monkey is looking upward. The location of the arms and hands is 

difficult to determine, due to the poor preservation of that portion of the image. Perhaps 

one of the monkeyôs legs is raised in either a deep lunge, or perhaps the monkey is in a 

seated position. The latter is more difficult to picture, given the arch of the monkeyôs 

back and the craning back of the monkeyôs neck. Additionally, the neck of this monkey is 

longer and thicker than the monkeys from room 6 of Building Complex Beta, who seem 

to barely have a neck. Perhaps monkey A2 is in a generally similar playful position as 

those pictured in room 6.  The pose of monkey A3 is, however, distinct from the poses of 

monkeys found elsewhere in Minoan frescoes.  

Monkey A3 crouches and appears to lean both its back and head against the 

papyrus-topped pillar. At least one hand appears to be either raised to the face or, perhaps 

more likely, shown in the upraised-arm position. The tail may be wrapped around the 

back of the monkey and along the upper portion of the bent leg.  The space along the 

lower torso appears white, and the space between the tail and upper thigh is white. In 
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addition, the meeting of upper to lower leg and lower leg to buttocks seems to be 

differentiated with the presence of a white line. The use of white rather than black to 

show distinct parts of the body that would otherwise overlap or meet is not used on any 

of the monkeys from room 6 of Building Complex Beta. The section of the fresco from 

the upper torso of monkey A2 down to the possible knee of monkey A2, including the 

knees and the rest of the legs of monkey A3, is difficult to read. Importantly, however, no 

monkey has been clearly conserved and/or reconstructed in the pose that monkey A3 

maintains.  

Also, monkey A4 does not create a bilaterally symmetrical composition with 

monkey A3 and the papyrus-bearing pillar.  Instead, this animal is shown neither 

touching the pillar nor interacting with it. Unless the monkey originally looked back over 

its shoulder, monkey A4 faces or perhaps even moves away from the pillar and horns of 

consecration at the edge of the roof. It seems likely that at least one more pillar existed in 

this fresco. Could monkey 4 be moving in front of or perhaps even into the architectural 

structure? If so, at least two of the monkeys in this fresco would then be understood as 

interacting directly with the man-made element present, a feature that certainly sets this 

image apart from the monkey fresco in Building Complex Beta.  

Although four monkeys are presently identified in this image, enough is preserved 

of only monkeys A2 and A3 to discuss issues of individuality. The highly abraded 

surface certainly prevents the viewer from distinguishing careful facial details. 

Fortunately, the pose and general physical form of both monkeys may contribute to this 

discussion.  
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Despite the lack of specific facial markings and features, the physical 

characteristics of monkey A2 are distinct from those of A3. First, the general bodily 

proportions of the two animals are clearly different, despite the missing lower body of 

monkey A2. The head of monkey A2, when considered in relation to its torso, seems 

proportionally larger than the head of monkey A3. Similarly, the neck of monkey A2 also 

seems much longer than the neck of monkey A3. Strikingly, the length of the torso of 

monkey A3 appears longer than that of A2. Finally, the shoulders of monkey A2 may be 

broader than the shoulders of monkey A3, but this may be an optical illusion based on the 

employment of a mixed point of view in the representation of monkey A2.  

Second, the general bodily shape is different between the two monkeys. The most 

clearly represented example of this variation is the head of each animal. Although 

monkey A2 exhibits both facial coloring and a head shape that is similar to the monkeys 

from Building Complex Beta, the head of monkey A3 seems almost helmet-like and 

appears to lack any distinct facial markings. The significantly elongated neck of monkey 

A2 also indicates a considerably different overall anatomy from monkey A3, whose neck 

is visible but much shorter and thinner. Essentially, it seems as though these monkeys are 

distinct from one another in size, pose, and general physical form, all of which may be 

taken to suggest a fundamental difference in the represented species.  

If these two primates are distinct types of monkeys, then perhaps the issue of 

scale is not a problem after all. Although the question of hierarchical structure would not 

necessarily be eliminated, the idea of a mixed point of view could be dismissed. The most 

compelling conclusion for the size difference could then be a natural, relational one: 
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monkey A3 is a species of monkey that is naturally smaller than monkeys A1, A2, and 

A4.   

Finally, no concentrated attempt has been made to positively identify the species 

of monkeys represented in this image. It is possible that the coloring, general pose, and 

tail position of monkey A2 suggest that it is a vervet, like the monkeys from Building 

Complex Beta. Facial markings constitute some of the strongest evidence used to identify 

the monkeys from Building Complex Beta as vervets. Although lacking in precise detail 

due to surface abrasion and degradation, the variety and placement of the pigments 

present on the face of monkey A2 are strikingly similar to those found on the vervets. 

Unfortunately, however, the pose of the lower half of the body is not preserved, and the 

position of the arms and hands are unclear. The elongated neck is another complication 

with the comparison, because the monkeys from Building Complex Beta have very short, 

almost non-existent necks. Nevertheless, it is possible that a different hand executed this 

image, or that emphasis was placed on the craning back of monkey A2ôs neck in order to 

direct the attention of the viewer toward the shrine. Perhaps monkeys A1, A2, and A4 are 

vervets.  

Although nothing more than the tails remain of monkeys A1 and A4, it is the S-

curve of the tail that may indicate their identification as vervets. Admittedly, any attempt 

to identify an animal solely based on the position of the tail must relegate the conclusion 

to speculation. Still, the careful and consistent depiction of the vervetsô tails from 

Building Complex Beta as holding either a C-shape or S-shape is undeniable. The 

continuation of this type of pose, especially when paired with the known previous 

representation of this species in contemporary Minoan art at the same archaeological site 
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may suggest the possibility that these figures are also vervets. It is also possible, 

however, that they are a different species.  

Monkey A3 is undeniably distinct from the other monkeys in the image. Although 

the creature is almost certainly a different type than its counterparts, the particular species 

represented has not been previously suggested. Nonetheless, the introduction of a clearly 

different primate is noteworthy.  

 

 

Conclusion 

  

 Despite the previous scholarly lack of interest in such a small, poorly preserved 

fragment, a close inspection renders a wealth of information about both the context and 

figures involved in the scene. First, a variety of scale is employed in this image among 

the depiction of the primates. This differentiation in size may be read as a relational scale, 

hierarchical scale, or even as the use of mixed perspective.  

 The physical differences among the two best preserved and most different 

monkeys, A2 and A3, may lead one to conclude that the artist employed extreme 

individualization. Although the differences in facial coloration may at first seem to 

support this theory, several other prominent features also differ significantly between the 

animals. Monkey A2 differs from monkey A3 not only in scale and facial markings, but 

also in overall pose, bodily proportion, and general bodily shape. When combined, all of 

these factors point not to a high degree of individualization among single-species 

monkeys but instead to the representation of two distinct species of monkey. If this is the 
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case, then the problem of scale is also resolved: monkey A3 is simply a smaller type of 

primate than A2.  

 Finally, one must note not only the presence of a man-made structure, but the 

direct interaction of at least one monkey with it. Monkey A3 leans against the papyrus-

topped pillar and constitutes the only direct interaction with the shrine. Monkey A2 may 

gaze up at the construction, but the animal does not appear to engage with the structure. 

Similarly, monkey A4 may simply scamper around the shrine, or may be engaged in a 

different activity. If monkey A4 is depicted inside the structure, however, then two 

animals may be considered to directly engage with the shrine. Nevertheless, the 

acknowledged presence and interaction with a man-made architectural element by at least 

one of the primates is undeniable.  

 The nature of the architectural structure is integral for a deeper understanding of 

the image. The monkeys are not depicted in and around a domestic or even commercial 

structure, but they engage directly with a building that has stark ritual connotations. The 

presence of monkeys in and around the shrine is paralleled in art by scenes like the one 

from the Zakros Rhyton.147 On this vessel, birds and agrimia are positioned on and 

around a shrine. The agrimia are of particular interest: their poses are not accidental, but 

rather they are positioned heraldically on top of the shrine. The pose is symbolic, and it 

indicates the supernatural context in which the animals function. It is not unusual for 

certain deities to be associated with certain types of animals, like birds or goats. Could 

the monkeys perhaps function like the goats from the Sanctuary Rhyton? Perhaps the 

mere proximity of the primates to the shrine is enough to indicate an association with the 

                                                 
147 Shaw 1978, 430ï447; Platon 1985, 164ï169; Koehl 2006, no. 204. 
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deity that is associated with the depicted shrine. If this is the case, these animals would 

appear to be at home in a ceremonial context.  

 Although only a small fragment, this image is unique among blue monkey 

frescoes in Minoan art. The fragment from Sector Alpha preserves the only image in wall 

painting in which one of these creatures directly engages with a covered, man-made 

architectural structure. No other images exist of these animals inside of a shrine. Other 

images certainly exist in which monkeys interact with man-made elements, like both of 

the frescoes with monkey iconography in Xeste 3. 
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CHAPTER 10 

MONKEYS WITH A HARP, SWORD, AND SCABBARD 

(ROOM 4, XESTE 3, AKROTIRI, THERA) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The four monkeys painted on the walls of room 4 of Xeste at Akrotiri are unlike 

any of the other monkeys painted in Minoan fresco.148 Although the image is highly 

fragmentary, enough of the scene survives to provide enough material for a thorough and 

in-depth study of the depicted primates. First, the scene is described, including a detailed 

examination of each monkey. Next, the visual markers for the individuality of the 

primates are explored. These physical indicators include the action, pose, and facial 

markings of the monkeys, which serve to distinguish one monkey from the rest without 

the aid of the man-made objects. Next, the nature of the objects with which the monkeys 

interact is considered. Finally, the possible interpretations of the scene will be reviewed.  

  

 

Description 

 

 Building Xeste 3 is located to the south of the excavated site of Akrotiri, just 

beyond Sector Delta (Fig. 10.1).149 Excavated during the 1973 campaign, the monkey 

                                                 
148 Marinatos 1969ï1976, 36; Doumas 1992, 128, 134ï135; Younger 1998, 66ï67; Rehak 1999, 705ï709; 

Morgan 2005, 37, fig. 1.23, pl. 4.3. 

149 Doumas 1992, 126; Marinatos 1969ï1976, 36.  
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frescoes recovered from this building were accompanied by frescoes of human figures 

from a variety of other rooms in the structure. Room 4 of Xeste 3 held the remains of a 

frieze with monkeys and swallows. It is unclear whether the monkeys and swallows 

belonged to the same or separate walls, yet the friezes have been reconstructed as distinct 

scenes.  

 Room 4 may be accessed from the southeastern entrance via room 5 (Fig. 10.2). 

To the west, a stairway ascends to the next floor. Room 4 is located to the north, and it is 

separated from rooms 2 and 3 by polythyra.  

One of the friezes in this room shows monkeys engaging with one another and 

various man-made objects (Figs. 10.3A and 10.3B).150 For the purpose of clarity, the 

primates in this image have been labeled alphanumerically, from left to right (Figs. 10.4A 

and 10.4B). In this outdoor scene, four monkeys are clearly depicted. One of the animals 

(F1) holds and/or plays a wooden stringed instrument, while another holds a sword (F2), 

and a third primate holds a scabbard (F3). Finally, a fourth creature may be clapping (F4). 

Rockwork descends from the upper register of the fresco and it is dotted with clumps of 

crocuses. No fragments appear with additional background elements.  

In order to glean the most possible visual information from this scene, each 

monkey is thoroughly described. Most of the head of monkey F1 is preserved, except for 

a small portion of the face above and including the upper eye, as well as a small portion 

of the lower jaw, below the mouth and chin. The fingers of the animalôs left hand are also 

preserved. The creature is painted with blue and white fur and a black nose. The outline 

of the eye is also black.  

                                                 
150 Vlachopoulos 2008, 453; the swallows in the adjoining frieze are not considered in this discussion.  
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Monkey F1 has a long snout that terminates in an almost-triangular black nose. 

The line from the creatureôs brow to the top of its nose is smooth. Although the area on 

top of the snout and around the eyes is painted slightly darker than the rest of the face, 

this monkey does not appear to have the stark facial markings seen on the monkeys from 

room 6 of Building Complex Beta. A particularly dark line is used to distinguish the 

outline of the eye from the rest of the face. A small ear protrudes from the side of the 

head, and it is positioned slightly higher than the monkeyôs eye. Below the ear is a broad, 

sweeping area of white fur that is depicted as particularly thick and fuzzy. The top and 

back of the head, as well as the throat, are painted blue. The creatureôs mouth is open, 

and the lips are traced faintly with pale red.  

Monkey F1 also holds an object. The fingers of the left hand are visible along the 

bottom portion of a harp. The animal may be simply holding or perhaps is also playing 

the instrument. The harp is represented in yellow with red dots painted around the frame 

of the object. Although the representation of the instrumentôs sound box is not preserved, 

the ornate nature of the object survives. At least three decorative spirals extend from the 

frame of the instrument. At least five strings run vertically rather than horizontally across 

the instrument.  

Monkey F2 wields a scabbard above its head in its left fist. Although the left arm 

is relatively well preserved, only part of the head of the monkey survives. Although the 

head is not particularly well preserved, one may decipher the relatively smooth profile of 

the monkey, as well as the yellow eye that is clearly positioned in an area of darker fur. 

The surface of the fresco is too abraded to determine whether the facial marking was 

originally dark, like the markings from the monkeys in Building Complex Beta, or 
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lighter, like monkey F1 of this fresco. The white ñhairlineò is visible above the darker 

marking on the creatureôs face, and the blue top of the head is clearly visible. The ear of 

monkey F2 is also preserved, and the creature appears to wear a large gold hoop earring, 

but part of the hoop is missing. Unfortunately, the end of the nose and the mouth are also 

missing. The outline of the arm is mostly preserved, but the inside of the arm is 

fragmentary.  

A small additional fragment of blue and white fur survives, and its current 

conserved position suggests that it is part of monkey F2. The meeting of thick white fur 

with blue fur is preserved, as well as a yellow and red length of rope or string that is tied 

in a knot. This object has not been definitively identified. Additionally, the blue fur 

painted on this fragment is considerably lighter in color than the blue used to paint the 

rest of monkey F2.  

Finally, most of the scabbard is preserved. Most of the rope that would fasten the 

object to a belt is visible, although a small portion of it is missing. Part of the middle of 

the scabbard is also missing. The yellow tassel that hangs from the tip of the object 

survives, but a small part of this decorative element is also missing.  

The only remaining part of monkey F3 is the blue hand that holds a sword. The 

fist is balled around the handle of the object, and it is almost perfectly preserved. The 

adjoining outline of approximately half of the lower arms survives as well. The interior of 

the arm is highly fragmentary. The yellow (probably bronze) sword is held at an angle, 

presumably somewhere above the monkeyôs head, as the raised and extended arm 

suggests. The sword is preserved almost in entirety, but a section from the middle of the 

blade is missing.  



130 

 

Finally, the torso of monkey F4 is better preserved than the torso of any of the 

other monkeys from this frieze. Although the upper portion of the face and head are not 

preserved, the nose and mouth, the white cheeks, and the top of the head survive. The 

visible portion of the black nose is large, perhaps originally similar in shape to the nose 

of monkey F1. The mouth is closed, and the monkeyôs lips are faintly traced in pink. A 

pale red line traces the upper border of the black line that shows the meeting of the 

animalôs lips. The curve of the monkeyôs jaw appears to distinguish the shorter-haired 

areas of the face from a thick white facial ruff that extends from the edges of the 

creatureôs face. The full curve of the animalôs back is well preserved, as well as most of 

the creatureôs torso, including the white fur on its belly. The animalôs arms extend, bent, 

from the body, and they appear to be parallel to one another. Perhaps the monkey is 

clapping, or maybe it is grasping or carrying something that has not been preserved. 

Unfortunately, the hands of the monkey do not survive. Although part of the upper legs 

and knees of the monkey are preserved, the lower legs, buttocks, tail, and feet do not 

survive. Monkey F4 is essentially posed in a squatting-crouched position, with the knees 

bent and drawn upward. 

The background of the scene is relatively sparse. Polychrome rockwork extends 

from the top and bottom of the image. Although this may at first suggest that the 

monkeys are in a cave, the presence of flora dispels this possibility. The rockwork is 

dotted with clumps of crocus flowers. No other contextual indicators exist in the image, 

and no other species of figure is present. Architectural features are completely lacking, 

and no clear ground line is preserved.  
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Discussion 

 

 Armed with a close examination of the monkeys pictured in this frieze, several 

important aspects of the creatures become immediately apparent. The stark 

individualization of the monkeys from one another is undeniable. They differ in action, 

pose, and even facial features (where preserved).  The actions exhibited by the animals 

are necessarily affected by any items with which the monkey interacts. Although most of 

these creatures are shown interacting directly with man-made objects, the nature of each 

object differs significantly both from the other items depicted and from previously 

inspected man-made objects pictured with monkeys in fresco. The type of engagement 

between the monkey and object(s) then also necessarily changes.  

 The monkeys painted in the frieze from room 4 of Xeste 3 are clearly different 

from one another. The actions and therefore poses of each animal are the most obviously 

individualized aspects pictured. For instance, the pose of monkey F1 is necessarily 

different from monkey F2, if only by virtue of the object that each of them holds. When 

the use of each object is considered in conjunction with pose, then the difference in the 

actions of each creature becomes apparent. Although monkey F1 may play the harp or 

simply hold it, monkey F2 wields the scabbard high above its head, perhaps attacking 

someone or something with the item, or maybe even dancing with the object. Similarly, 

the possible lack of engagement with any object by monkey F4 also changes the relative 

pose and action of the creature.  
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 Although the circumstantial differences are clearly observable, the highly 

individualized faces of each monkey are also important. The general depiction of the face 

of each animal appears consistent: a long, smooth line forms the profile from the animalôs 

brow to its nose. The face bears both some type of dark marking along the snout, and a 

facial ruff encircles the lower portion of the face. The animals are all similar in these 

ways, yet the particular depiction of these features differs from individual to individual. 

For example, a yellow eye is visible on both monkey F1 and F2, but the shape and 

surrounding pigmentation of each eye differ. The outline of the eye of monkey F1 is 

darker and larger in relation to the rest of its face than the eye of monkey F2. 

Additionally, the facial mark on monkey F1 does not encircle the eye, as does the mark 

on the face of monkey F2. The mark is darker on the face of monkey F2 as well. 

Unfortunately, because this region of the face is not well preserved on either monkey F3 

or F4, a comparison with these individuals is not possible. Nevertheless, the clear 

differentiation between the facial features of monkeys F1 and F2 is undeniable. The 

individualism exhibited by each animal is certainly augmented by the variety of objects 

with which they engage and the poses in which they are depicted.  

 The focus of each monkeyôs immediate attention seems to be the object with 

which it interacts. Notably, each object is man-made, and each monkey is not limited to 

the use of only one man-made item.151 The monkeys in this image do not play on natural 

rocky formations or pick flowers from the surrounding landscape. Similarly, the animals 

do not appear to interact directly with one another, but rather each appears to be engaged 

in its own activity. Although the scene may be read as a group of monkeys participating 

                                                 
151 For example, monkey F2 holds the scabbard aloft while wearing a large gold earring and perhaps a belt 

or necklace.  



133 

 

in one event together, the intimate nature of the relationship of the individual to the object 

differentiates this scene from others in which monkeys appear with man-made objects. 

Engagement with a shrine, for example, is not an intimate interaction with an object. 

Rather, it is a seemingly public, open interaction with a man-made architectural feature. 

Instead of an open, impersonal engagement, the objects painted in this frieze are smaller, 

demanding of more intimate handling by one or possibly two individuals.  

 Additionally, the depicted objects may at first seem to be opposites of one 

another: the sword and scabbard clearly belong to the weaponry category, while the harp 

is a peaceful musical instrument. The monkey with the harp does not appear to strike an 

aggressive stance, unlike monkey F2 or F3, the wielders of the scabbard and the sword. 

Nevertheless, one must consider the broader implications of these objects functioning 

together in such a small scene, as well as the implications of these types of items in the 

hands of primates.  

 The combination of sword, scabbard, and musical instrument may be understood 

as a single cohesive event. One may be tempted to interpret the poses of monkeys F2 and 

F3 as indicative of battle, but such a reading casts the harp-bearing monkey into a strange 

and precarious position. Why bring a harp into battle? Perhaps more importantly, one 

could also ask why send a monkey into battle? If the scene is read allegorically instead of 

literally, it is better understood.  

