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Preface to
the Second Edition

 


When I wrote the original versions of the
rituals in this book back in 1993 as the project for my second
degree in a Wiccan coven, I had no idea they would eventually
become the core of a book. Likewise, when the first edition of
Ariadne’s Thread was published in 2013, I had no idea it
would be the inspiration for a whole new spiritual
tradition.

But here we are. It’s 2022, and I’m re-writing
Ariadne’s Thread from the ground up. We’ve learned so much
in the time since the first edition came out—so much about the
Minoans, their daily lives, culture, and religion—and so much about
how the Minoan deities want us to connect with them in the modern
world. We’ve developed an entire spiritual tradition around those
deities. Ariadne’s Tribe
is that tradition.

I wrote the rituals in the first edition in a
Wiccan style because that’s the kind of group I belonged to at the
time. But as we’ve come to know the Minoan deities better, we’ve
discovered that they prefer ceremonies based on Bronze Age
religious practices. That shouldn’t be surprising, since they come
from a Bronze Age culture, while Wicca was created in the 20th
century. There’s nothing wrong with Wicca. I’m still a third degree
Wiccan priestess. But it behooves us to look beyond the familiar
and listen to the deities when they offer us ways to be more
respectful of their needs and desires.

The ritual format that I detailed in the second
edition of Labrys & Horns is the one we now use in
Ariadne’s Tribe. I’ve rewritten the rituals in Ariadne’s
Thread to conform to that format, so Tribe members and others
who are interested in Minoan spirituality can connect with the
deities in a respectful manner.

I’ve also updated and reorganized the
information about Minoan life and religion and the
mini-encyclopedia sections of the book in keeping with new
archaeological finds as well as research in comparative religion
and mythology, dance ethnology, and the shared gnosis of Tribe
members. Shared gnosis is especially important, since it provides
the vehicle through which we connect with the deities in our actual
spiritual practice. This lived experience of spirituality in
concert with the deities is the main purpose of Ariadne’s
Tribe.

You may be surprised at the amount of
information that’s changed since the first edition. I certainly
was. This is due in large part to the ways in which I collected the
information for the two versions. The first edition came out of
extensive academic research into the mythology and archaeology
surrounding the Minoans, though a fair amount of “road testing” of
the rituals in that Wiccan group I mentioned was also involved.
That’s all well and good, but it can only go so far. And honestly,
some of my information back then came via Robert Graves’ book
The White Goddess, which is a wonderfully inspirational
work, very popular in Wicca, but full of many poetic ideas that
have no basis in actual history.

The second edition of Ariadne’s Thread
is the result not only of updated archaeological, ethnological, and
mythological information but also of thousands of hours of direct
spiritual experience with these deities by the members of our
tradition, which is dedicated specifically to this pantheon. We are
walking this path together with the deities and doing our best to
share with each other and with you what we’ve learned along the
way.

As in the first edition, I’ve skipped the
footnotes because so many readers said they found them
intimidating. But I’ve done my best to be clear about when the
concepts in this book come specifically from shared gnosis as
opposed to the more “hard” evidence I mentioned above, for those
who care about such differences. Whenever you read “we” in the text
(We connect… We associate…) that means the members of Ariadne’s
Tribe.

Throughout the second edition, I often use the
term “deities” instead of “gods and goddesses.” In Ariadne’s Tribe
we’re doing our best to move away from the gender binary and choose
language that’s more in keeping with how we think the Minoans
viewed the world—and with how the Minoan deities have revealed
themselves to us. After all, if Dionysus can show up as a teenage
boy, a maiden, a man, and a goat, do we really have a right to
confine him to a single gender (or species!) with our
words?

This book is meant as a companion to Labrys
& Horns, which is the main “instruction manual” for Tribe
spiritual practice. Ariadne’s Thread expands on the
information in Labrys & Horns, providing you with more
rituals—a year’s worth of seasonal ceremonies and a lifetime’s
worth of rites of passage—as well as more background information
about the Minoans, their lives and culture and religion.

The information about the deities and symbols
in this book is meant as a basic reference, a good place to start.
You’ll find more comprehensive information about them in Labrys
& Horns. You’ll also find more details about Minoan
archaeology and Tribe spiritual practice on the Minoan Path blog,
which now contains nearly ten years of our activities—how time
flies! You can read those posts 
here.

I hope you find the new second edition of
Ariadne’s Thread helpful and enjoyable. To me, Minoan
spirituality looks forward as well as back. It reminds us that
there are ways to approach the divine and to honor each other and
the world around us without resorting to dominator hierarchies or a
forced gender binary. It provides us with a point of view from
which we can build a better world. Here there are no forbidding
gods of force and threat, no power-hungry deities who demand blind
obedience, just a loving mother and her family, ready to surround
us with their tender embrace.