 The entire scene does depict an event: an event in which monkeys do not fight to 

music, but dance to music. Of course, the seemingly knowledgeable handling of the 

objects in this fresco indicates the shift in the scene from the real world to one of myth. 

After all, a monkey could just as easily smash a harp (and is perhaps more likely to do so) 
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when behaving as an untrained, wild monkey does. The proper, skilled engagement with 

each object pictured, however, shifts the circumstances of the image from reality to 

allegory or even myth, contexts in which the constricting laws of animal and human 

behaviors would not limit the activities of the monkeys from room 4 of Xeste 3.  

 Unrealistic, anthropomorphized animals are a reoccurring theme throughout 

ancient ideologies, ranging from old world to new world, from eastern to western 

cultures.152 The appearance of such behavior represented in any animals should come 

without surprise, especially in the case of the extremely human-like primate. Despite the 

absence of any obviously divine figure, the actions in the frieze itself indicate the 

otherworldly nature of the animals and their actions.  

 Finally, one must consider the physical context of the fresco. Building Xeste 3 is 

not a domestic structure, and no household goods have been found inside of it. Rather, 

the building is ceremonial in nature, and many of the walls are covered in ritual-related 

scenes that involve females of various ages, flora, and animals. One room features males 

of different ages. Because the building itself housed ceremonial activitiesðperhaps only 

ceremonial activitiesðthe monkey frieze is most likely also related to ritual activities. 

The nature of the greater context imbues the fresco with deeper meaning, while also 

clarifying the role that the monkeys play in the image.  

  

 

                                                 
152 Wooley 1934, 280, pl. 105; 1954, 73ï74, pl. 11; Younger 1998, 144, pl. 15; Rehak 1999, 708ï709; 

Mikrakis 2000, 167, fig. 5. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The monkeys painted in the frieze from room 4 of Xeste 3 on Akrotiri clearly 

behave in ways that are atypical for wild, untrained primates. Although some of the 

animals are still represented in poses that are anatomically natural for monkeys, like 

monkey F4, the appearance of monkeys that engage in anthropomorphic behaviors, like 

playing a harp or dancing with a sword, is certainly noteworthy. Monkey behaviors like 

these are unparalleled in Minoan wall paintings.  

 The small, intimate nature of the objects used by the animals differ from the types 

of items pictured with monkeys elsewhere. Rather than behaving like monkeys in nature 

or behaving like monkeys in and around a shrine, the monkeys here participate in a larger 

event as cooperative units. The dance is accompanied by a harp and perhaps clapping, 

and each object is held and used by only one individual. Identity is clearly distinguished 

between the monkeys in terms of the items held and used as well as the actions associated 

with those artifacts. Additionally, individuality is also displayed in the facial features and 

markings of each primate. In both role and appearance these monkeys are not a single 

repeated motif that represents the general idea of a monkey, but rather they are readily 

identifiable individuals.  Although this particular scene references the supernatural, 

mythical realm in which monkeys may operate beyond the confines of the natural world, 

one other scene exists in Minoan wall painting in which a monkey almost certainly 

operates as a supernatural creature, within both the natural and supernatural realms: The 

Offering to the Seated Goddess.  
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CHAPTER 11 

A MONKEY MAKES AN OFFERING 

(ROOM 3A, XESTE 3, AKROTIRI, THERA) 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Unlike the frieze from room 4 of building Xeste 3, the wall painting from room 3a 

of the same building features only one monkey (Fig. 11.1). This figure is unique among 

other monkey imagery from Akrotiri in several ways. First, the animal is the only one of 

its kind in this imageðthe other figures present are human and supernatural beings. Next, 

the monkey is clearly anthropomorphized, a feature that distinguishes it from other 

monkey imagery in wall paintings and enables the role that it plays as intercessor. 

Finally, the creature appears to function as a liminal creature, transcending the boundaries 

between the young human girl and the seated goddess in order to deliver an offering.  

 In order to better understand the scene, a focused examination and description of 

the wall painting is presented. The preservation of the monkey is included in the 

description. Once familiarity with the image is established, the individuality and 

anthropomorphization of the monkey is discussed. Finally, the context of the monkey 

within the image is addressed, as well as the role the animal fulfills in the scene and the 

ways in which this wall painting is unique from other blue monkey frescoes in Minoan 

art.  
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Description 

 

Building Xeste 3 is located at the southwestern limits of the excavated site of 

Akrotiri (Fig. 10.1).153 The Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco was excavated by 

Spyridon Marinatos during the final campaign in 1975.154 This image is one of several 

wall paintings from Xeste 3 in which human figures are prominently featured. This scene, 

however, functions with others on nearby walls to create a greater narrative about 

ceremonial life in the Aegean Bronze Age.  

Room 3a may be accessed from the southeastern entrance of Xeste 3 via room 5 

(Fig. 11.2). To the west, a stairway ascends to the next floor. Room 3a is located to the 

north east of the stairway, and one must traverse room 4 and pass through polythyra in 

order to access it.  

The wall painting from room 3a of Xeste 3 is a relatively well preserved scene in 

which a young girl is shown emptying a basket full of crocus blossoms into a large, 

woven receptacle on the ground (Fig. 11.1). The girlôs hair is cut short except for one 

long lock on the back of her head and one shorter lock above her forehead. A blue and 

black band runs along the top of her forehead, and she wears a gold earring. Her head is 

tilted upward, and she seems to gaze at the seated goddess. She wears a yellow open 

bodice with blue and black bands along the shoulders and arms. The basket that she 

overturns is tall and narrow with a handle, and she holds on to it with both hands. Her 

bodice is tucked into a flounced skirt that is secured with a length of yellow rope. The 

                                                 
153 Marinatos 1976, 30ï38, pls. BïE, K, 42bï42d, 59ï61; Doumas 1992, 126, figs. 122ï128; Marinatos 

1984, figs. 40ï42, 44; 1993, fig. 213; Vlachopoulos 2008, 451ï456, figs. 41.19ï41.21. 

154 Marinatos 1976, pls. BïE, K, 42bï42d, 59ï61. 
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flounces are white, blue, black, yellow, and red. Her feet appear to rest along the ground, 

the first level of a large tripartite construction, and she wears blue and black anklets on 

each leg. A wide, squat basket rests on the same level as the young girlôs feet, and a heap 

of crocuses is visible above the rim of the vessel.  

On the other side of the large basket, a blue monkey faces toward the right and 

ascends to the second step of the tripartite structure.155 Much of the monkeyôs head is 

missing, but the long snout survives (Fig. 11.3). The snout is white with a bean-shaped 

nostril at its end. The mouth of the monkey is carefully depicted with pink lips. The 

bottom of the jaw and the neck of the primate are painted blue. Broad shoulders taper to a 

narrow waist, and the white belly of the animal is visible. Both arms extend forward, bent 

at the elbow, and the creature holds crocus stamens in its hands that it offers to the 

goddess. The tail of the monkey extends downward from the base of the spine. The tail 

appears to be almost limp, and it does not curve upward in either a C-shape or an S-

shape. Although parts of the legs are missing, the general position and shape of the legs is 

decipherable. The right leg remains on the ground line that is shared by the young girl 

and the large basket full of crocuses. The monkey steps forward to scale the tripartite 

structure with its left leg, the inside of which includes some white fur. In front of the right 

foot, which appears similar in shape to a human hand, is a medium-sized basket, broad 

and low like the larger one. The top of the basket and what it may hold are not well 

preserved, but its position may suggest that the monkey drew its offering from this vessel. 

If this is the case, the basket is probably full of crocus stamens.  

                                                 
155 Marinatos 1987, 23ï34; Greenlaw 2005, 71ï73; 2006, 63ï67; 2011, 47ï53. 
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The third level of the structure supports a seated goddess figure. She appears to be 

more physically mature than the young girl, and she is also much larger in scale. The 

goddess has long hair that drapes loosely down her back, with one longer lock looped at 

the back of her head that runs down her shoulder and back. This lock features red dotted 

ornamentation that may represent red (carnelian?) beads. Like the young girl, she has a 

short forelock, and she wears a black and blue band along her hairline. A crocus flower is 

either painted on her cheek or rests against it. She wears a large gold hoop earring that 

features many small red beads, as well as layered necklaces. One necklace is blue with 

black dots, and another is composed of small beads in the shape of waterfowl. A third 

necklace features blue and yellow dragonfly beads that are connected to one another by a 

yellow and red string.  

The seated goddess wears a blue open bodice, on which are embroidered several 

crocus flowers, complete with red stamens. The blue bands at the shoulders and arms of 

her garment feature black crocus flower motifs. The white band that runs down the front 

of the bodice also features crocus motifs. Her sleeves terminate with many decorative 

elements, like a tassel and small circles that appear pom-pom like. The bottom of the 

ornate bodice and the goddessô lower arms and hands are not well preserved. From the 

position of the upper arms, however, she may be reaching forward with her right hand to 

accept the offering made by the monkey.  

The goddess wears a long flounced skirt that is primarily white, blue, and black. 

She sits on top of yellow and red cushions or perhaps folded textiles. The position of each 

leg is suggested by the height and position of each knee. Her right knee is positioned 

higher than her left, suggesting that the right foot remains on the highest tier of the 
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structure, while her left foot rests on the second level. Unfortunately, neither one of the 

feet is well preserved.  

A griffin stands behind the seated goddess with its head raised and wings 

extended. The yellow beak points upward, and the black and white face features a red 

eye. Black spirals, red dots, and black and blue diamond motifs are depicted on the upper 

body of the griffin. The wings extend above and behind the animal, and feature blue, red, 

white, and black motifs. The upper portion of the wing clearly shows small feathers, and 

an area with spirals extends just below the top part of the wing. The remaining, larger 

feathers are decorated with a tooth-and-dot motif. Each large feather has a blue tip. The 

creature stands on its hind legs, with one leg positioned on the top tier of the tripartite 

structure, the other leg on the middle level. The front legs of the griffin are lifted off of 

the ground. Importantly, the throat of the animal is encircled by a red rope or cord, 

clearly tied at the back of the neck. The cord continues away from the griffinôs body, but 

the fresco fragments do not preserve the end of the rope. This animal appears to be 

leashed.  

The tripartite structure that supports all four of these figures appears to be 

constructed from stone and wood. The lowest level features long rectangles with yellow 

and white abstracted wood patterns, while the second and third levels feature yellow and 

blue abstracted stone motifs. The lowest tier of the construction is also supported by 

shapes that are reminiscent of in-curved altars. Clumps of crocus flowers grow in the 

background of the image. The top and bottom of the image are bordered by dark blue, 

light blue, white, and red bands.  
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Discussion 

 

The greater context in which the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco is depicted is 

integral to a thorough understanding of the image itself. Xeste 3 is purely ceremonial in 

nature.156 The structure does not function as a domestic setting, and many of the objects 

that may be considered household goods were conspicuously absent (such as beds). 

Additionally, many of the frescoes found in the building depict women and men that 

appear to be engaged in ritual behaviors, including processions. When the purpose of the 

building is considered with the types of scenes that are presented on the walls of each 

room, the ceremonial nature of the Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting is 

undeniable.157  

The monkey in this image is, as many have already noted, anthropomorphized.158 

Rather than crouching in a typical seated-monkey position, the animal deftly scales the 

first step of the tripartite construction with a very human-like, upright posture. It is this 

feature that distinguishes this individual from the other primates depicted in wall 

paintings at Akrotiri. Additionally, this figure is the only monkey that is not part of a 

larger group of primates. Instead of operating as one element of a larger group of animals 

in the natural world, the creature functions as an individual and stands in the company of 

                                                 
156 Marinatos 1984, 61ï72, figs. 40, 44, 49; Amigues 1988, 227, 240ï241; Angelopoulou 2000, 550; 

Vlachopoulos 2008, 451ï465. 

157 Lauven 1979, 112ï126; Davis 1986, 399ï405; Marinatos 1987, 23ï27, 30; 1993, 149ï152; Rehak 

1999a, 11ï22; 2002, 54ï59; 2004, 85ï100; 2007, 205ï220; Gesell 2000, 947ï955; Laffineur 2000, 890ï

904; Chapin 2008, 48, 78ï80; Vlachopoulos 2008, 451ï465; Günkel-Maschek 2010, 11ï18; Day 2011, 

339ï370. 

158 Angelopoulou 2000, 550; Günkel-Maschek 2010, 11ï12. 
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one human and two divine creatures. This single traitðthe anthropomorphizationðalso 

enables the creature to perform the ceremonial action that is central to the scene. 

Ultimately, the monkey is portrayed as a liminal being that bridges the gap between the 

human and supernatural realms. Importantly, this animal appears to be the only active 

liminal being from the natural world in this scene.  

 The monkey from room 3a of Xeste 3 is in strikingly different company from the 

other primates in the Akrotiri frescoes. Although the other wall paintings feature multiple 

monkeys together in one scene, this image shows a single monkey in the company of 

both human (the young girl) and supernatural creatures (the seated goddess and the 

griffin). Additionally, the primate is not consumed in its own animal world, but rather it 

participates in the central action of the image, and it directly engages with the seated 

goddess.159 This behavior stands in stark contrast to the self-involved behaviors of the 

monkeys from Building Complex Beta and Sector Alpha, and even the monkeys from 

room 4 of Xeste 3. The focused, ceremonial actions of this creature also contribute to the 

clear associations with human behavior on behalf of the animal.  

 Monkeys are one of few species that are easily anthropomorphized. The physical 

appearance of the monkey is already strikingly similar to that of humans. For instance, 

the animal has hands instead of paws, and it is capable of standing and walking upright, 

on only two legs. The creatureôs intellect also sets it apart from many other species. 

Monkeys learn quickly, and therefore they are easily trained. When coupled with the 

natural intelligence and curiosity that is characteristic of most primates, the choice to 

anthropomorphize a monkey instead of another species is easily understood.  

                                                 
159 Marinatos 1987, 23ï34. 
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 It is this same similarity to humans that enables the liminality of the monkey in 

this scene. The wild primate is an innate part of the natural realm: it is certainly an 

animal, and it behaves seemingly without culture or organized society. When acted upon 

by the human world and trained, however, the creature is then capable of engaging 

successfully with and perhaps operating within culture and organized society. 

Importantly, however, the primate is still ultimately an animal, and it will behave as one 

if left to its own devices. Although the monkey cannot continually operate independently 

in the human world with success, the ability to move fluidly between natural and human 

spheres is certainly one of the reasons that monkeys were chosen as liminal creatures in 

Minoan art.  

 Nevertheless, the image presented on the wall of room 3a clearly indicates the 

direct engagement of the monkey with the seated goddess as it offers crocus stamens to 

her, which she then accepts. The liminal role of the animal is visible in a variety of ways, 

including those that incorporate the other characters in the image, as well as the 

architecture. The primate forms a visual connection between the young girl and the 

goddess both horizontally and vertically. First, the monkey clearly stands between the 

young girl and the seated goddess if the image is read from either the left or the right. The 

divisions between each figure are punctuated by baskets with offerings of crocus flowers 

and stamens. These baskets are the evidence of the interaction between each figure: the 

girl contributes to the large basket on the ground, and the monkey draws from the 

medium-sized basket to make an offering to the seated goddess.  

If the tripartite construction is included in the reading, one must then consider the 

vertical placement of each figure. The young girl is on the lowest tier, a ground line that 
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is shared partially by the monkey. Although one of the monkeyôs feet is planted on the 

lower tier, it steps upward as it reaches toward the goddess and also stands on the middle 

level. One of the goddessô feet descends to share the middle level with the monkey, but 

she remains seated on the top tier, on which she alone resides. Essentially, humans are 

restricted to the lowest representational tier in the image. The monkey appears capable of 

inhabiting the first and second levels. The goddess, although firmly planted on the third 

level, steps into the lower space of the second level. In this way, a reading that considers 

both the horizontal and vertical placement of figures in the pictorial space also supports 

the liminal role of the monkey.   

Of paramount importance is the centrality of the monkey to the image. Ultimately, 

the young girlôs offering would not be presented directly to the goddess without the 

primate intercessor. The monkey is clearly shown as active and focused as it interacts 

with the goddess. The animal does not watch, nor does it function as one of many 

monkeys. Rather, the identity of the creature as a monkey, as well as the role it fulfills in 

this particular ceremony, are of indisputable importance to not only the depicted ritual but 

also to the understanding of the viewer of the scene.  

Unrealistic, anthropomorphized animals frequently appear in ancient ideologies, 

and these types of beliefs do not appear to be limited by culture or location.160 

Additionally, the association of a particular animal with a deity is also common among a 

myriad of mythologies. For instance, the Roman goddess Diana is often depicted with her 

hunting hounds, an attribute often used to identify the goddess. The owl is not only a 

symbol of wisdom itself, but it also behaved as a symbol and messenger of the goddess 

                                                 
160 Wooley 1934, 280, pl. 105; 1954, 73ï74, pl. 11; Younger 1998, 144, pl. 15; Rehak 1999, 708ï709. 
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Athena. Odin had his raven. This scene from Minoan art provides evidence for a direct 

link and perhaps association between the blue monkey and the goddess; such a 

relationship between a deity and a natural animal is common throughout mythological 

histories.161 Certainly no evidence has been found to suggest that one of the ideologies of 

the Minoan world bears an exception to this general mythological tendency.  

It is possible, therefore, that the monkey represented in the wall painting from 

room 3a is more than simply a creature that bears human messages and offerings to the 

supernatural realm. Perhaps, through an association with the goddess, the animal is 

allowed to perform (re-perform?) actions for the goddess on behalf of her followers. As 

such a liminal character, the monkey becomes integral for its intelligence and therefore 

for the ability to execute desired tasks on behalf of both goddess and worshipper, as well 

as its ability to move fluidly amongi now three distinct possible conceptual positions: the 

animal realm, the human realm, and the divine realm.  

Finally, the monkey may also bear an emphasized importance due to the ability of 

the creature to substitute for either the human or supernatural individual involved in a 

ritual offering. This flexibility of position is depicted in both the Offering to the Seated 

Goddess fresco and a small scene from a seal.162 In this image, the anthropomorphized 

monkey no longer squats in the typical monkey pose for glyptic art, but instead it sits 

upright in a chair with its feet planted on the ground. This animal also wears what may be 

a belt, halter, or some other type of clothing. A human figure and another animal stand 

before the monkey, but the majority of these figures is missing.  The scene from this seal 

                                                 
161 Hansen 2004, 46ï47, 117ï119, 121ï126. 

162 CMS II.8 262.  



146 

 

suggests that monkeys may be the recipients of special treatment and perhaps even 

offerings. It is possible that this monkey is ñsitting inò for a deity in the depicted 

proceedings.  

  

 

Conclusion 

  

 The natural form of the monkey appears to be the attribute that initially separates 

it from the animal world and allows for its entrance into the human world, particularly the 

ability of its body to engage in both animal activities and human-based activities. The 

human-like activities in which the primate may participate are also frequently ritually 

related in a way that involves the supernatural world. For these reasons, this monkey 

appears to operate and move fluidly within a tripartite structure in which three seemingly 

separate worlds all become accessible.  

 With access to each distinct realm of ideological reality, the monkey pictured here 

may be directly associated with the wider supernatural realm. It is also possible, however, 

that the blue monkey is associated with only one specific deity: the seated goddess. 

Although clear evidence for the former seems to be lacking, this fresco certainly supports 

but does not conclusively prove the latter claim. Essentially, the wall painting from room 

3a of Xeste 3 is the only wall painting in which an anthropomorphized primate is clearly 

depicted as interacting directly with a deity and, therefore, engaging in ceremonial 

activity, seemingly on behalf of a human.  
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CHAPTER 12 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION OF MINOAN MONKEY AND APE 

ICONOGRAPHY 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

With a firm familiarity of Minoan primate iconography now established, it is 

necessary to consider the greater implications of the ways in which the monkeys are 

represented. First, the conceptual roles of monkeys in Minoan wall painting will be 

considered. This understanding will then facilitate the following exploration of the 

reconstruction of a possible ritual, which is supported iconographically by both wall 

paintings and glyptic art. The reconstructed ritual is a crocus ceremony. Finally, the ways 

in which Egyptian art may impact Minoan art and the possible interrelations between 

each cultureôs primate iconography are considered.  

 

 

Conceptual Roles 

 

 Monkeys in Minoan wall paintings may be subdivided into three separate 

categories, based on the conceptual roles each plays within the greater scheme of Minoan 

art. These creatures occupy a range of positions that span from the natural animal world, 

through the human world, and into the supernatural realm. Minoans seem to have 

depicted the various functions clearly and carefully, and they manipulate such 
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characteristics as the contexts in which the monkeys are pictured, the other objects or 

individuals with which they interact, any personal adornment, and the posture or position 

of the monkeys themselves in order to achieve the desired goal. The archaeological 

context of the room and building in which the wall painting was originally executed also 

aids in the attempt to distinguish between ceremonial and non-ceremonial contexts. These 

divisions in role may be better supported with comparable examples in fresco, when 

available.  

 

 

Animal World 

 

The detailed depiction of natural subjects and settings by Minoans is undeniable. 

Monkeys are sometimes clearly painted as wild animals that engage in activities that may 

be considered typical of untrained or undomesticated creatures. The primates in three 

distinct wall paintings appear to behave in ways typical for wild animals. These images 

include the wall paintings from room 6 of Building Complex Beta at Akrotiri and room Q 

from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos. 

The primates from room 6 of Building Complex Beta (Figs. 1.5ï1.6) certainly 

exhibit typical monkey behavior: they climb and leap and crawl among the rocky 

landscape in which they are shown. The agility, flexibility, and playful nature of the 

monkeys are apparent.  In this particular scene, few of the animals seem to be playing 

with one another. Rather, most are focused on their own actions. The creatures are also 

depicted in poses that are both anatomically possible for (and seem typical of) primates. 
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None of these monkeys are depicted with personal adornment of any kind, and each 

creature appears to be the same relative size as the others in the image, so no hierarchical 

relationship exists among them.  

Similarly, the wall painting in room Q of the House of the Frescoes at Knossos 

features monkeys that seem to run wild across the lush natural landscape (Fig. 7.1). Like 

the primates from room 6, they explore their surroundings aggressively by climbing and 

scampering over rocks. Some of these animals even investigate the flora. Each of the 

poses depicted is, importantly, anatomically possible for the creatures. The predatory 

nature of this group of monkeys is made apparent by the actions of one individual: 

monkey H4, who devours an egg that was presumably laid by one of the disturbed rock 

doves. Although the primates appear to play and explore, the birds are clearly agitated. In 

this particular scene, the monkeys do not clearly engage with one another, and they 

remain focused on their own actions. Finally, none of these animals wears adornment of 

any kind, and none of them is pictured with any man-made objects. Each primate appears 

to be the same relative size as the others in the wall painting, and therefore no 

hierarchical relationship is apparent between them. 

 Both of these scenes bear representations of a specific animal, but one features 

multiple species. Both of the images appear to be set in an outdoor setting. Only one type 

of each species of animal is represented in these images; for example, the rock doves 

from room Q are the same species, and although the monkeys are in the same scene, the 

monkeys also appear to be the same species as one another. The representation of several 

animals that belong to the same species does not necessitate a lack of distinction among 

figures. Minor variations in the appearance, particularly in the facial markings, of each 
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figure indicate that the frescoes do not present several identical figures that represent a 

monkey. Rather, a group of subtly individualized monkeys is depicted in each painting. 

Essentially, these frescoes show a group of individual animals, unified by species, in a 

natural habitat. Finally, none of these creatures are depicted as engaging in strange 

behavior, or as contorting into positions other than those that come naturally. In these 

ways, the monkeys in the wall paintings from room 6 of Building Complex Beta and 

room Q of the House of the Frescoes clearly depict wild monkeys exploring and 

participating in the natural world of animals.  

 Elements of the natural world and nature scenes are common motifs in Minoan 

art, and therefore it is not surprising that the Minoans would choose to depict wild 

monkeys behaving as they normally do in reality. Perhaps these types of images are 

relatively simple in meaning: the wall painting is visually pleasing, and monkeys are 

amusing. On the other hand, the images may reference something else, which may not be 

overtly depicted. A deeper reading may render associations with a deity, like the goddess 

of nature. If this is the case, then perhaps individual natural elements within the scene are 

intended to trigger this associative response in the viewer. These individual elements may 

be flora or fauna, or perhaps other elements of the landscape, like streams or rockwork. 

Perhaps the complete nature scene, full of animals and clearly placed outdoors, is 

indicative of the power of a deity. Nevertheless, when considered as stand-alone pieces of 

art, these wall paintings seem to represent only the natural world and not a ceremonial 

realm due to the lack of an overt ceremonially related visual element.  In order to 

consider these frescoes as referents to ritual contexts or events, they would need a 
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supporting body of comparanda that clearly depict several similar or identical elements 

that are clearly involved in a ceremonial scene.  

 

 

Supernatural World 

 

The supernatural realm may be recognizable in Minoan iconography as imagery 

in which divine figures and/or supernatural creatures are present. This realm may also be 

represented by visual elements that serve as referents to supernatural influence within a 

greater scene. In contrast, the human world may be loosely defined as imagery in which 

humans are depicted and active, but it may also be represented by visual elements that 

serve as referents to human control and/or influence within a greater scene. Primates, 

perhaps due to anatomical similarities, are sometimes shown as engaged in human 

behaviors. Because of the sometimes-overlapping definitions of the representation of the 

human and supernatural realms, the way in which primates function in Minoan fresco is 

not always immediately apparent. Three wall paintings depict monkeys that are involved 

in non-primate behaviors and feature man-made objects. These scenes may, at first 

glance, be interpreted as occurring in the human world, and they include the wall 

paintings from the Lower Keep at Knossos, as well as fragments from Sector Alpha at 

Akrotiri, and room 4 of Xeste 3 from Akrotiri. Upon closer inspection, however, the 

ceremonial nature of each image becomes apparent. Only one of the blue monkey 

frescoes, the Offering to the Seated Goddess, clearly features a deity, and therefore is 

immediately recognizable as taking place in the supernatural realm.  



152 

 

The primate in the Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting (Fig. 11.1) stands 

upright as it ascends the tripartite structure to deliver offerings from the natural world to 

the deity that is seated at the top of the construction. The background is dotted with 

clumps of crocuses, and the garments of the seated goddess are laden in crocus imagery; 

she even has a crocus tucked behind her ear (or possibly tattooed on her cheek). The 

monkey serves as a visual and ideological bridge between the natural and human worlds 

and the divine world. Both horizontally and vertically, the animal acts as a middle-man in 

the exchange that occurs between a young girl and the seated goddess. Horizontally, the 

monkey is located between the young girl and the goddess, and the direction of the action 

is clearly indicated by both the gaze as well as the position of the bodies of the young girl 

and the monkey. Vertically, the primate ascends the tripartite structure. With one foot on 

the lowest level and one foot on the middle level, the creature shares two distinct ground 

lines: the lower level with the young girl, and the middle level with the goddess. 

Although the goddess is seated at the top of the structure, one foot descends to meet the 

monkey. Finally, the moment depicted in this image takes place just before the blue 

primate may come into direct contact with the divine to transfer the offering into her 

hand. The scene preserved in this wall painting clearly shows the supernatural, liminal 

role that the monkey sometimes fulfills in Minoan ideology.  

Although they do not appear to come into direct contact with a deity, the blue 

monkeys in the frieze from room 4 of Xeste 3 may also participate in the greater 

supernatural realm (Figs. 10.3A and 10.3B). At least four monkeys are shown in a rocky 

landscape that is dotted with crocuses in the frieze. One animal holds or plays a harp, 

another brandishes a scabbard over its head, a third holds a sword, and the body of a 
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fourth monkey is depicted, but the action it performs is difficult to decipher. At least 

three of the individuals engage in some way with a man-made object. Although three of 

the monkeys do not appear to wear a harness of any kind, the body of only one monkey, 

F4, is preserved well enough to state conclusively that it does not wear one. Monkey F2, 

however, wears both a gold earring and a knotted object that may be a necklace, belt, or 

even part of a harness. All of these man-made objects seem to shift these primates from 

the animal world into the human world. The creatures appear to participate in a single 

event together, perhaps simply for the sake of entertainment.163 It is possible that the 

primates engage in a sword dance that is accompanied by the harp and perhaps (in the 

case of monkey F4) some clapping.  

The specific objects with which the creatures are presented, however, are 

problematic. The items are not the sort that one would be inclined to entrust to a wild or 

even trained animal. For instance, the harp or lyre is too delicate and expensive an 

instrument to be handled by a rowdy monkey. In like manner, the sword that monkey F3 

holds is depicted as a real sword. One would not allow a primate to brandish such a 

destructive object. The creature could certainly injure itself and others. The disjointed 

nature of the image (real animals and objects in an unlikely and probably even destructive 

pairing) may indicate that the scene set before the viewer is not one that can occur in the 

real world, but rather one that must be relegated to the mythological world, or the 

supernatural realm.  

Because of the potential dangers that are involved in allowing the animals access 

to objects like a harp and sword, this scene cannot be a realistic depiction of a single 

                                                 
163 Rehak 1996, 705, 708; Younger 1998, 144; For examples of monkeys as entertainers in Egyptian 

iconography, see Mikrakis 2000, 167, fig. 5; Houlihan 1996, 210ï211, figs. 146ï147; and Chapter 3.   
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event in the human world. Rather, the image more likely takes place in a mythical realm, 

in which the standard rules of reality (and therefore natural monkey behaviors) do not 

necessarily apply. In this separate realm, the animals may perform for entertainment, the 

sword dance perhaps referential of another mythical event, like a battle. In this way, the 

creatures may function simply as information-deliverers, transporting knowledge 

(perhaps in the form of myths) from the supernatural to the human world. This scene 

almost certainly does not depict a realistic event, but rather it shows something that can 

occur only in the supernatural, mythical world, a world that may sometimes be visually 

referenced by the presence of clumps of crocus flowers.  

The blue monkey scenes from the Lower Keep and the House of the Frescoes at 

Knossos both also feature clumps of crocus flowers (Figs. 6.1A and 6.1B). The fresco 

from the Lower Keep at Knossos features at least three monkeys that scamper across 

polychrome rockwork in an otherwise red background. These animals, although similar 

in appearance to the primates depicted in room Q of the House of the Frescoes, appear to 

be a different species from those represented in the wall paintings from Akrotiri. 

Additionally, each of these creatures wears a harness, although no human figures are 

present in the image. The harness, however, is an object that may be considered 

indicative of human influence, if not overt human control. When coupled with the 

manicured setting in which the monkeys are shownða garden in which only crocuses 

grow, complete with flowerpotsðthe carefully constructed scene reveals that the wall 

painting from the Lower Keep is not one in which monkeys romp in their natural habitat, 

but instead it shows both flora and fauna that have been altered by human hands.  
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 One of the monkeys appears to pluck saffron or perhaps an entire crocus flower 

from the garden. If the primate is considered to collect this plant matter intentionally, 

then the creature clearly does not behave as a wild animal does. Rather, it may have been 

trained by humans or perhaps even be influenced by a supernatural force (like the nature 

goddess). When this option is considered with the carefully managed background and the 

halter, an image of human intervention and intention is clearly communicated. Such a 

high degree of direct interference in terms of both flora and fauna is not readily 

observable without a human presence in the other monkey frescoes.  

 Of paramount importance in this scene, however, is the presence of red paint on 

the ears of the monkeys. Because the red-painted ear is a direct indication of ceremonial 

involvement, this scene is tipped from the world of human control into the realm of 

supernatural influence.164 When this feature is compounded with the select presence of 

crocuses, the unnatural behavior of the monkey, and the presence of the harness, the 

ceremonial nature of this scene becomes undeniable. Although any single element taken 

alone may not be considered compelling enough evidence alone, it is the combination of 

each of these facets that solidifies the occurrence of this image in the supernatural realm.  

Similarly, in the fresco from room Q from the House of the Frescoes, the 

monkeys populate an overwhelmingly abundant landscape. Although the monkeys 

behave like animals, it is not their conduct but their presence that is central to the deeper 

understanding of the image. The coupling of the monkeys with such a fertile landscape 

may be considered indicative of the presence and influence (if not direct intervention) of 

the goddess of nature. This scene is similar to the wall painting from the Lower Keep at 

                                                 
164 The link between ceremonial roles and red body paint is explained in Chapter 10.  
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Knossos. Upon close inspection, the background is even dotted with some clumps of 

crocus flowers. The same type of animal is present in a fertile setting, albeit a wilder, 

barely-tended landscape. Nevertheless, the combination of blue monkeys and clumps of 

crocuses may again be taken together to indicate the indirect presence or perhaps 

influence of the nature goddess. 

The fragments from Sector Alpha clearly show at least four monkeys in a rocky 

landscape near a shrine (Fig. 9.1). The architecture alone clearly indicates a ceremonial 

context. Although the primates are not particularly well preserved, they do not appear to 

feature any type of harness or other personal adornment like jewelry. Instead, it is the 

proximity of the creatures to the shrine that distinguishes this scene from one in which 

animals simply behave as animals do. For instance, live monkeys are natural climbers. 

One may expect monkeys to climb on top of and hang from an architectural feature, 

regardless of the perceived sanctity of the structure itself. In vivid contrast, the creatures 

in this scene (and its variety of reconstructions) do not dangle wildly from the building, 

but rather stand or sit in and around the shrine in a manner that is similar to the way that 

humans might. Some reconstructions show the animals in adoration or supplication 

poses, and so in this way they may be understood as interacting directly with the shrine 

(or perhaps its associated deity).165 If this is the case, the animals are clearly involved 

with the supernatural realm. If these reconstructions are not accurate, then a direct link to 

the divine through the animalsô behavior may not be overtly represented.  

Although the scene from Sector Alpha does not appear to include plant life, the 

shrine is nevertheless present. As a blatant reference to a supernatural presence (whether 

                                                 
165 Doumas 1992, 184, 186, fig. 147; Morgan 2005, 37, pl. 2aïb. 
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temporary or eternal, inside or simply in the vicinity of the structure), the shrine may 

function as the indicator of a supernatural involvement in the scene. The proximity of the 

monkeys to the architectural feature is important: perhaps these creatures could be 

considered representatives of or attendants to the deity that is associated with the shrine. 

The monkeys have clear associations with the nature goddess in other wall paintings; 

perhaps this scene shows the primates in a shrine that belongs to the nature goddess.166 

Essentially, regardless of which reconstruction is considered, the animals are both 

contextually and behaviorally relegated to the divine world.  

When considered in terms of a greater visual narrative, the monkeys from the 

Lower Keep and House of the Frescoes at Knossos, as well as the monkeys from room 4 

of Xeste 3 and the Sector Alpha fragments, may all be considered to participate in scenes 

that are indicative of the power of the nature goddess. In these four images, the deity is 

not shown physically, but representations of her power certainly appear. Perhaps as her 

attendants or even her representatives, the blue monkeys from room 4 of Xeste 3 may be 

depicted in the midst of reenacting a myth that involves a sword dance or even a battle. 

Although live primates most likely did not perform these actions, the image shows the 

presence of animals that can interact with these dangerous and delicate objects in the 

supernatural world. Finally, the Offering to the Seated Goddess is a clear and direct 

visual representation of the conceptual flexibility of role possessed by the monkey: it 

moves fluidly from interacting with the natural world, in which humans participate, to the 

divine world. This is the only primate in wall painting that is clearly depicted as fulfilling 

                                                 
166 The nature goddess that is repeatedly referenced is the seated goddess from the Xeste 3 wall painting. 

Because of the minute scale of glyptic, parallels may be drawn between seated female figures in the seated 

position, but these figures may not be considered the nature goddess without the connection to the large 

scale wall painting from room 3a of Xeste 3. When a nature goddess is discussed in this text, she is 

identified with/as the Seated Goddess.  
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a supernatural role. For these reasons, five of the six Bronze Age primate frescoes appear 

to represent (whether directly or indirectly) an involvement of blue monkeys with the 

supernatural world.  

  

 

Summary: Conceptual Roles 

  

 The monkeys represented in Minoan wall paintings are liminal creatures, and they 

are capable of inhabiting three distinct conceptual roles within greater Minoan ideology. 

Although the primates possess human-like qualities, the physical appearance of the hands 

for instance, they also feature more nuanced similarities with humans, like curiosity and 

intelligence. Perhaps the animals were chosen as intermediaries between the natural, 

human, and supernatural worlds because these human-like traits enabled communication 

and representation, while the creatures nevertheless maintain their animal nature. With 

this close connection to the natural world, the monkeys may maintain a direct link to the 

supernatural world as well. As the nature goddess or other deities exert their direct power 

and influence through nature, the monkey (as a part of the natural world) maintains a 

direct relationship with the supernatural realm. With this scheme in mind, the primates 

appear to be more closely linked to nature and to the divine world than to humans.  

 Perhaps because of these close relationships, monkeys may have also been chosen 

as intermediaries due to their intellectual ability. Most primates are capable of being 

trained to perform tasks for humans. It is possible that these creatures were selected for 

their ability to be trained to function as intermediaries between humans and the divine. 
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The fluidity of the monkeyôs conceptual role is of central importance to its position in 

Minoan iconography and ideology.  

 

 

The Crocus Ceremony 

 

 The centrality of the monkeyôs role in at least one type of ceremony becomes 

evident when the scenes preserved in fresco are considered with the small scenes that 

survive from Minoan glyptic sources. Essentially, the larger images in fresco constitute a 

greater narrative from which shorter scenes, or vignettes, may be extracted and applied to 

glyptic arts. The smaller size of the glyptic medium is conducive to the representation of 

smaller, pared-down scenes. Nevertheless, the most integral visual elements are present 

in each scene, so that the viewer cannot mistake the greater narrative (larger scenes of 

which are preserved in fresco) from which each vignette comes. The Minoans appear to 

divide the greater ceremony into at least three distinct yet key visual events, including the 

harvest of crocuses, the offering of the harvest to a deity, and the presence of the 

creatures in the resulting fertile landscape.  

 Several examples of crocus harvesting scenes are documented in Minoan art. The 

Saffron Gatherer (Fig. 6.1A) clearly shows primates engaged in this activity, and the 

same event is mirrored in glyptic scenes as well. For instance, sealing CMS II.6 073 

features a monkey in a background that is populated with floral elements that appear 

strikingly similar to crocuses (Fig. 5.6). Although this image may be misinterpreted as a 

monkey simply present in an otherwise outdoor location, seal CMS III 358 features a 
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monkey that holds a basket toward a human female (Fig. 5.8), who appears to pluck floral 

elements from the surrounding environment. This scene mirrors the Saffron Gatherers 

fresco from Xeste 3, and although no monkey is present for the collection of the flowers, 

several young girls work together to accomplish the task. Regardless of whether a girl, 

monkey, or both human and animal do the collecting together, the harvest of the crocuses 

is nevertheless an integral part of the greater crocus ceremony.  

 The second type of scene in the narrative of the crocus ceremony is the offering of 

the crocuses to the deity. Once the flowers are harvested, they are offered to the nature 

goddess, a clear example of which survives in the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco 

from Xeste 3 (Fig. 11.1). A close parallel exists for this scene in glyptic art. Seal CMS 

II.3 103 features the same arrangement of characters (Fig. 5.13): one female to the left of 

the pictorial field faces toward the right. A monkey stands in the center of the image, 

between the human figure and a nude female figure on the right (who faces toward the 

left), presumably a goddess. Although crocuses are not readily visible on the seal, the 

monkey appears to function as an intermediary in both images, and each one bears 

identical figural iconography in a similar arrangement. These scenes clearly indicate that 

the primate maintains a distinct role as intermediary in this type of ritual event.  

 Although examples of the three-figure construction of this scene (girl-monkey-

goddess) exist in both wall paintings and in glyptic sources, representations exist that 

may be short-hand for this type of ceremony also exist. Seal CMS II.8 262 (Fig. 5.4) 

features a monkey seated on a campstool, with a human figure that stands before it. This 

scene may be understood as the first phase of the larger offering scene: that a human 

appeals to the primate to transfer offerings to the goddess. Although this seal is heavily 
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damaged, it is possible that it originally represented only one relationship in the greater 

offering scene. Again it seems that a young girl and monkey work together to complete 

the vignette.  

 The third and final type of scene in the crocus ceremony appears to be the result 

of the harvest and offering: a fertile landscape. The frieze from room Q of the House of 

the Frescoes at Knossos (Fig. 7.1) is a prime example of this final stage. Once the 

crocuses have been harvested and the offering made, the nature goddess holds up her end 

of the bargain, and the earth sprouts in an abundance of life. In the Monkeys and Birds 

fresco, several distinct types of plants are pictured, and at least three streams wind 

through the otherwise rocky and sandy landscape. Even the birds are fertile, and their 

eggs constitute food for at least one of the primates. Essentially, the monkeys return to 

their typical wild behavior in lush surroundings, which were granted in exchange for the 

offering of crocuses. The fertile landscape is the outcome of the harvest and offering 

scenes.  

 Although not all images of primates in glyptic sources strictly adhere to this 

narrative scheme, two possibilities exist for their divergence. First, some seals and 

sealings feature only one or two prominent aspects of the crocus ceremony. These visual 

elements may include a monkey, crocus (although crocuses are difficult to identify with 

precision in glyptic art due to the tiny nature of the medium), and female figures, whether 

human or divine. The combination of these visual elements may have constituted a 

mental trigger for Minoan viewers; essentially, any two or more of these representations 

together in one scene may reference the greater narrative of the crocus ceremony.  
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 The remaining images of primates in Minoan seals frequently feature the animals 

in the standard crouched-squat position. Seal CMS II.6 282 (Fig. 5.12) and seal CMS I 

478 (Fig. 5.5) are both examples of these types of glyptic representations. It is possible 

that these seals are simply representations of the animal for aesthetic purposes, but if one 

considers the close relationship between Egypt and Crete, another option becomes 

available. Some small plaques from Egypt feature monkey iconography, and the primates 

on those objects are almost always positioned in the typical crouched-squat pose found in 

Minoan art. Granted the constant contact and exchange between these two cultures, it is 

possible that the single, small representations of monkeys in this pose may have shared 

some of the ideological significance for the Minoans as they did for the Egyptians. These 

self-contained and amulet-like items may have borne significant ritual associations of 

interacting with a deity.  

 

 

Crocus Flowers, Saffron, And The Seated Goddess 

 

 Particular emphasis is placed on the presence of crocus flowers in the 

representation of this ceremony, as well as the saffron-bearing stamen of the flower. The 

saffron produced by the plant may contribute to a greater understanding of the crocus 

ceremony. Phytotherapy is among the key healing methods available and widely used in 

the ancient world, and the use of the healing properties of the spice are known from as 

early as the 17th century B.C., and perhaps earlier.167 Saffron was used both topically and 

                                                 
167 Thompson 1949, 66, 157ï163; Pritchard 1969, 294; Oppenheim 1977, 289ï291; Ferrence and 

Bendersky 2004, 207. 
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orally to heal; some of the most common uses for saffron include as an abortifacient, to 

cure ailments of the eyes, and to heal ulcers and wounds.168 In some instances, the herb is 

considered to cure diseases.  

 The curative properties of saffron may seem to be enhanced when granted 

particular attention from a deity.169 In both ancient Egypt and the Levant, attention paid 

to a concoction by a god or goddess is believed to heighten the effectiveness of the 

medicinal substance. Granted the relationships between Egyptians, Near Easterners, and 

the Minoans, the transmission of such an idea is certainly within the realm of possibility. 

The Xeste 3 wall painting features a goddess that reaches toward an offering of crocus 

stamens, accepting and perhaps even blessing the offering. In this way, the supernatural 

force may be considered to boost or perhaps even to activate the healing properties that 

naturally reside in the plant matter.  

 Nevertheless, the healing properties of saffron and its association with the seated 

goddess from Xeste 3 bears greater implications for the Crocus Ceremony. The seated 

goddess appears to be a goddess of natureðparticularly abundance and fertility, as is 

commonly represented by a lush landscape.170 Such a landscape is pictured in proximity 

to the painted goddess, on the wall of room 3b.171 The close association between both 

supernatural individual and abundant, fertile landscapes is direct and apparent, especially 

with the consideration of the additional decoration present in the image (i.e., the crocus-

                                                 
168 Jones et al. 1923ï1931, 2:317, 4:119, 8:325ï327, 357; Gunther 1934, 22ï23; Adams 1939, 99; Jones 

1951, 6:261ï263; Nielson 1974, 10; Hirschberg 1982, 190, 194, 221ï222; Riddle 1985, 62, 66ï67; 

Manniche 1989, 50ï51; Ferrence and Bendersky 2004, 206ï208.  

169 Jayne 1925, 133ï134; Ferrence and Bendersky 2004, 212.  

170 Marinatos 1969ï1976, VII, 36ï38; Marinatos 1987, 21ï23, 30ï33; 1993, 106ï116, 149ï152; 

Vlachopoulos 2008, 453ï454, figs. 41.10ï41.32. 

171 Vlachopoulos 2008, 453ï454, figs. 41.10ï41.32. 
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filled background and the floral and faunal motifs incorporated into the seated goddessô 

garments). The lush landscape, in turn, allows for the growth and harvest of crocus 

flowers and saffron. The stamens that are offered to the goddess may bear at least three 

possible but not necessarily separate purposes. First, the stamens may be offered to the 

goddess for blessing, in order that they become a more potent medicine. Second, the herb 

may be offered to the goddess in thanks for and as acknowledgement of its annual 

harvest. Finally, saffron may be offered or sacrificed to the goddess in order to rejuvenate 

her so that she may continue to exert her power over the surrounding landscape.  

 The first two possibilities are relatively straightforward. The third, however, is 

deserving of deeper investigation. In order for the goddess to continue to exert her 

influence over the Minoan landscape, she must be appeased and/or possibly 

rejuvenated.172 The idea of waxing and waning vitality is reinforced by the greater fresco 

program in Xeste 3: women of all ages are depicted participating in ceremonial 

behaviors, many of which are closely linked to flora and the goddess. The building itself 

then becomes one in which a series of cycles are housed. These cycles include the annual 

harvest and offering, the human life (as the progression from young girl to mature woman 

is depicted), and possibly even monthly menstrual cycles. Part of the harvest and offering 

system may include the intentional rejuvenation of the goddess when the height of her 

powers have been exerted on the landscape. Healing saffron is then offered by a monkey 

to restore her.  

 The presence of a monkey as an intermediary further augments this possible 

reading. Although the role of the monkey on Crete may not be identical to the role of the 

                                                 
172 This concept is not fully separable from the second possibility, in which the saffron simply functions as 

an offering of appeasement.  
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monkey in Egypt, it is nevertheless clearly represented as a liminal being in both cultures. 

In Egypt, the associations of baboons with the daily cycles of the sun and moon, as well 

as resurrection and fertility, are thoroughly documented.173  The role of the monkey in 

both everyday and divine cycles is apparent in Egyptian iconography. The Minoan blue 

monkey may have inherited the same or a similar role in Minoan art, through which it is 

viewed as an intermediary for a god, and possibly as an agent of resurrection, 

rejuvenation, and fertility. When the Minoan wall painting program from Xeste 3 is 

coupled with the possible associations of the blue monkey, the involvement of such a 

creature is not surprising if the seated goddess is involved in a potential scene of 

rejuvenation. The cyclical shift of fertility between the goddess and the landscape, as well 

as between different stages of a womanôs life, become apparent when viewed through this 

lens.  

 Minoan monkey iconography during the Middle and Late Minoan periods appears 

to converge and center around the representation of at least one ceremonial event. The 

crocus ceremony involves the harvest of the flowers, the offering to the goddess, and the 

resulting fertile landscape. Each of these scenes is prominently displayed in wall painting 

to constitute a broad narrative of the ceremony itself. In glyptic art, small medium, 

vignette-like scenes are depicted, in which small facets of the same ceremony are 

represented, sometimes by only two key visual elements. Essentially, through the study 

of the role of monkeys in Minoan iconography, it becomes possible to attempt a 

reconstruction of one of the ceremonies carried out by these Bronze Age people.  

 

                                                 
173 For a thorough discussion of this topic, see Chapter 3.  
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The Offering To The Seated Goddess: A Confluence Of Aegean Iconography 

 

 The Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting clearly depicts the critical event 

in the larger narrative of the Crocus Ceremony (Fig. 11.1). As reviewed, the image 

clearly represents a blending of both Minoan and Egyptian elements. The context (Xeste 

3 at Akrotiri), the subject of the greater fresco program, and the style in which the work is 

executed are Minoan. The presence of the monkey, although adopted and adapted by the 

Minoans, is certainly an iconographic element with roots in Egypt. The composition of 

the scene, however, does not appear to originate in either Minoan or Egyptian visual 

culture but rather in the Near East.174 

   Presentation scenes may be considered characteristic of Near Eastern glyptic 

art.175 In these scenes, a female figure (often considered a goddess) accompanies or 

escorts a worshipper into the presence of a seated god. A seal that bears this iconographic 

composition from the Near East was recovered from Mochlos (Fig. 12.1).176 A variety of 

scenes found in Minoan glyptic sources appear similar in composition: one or two figures 

approach a seated deity, sometimes bearing offerings, and sometimes in a pose of 

adoration.177 In these representations, the core elements of the scene form a clear parallel 

                                                 
174 For a brief discussion on the relationship between Crete, Egypt, and the Near East during the 2nd 

Millennium B.C., see the introduction of Chapter 4.  

175 Aruz 2000, 7, 10.  

176 CMS V.1B 332. 

177 CMS II.7 008; CMS II.8 268; CMS VI 283.   
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with the presentation scenes from Near Eastern seals: two figures approach a deity, 

seemingly in offering or adoration.  

 The Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting is a large-scale parallel for the 

small presentation scenes in Near Eastern glyptic sources. The general theme is the same: 

a worshipper is accompanied by a more-sacred or more-divine figure, and both 

individuals appear before a seated divinity. The Minoan wall painting, however, appears 

to conflate the role of escort and intermediary. Although the representation of the guide-

figure appears human in Near Eastern representations, the blue monkey clearly features 

as intermediary in the Minoan scene. Nevertheless, the monkey facilitates the exchange 

in a similar manner to the way that the escort facilitates the offering to or adoration of the 

seated deity. Essentially, the large-scale painted representation of the Offering to the 

Seated Goddess features a composition with roots in Near Eastern iconography, a 

monkey figure with roots in Egyptian iconography, and a context, subject, and style that 

are Minoan. This scene, in many ways, is one of Aegean confluence, in which visual 

aspects of separate Aegean cultural identities combine to form the core event in a Minoan 

ceremony.  

 

 

Conclusion 

  

 Monkeys fulfill a unique role in Minoan art, and they usually constitute a visual 

reference to the supernatural realm and the power of the Seated Goddess. Although 

primate imagery does exist in which the animals seem to simply behave as animals do, 



168 

 

free of any other visual signifiers for a supernatural landscape, the majority of monkey 

iconography does not fit into this category. Despite the firm roots of the iconographic 

tradition of this animal in Egypt, Minoans clearly both adopted and adapted the monkey 

to suit local ideologies and tastes.  

 The appearance of this creature may also often be considered a visual indicator of 

the presence of a nature goddess, particularly when paired with a fertile landscape, the 

crocus flower, and sometimes humans. Through the combinations of these visual 

elements, the over-arching narrative of the Crocus Ceremony may be recognized. Most 

MM and LM monkey scenes may be united as representative of distinct events that 

constitute the Crocus Ceremony.178 The climax of the rite appears in the Offering to the 

Seated Goddess wall painting, a scene that may represent an honorific offering, a plea for 

the goddess to imbue the offered saffron with heightened medicinal powers, or an attempt 

to rejuvenate the seated goddess with the healing powers of saffron.   

 Finally, the influence of visual culture from both Egypt and the Near East are 

visible in the Offering to the Seated Goddess wall painting. The liminal blue monkey is 

clearly rooted in the Egyptian tradition, and the composition of the image is descendant 

from the Near Eastern Presentation Scene. Nevertheless, monkey, human, and goddess 

combine in an image that is Minoan, yet is still representative of iconographic aspects of 

both the Near East and Egypt.  

                                                 
178 This emergence of the monkey in a ceremonial context occurs distinctly from the EM and early MM 

primate figurines both in terms of chronology and theme. 
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APPENDIX 

 

ANIMALS IN MINOAN ART  

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

A familiarity with the broader realm of animal iconography within Minoan art is 

important for many reasons. First, art from Bronze Age Crete is steeped in animal 

iconography. In order to ascertain the possible meanings and roles played by this myriad 

of creatures, one must first obtain a familiarity with the large corpus of terrestrial, marine, 

insect, and supernatural animals. Second, the unique iconographic position of particular 

figures may be better understood when compared to the more general roles fulfilled by 

many other, less unique animals. One figure that constitutes an exceptional example of 

this unique iconographic treatment is the monkey. Before one may focus on the 

extraordinary role of the monkey in Minoan art, however, one must first grasp the roles 

fulfilled by the other animals.  

Minoan art encompasses a variety of subjects, one of the most diverse of which is 

perhaps the corpus of animal iconography. Although many types of animals are 

represented, Minoans are nevertheless extremely selective regarding subject matter: from 

the vast zoological pool available for depiction, only particular species are chosen and 

adopted into the iconographic repertoire.179 The animals are present in art for many 

                                                 
179 Previous works have been published on animals in the ancient world, but these books focus primarily on 

the historic periods, like Classical Greece. The most recent works include Kitchell 2014 and Bartosiewicz 

2013. 
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reasons, and they fill a variety of roles. Some creatures clearly function in only one 

capacity, and others may operate in multiple ways. Each animal generally fits into one of 

two principal categories: natural and hybrid. Within the category of Natural Animals, in 

this study three primary divisions are made between terrestrial creatures, marine life, and 

insects. The types of terrestrial animals include agrimia, antelope, birds, badgers, cats, 

cattle, deer, dogs, goats and sheep, hares, horses, mice, primates, and swine. Coral, 

dolphins, fish, mollusks, octopuses, and sea stars are discussed as marine life. Finally, 

ants, beetles, butterflies, dragonflies, and spiders are considered in the insects section. 

Hybrid animals are considered separately from the natural animals, and considerably 

fewer representations of these types of creatures exist. Genii, griffins, sphinxes, and a 

host of unidentifiable composite animals compose the final category of animals.  

The animals in each of these groups function as the subject or focus of action in art or 

fill a contextual role. They may also exist as individual visual elements. The type of 

scene in which the animal is generally found, as well as the purpose it serves as a 

component of that scene, will be considered.  

 

 

Natural Animals 

 

Animals that are natural to the Minoan world and are depicted in Aegean Bronze Age 

art include a variety of marine animals and terrestrial creatures. The latter category 

includes cats, cattle, deer, dogs, goats, and hares, among other animals. These creatures 

are sometimes portrayed in a natural setting that may include a river and several plants, 
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while others occupy a space distinguished by little more than an uneven ground line. Still 

others are depicted in or around an architectural setting, and some lack any indication of 

background. Few local animals are not featured in Minoan art at all, while others are 

relegated to specific media and/or pictorial contexts. Distinct species of animals are 

generally represented in similar ways to other species within the same familyðfor 

example, hawks and ravens seem to be depicted differently from non-predatory birds like 

rock doves. First the natural terrestrial animals will be discussed, followed by the natural 

marine animals.  

 

 

Terrestrial Animals 

 

 Most of the natural creatures painted in Minoan frescoes and rendered in other 

media are terrestrial rather than nautical. Both domesticated and wild animals are 

depicted, sometimes independently and sometimes in the company of other species. The 

roles of these animals are in some ways similar to marine life, but perhaps unlike the 

other two categories of creatures, clear instances of ritual association exist for members 

of this group. Land-based species primarily function as the active subject of an image, 

like the swallows in the Spring Fresco, or they may serve as contextual elements. Some 

animals also may serve simply as a series of individual elements. 

 

 

 Agrimi 
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 The Agrimi (Capra aegagrus cretica), the Cretan wild goat, is represented 

consistently in Minoan art.180 Also known as the kri-kri, the animal appears on items of 

personal adornment. These animals are also frequently depicted on seals and sealings. 

Even distinct parts of the creature are reproduced in art, like a pair of golden horns from 

Mt. Juktas.181 Physical evidence for agrimia may be confused with that of domesticated 

goats and sheep, but the remains of these animals are sometimes positively identified, and 

they usually indicate the human consumption of these creatures.182 The animal is not, 

however, depicted in consumption contexts in Minoan art. Rather, the animal is usually 

depicted in a landscape scene, as in the Park Fresco183 and the Agrimi and Olive Tree 

Fresco.184  

 Several examples of agrimia occur in fresco. Two of these creatures are 

represented with cats and birds in a rocky landscape in the Park Fresco from Room 14 at 

Hagia Triada.185 In Mark Cameronôs reconstruction, the two goats are shown in a flying 

gallop. The feet of the animals do not touch the rocky ground, unlike the feet of the 

accompanying cats. In this way, the goats seem to constitute the most quickly-moving 

                                                 
180 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 196ï197, fig. 145, III, 523, 866, figs. 469, 851; Hazzidakis 1921, 76ï77; Matz 

1928, 107; Vickery 1936, 15 and 23; Payne 1968, 368ï384; Boardman 1970, pl. 57; Sakellarakis 1970, 

158ï159, 161ï162; Georgacas 1984, 119; Bloedow 1990, 59ï78; 1997, 28ï39; Nicholson and Husband 

1992, 137ï140; Jarman 1996, 212ï216; Porter 1996, 298ï315; Porter 1996, 299; Vanschoonwinkel 1996, 

351ï377; Masseti 1997, 1ï19.  

181 Karetsou and Koehl 2013, 137ï141.  

182 Day et. al. 2009, 42ï43. 

183 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 533, IV, 374 ï377, 494, 522, 541ï542, 563, 576ï577, 431, 466, 495, 559 figs. 

314a. 

184 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 620, III, 83. 

185 Evely 1999, 241ï243; Halbherr 1903, 5, pls. viiïx; Halbherr, Stefani, and Banti 1977, 86; Smith 1965, 

77; Rehak, 1997, 163ï175. 
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subjects in the image. The goats from a fresco at Knossos, however, do not seem to move 

quickly, if at all.  

 The agrimia from the fresco in Room T at the House of the Frescoes at Knossos 

stand, feet planted on the ground, facing an olive tree.186 Above the goats and olive tree is 

a stream or river that separates a rocky field of crocuses from the lower register. The 

position of the animals seems heraldic, although most poses that earn this title are granted 

when the focus of the creature is another creature, either human or divine. In this 

reconstruction, the agrimi serve as a seemingly static subject of the image.  

 Additional images of agrimia appear in clay, like the clay Kymbe from Akrotiri, 

which shows several of the animals in a flying gallop, filling the scene.187 These creatures 

also appear in a variety of poses throughout the rocky landscape on the silver Sanctuary 

Rhyton from Zakros.188 In this image, a shrine sits among the rocky landscape, and 

agrimia leap and bound through the landscape, and they even recline on top of the shrine.  

Also, on one face of a prism seal, a lion is clearly shown attacking a long-horned agrimi. 

A fourth example of the agrimi features an adult female and suckling young amid another 

rocky landscape.189 This final example is executed completely in faience, and it was 

recovered from the Temple Repositories at Knossos.  These creatures all function as the 

subjects of the image, and they seem to primarily be shown running and leaping, 
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sometimes engaging with one another and possible predators, and sometimes as suckling 

their young. They also appear sometimes as sacrifices.190 

 

 

Antelope 

 Antelope are relatively rare in Minoan iconography, and confirmed physical 

evidence for the presence of this species on Crete is absent, and antelope imagery is not 

species-specific.191 To compound the problem of a considerable lack of physical evidence 

(which may be a problem of survival), antelopes are depicted in only one Minoan wall 

painting.192 Although figures on some seals may have originally been dubbed antelope, 

they appear to be, on closer inspection, agrimia.193 The case appears to be the same for 

the antelope wall painting from Akrotiri.   

 A well preserved fresco from room 1 of Building Beta at Akrotiri shows two 

antelope in a relatively simple scene (Fig. 1.1). These figures have been identified as 

antelope by Spyridon Marinatos and as agrimi bucks by Ray Porter.194 No consensus has 

been reached regarding the species of these creatures. The two figures are staggered, so 

that most of each one is clearly visible. The antelope in front turns its head back to look 

at the other, perhaps in challenge.195 They are positioned on a thick ground line with a red 
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191 Marinatos 1971, 45ï46; Morgan 1988, 44, 52, 170, 172; Doumas 1992, 108ï125, figs. 82ï83; Porter 

1996, 298ï315. 

192 Marinatos 1971, 45ï46; Doumas 1992, 108ï125, figs. 82ï83.  
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and white rockwork background. The top of the fresco is bordered with an ivy motif. 

These creatures certainly constitute the active subjects of the scene.  

 

Birds 

 Birds appear occasionally in Minoan art.196 The Cyclades, on the other hand, are 

host to a variety of ceramic bird-shaped vessels from a number of periods, and many of 

the best preserved examples are from the site of Akrotiri, on Thera.197 Additionally, one 

of the niello daggers from the Shaft Graves at Mycenae preserves a scene in which cats 

hunt water fowl.198 Bird imagery is also well preserved in Aegean glyptic art.199 The 

precise species of the birds in these media is not clear. Due to the small, thin, and hollow 

nature of bird bones, the species of the avian remains are not frequently identified among 

archaeological material.200 Bird iconography appears to be fairly common in most forms 

of art, including wall painting.  

 Several different types of birds are featured as subjects in Minoan wall painting, 

including but not limited to doves, a hawk, hoopoes, partridges, a raven, swallows, and 

waterfowl.201 These species seem to fulfill different roles, which are often indicated by 
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the setting and/or the other figures present. Predatory birds are depicted in Minoan art, 

while other birds are clearly victimized by accompanying figures. A third group of 

images is composed of birds that do not interact with other creatures but simply constitute 

the active subject of the scene.  

Cormorants. The cormorant (Phalacrocorax), perhaps strikingly similar in 

appearance to a duck, has been identified as the bird on one of the goddessô necklaces 

from the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco in Xeste 3 (Fig. 1.2A and 1.2B). The 

beads are shown with slightly raised wings, long necks, and thin, long bills. The 

placement of the feet and shape of the bills lead Kenneth Harte to suggest that they are 

cormorants.202 Additionally, physical remains of these birds were found from late 

Pleistocene levels on Crete. The creature also currently inhabits Crete and the Cyclades. 

Unfortunately, because this animal is depicted as a bead and not as the live bird, the role 

of the cormorant is difficult to discuss beyond its clear portrayal in the fresco from 

Akrotiri as an independent visual element.  

Falcons. One of the predatory birds, a falcon, is pictured in a wall painting from 

room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri.203 Unfortunately, the species of falcon cannot be 

identified, but the animal is most likely a member of the Falco genus.204 In the miniature 

frieze, the falcon is depicted as decoration on the shipôs prow, facing right, with its wings 

outstretched. The figure represented here is ornamentation in the shape of a falcon, rather 

                                                                                                                                                 
681ï698; Immerwahr 1990, 73, 78ï79; Marinatos 1971, 49ï51, pl. A; Militello 1998, 154ï155; 

Vlachopoulos 2008, 454, figs. 41.22ï41.32. 

202 Harte 1997, 687ï688; Weesie 1987, 12. 

203 Harte 1997, 682ï683. 

204 Other falcon iconography is known from a pyxis lid from Malia (Poursat 1980a, 120, fig. 169).  



203 

 

than the depiction of a live bird of prey in the image. With its current use as decoration 

on the prow of a ship, the falcon may be considered a bird of prey that is employed as an 

independent visual element.  

Hawks. A hawk is painted on the Hagia Triada Sarcophagus.205 Unfortunately, the 

genus and species of this hawk cannot be ascertained with certainty. The animal stands 

on the wing of one of the two griffins that pull a chariot, located on one of the two short 

sides of the sarcophagus. Two women ride in the griffin-pulled chariot, side-by-side.  

Although predatory by nature, the hawk is not portrayed with any captured prey in its 

beak, nor is it shown while engaging in the hunt. Rather, the bird seems to function 

simply as an on-looker, perhaps contextual in nature, and perhaps as a symbol for a 

goddess. The hawk certainly does not constitute the subject of the action in the image.  

Hoopoes. The Hoopoe (Upupa epops) is recognized in the Hoopoe and Partridge 

Fresco, from the House of the Frescoes at Knossos.206 No other birds in Minoan art have 

been positively identified as the hoopoe and as such, this fresco constitutes the only 

imagery of this animal. In this scene, the hoopoe perches in a low bush, the characteristic 

crest on its head slightly lifted, the wings tucked in neatly by the body. Although the 

scene is not composed around a single large event or action, the hoopoe seems to be one 

of the most static and still creatures in the scene, and therefore it may function 

contextually in the wall painting. Perhaps the hoopoe provides further information about 

the type of setting in which the most active members of the sceneðthe Partridgesðare 

pictured. 

                                                 
205 Paribeni 1904, 701ï702; 1908, 19, 31, 51, 80; Long 1974, 29ï34, fig. 18, pl. 11; Immerwahr 1990, 100ï
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206 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 539, II, 110, 114, 116, 449, 452, 454, 457, 460, 469, 728, 730, III, 90, 211, 415,  

IV, 6; Evely 1999, 110ï112. 
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Owls. The owl is a figure that is featured primarily in Aegean glyptic sources, 

although this animal appears relatively rarely in Minoan art.207 Although sometimes 

referred to as the horned owl (Bubo virginianus), the species represented cannot be 

identified with certainty.208 The creature does not appear in Minoan wall paintings. 

Although no physical remains of owls have been positively identified from Bronze Age 

contexts on Crete, the predatory bird still lives on the island.   

 Partridges. The partridges, depicted in the same frieze as the hoopoe, are 

represented in slightly different settings.209 The background changes from polychrome 

rockwork (with perhaps a stream or river), among which vegetation grows, to an area 

with a black background and without much rockwork. Some small round variegated 

rocks rest on the ground, and three larger versions of similar objects (also multicolored 

and striped) are also depicted. In these scenes, the partridges are the subjects. Although 

only two individuals raise their wings and display overt action, each partridge is clearly 

depicted as one of the subjects of the image. 

 Physical remains from partridges have not been positively identified and 

documented from Bronze Age Crete. Although bird iconography is well known in 

Minoan art, this wall painting may be the only specific representation of partridges. 

Unfortunately, this representation does not depict the partridges with species specificity. 

Such is also the case for the raven.  
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209 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 539, II, 110, 114, 116, 449, 452, 454, 457, 460, 469, 728, 730, III, 90, 211, 415, 

IV, 6; Evely 1999, 110ï112. 



205 

 

Ravens. The raven (Corvus) perches on top of the double-axe that stands between 

the altar and shrine that decorate part of the sacrificial scene on the Hagia Triada 

Sarcophagus.210 Although predatory by nature, like the hawk, this bird does not function 

actively as a predator in this sceneðit does not pursue small creatures, nor is it shown 

with prey that is already caught. No physical remains of ravens are known from Bronze 

Age Crete, and raven iconography seems otherwise nonexistent or perhaps limited to 

glyptic art.211 The bird in this scene does not appear to participate in the central action 

that forms the focus of the image, but rather it may function as an on-looker from the 

natural world. In this case, the raven would function as an element that perhaps 

contributes some contextual information to the scene.  

 Rock Doves. Doves appear in a variety of media in Minoan art, including on 

pottery and glyptic sources, as well as in fresco.212 Rock doves (Columba livia) and 

monkeys appear in a frieze from Room Q of the House of the Frescoes near Knossos 

(Fig. 1.3).213 In this image, monkeys explore the lush landscape around them while 

devouring eggs and (perhaps inadvertently) spooking the birds.  At least one bird calmly 

perches on a rocky outcropping, and the rest appear in flight. The monkeys act as 

antagonists, as the subject or focus of action in the image, but the doves still form an 

integral part of the scene. Their panicked flight clearly indicates the monkeysô disruption, 

but they also function as a passive component, contributing more movement and interest, 
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while also fulfilling a contextual role. Essentially, the monkeys could carry on without 

the presence of the rock doves, but including them in the scene adds to oneôs 

understanding of the mayhem caused by the monkeys.  

 Swallows. The Spring Fresco from room 2 of the Delta Complex at Akrotiri 

features several swallows flying above polychrome rockwork, from which red lilies 

grow.214 Some swallows interact with one another, and others do not. These small, 

stylized birds constitute the focus of the action in the image and lend the primary source 

of movement to the scene as they seem to perform aerial acrobatics. The creatures are not 

depicted with species-specific indicators. Swallows are certainly the active subjects of the 

Spring Fresco, perhaps similarly to the depiction of swans in Aegean glyptic art. 

 Swans. Swans do not seem to appear in any known Minoan frescoes. The birds 

do, however, appear on several seals and sealings from Bronze Age Crete.215 Like many 

other small animal depictions in glyptic art, the swans appear to function as the subject of 

the image. Sometimes the animals are shown with a floral motif, and sometimes multiple 

swans are shown together. Although it is likely that the swan is usually the subject of the 

image, it is also possible that this bird functions as an independent visual element on the 

small surface of the seals. Unfortunately, no physical remains of this creature have been 

recovered and positively identified from Bronze Age contexts. Similarly, the species of 

swans in Minoan art is/are unknown.  

 Waterfowl. In the Waterfowl and Reeds Fresco from building Xeste 3 from 

Akrotiri on Thera, multiple birds take flight among a bed of reeds (Fig. 1.4).216 
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Waterfowl iconography is prevalent in the Aegean, from seals to duck-shaped beaded 

jewelry.217 Additionally, small vessels are sometimes shaped in the distinct form of 

waterfowl, like a rock-crystal bowl from the shaft graves at Mycenae, as well as an ivory 

duck-shaped pyxis (from the Uluburun shipwreck).218 Waterfowl are also known from 

Minoan frescoes. In the wall painting from Xeste 3, each bird is represented with its 

wings spread, in the process of a speedy ascent rather than a gentle landing. Each of these 

animals certainly constitutes an individual subject of the scene. Unless fragments survive 

that preserve the identity of the creature that may have startled the birds, this scene 

focuses solely on the waterfowl and their sudden movement.  

 

 

Badgers 

 

 Representations of badgers in Minoan art are rare, and they seem primarily 

restricted to glyptic art.219 Although the positive identification of this type of animal is 

rather tenuous in such a small medium, badgers currently live on Crete, and their remains 

were recovered from archaeological contexts. At the site of Hagios Charalambos on 

Crete, a few badger (Meles meles) remains were found.220 No butchery marks have been 

identified, so the animal was probably not used for culinary purposes. Badger remains 

were also identified at the settlement at Vronda near Kavousi on Crete, from Building P, 
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and these bones bear no physical evidence consistent with food preparation.221 Finally, 

the culinary use of badgers by the Minoans may be evident at Kastro.222  

 

 

Cats 

 

 Cats, like bulls, are a fairly frequent subject for Minoan art.223 Both smaller cats, 

like the Cretan wild cat (Felis silvestris cretensis), domestic cats (Felis catus), and larger 

cats, like lions (Panthera leo) and leopards (Panthera pardus), constitute this subgroup of 

terrestrial animals.224  Feline remains are known from the Hagios Charalambos cave, but 

the animals do not appear to serve as food.225 At present, no butchery marks are identified 

on these bones.  

The feline is often depicted fulfilling its role as a natural predator, which may 

suggest why it is also sometimes featured as a regal, heraldic creature. These animals 

appear as added plastic decoration on pottery, as gold and silver ornament on the niello 

daggers from the shaft graves, on seals and sealings, as a form for a gold rhyton (the 

lionôs head rhyton), and in wall painting.226 In these depictions, the cat frequently 

engages with another creature, whether human or animal. In this sense, the creature is 
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almost uniformly represented as either a predator or threat, but many images of cats exist 

in which the animal constitutes an inactive individual visual element, including as a sign 

in the Minoan Hieroglyphic syllabary.227  

Cats appear in Minoan glyptic sourcesand as a symbol in Cretan hieroglyphic. In 

glyptic art, either the full-length body of the cat and a frontal head or only its frontal head 

are depicted, but the known seals that feature only frontal heads outnumber the others 

3:1.228 Importantly, the frontal head appears both as the symbol in Cretan hieroglyphic 

rather than the animalôs entire body. Perhaps because cat imagery was very similar in 

glyptic art and hieroglyphic, cat imagery on seals appears rather standardized. In Minoan 

glyptic sources, the cat appears to function as an independent visual element. In Minoan 

wall paintings, however, the cat seems to be consistently represented as a predatory 

creature.  

 In the Nilotic Scene from room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri, the predatory 

nature of cats is clearly depicted. The cat constitutes part of a larger scene in which it 

stalks waterfowl, while a griffin, painted in the flying gallop pose, approaches from 

behind. The figure bounds after its target, front legs and back legs also spread in a flying 

gallop. The cat serves as one of the many focal points of action in the frieze, which 

renders it one of the subjects of the painting. The feline serves as both a predator of the 

waterfowl and perhaps prey to the griffin that follows behind it.  

 Cats are also depicted both on the hull of the flagship and as stern decorations on 

two of the ships from the Flotilla Scene in room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri.229 In 
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this scene, the cat itself is not represented but rather an image of the cat is painted, 

leaving the viewer with a representation of a representation. Although the artistic 

treatment of the live animal cannot be determined, this image may indicate the use of the 

feline form as an individual visual element.  

 Conversely, in the Griffin and Lion fresco from the Queenôs Room of the Palace 

of Nestor, a lion rests calmly beside a griffin, and both face the same direction. Although 

few fragments exist, the lion does not appear to interact directly with the griffin, and they 

certainly do not appear to fight. Rather, the animals assume a heraldic pose. Without a 

specific depicted action, the lion appears to function with the griffin as the decorative 

subject of the wall painting. Felines in Minoan art appear to fulfill two roles: as predators 

and as an individual visual element.  

 

Cattle 

 

Several depictions of bovine animals exist, although the iconography does not 

always clearly distinguish between bulls, cows, and calves (Bos taurus).230 Unfortunately, 

one cannot distinguish the gender of an adult bovine animal from the front-facing head, 

and so many of these types of depictions that are currently considered indicative of bulls 
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may actually show cows. For the purposes of this discussion, neutral terms will be 

employed (i.e., cattle, calf) only if the sex of the creature is uncertain. The word ñbullò 

will be employed when the sex of the animal is obvious.   

 Crete supported both a domesticated and free-range bovine population during the 

Bronze Age.231 Cattle from both populations provided a wealth of raw materials for 

Minoans, including meat, horn, bone, and hide.232  Bovine remains are documented from 

contexts related to sacrifice, as well as butchery and human consumption.233  

 Minoan art certainly exhibits particular interest in cattle imagery, regardless of the 

medium. One object that displays this interest is the ñBullôs Head Rhytonò from 

Knossos.234 The Vapheio Cups also feature cattle, and they depict two different methods 

of capturing the large bovine creatures.235  These animals are depicted on painted pottery, 

as well as on faience plaques.236  In fresco and glyptic art, these animals are depicted 

engaging with humans in a variety of ways, or they are depicted alone.237 The interactions 

between humans and these creatures include ñbull-leaping,ò as well as the capture and 

sacrifice of cattle.  
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 At Knossos, at least five panels depict ñbull-leapingò events.238 The reconstructed 

frescoes show the acrobats in a variety of active poses.239 The animals are depicted in a 

full flying gallop, and the spotted animal hides vary in color. Although the scene may 

depict a game, a ritual event, or a combination of the two, the presence of the bull is 

integral to the action portrayed. Parallels for this scene are well documented in Minoan 

glyptic art. Regardless of whether the nature of the scene is secular or ritual-related, the 

animal functions as the focus of the action: its movement and presence are necessary for 

the Minoan audience to comprehend the particular circumstances painted in the fresco. 

The same is true of a similar scene on a seal ring from Hagia Triada.240 A sarcophagus 

from the same site, however, shows a bull in a considerably different situation.  

 The Hagia Triada Sarcophagus is one of few surviving frescoed objects from the 

Bronze Age Aegean.241 Like the item itself, the iconography it bears is also relatively rare 

in fresco: ritual sacrifice. Amid the depiction of other ritual objects, a cow or bull lays on 

top of a table, bound at the hooves. Its fur is white with black blotches. A woman 

(presumably a priestess) stands between the creature and an altar with arms upraised 

toward a double axe with a shrine behind it. Although the animal does not perform the 

action central to the image (and therefore is not the primary subject), it appears necessary 

for the accurate interpretation of the scene. In this way, the animal functions as a 

contextual element, much like the fish from the Fishermen frescoes of Akrotiri. The 
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presence of this animal-to-be-sacrificed enhances or perhaps even solidifies the over-

arching message behind the image: a priestess performs a funerary ritual (presumably 

related to the object on which the fresco is painted).  

 Cattle also seem to be employed as individual elements, without an accompanying 

context and without engaging in any particular action. Unlike the swallows that clearly 

fly through the Spring Fresco, the ñBullôs Headò relief fresco from Knossos is currently 

on exhibit and features only part of the animalðthe horns, head, and neckðwithout any 

indication of an action performed by the animal.242 It is possible, however, that the 

reconstructed fragments constitute only one small part of a much larger scene that no 

longer survives. The surviving fragments of the wall painting do not preserve enough 

information to indicate even the pose of the creature, much less any action it may 

perform. In this case, without any other evidence, the animal serves as the action-less 

focus of the image. It is a fresco in which the bovine creature is treated as an individual 

visual element.  

Unlike mature cattle, however, calves may be depicted alone or together with its 

(presumably female) parent, both in glyptic sources and on painted pottery. In many of 

the images in which the calf appears alone, the animal seems to have buckled legs and a 

contorted position that extends and exposes the neck, with the head tilted far back. The 

pose of the animal is often interpreted as either associated with suckling or with sacrifice. 

When depicted alone but in a contorted position, it seems impossible to distinguish 

between the representations of either possibility. This ambiguity is not shared by the 

single frescoed image of calves from Akrotiri. 
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 The ñCowsò fresco from room six of Building Complex Beta at Akrotiri shows 

two small bovine creatures standing on either side of a patch of crocuses on top of 

polychrome rockwork. Both animals appear to be calves, and they face away from the 

foliage. One calf is painted grayish-blue and the other is yellow. The creatures seem to 

walk across the ground line, and one raises its head with an open mouth, perhaps calling 

to its companion. Although the components of the scene are similar to those found in the 

Spring Fresco, the movement is minimalized. Instead of the large, swooping movements 

of the flying swallows, the cows seem to walk slowly with their hooves close together. In 

this scene, the calves serve as the active subject of the fresco.  

 

 

Deer 

 

 Deer are terrestrial creatures that appear as early as the Neolithic period and as 

late as the last phases of the Bronze Age.243 Unfortunately, the earliest remains of deer do 

not preserve ample information to distinguish the particular species of the animal. The 

earliest deer bones that bear species-specific indicators are known from MM I Knossos 

and from Psychro Cave (the fallow deer, Dama dama).244  

                                                 
243 Evans 1921ï1935, III, 123; IV, 532, 558ï559, 578ï579, 586ï587, 603, fig. 481; Heilmeyer 1979, 148ï

151, pl. 87, no. 722; Pilali-Papasteriou 1985, 89, pl. 22, no. 220; Morgan 1988, 55; Korou and Karetsou 

1994, figs. 70ï71, no. 50; DôAgata 1999, pl. 94, D3.25; Reese 1999, 190ï191; Van der Greer et. al. 2005, 

337ï346.  

244 Vickery 1936, 17, 82; Warren 1979, 123. 
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In Minoan art, deer appear in relatively few contexts: seals and frescoes.245 In 

glyptic art, deer function as individual visual elements or as prey. In fresco, deer appear 

to serve only as prey for other animals and, perhaps when considered together with their 

predators, as a contextual element within larger scenes.  

Deer appear in only one known Minoan fresco. The Flotilla Fresco is from the 

miniature frieze in room five of the West House at Akrotiri.246 The deer from this image 

provide a prime example of a type of animal that serves as a contextual device, in which 

additional information about the larger scene is provided.  

 Three deer are painted in the Flotilla Fresco. They are placed together, and they 

appear to run across the horizon of the land on the left of the scene as a large yellow lion 

pursues them. In this image, the deer clearly function as the felineôs prey, while they also 

function as a contextual elementðthe people on the ships and in the towns form the 

focus of the image, and the miniature hunt scene serves to provide additional information 

to the viewer. In this case, the presence of deer, like the nearby oak trees, establishes that 

the locale for the entire scene is not a tropical one.  

 

 

Dogs 

 

                                                 
245 Morgan 1988, 54ï56. 

246 Doumas 1992, 38ï43, figs. 6ï12; Marinatos 1974, 19ï31.    



216 

 

 Dogs (Canis lupus familiaris) have not been found in wall paintings from Crete or 

the Cyclades.247 In the broader corpus of Minoan art, however, canines are clearly 

represented in glyptic art and on some early pottery. Additionally, the remains of dogs are 

known from the Hagios Charalambos Cave, and they do not seem to bear any indication 

of butchery and are therefore unlikely to be refuse from consumption.248  

 Importantly, dogs may constitute the only category of animal that is depicted as a 

pet. Although dogs do hunt in packs naturally, and Minoan seals exist that show dogs 

attacking other creatures, like boars and lions. Alternately, canines are also featured 

alone, as the only figure depicted on seals. Although the image depicted in glyptic art is 

small, some of these dogs seem to wear collars.  One cannot deny the possibility that the 

dogs are acting on the instruction of a human, whether owner or keeper. In this sense, 

dogs could be considered both predators and companions, while they may also sometimes 

function as individual visual elements.  

 

 

Goats and Sheep 

 

                                                 
247 Both the Boar Hunt Fresco and Frieze of Hunting Dogs, from Tiryns and Pylos, feature dogs (Blegen 

and Rawson 2001, 30). Evans 1921ï1935, I, 44ï45, 93, 95, 120, 153, 197, 275, 695ï696, fig. 518e, II, 764, 

IV, 74, 487, 508ï509, 524ï527, 532, 544ï545, 577ï580, 602, 614, fig. 453; Marinatos and Hirmer 1960, 

pls. 198ï199; Boardman 1970, 100 pl. 61; Morgan 1988, 41ï67; 1995, 34ï36; Marinatos and Morgan 

2005, 119ï122.  

248 Reese 1999, 191ï192; Betancourt, Reese, Verstegen, and Ferrence 2008, 163; Day et. al. 2009, 19, 58, 

67. 
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 Goats (Capra aegagrus hircus) and sheep (Ovis aries) appear in a variety of 

media in Minoan art, although goats are much more popular than sheep.249 Unfortunately, 

although ovicaprid remains are known from several sites and are often found in sacrificial 

contexts, one sometimes cannot distinguish between goat and sheep remains. Many of the 

physical remains recovered bear marks of butchery, which is evidence of human 

consumption. Although less popular as a subject of painting on pottery, goats are often 

found as small figurines, in glyptic sources, and they may also be represented in fresco. 

Sheep, on the other hand, are represented as small figurines, like those recovered from 

Petsophas, and sometimes as other plastic clay decoration, as is found on the interior of a 

bowl from Palaikastro.250 Several small figures are connected to the interior of the bowl, 

and they are interpreted as a herd of sheep. No evidence has been found of sheep 

iconography in Minoan fresco.  

 One image may survive of goats in Minoan wall painting, although the fresco is 

fragmentary and little remains of the figures in question. Two human figures appear to 

grasp the long yellow horns of an animal. Both men brace themselves and lean back. 

They seem to attempt to restrain, if not subdue, the animal in question. Although the 

identity of the animal is still debated, it may be either a goat or a member of the bovine 

family. If the active subject is a cow or bull, this scene would certainly fit under the 

category of a capture scene. If, however, the scene is one in which a goat is being 

                                                 
249 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 44ï45, 112, 153, 158ï159, 182, 273, 311, 498, 510ï515, 607, 620, 684, 695ï696, 

fig. 503, II, 10, 27, 50, 537, III, 184, 317, fig. 208, IV, 24, 42, 524ï527, 509, 539, 569ï576, 832ï835, figs. 

597, 707;  Heilmeyer 1972, table on p. 123; Pilali-Papasteriou 1985, 137ï139, 147ï151; Rutkowski 1991, 

35, pls. 48.3, 49, no. 7; Coulson and Tsipopoulou 1994, pl. VII.2; Kourou and Karetsou 1994, nos. 38ï44, 

46ï49, 56, 61; Schürmann 1994, 215ï217, table 1; Hallager 1996, 100ï101; Reese 1998, 36ï37; 1999, 

170ï179; DôAgata 1999, 46, pl. 24, no. C1.47; Hallager and Hallager 2000, 108; Bloedow 2003, 3ï5; 

Betancourt, Reese, Verstegen, and Ferrence 2008, 163ï164; Fox 2008, 137; Hamilakis 2008, 8ï9; Day et. 

al. 2009, 19, 21, 23, 29, 36ï37, 42ï43, 48, 50, 54, 58, 67; Thompson 2013, 119ï130.  

250 Myres 1902ï1903, 339; Rutkowski 1991, 35, pl. 49, no. 7. 
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subdued, it may be unique among the known ovicaprid iconography.  This image would 

illustrate the role of the goat as an animal to be subdued and also as the active subject of 

the image. Unfortunately, without more fresco fragments, one may never know whether 

this animal belongs to the ovicaprid or bovine category.  

 

 

Hares 

 

Hares (Lepus), probably brought to Crete during the Late Neolithic period, are 

rarely depicted in Minoan art.251 Remains of these animals were recovered from the 

Hagios Charalambos Cave, and from Kommos.252 The bones suggest that the creatures 

were not domesticated but wild and perhaps kept in captivity before they were butchered 

for consumption. One image has been recovered that may depict the use of this animal, 

although it is an import and not Minoan.253 Unfortunately, this creature does not appear in 

fresco. 

 

 

Horses 

 

                                                 
251 Richter 1930, 29ï30; Kitchell 2014, 84.  

252 Reese 1999, 192; Betancourt, Reese, Verstegen, and Ferrence 2008, 163; Day et. al. 2009, 58.  

253 CMS VS1B 332. 
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Like hares, horses (Equus ferus caballus) do not appear in Minoan fresco.254 They 

are, however, clearly depicted in Bronze Age Aegean glyptic art and pottery.255 These 

animals are often depicted in a simple standing pose, but they are also shown in 

multiples, pulling a chariot. In this sense, the horse seems to function, at least in glyptic 

sources, as an independent visual element or perhaps as a contextual element, as a figure 

that provides clearer information about the context of a larger scene.  

 

 

Mice 

 

 Mice (Mus) are not frequently represented in Minoan art.256 Unfortunately, the 

species of those depicted has not been identified. Although physical remains of mice have 

been recognized from a variety of archaeological contexts, they seem to play the same 

role today as during the Bronze Age: not a food source, but a common household pest. 

Only one example of mouse iconography survives in Minoan fresco.  

                                                 
254 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 243ï244, fig. 141, IV, 374ï377, 604, 609, 615, 799ï802, 827ï830, figs. 706, 809; 

Savignoni 1904, 641ï642, fig. 113; Morgan 1935, fig. 2d; Brock 1957, 98, 99, 207, no. 1146; Boardman 

1962, 33, pl. 5d; Rolley 1963, 115, pl. 19, no. 65; French 1971, 162ï165, 185ï187, no. 122; Higgins 1971, 

280, pl. 45, no. 35; Coldstream et al. 1973, pl. 65, nos. 260ï261; Crouwel 1981, pls. 40, 42; Pilali-

Papasteriou 1985, nos. 188ï192; Peppa-Papaioannou 1985, pl. 19, no. A82; Zimmerman 1989, pl. 68, no. 

1ï8; Sackett et al. 1992, 352, pl. 294; Vierneisel-Schlörb 1997, nos. 521ï540; DôAgata 1999, nos. C1.56ï

65; Shaw and Shaw 2000, pl. 3.20 nos. AB1ï2, AB4ï5, AB10ï11, AB13, pl. 3.29, nos. 188ï192; 

Steinhauer 2001, 64ï66; Hyland 2003, 13ï32; CMS VII 087; CMS II.8 133; CMS II.6 019.  

255 For a comprehensive discussion of the Chariot Kraters, see Vermuele and Karageorghis 1982, 78ï79, 

86ï91, figs. VIII.5.1ïVIII.5.3, IX.1ïIX.8.   

256 Cucchi, 2008, 2953ï2958; Day et. al. 2009, 29; Papayiannis 2012, 1ï3, 5, 7, 9.  
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 One fragment of a fresco survives from the Southeast House at Knossos that 

preserves mouse iconography.257 The belly of one mouse and the tail of another are all 

that survive of these small animals. The tail of one mouse is wrapped, perhaps for 

support, around a weedy stalk of reeds or grass. One must note, however, the heavily 

restored nature of the image that is based around a single, relatively small fragment. 

Without more original fragments of this fresco, the positive identification of the role 

played by these rodents in Minoan art proves difficult.  

 

 

Primates 

 

 Primate iconography, which includes both monkeys and apes, is predominantly 

executed in fresco and glyptic art, although some early imagery appears in the form of 

figurines.258 Some of these early figurines also double as seals (on the flat lower surface). 

Both the figurines and seals are made from ivory and a range of stones. The few early 

images of primates appear to be apes, although these tail-less primates are replaced in the 

Middle and Late periods by monkeys. Despite the seemingly popular use of monkey 

iconography in glyptic sources and fresco, no physical remains of primates have been 

recovered from Crete or Thera.  Additionally, the species of monkeys from only one 

                                                 
257 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 537, fig. 390.  

258 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 83, 94, 119, 123, fig. 51, II, 361, 447ï451, 756, 763, III, 115, IV, 486, fig. 411; 

Xanthoudides 1924, 114, no. 1040, pl. 13; Branigan 1970, fig. 13; Vandervondelen 1994, 175ï183, figs. 1ï

7; Karetsou 2000, 169ï176, 184ï186, 253, figs. 149, 151ï162, 170ï174, 251ï252; Greenlaw 2005, 71ï73; 

2006, 63ï67; 2011, 42ï57; Krzyszkowska 2005, 59.  
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fresco has been positively identified as the vervet monkey (Chlorocebus pygerythrus).259 

One must, therefore, turn to iconographic representations of the animals to better 

understand the roles that it may have filled in Minoan art.  

 Frescoed fragments of at least eight different monkeys survive from room six of 

Building Complex Beta at Akrotiri on Thera (Figs. 1.5ï1.6).260 The monkeys do not seem 

to interact with one another as they climb and leap through a rocky background. At the 

bottom of the image, a wavy blue line indicates the presence of a stream. In this scene, 

monkeys form the focus of the image and serve as several active subjects. Because of the 

clearly depicted action, these creatures do not function as static individual visual 

elements, but rather constitute the subjects of the scene.  

 Room 3a from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri houses the wall painting known as the Offering 

to the Seated Goddess (Fig. 1.2A).261 In this scene, a young Minoan girl dumps crocus 

flowers into a receptacle on the ground, from which a blue monkey has taken a pinch of 

crocus stamens. The monkey ascends a tripartite structure to offer the stamens to a large 

seated female figure (currently interpreted as a goddess) at the top of the structure. A 

griffin stands behind the woman, on the rightmost portion of the tripartite structure. In 

this scene, the monkey certainly constitutes the primary focus of action. Importantly, the 

monkey serves as the intermediary between the young girl and the goddess, a vessel of 

transportation for the offering. The monkey, therefore, functions in this image as no other 

creature in Minoan art is depicted: as interacting both with the physical natural world and 

                                                 
259 The vervet monkey is sometimes classified with the malbrouck (Chlorocebus cynosuros), both of which 

are subspecies of the grivet (Chlorocebus aethiops).  

260 Doumas 1992, 120ï123, figs. 85ï89; Marinatos 1971, 45ï46; 1969, 53ï54. 

261 Doumas 1992, 128, 130ï131, fig.122; Marinatos, 1976, pls. BïE, K, 42bï42d, 59ï61; Marinatos 1984, 

61ï70; figs. 40ï42, 44; 1993, fig. 213.   
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the goddess, who resides in the supernatural realm. This primate serves as a liminal 

vehicle for communication between the natural and the supernatural. No other natural 

creature in the Aegean iconographic zoological repertoire appears to function in multiple 

realms, although supernatural creatures also seem capable of interaction in both the 

natural and supernatural realms.  

 

 

Snakes 

 

 Like primates, snakes appear in a variety of media.262 The animals appear both 

alone and in the company of other figures, but the species of snakes present is unknown. 

In some cases, snakes may appear on another figure.263 These creatures appear in glyptic 

art as well, although they are not currently known in Minoan fresco.264 Snakes are 

generally represented as fulfilling two types of roles in Bronze Age art: as independent 

visual elements, and as contextual elements.  

 

 

Swine 

 

                                                 
262 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 223, 289ï291, 447, 469, 486, 495, 500ï510, II, 339, 469, 699, IV, 24, 32, 110, 

143, 159, 186ï187, 406; Remains from a small reptile are known from Vronda (Day et al. 2009, 29).  

263 Evans 1902ï1903, 78, fig. 63; 1921ï1935, I, 153, 274ï275, 501ï504, 702, figs. 377, 382aï382d, II, 10, 

III, 87, 98, 184, 230, 424, IV, 571ï574, 603ï607, 868ï870, fig. 530; Panagiotaki 1993, 57, fig. 2b; 1999, 

96ï101, figs. 25ï26.  

264 CMS II.1 305.1097. 
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Swine are also featured in Minoan art, both as pigs and boars (Sus scrofa).265 

Bronze Age Aegean people clearly consumed pork, whether from wild or domesticated 

animals. Faunal remains of pigs and boars are known from several Bronze Age contexts 

that are associated with cooking. Evidence of butchery survives on the bones, which 

clearly indicates human consumption of pork. Boar and pig imagery survives primarily in 

glyptic sources. 

 In glyptic art, pigs and boars are depicted in a variety of scenes. Like many other 

animals, swine are sometimes pictured alone, and they constitute either the sole subject of 

the image, or they function as an independent visual element. In other scenes, however, 

the creatures may only be interpreted as prey. They are the victims of otherwise predatory 

animals like lions or dogs, and sometimes they are prey for humans. Although the boar 

sometimes functions as the subject of the image, it is also sometimes the prey, brought 

down by both humans and other animals.   

 

 

Marine Animals 

 

 Evidence for Bronze Age interactions with the sea is abundant.266 The depiction 

of settlements along the sea, sea-going vessels, the sea itself, as well as marine life all 

visually attest to the Minoan relationship with the sea. The physical remains of sea 

                                                 
265 Reese 1999, 179ï185; Betancourt, Reese, Verstegen, and Ferrence 2008, 163; Hamilakis 2008, 8ï9; Fox 

2008, 137; Day et. al. 2009, 19, 23, 29, 36ï37, 42ï43; Thompson 2013, 102ï109.   

266 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 521, 635, 696, fig. 518, II, 50, 249ï252, 343, 453, 497, 500ï511, III, 128, 365, IV, 

102ï110, 115, 277ï280, 286ï288, 304ï319, 456ï457, 593ï598; Czernohaus 1988, 4ï46; Doumas 1983, 

121; Cline 1994, 100ï107; Müller 1997, 158ï246, ill. 86ï143; Berg 2013, 1ï27.   
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creatures are known from a handful of Bronze Age sites, and they are usually considered 

as evidence of consumption as foodstuffs. Other recognized modes of consumption for 

marine animals are use as ornaments, fish bait, and as the source of pigments for dye 

production.267 The most commonly recovered remains are fish bones and mollusk shells, 

but Minoans also probably consumed sea urchins, crabs, cuttlefish, octopus, snails, and 

turtles. Some of the sites from which this evidence has been collected are Akrotiri, 

Alatzomouri-Pefka, Kommos, Mochlos, Palaikastro, and Pseira.268  

 Marine creatures certainly constitute a distinct group within the larger corpus of 

animals in Minoan art. The depiction of sea creatures may be found in and on several 

media: painted on pottery and painted on walls, molded into faience pieces, as 

representations in glyptic sources, and in wall painting.269 Sea life is typically shown in 

one of two possible contexts: either under the sea or out of water and in human 

possession. Additionally, marine animals in fresco seem to function in three primary 

ways: the figure is the focus of the action, the figure is part of a larger image and plays a 

contextual role, or it is treated as a series of individual elements. Coral, crabs, dolphins, 

fish, mollusks, octopuses, sea stars, and squid are the most popular types of sea life 

represented in Minoan art, and all appear in Bronze Age wall paintings.  

 

                                                 
267 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 500ï505, IV, 304ï305, 309; Reese 1987a, 201ï206; 1987b, 207ï211; 1998, 35ï

36; Rose 1994, 155ï161; Cosmopoulos et. al. 2003, 147ï151; Greenfield and Fowler 2003, 134ï143; 

Mylona 2003, 106; Ruscillo 2006, 776ï840; Berg 2013, 7ï8.  

268 Gamble 1979, 125ï134; Reese 1987, 201ï206; Trantalidou 1990, 392ï405; Rose 1994, 155ï161; 

1995a, 204ï239; 1995b 130ï132; 1998a, 37ï39; 1998b, 145ï148; 1999, 164; Riley 1999, table 21; Mylona 

2000, 561ï566; 2003, 103ï110; Ruscillo 2006, 776ï840; Betancourt, Apostolakou, and Brogan 2012, 183ï

186; Berg 2013, 8. 

269 Pendlebury 1939, 206; Immerwahr 1989, 237ï245; Betancourt 1985, pl. 20G; Doumas 1992, pl. 19; 

Berg 2013, 11ï20 
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Coral 

 

 Coral is a common marine motif found in Minoan art, and it is most commonly 

treated as a framing device.270 Sometimes the creature is also used as a filler motif, 

serving as additional ornamentation in the blank space left between other marine animals. 

Coral is most commonly painted on pottery and in fresco, although it also rarely appears 

on seals and sealings.271 Unfortunately, the depictions of coral in Minoan art do not 

appear to bear the information necessary for the identification of a particular species.  

 In the Flotilla Fresco from Room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri, the lower left 

area of the scene is sometimes described as showing drowning men. The portion of the 

sea in which the humans are depicted also houses the representation of coral. In this 

image, the coral functions as a contextual element, and it provides additional information 

about the context of the scene.  

 The Dolphin Fresco from Knossos also features coral. Unlike the Flotilla Fresco, 

the coral in this image is used as a framing device, around the subjects of the image: the 

dolphins and fish. 272 The lumpy shapes of coral line the rectangular boundaries of the 

wall painting at seemingly regular intervals.273 In this scene, the coral functions again as a 

contextual indicator for the greater scene, signaling that despite the white background, the 

                                                 
270 Koehl 2986, 408ï410, Morgan 1988, 32; Müller 1997, 158ï197, ills. 86ï109. 

271 Müller 1997, 158ï197, ills. 86ï109.  

272 Koehl 1986, 408ï410. 

273 Although this fresco is heavily restored, original fragments indicate the presence of the coral motif 

bordering only parts of the image.  
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dolphins and fish are still located underwater, in a marine context. Perhaps due to the 

nature of the creature itself, coral does not appear to constitute the active subject of a 

scene in Minoan art, but instead it serves as a contextual element, and it functions as a 

part of the setting. In this particular instance, the coral defines the edge of the scene.  

 

 

Crabs 

 

 Unlike Coral, crabs seem to be a relatively rare marine animal in Minoan art.274 

Although they are certainly featured in glyptic art, they do not appear in Minoan 

frescoes.275 On seals and sealings, crabs appear to function as individual visual elements, 

and they are rarely (if ever) depicted with other, larger species of marine life, like 

dolphins.276 Physical remains of the marine invertibrates are found, and some have been 

recovered from Bronze Age contexts, like Kommos.277  

 Crabs are also depicted on a vessel from Malia.278 The crab is rendered in three 

dimensions, as an added plastic decoration. In this instance, as in most others, the crab 

appears to function as an individual element that appears in a larger marinescape. 

Conversely, the creature may also serve as a contextual marker, alerting the viewer to the 

setting of the image.   

                                                 
274 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 696, 699ï700, figs. 518, 522a, II, 502, IV, 104ï105; Berg 2013, 16. 

275 CMS II.2 

276 Krzyskowska 2005, 134ï135, fig. 232. 

277 Reese 1990, 243. 

278 Poursat and Knappett 1980, 120ï121, fig. 170.  
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Dolphins 

 

 Dolphins are featured on a variety of media during the Bronze Age.279 Porpoises 

are painted on pottery and on walls, and they also appear in glyptic sources, and a variety 

of species are represented. One dolphin is sculpted in relief as part of a stand, and 

dolphins are represented again in fresco on a small tripod offering table from Akrotiri.280 

In each of these images, dolphins may function as predators or individual visual elements 

in the scene.  

 Dolphins (Stenella styx) and fish are painted in a fresco from the Queenôs Room 

at Knossos.281 Despite a white background, the scene probably takes place under water. A 

rocky, coral-like motif serves as a border for the image, and blue, white, red, and yellow 

fish and dolphins populate the center of the fresco. Despite the absence of overt action, 

these figuresðparticularly the dolphinsðare the clear subjects of the fresco. Although 

the nautical creatures appear to function as a series of individual elements arranged 

within the scene, it is possible that the dolphins depicted here are feeding on the 

surrounding fish. Perhaps, despite the clear lack of the depiction of fish that are shown 

protruding from the dolphinsô mouths, the act of hunting is understood.  

                                                 
279 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 60, 330, 542ï546, 608, 641, 675ï676, II, 500ï505, III, 377ï399, IV, 304ï305, 

405, 414, 500ï505, 685; Czernohaus 1988, 5ï72; Morgan 1988, 60ï63; Müller 1997, 197ï201, ills. 112ï

113; Meiberg 2011, 171ï182. 

280 Marinatos 1974, 22, pl. 40b; Morgan 1988, pl. 50. 

281 Morgan 1988, 61. 
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 The dolphins (Delphinus delphis) from the Flotilla Fresco from room 5 of the 

West House at Akrotiri may be read similarly to the Dolphin Fresco from Knossos, if 

only in terms of the role played by the dolphins.282 Again, the dolphins are not shown 

with fish protruding from the mouth, but rather as populating the sea, between the ships 

that sail from one harbor town to the other. The porpoises provide an additional visual 

element, when considered with the ships, to the otherwise relatively empty seascape. In 

this way, they may be read either as a contextual inclusion, or perhaps again as predators, 

constituting another active subject in the wall painting.  

 Dolphins seem to function in two primary ways in Minoan frescoes. On one hand, 

they may serve as predatory creatures, understood as feeding on the surrounding fish that 

populate an image with them. On the other hand, they may also function as contextual 

elements, adding interest and perhaps contextual nuance to a scene.  Importantly, 

dolphins are not depicted as captured in nets, or as prey, unlike fish.  

 

 

Fish 

 

 Conversely, fish serve as contextual elements in The Fishermen frescoes from 

room five of the West House at Akrotiri.283 Each fresco features a young nude male that 

stands with a rope clutched in his hand. Several fish appear attached to the string by each 

                                                 
282 Doumas 1992, 38ï43, figs. 6ï12; Marinatos 1974, 19ï31; Morgan 1988, 60ï63. 

283 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 118, 120ï123, 182, 521ï522, 542ï545, II, 26, 239ï242, 453, 504, III, 40, 128ï132, 

404ï412, IV, 115, 337ï338, 356ï358, 491, 494, 604ï606, figs. 280a, b, c, 300; Doumas 1992, 45ï85, figs. 

18ï23; Economidis 1997, 555ï560; Marinatos 1974, 19ï31, 34ï60, pls. 42b, 85, 88, 90; Meiberg 2011, 

171ï182; Mylona 1997, 561ï565. 
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of their mouths. In these images, the fish allude to the action that was performed by the 

young men: they successfully went fishing.284 Like the birds from the Monkey and Birds 

Fresco, the fish contribute to the overall understanding of the circumstances leading to 

the painted scene. These frescoes also serve as excellent comparanda for the seal pictured 

above, in which an (clothed) individual stands with a large fish dangling from a line in 

his or her hand. 

 Additionally, the fish from the Dolphins Fresco from Knossos function either as 

independent visual elements or as the prey in the image. In either case, the fish are not 

active subjects of the scene, but rather they constitute that which is either acted upon or 

which is simply present. If the fish are to be understood as the dolphinsô prey, then they 

function similarly to the fish from the Fisherman frescoes.285 If all creatures in the image 

function as independent elements, however, then all of the sea creatures depicted may be 

understood as operating similarly within the image.  

 Fish appear to serve only two types of roles in Minoan art. When the animals are 

in a marine context, they seem to function as a series of individual elements. When the 

creatures are portrayed as prey, out of water and in the possession of a human, they 

appear to serve the contextual role of prey, in which the actions that were recently 

performed by the individualðgoing fishing successfullyðare referenced.  

 

 

Mollusks 

                                                 
284 Evidence for fishing and the consumption of fish survives from many sites. For a comprehensive 

discussion of the faunal remains, see Reese 1999, 204ï239. 

285 Czernohaus 1988, 169ï175. 
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 A variety of mollusks appear in Minoan art, principally represented by several 

types of sea shells.286 The triton (Charonia), murex (Hexaplex trunculus), and argonaut 

(Argonauta) are three easily recognizable examples of mollusks that are frequently 

spotted in Minoan art. Although perhaps most commonly found in Marine Style pottery 

as both plastic and painted motifs, these types of sea creatures are also sometimes 

represented as small faience pieces, and as motifs in glyptic art. Mollusks are only 

depicted in one known wall painting, from Knossos.  

 The tentacles and part of the shell of an argonaut are featured on a wall painting 

from Knossos.287 Surprisingly, the shell of the mollusk is not the focus of the image. 

Rather, three long blue and yellow tentacles extend from the opening of the creatureôs 

shell, located to the bottom left of the heavily reconstructed wall painting. The mollusk is 

not situated in a marine context, but it is instead located in a seemingly terrestrial context: 

red and yellow registers are separated by a wavy line. Tall reed-like plants extend into 

both of those registers, behind the argonaut. Although a background is provided, and 

despite the incomplete appearance of the mollusk, the argonaut constitutes the only 

element in the image that is capable of action. In this way, it may constitute the subject of 

the image. Due to the partial depiction and lack of visible action, however, the animal 

better serves the role as an independent visual element, much like the Bullôs Head Relief 

fresco.  

                                                 
286 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 87, 55, 122, 221, 412ï413, 519ï522, II, 10, 500ï505, 822ï823, III, 111ï133, IV, 

108ï120, 306ï307, 344ï345, fig. 227a, b, c; Fiandra 1968, nos. 674, 937, 1489; Shackleton 1972, 321ï

325; Poursat 1980a, 124ï130, figs. 172ï183; Reese 1982, 249ï250; 1987b, 207ï211; 1995, 244ï269; 

Müller 1997, 201ï222, ills. 114ï126; Panagiotaki 1999, 78ï81, fig. 16; Poursat and Knappett 2005, pl. 

37d, e; Betancourt 2011, 119ï121; Day et. al. 2009, 19.  

287 Evans 1921ï1935, II, 500ï505, IV, 128ï129, 210ï211, 312ï313, 372ï373, 889ï892, 1018.  
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 Additionally, the remains of many types of mollusks have been recovered from 

several Bronze Age Aegean archaeological sites, among which are Alatzomouri-Pefka 

and Kommos on Crete and Akrotiri on Thera.288 The shells are sometimes found crushed, 

and sometimes (much less frequently) they are found with small punctures, perhaps 

indicating consumption by carnivorous species. Although several types of gastropods are 

known as part of the Minoan diet, evidence of culinary consumption is typically 

represented by relatively whole mollusk shells. The presence of a large deposit of crushed 

murex shells, however, may indicate the use of the gastropods for the production of 

purple dye. For this reason, the physical remains of mollusks indicate human 

consumption of the sea creatures as both raw material and foodstuff.  

 

 

Octopuses 

 

 The octopus motif is popular in Minoan pottery, and the stylistic changes in the 

motif through the Middle and Late Bronze Age are well documented.289 The octopus is 

certainly one of the most clearly and frequently depicted figures in Marine Style pottery 

in the Special Palatial Tradition. Although the animals are represented most frequently on 

pottery, they may appear in Aegean glyptic art, although the representations seem too 

stylized to identify the creature with certainty. These creatures also appear in repoussé on 

                                                 
288 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 463ï523, 677, II, 224, 336ï337, 500ï505, IV, 272ï281, 305ï313, 347ï349, 734ï

736; Vermeule 1975, 34, fig. 43; Gamble 1979, 123ï129; Trantalidou 1990, 392ï405; Reese 1987, 202ï

204; 1995, 252ï255; 1999, 240ï273; Riley 1999, table 21; Mylona 2000, 562ï565; 2003, 103ï110; Rose 

1995a, 204ï239; Ruscillo 2006, 803ï805; Betancourt, Apostolakou, and Brogan 2012, 183ï186; Berg 

2013, 8. 

289 Betancourt 1985, 120; Müller 1997, 222ï243, 308ï309, ills. 127ï142, pls. 58ï59.  
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gold vessels, as on a cup from Dendra, as well as on small pieces of personal adornment, 

like the small gold roundels recovered from the Shaft Graves at Mycenae.290 

Additionally, octopuses survive in Aegean wall painting.  

 Part of an octopus survives from a marinescape painted floor fresco from the 

Shrine at Hagia Triada.291 The octopus is painted much larger than either the dolphins or 

fish that accompany it in the image. Not enough of the fresco survives to discuss the 

potential role that the octopus fills in the scene, but from the small fragments that do 

survive, the octopus does not appear to interact directly with any of the other animals. 

This scene does, however, constitute a more comprehensive context for the octopus, and 

may perhaps supply a second role for this animal in Minoan art, which has a long later 

history in LM III.  

 

 

Sea Stars 

 The sea star, like mollusks, appears primarily in Minoan pottery. As a sea 

creature, it is primarily and most commonly featured in Marine Style pottery.292 The sea 

star does not seem to appear in any Minoan frescoes. Physical evidence for sea stars in 

the archaeological record is also lacking.  

Although the treatment of nautical life in Minoan art is in some ways similar to 

the treatment of terrestrial life, the variety of contexts in which land-dwelling animals 

may be represented (i.e., on the ground, in the air, or perched on or hanging from 

                                                 
290 Schliemann 1888, 390; Mylonas 1973, 162; Vermeule 1975, 34, fig. 43; Morgan 1988, fig. 49. 

291 Banti 1941ï1943; Koehl 1986, 411ï412, fig. 3.  

292 Betancourt 1985, 120; Müller 1997, 243ï246, ill. 143.  
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something) vastly outnumbers the contexts in which marine life is represented. Sea 

creatures are participants in the predator-prey scheme, perhaps as the active subject of the 

scene, or they are used as individual visual elements. The general treatment of sea 

animals may seem less complex than that of terrestrial animals, but this misconception is 

likely due only to the relatively few nautical creatures when compared to the vast corpus 

of land-dwelling animals depicted in Minoan art.  

 

 

Insects 

 

Insects are depicted in various media in Minoan art. Most insects are represented 

in glyptic sources, and some only appear on seals and sealings.293 Due to the small nature 

of the medium, particular features of the insects are often difficult to decipher. Ants, 

scorpions, and spiders only seem to appear in glyptic art.294 Bees, beetles, butterflies, and 

dragonflies, however, are featured in a wider variety of other media.295 

 

 

Ants 

 

 Figures with six legs and tri-segmented bodies are featured in Minoan seals. Some 

of these creatures are referred to as ants, despite a somewhat ambiguous appearance (any 

                                                 
293 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 240, IV, 75. 

294 Krzyszkowska 2005, 45, 67, 70, 90, 134, figs. 110ï112.   

295 Krzyszkowska 2005, 30ï31, 73ï74, 90, 144, 208. 
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six-legged figure with a body segmented into three primary parts could fit into the 

general ñinsectò category). These figures appear as individual visual elements in glyptic 

art. No physical remains of ants are known from Bronze Age Aegean contexts, and ants 

do not appear in any other Minoan art.  

 

 

Bees 

 

 Bees are positively identified from at least two types of Bronze Age art: glyptic 

sources and jewelry.296 Like ants, the depictions of bees in glyptic art are small and 

sometimes rather ambiguous. The bee pendant from Malia, however, features the clear 

representation of two bees on either side of a central granulated decorative element. 

Although both glyptic sources and jewelry provide a relatively small area for figural 

representation, both instances clearly illustrate the use of the bee as an independent visual 

element rather than the active subject or contextual element within a larger scene. Like 

ants, no physical remains of bees are positively identified from Bronze Age contexts.  

 

 

Beetles 

 

                                                 
296 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 281, IV, 75, 115; Demargne 1930, 419.  
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 Small figures in the shape of beetles were recovered from several Peak 

Sanctuaries including the one at Petsofas.297 No physical remains of these insects have 

been recovered from Bronze Age Minoan contexts. Few other representations of beetles 

exist in Minoan art, aside from seals.298 Regardless of how the beetle is represented, it 

appears to consistently comprise an independent visual element rather than one figure 

within a larger scene.  

 Additionally, several of the beetles found in Minoan art constitute Egyptian-style 

scarab figurines that bear decoration or inscriptions on the bottom of the piece. Because 

the scarab beetle is an insect that is native to Egypt, the Minoans most likely adopted this 

imagery directly from the Egyptians. Because of the additional inscription on the bottom 

of the piece, what may be considered a figurine may also be considered a seal. These 

beetles are found most often in funerary contexts on Crete, and therefore they may be 

associated with death and cycles of renewal. 

  

 

Butterflies 

 

                                                 
297 Rutkowski 1986, 245, nos. 79, 80; 1991, 36, 56ï57; Davaras 1988, 46ï47, figs. 1ï4, no. 14; Pini 2000.  

298 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 173, 182ï183, 199, 239ï240, 271, 273, II, 54, 200ï201, 207ï210, IV, 74ï75, 370ï

371, 439, 548, 557, figs. 43ï44; Ward 1971, 92ï96; Branigan 1973, 25ï26; Davaras 1982, 388; 1986, 10; 

Aruz 2000, 3ï4; Pini 2000, 207ï113; Krzyszkowska 2005, 30ï31, 73ï74, 82, 98, 276, 301, 306, 314; 

Weingarten 2005, 759ï760; Ferrence 2011, 598ï599; Betancourt 2014, 51ï52, 65ï66. 
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 Butterflies are identified from a variety of Bronze Age Aegean contexts, although 

no physical remains of this insect are known.299 These winged insects are known from 

Minoan frescoes, as gold ornament (on garments), and from glyptic sources. Like beetles, 

bees, and ants, butterflies seem to consistently function as either an independent visual 

element, or perhaps the insect may also serve a contextual role.  

Both the Flotilla Fresco and the Priest King Fresco feature butterflies. In the 

Flotilla Fresco from room 5 of the West House at Akrotiri, the likeness of butterflies are 

added to the front of some of the ships that traverse the water between the two islands. In 

this wall painting, an object that resembles a butterfly is depictedðnot the butterfly itself. 

On each ship, the butterfly functions as an independent visual element. Taken as part of 

the fresco as a whole, however, the butterfly ornaments may serve a contextual function, 

perhaps supplying additional important information about the identity or purpose of the 

travelling fleet.  

Conversely, the butterfly painted in the Priest King Fresco from Knossos is 

depicted not as a man-made ornament but as a natural creature. The insect in this image, 

like the flowers, may serve as a contextual element, or it may simply constitute another 

independent visual element used here for further decoration of the image. Without a 

better understanding of the symbolism at work in the Priest King Fresco, much less a 

reconstruction of the human individual that better approximates the appearance of the 

original wall painting, the butterfly may fulfill either an contextual role or simply serve as 

an additional, independent visual element.  

                                                 
299 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 23, 63, 75, 108, 112ï113, 703ï706, II, 788ï789, III, 146ï152, IV, 69, 84, 91, 114, 

490, 1018; Coutsis 1997, 580ï584; Panagiotakopulu 1997, 585ï592; Krzyszkowska 2005, 90, 144, 175, 

208, 256, figs. 342; CMS V.1A 169. 
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 Small, thin, round gold sheets also feature butterfly iconography. These small 

disks survive from the burial found inside of Tholos Tomb D at Archanes Phourni. The 

hammered gold ornaments were most likely once sewn onto the long-decomposed 

clothing that once adorned the corpse. Although some disks show butterfly imagery, 

others feature an octopus or shell, among other imagery. The depiction of a single, 

stylized butterfly on one of these small disks is an instance in which the butterfly is 

treated as an individual visual element, devoid of context or background.  

 Finally, the butterfly is also featured in Minoan glyptic art. Like the other insects 

found on seals or sealings, the butterfly is shown alone, without a background. When 

found in glyptic sources, this creature functions singularly, as an independent visual 

element.  

 The butterfly appears to have a fairly simple role in Minoan art. Although it may 

serve as a contextual element, this option cannot be verified without a better 

understanding of the greater context in which the butterfly appears (in the Priest King 

Fresco). Conversely, the butterfly certainly functions as an independent visual element in 

Minoan art, much like the other insects discussed so far.  

 

 

Dragonflies 

 

 Like the butterfly, the dragonfly motif is found in a variety of media in addition to 

Minoan glyptic art. This insect appears in multiple frescoes, in the form of beads, and in 
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glyptic sources.300 No physical remains of dragonflies are known from Bronze Age 

contexts.  

Dragonflies appear in both the Waterfowl and Reeds Fresco from Xeste 3 at 

Akrotiri, as well as the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco from the same building 

(Fig. 1.2B). In the Waterfowl and Reeds fresco, the depiction of dragonflies is clearly a 

natural one, in which the insect is depicted as a natural creature. It flies among the reeds 

as brightly colored dragonflies still do in the marshy areas found on Aegean islands. The 

dragonfly is used as a decorative motif for beads, however, in the Offering to the Seated 

Goddess fresco. In this scene, the insect is artificially depicted: rather than appearing as a 

live dragonfly, one string of beads around the neck of the goddess features beads that are 

different colors. Each bead is shaped like a dragonfly with outspread wings. In each of 

these scenes, the dragonflies may function contextuallyðperhaps filling a role or 

contributing symbolic information that the Minoan viewer could easily understand and 

interpretðor they may simply constitute independent visual elements that appear in each 

scene for added ornament.  

 Dragonflies, like all other insects, also appear in Minoan glyptic art. Because of 

the elongated appearance of the creature (the long, thin abdomen and wings), it may be 

considered easier to distinguish from the other insects. As is true of other insects found 

on seals, the dragonfly appears to function solely as an independent visual element in 

glyptic sources.  

 The dragonfly appears to be a more popular motif than ants, bees, and beetles. 

The insect appears in a variety of media as both a live creature and an object fashioned 

                                                 
300 Coutsis 1997, 580ï584; Vlachopoulos 1997, 631ï656. 
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after the shape of the live creature. In this respect, the treatment of the dragonfly in 

Minoan art seems to closely resemble the treatment of the butterfly. Although the insect 

may be treated as a contextual element sometimes, the most common use of dragonfly 

imagery is as an independent visual element. 

 

Scorpions 

 

 Like ants, scorpions seem to be depicted only in Bronze Age Aegean glyptic art, 

and these insects do not appear in any surviving Minoan frescoes.301 In glyptic sources, 

the scorpion is often featured alone, or in the company of other scorpions. This insect 

does not appear in the company of other animals, perhaps due to its solitary and 

dangerous nature.  Although perhaps limited by the small pictorial space presented by 

seals, the scorpion seems to function primarily as an individual visual element.  

  

 

Spiders 

 

 Several species of spider are native to Crete, and so it may be no surprise that they 

make an appearance in Minoan art.302 Like beetles, they are not frequently depicted in 

most media and do not appear in fresco, but spider iconography is certainly known from 

                                                 
301 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 120, 123; Poursat 1980b, 164, 166, fig. 234; Krzyszkowska 2005, 67, fig. 111a; 

CMS II.1 307.1099; CMS II.1 248.1039. 

302 Krzyszkowska 2005, 64, fig. 111c; CMS II.1 248. 
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glyptic art. The arachnid does not seem to function in larger scenes with other figures, but 

it remains an individual visual element, the inactive subject of the image.  

 All of the insects discussed in this section function primarily as independent 

visual elements rather than the active subjects of an image. Although butterflies and 

dragonflies may play an contextual role in some scenes from wall painting, a better 

understanding of the symbolism within each scene is necessary before making such a 

claim. When compared to the variety of roles and scenes in which other natural animals 

are found, the place occupied by insects within Bronze Age art may seem rather 

peripheral. Nevertheless, Minoans intentionally selected and depicted only certain 

insects, although they may not have received such complex treatment or frequent 

depiction as the myriad of hybrid animals that appear in Bronze Age Minoan art.  

 

 

Hybrid Animals 

 

 Hybrid creatures in Minoan art include bird people (Bird Men and Bird Ladies), 

centaurs, genii, gorgons, griffins, minotaurs, and sphinxes.303 Figures that are interpreted 

as gods and goddesses are also frequently represented in a myriad of media, but because 

they are represented in human form, they will be not be considered hybrid animals. These 

otherworldly creatures are conglomerates of distinct parts of natural animals; for 

example, the griffin couples the head and wings of a bird of prey with the body of a lion. 

Although the visual conceptualization of some creatures began in the Near East, others 

                                                 
303 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 539, II, 475ï480, III, 129, IV, 105, 111ï120, 322ï329, 360, 381; Krzyszkowska 

2005, 64, fig. 111c; CMS II.1 248; Simandiraki-Grimshaw 2010, 95. 
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originate in Egypt. Minoans adopted composite creatures into their own visual repertoire 

from both of these iconographic traditions with relative ease. Perhaps due to the small 

size and portability of seals, they seem to bear more hybrid animal, or composite 

creature, iconography than any other Bronze Age medium.   

 The terminology used for each of these creatures is not always precise. In several 

instances, words are borrowed from classical Greek mythology in order to attempt to 

label the creatures discussed below. In these cases, the label used to identify these 

different classes of composite animals is not intended to attribute ideas in classical 

mythology to these early representations. The Bronze Age representations may have little 

or no relationship with later Greek mythological imagery.  

 

 

Bird People 

 

 Both bird men and bird women appear in Minoan art, and they are considered 

together in this discussion as bird people.304 Bird men are male figures with beaks and 

stylized wings that typically appear during the EM and MM periods on Crete. These 

composite creatures are known from Sphoungaras, Mochos, Malia, and Phaistos, and 

they are represented both on painted pottery and in glytpic.  

 Conversely, bird women seem absent during the EM period.305 They appear 

during the MM period, and they are depicted most frequently during the LM period. The 

                                                 
304 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 707, fig. 531; Weingarten 1983, 91; 1985, 168; Simandiraki-Grimshaw 2010, 95. 

305 Weingarten 1985, 178, fig. 37; Simondiraki-Grimshaw 2010, 95. 
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sex of the figures is unmistakable due to the depiction of large breasts. Like their male 

counterparts, bird women are shown with wings. These female figures are certainly 

represented on painted pottery and also on seals and sealings.  

 The roles played by each of these figures seems initially difficult to decipher. 

Both male and female figures appear most frequently depicted alone, without direct 

contact with other figures. Bird people appear most frequently, however, in glyptic 

sources. Again, because of the minute size of the pictorial field, the scenes in which these 

figures are shown may be strictly limited. In the few representations of bird people on 

pottery, they do not appear to directly interact, but simply stand in proximity to one 

another. Because of this general treatment, bird people appear to serve as independent 

visual elements in Minoan art.  

 

 

Centaurs 

 

 In current scholarship, the word ñcentaurò is used only sparingly with regards to 

Minoan iconography.306 In these cases, the word is used specifically to reference any 

human-quadruped hybrid. Any four-legged creature with human parts may fit this 

description, except for feline-human hybrids (ñsphinxesò) and bird-human hybrids (bird 

people). Because of the variety of figures that fit this catch-all descriptor, isolating a 

single role that they fulfill in Minoan art is difficult and perhaps unfair to the myriad of 

more discerning subcategories available to these creatures.  

                                                 
306 Simandiraki-Grimshaw 2010, 97. 
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Genii 

 

 The Minoan genii first appear during the Middle Minoan (MM) period, and they 

seem to derive from the Egyptian god Taweret.307 Although it does not appear in Minoan 

fresco, the genius does appear in Minoan glyptic art, on a single stone triton, and on an 

ivory mirror handle. During this period on Crete, the creature is closely associated with 

libations and is also presented in association with human figures of power or authority 

(perhaps as an attendant). In the Late Bronze Age, however, the Mycenaean mainland 

appropriates genii and employs the new iconographic element in fresco, mold-made 

ornaments, ivory carving, and relatively few seals.308 In these later images, the genius is 

involved in several different types of activities, including hunting and animal-carrying 

(both related to sacrifice), while it also maintained its association with libations and 

human figures of authority from earlier Minoan contexts. The only fresco that preserves 

genius imagery is Mycenaean.309 Ultimately, the Minoan genius appears to serve as the 

active subject of an image in Bronze Age art. 

                                                 
307 Evans 1921ï1935, IV, 430ï467, figs. 358a, 368b, 383, 387, 389, 390, 614; Gill 1970, 405; Weingarten 

1991, 12ï14; Rehak 1995, 216ï223. 

308 Rehak 1995, 216ï223. 

309 Three genii are partially preserved on a fresco fragment from the ramp house deposit from Mycenae. 

The three appear to be linked by a horizontal bar or pole that each participates in carrying over the 

shoulder. The creatures have long faces with tusks and long ears, and they appear to wear belts. The 

animals are depicted upright, and only their backs are painted with colors (red, blue, yellow), while the rest 

of the body is white with black outlines. Although what these creatures carry is unclear, it is possible that 

they are part of a procession, or perhaps they bear something related to a sacrificial offering (animal- or 

libation-related). Unfortunately, the scene is limited to this small fragment, in which genii may fill a 

traditional role, as involved in the sacrificial process. 
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Gorgons 

 

 The creature that is currently identified as a ñgorgonò in Minoan iconography is 

perhaps better defined as a front-facing female hybrid figure.310 These creatures are most 

commonly represented with round, frontal faces and forms emanating from the head. The 

forms may be wavy or straight in shape, but they are often interpreted as antennae or 

snake hair, perhaps bolstering the idea that these creatures are early renditions of the 

gorgon. In a close visual analysis of seals depicting similar versions of these hybrid 

figures, Judith Weingarten drew attention to the parallels between similar front-facing 

female figures on seals (attributed to the hand of The Zakros Master) and the Egyptian 

god Bes.311 Almost 30 years later, Olga Krzyszkowska drew attention to the similarities 

between Bes and the front-facing creatures found at the Petras Cemetery in Siteia.312 Like 

the transformation of the Egyptian Taweret into the Minoan genius, so Bes seems to 

transform into the Minoan ñgorgon.ò  

Presently, these creatures are only known from Bronze Age Aegean glyptic art. 

These ñgorgonsò do not appear in any particular context or in any particular company. 

They are depicted alone, and they appear to function in Minoan art as either the sole 

subject of an image or as an independent visual element.  

                                                 
310 Weingarten 1983, 101ï103; Simandiraki-Grimshaw 2010, 96ï97; Krzyszkowska 2012, 153ï156, figs. 

8ï9. 

311 Weingarten 1983, 101ï103.  

312 Krzyszkowska 2012, 153ï156, figs. 8ï9.  
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Griffins 

 

 The griffin, a figure adopted from the Near East and Egypt, is a relatively popular 

figure in Minoan art.313 The creature appears painted on pottery, depicted on seals, and in 

several wall paintings. In the frescoes, griffins are depicted both with and without wings, 

and both with and without crests on top of their heads. These animals seem most 

frequently depicted as predators or as heraldic by-standers.  

 In the lush landscape of the river scene from the miniature frieze from the West 

House at Akrotiri, a blue griffin is shown in a flying gallop.314 The griffin does not appear 

to have a crest, and the wings are open and extended. The cat is, in turn, chasing 

waterfowl. The griffin appears to be not only the largest animal in the scene, but also the 

most fearsome: it is a supernatural predator that actively chases another predator, the cat. 

Although at least three figures form the central action of the image, the griffin may 

certainly be viewed as one of the antagonists, and it is therefore treated as the fearsome 

subject of the image.  

 The Throne Room Fresco from Knossos features griffins, a palm tree, and 

reeds.315 The reeds fill the background, and palm trees sprout from at least one side of the 

                                                 
313 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 558ï559, 708ï714, II, 114ï116, 152ï155, 388, 785, III, 510ï517, IV, 823ï824, 

908ï922, fig. 436; Frankfurt 1939, 186, 317; 1954, 140ï145; Porada 1947, 3, 16, 37; Tamvaki 1974, 290; 

Morgan 1988, 49ï54, figs. 62ï72; Crowley 1989, 52, 48, 51; Aruz 2000, 5; Shank 2007, 95ï120, figs.1.3ï

1.5, 2.5, 2.9A, 2.10, 4.9C, 7.1Cï7.1D, 7.6Bï7.6C, 7.9Bï7.20; 2013, 87ï89.  

314 Marinatos 1974, 19ï31; Morgan 1988, 49ï54, pl. B; Doumas 1992, 38ï43, figs. 6ï12.  

315 Evans 1899ï1900, 36ï40; 1921ï1935, III, 305ï359, 497ï509, IV, 908ï915, pl. XXXII; Hopkins 1963, 

416ï419; Cameron 1970, 163ï166; Hood 1978, 73ï75; Immerwahr 1990, Fig. Kn No. 8; Evely 1999, 164. 
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stone throne. Facing either side of the throne, griffins recline on the ground and lift their 

heads, striking a heraldic pose. These creatures appear relaxed yet attentive, great 

predators that guard the person that occupied the stone throne. 

 In the Offering to the Seated Goddess fresco from Xeste 3 at Akrotiri, a griffin 

stands with one of its forelegs on the uppermost level of the tripartite structure, the other 

lifted from the ground (Fig. 1.2).316 The hind legs rest on the second level of the structure. 

Again, the creatureôs head is lifted, and its wings are extended behind its body. A red 

cord is tied around the neck of the griffin, and it probably functions as a collar and leash. 

Perhaps the griffin is typically led by the goddess, to whom it stands so closely. Although 

the griffin does not actively chase other creatures in this image, it does appear larger than 

either the monkey or the young girl who deposits the flowers in the leftmost area of the 

fresco. The lifted head and the close proximity of the body to the goddess indicate that 

this supernatural animal may also be ferocious, perhaps only capable of being controlled 

by the powerful goddess. Parallels for leashed griffins are well known from glyptic 

iconography.  

 Currently, this fresco is one of two in which a purely hybrid creature is 

represented with any type of control-mechanism (the collar and leash, which are 

commonly found on griffins in Minoan glyptic sources). On one of the shorter frescoed 

sides of the Hagia Triada Sarcophagus, two griffins draw a chariot in which two women 

stand. The literal harnessing of large hybrid, supernatural animals is represented: strong, 

fearsome predators serve women that may be interpreted as goddesses.  

 

                                                 
316 Marinatos 1976, 30ï38, pls. BïE, K, 42bï42d, 59ï61; Doumas 1992, 126ï131, 152ï167, figs. 117ï130; 

Marinatos 1993, 149ï152, fig. 213; Vlachopoulos 2008, 451ï465, figs. 41.19ï41.21. 
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Minotaur 

 

 The ñminotaurò is typically represented in Minoan iconography with the torso and 

head of a bull and a human waist and legs.317 The figure is most commonly represented in 

dynamic movement, in a flying gallop, and it is also depicted as a male individual 

(although representations of female ñminotaursò exist).318  The only preserved 

representations of this creature survive in glyptic sources, and they appear to serve as 

individual visual elements. Again, the lack of a contextual or central role (as the subject 

of the image) may only be due to the minute scale of the surface of the seal.  

 

 

Sphinx 

 

 The sphinx also makes an appearance in Minoan art.319 This hybrid creature is 

most commonly conceived as the cross between a human and a lion: a human head is 

attached to the body of a lion. Perhaps significantly, no frescoes survive that clearly 

depict this composite creature, but two relatively small representations do exist in 

sculpture, and a few representations of sphinxes also exist in glyptic art.  

                                                 
317 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 1, 68ï69, 358ï359, figs. 37ï38, II, 28, 54, 763, III, 316ï317, IV, 18, 502ï505, 

figs. 448ï449; Krzyszkowska 2005, 201, 207; Weingarten 1983, 71.  

318 Younger 1988, 214.  

319 Parabeni, 1904, 751ï753; Evans 1921ï1935, I, 307, 549, 565, 705, fig. 529c, II, 777ï778, fig. 69k, l, III, 

415ï426, IV, 490ï499, figs. 437, 457a; Zervos 1956, pl. 387; Warren 1969, 104; Poursat 1980, 116ï118, 

figs. 164ï169; Weingarten 1983, 71ï73. 
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 One image of a ñsphinxò was excavated from the palatial center at Malia.320 The 

figure possesses a human head and long tresses that terminate in spirals. Along the top of 

the head, a row of shorter locks appear to curl upward, also terminating in spirals. A 

beard, also seemingly curled, extends from the chin. Beyond the hair that appears almost 

mane-like, a feline body seems to almost recline. Although only the stub of a tail remains, 

the haunches of the creature are clearly distinct from the extension that forms the base of 

a thin tail. Without the vessel to which this animal was attached, no context is provided. 

Without any contextual clues, the only role that this ñsphinxò may be said to fill is that of 

the independent visual element. 

A stone representation of a sphinx is known from the site of Hagia Triada.321 The 

creature constitutes a bowl made of black serpentine. The figure is a composite image: a 

large, round feline body is compounded with a human head. The eyes are hollow, and 

several shallow squares are carved into the head and body of the creature. These cavities 

likely held inlays of a precious material. Because the piece stands alone without any 

contextual markers, this sphinx may be considered an individual visual element.  

 ñSphinxesò appear in some seals as well, primarily those that are attributed to the 

Zakros Master.322 No two seals depicting this creature appear similar, deviating from one 

another in terms of wings, pose, and even adornment (some wear a headdress). The 

sphinx appears to assume either a relaxed posture, resting on its belly, or it appears in a 

                                                 
320 Poursat 1980, 116ï118, figs. 164ï169. 

321 Parabeni, 1904, 751ï753; Evans 1921ï1935, III, 420; Zervos 1956, pl. 387; Warren 1969, 104; Similar 

in appearance to a sphinx from Tylissos (Hazzidakis 1934, pp. 106). 

322 Weingarten 1983, 71ï73. 
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heraldic pose. When heraldic, the ñsphinxò may stand alone or facing a same-species 

companion, which creates a bilaterally symmetric composition.  

 The nature of the first three representations discussed, either vessels or as 

decoration separated from an original piece, limit the possible roles played by the 

ñsphinxò in art. The creature appears without any discernible context, which renders it an 

individual visual element. Although the same role may be assumed by the animal in 

glyptic art, again due to the tiny nature of the pictorial field, the ñsphinxò is nevertheless 

presented in poses similar (perhaps due only to anatomical similarities) to those of 

felines. Perhaps a similarity is drawn between the role of the imposing predatory feline 

and that of the hybrid creature. Still, the only role that is clearly supported by the 

evidence present in Minoan art is that of the relatively static individual visual element.  

 

 

Other Composite Creatures 

 

 Many other composite creatures exist in Minoan art, particularly in glyptic 

sources. The largest collection of imagery that features these hybrid animals is from 

Zakros, and these figures are attributed to the Zakros Master.323 Several of the compound 

creatures that appear in this group include the combinations of as few as two animals (the 

winged goat) to elaborate multi-creature combinations (the butterfly-winged sphinx).324 

Many images on seals, whether attributed to the Zakros Master or not, are difficult to 

                                                 
323 Evans 1921ï1935, I, 701ï721, II, 254ï255; Weingarten 1983, 82ï87.  

324 Weingarten 1983, 63, 71. 
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decipher due to the small scale of the medium or the poor preservation of the seal or 

sealing. When compounded with the hybrid nature of the animals in these depictions, a 

clear understanding of the image presented is often difficult to ascertain.  

Like many of the seals from Zakros, glyptic art from the cemetery at Petras also 

features indeterminate hybrid animals. Also like the compound creatures from Zakros, 

some parts of these animalsô anatomy seem to make no sense. In one example, bird-

headed creatures face one another, each with two arms, but the torso of each melts into a 

tapered lower body that spirals up- and inward. The closest approximation for an 

iconographic comparison for the spiraliform elements present on these creatures could be 

the tentacles of an octopus or perhaps the long, thin arms of an argonaut. The spiraliform 

termination of the hybrid animalôs body, however, seems much too thick for such a 

parallel to be possible. These composite, almost non-sensical figures do not appear to 

have any real-world animal or later mythological-creature comparisons or parallels. 

Without a better understanding of what these creatures may be, a discussion about the 

general role fulfilled by this myriad of hybrid animals seems exceedingly difficult, 

especially when compounded with the seemingly rarity of their occurrence in Minoan art.  
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Figure 1.1 

 

Antelope. Room 2, Beta Building Complex, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive.  
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A  

 

B  

 

Figure 1.2 

 

A) Offering to the Seated Goddess. Room 3a, Xeste 3, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the 

Akrotiri Archive. 

 

B) Detail of the Necklaces of the Seated Goddess. 
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Figure 1.3 

 

Monkeys and Birds. Room Q, House of the Frescoes, Knossos, Crete. Image after Evely 1999, 247. 
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Figure 1.4 

 

Waterfowl. Room 3b, Xeste 3, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive.  
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Figure 1.5 

 

 Monkey Fresco. Room 6, West wall, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy 

of the Akrotiri Archive.  
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Figure 1.6 

 

Monkey Fresco. Room 6, North wall, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy 

of the Akrotiri Archive.  
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Figure 2.1 

Departure Town. Room 5, West House, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive. 
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Figure 2.2 

Nilotic Scene. Room 5, West House, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive.  
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Figure 2.3 

 

Monkey Functions as Guard of Property. Adapted from Klebs 1915, 33, fig. 20. 
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Figure 2.4 

 

The Fisherman. Room 5, West House, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive.  
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Figure 2.5 

 

The Saffron Gatherers. Room 3, Xeste 3, Akrotiri, Thera. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive. 
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Figure 2.6  

 

A) Monkey B1 Facial Detail. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image  

courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive. 

 

B) Monkey B2 Facial Detail. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image  

courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive. 

 

C) Monkey B5 Facial Detail. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image  

courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive. 
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Figure 2.7 

 

Detail of Monkey from the Offering to the Seated Goddess Fresco. Room 3a, Xeste 3, 

Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri Archive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



264 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 2.8 

 

Monkey B3. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive. 
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Figure 2.9  

 

Monkey B5. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive. 
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Figure 2.10 

 

Monkey B6. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image Courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



267 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 2.11 

 

Monkey B1. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive. 
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Figure 2.12 

 

Monkey B2. Room 6, Building Complex Beta, Akrotiri. Image courtesy of the Akrotiri 

Archive.  
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Figure 2.13  

 

A) Monkey Figurine. Tholos Tomb A, Platanos, Crete. After Karetsou 2000, 174,  

fig. 156.  

 

B) Monkey Figurine Base. Tholos Tomb A, Platanos, Crete. After Karetsou 

2000, 174, fig. 156. 
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Figure 3.1 

 

Baboon Figurine (Hedj-wer, ñThe Great White Oneò). Tomb of Osiris, Abydos, Egypt. 

Karetsou 2000, 169 fig. 149. 
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Figure 3.2  

 

A) Monkey Figurine in Seated Crouched-Squat Position. Petrie 1914, Pl. 

XXXVII, no.      

205d. 

 

B) Monkey Figurine in Standing Position. Petrie 1914, 43, pl. XXXVII no. 204B. 
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Figure 3.3 

 

Dwarf with Dogs and Monkey. Adapted from Klebs 1915, 34, fig. 21.  
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Figure 3.4 

 

Man with Monkey on Shoulder and Basket of Figs. Adapted from Klebs 1915, 32, fig. 

19.  
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Figure 3.5 

 

Baboons and Sun God. Adopted from Robins 2008, fig. 218.  
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Figure 4.1 

 

A) Monkey Figurine. Trapeza, Crete. After Karetsou 2000, 173, fig. 154. 

 

B) Monkey Figurine Base. Trapeza, Crete. After Karetsou 2000, 173, fig. 154.  
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Figure 4.2 

 

A) Double Monkey Figurine. Tholos Tomb A, Platanos, Crete. After Karetsou  

2000, 184, fig. 170.  

 

B) Double Monkey Figurine. Egypt. After Aruz 2008, fig. 103.   
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Figure 5.1 

 

CMS III 236c. Drawing and photograph of a rectangular prism seal. L: 1.09 cm, W: 0.61 

cm. MM II. Malia. 
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Figure 5.2 

 

CMS II.5 297. Drawing and photograph of a round sealing. L: 1.1 cm, W: 1.1 cm. MM II. 

Unknown context. 
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Figure 5.3  

 

CMS II.8 286. Drawing and photograph of a lentoid sealing. L: 1.5 cm, W: 1.5 cm. MM 

IIIïLM I. Unknown context. 
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Figure 5.4  

 

CMS II.8 262. Drawing and photograph of a lentoid sealing. L: 1.6 cm, W: 1.6 cm. LM Iï

II(?). Unknown context. 
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Figure 5.5  

 

CMS I 478. Drawing and photograph of a round seal. L: 1.3 cm, W: 1.25 cm. LM I. 

Unknown context. 
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Figure 5.6 

 

CMS II.6 073. Drawing and photograph of a round sealing. L: 1.2 cm, W: 1.15 cm. LM I. 

Unknown context. 

 