 


 



Introduction

 


The myths of ancient Crete, her people, and
their deities twine through our minds like the snakes around the
priestess’ arms in those ancient temples. They call to us across
the millennia, asking us to remember. In answer to that call,
Ariadne’s Thread focuses on honoring Crete’s magic, touching
its power, and commemorating the richness of a world in which
people of all genders worked and worshiped as equals. In these
pages, the glory of the Minoans once again springs to life: the
history, the culture, and most of all, the intense spirituality
that can inspire and transform our modern ways of thinking,
worshiping, and being. The ruined temples and shrines of ancient
Crete may crumble along the coastlines and mountains of this
Mediterranean island, but Ariadne’s thread still leads us into the
labyrinth and safely back out again.

The ruins that still stand on Crete today hint
at a glory and greatness we can only imagine. Those expansive
temples, colorful frescoes, and fascinating figurines are the
remnants of a highly developed culture whose religion and way of
life offer us much food for thought. These were a powerful,
peaceful people. They lived as they believed, with equality between
genders, a cosmopolitan worldview, and a reverence for the Earth
that bore them all.

From our point of view as members of modern
western culture, ancient Crete looks like a magical place filled
with the power of living myth and the richness of a culture whose
roots extend back into the dim mists of prehistory. The Minoans
were ordinary human beings, just like us in many ways. But the
worldview through which they experienced their lives was very
different from ours—and also different from that of many of their
neighbors in certain ways.

Some of the ideas in these pages are at odds
with the way the schoolbooks often describe the Minoans. Sir Arthur
Evans’ excavations at the turn of the twentieth century and his
interpretation of the artifacts he found have profoundly colored
our view of Minoan culture. Evans’ chauvinistic, imperialist
Victorian mindset encouraged him to depict ancient Crete as a
male-dominated mercantile society ruled by a powerful male monarchy
with a bristling military who just happened to worship a goddess.
This view is far from the truth. Fortunately, archaeologists since
Evans’ time have uncovered and shared with us the wonders of the
peaceful, gender-egalitarian society that carried Crete to such
heights of culture and spirituality. Though it was no utopia, this
ancient culture has much to teach us about how to live in equality
and peace.

People of all genders participated in ancient
Crete’s flourishing economy, running businesses and trading with
merchants from around the world. The inhabitants of the island
enjoyed a safe, clean living environment that would be the envy of
many modern cities. And the monarchy that Evans envisioned ruling
over the island never existed. Crete’s economy and culture
flourished under the guidance of a class of clergy who directed the
seasonal activities of the cities from the temples they
served.

Over all the merchants, the clergy, the
artisans and farmers and herders and sailors, over all of Crete
rose the Great Mothers and their children, including the goddess
Ariadne, guiding and blessing these fascinating people. From the
example of the ancient Minoans, we can draw wisdom and guidance to
improve the world we live in today.

From the earliest settlements to the fall of
the last temples, the inhabitants of Crete honored their deities in
their own way. As we of the modern world rediscover the feminine in
the divine and open our hearts and minds to the idea of the sacred
beyond the gender binary, we can draw inspiration and power from
these beautiful deities.

The pages that follow introduce a cycle of
rituals that draw on the energies and history of the people of this
fascinating island. These rites fulfill the needs of modern Pagans,
including new and full moon ceremonies, seasonal festivals to
celebrate the turning of the year, and rites of passage to
acknowledge the turning points in our lives. You’ll find details
about the deities and their symbols as we’ve come to know them in
Ariadne’s Tribe in a separate chapter about the Minoan
pantheon.

Crete’s deities live on in the hearts and minds
of all who are open to them, and the rituals have a great deal of
relevance for those of us today who seek respect, equality, and
balance in the modern world.

May Ariadne lead you to your own special thread
in the labyrinth of life.

 


 



Part One:
Work, Play, and Worship in Ancient Crete

 


 



Chapter 1:
A Brief History of the Minoans

 


The island of Crete is a beautiful jewel in the
Mediterranean Sea just southeast of Greece. It’s about 160 miles
(257 kilometers) long and 37 miles (59 kilometers) wide at its
widest point. It’s almost equally distant from Europe, the Near
East, and Africa, an ideal position from which to wield social as
well as economic influence in the ancient world.

The island is dramatic to behold. The rocky
beaches and sandy lowlands turn sharply upward toward a steep and
craggy central mountain range. These mountains reach an incredible
8,000 feet (2450 meters) in altitude at their highest point, which
is Mt. Ida, Rhea’s sacred mountain—well, OK, one of them. The
Minoans had bunches of sacred peaks and caves. We’ll get into those
in more detail in Chapter 3.
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Map of the ancient Mediterranean during the
Bronze Age.

 


The lowlands of Crete were heavily wooded at
the height of the Minoans’ glory, but those forests were cut down
repeatedly over the ages, leaving the island somewhat bare today.
The temperate climate with its hot summers, mild winters, and a
constant sea breeze has long been responsible for the abundance of
such traditional Mediterranean crops as grain, olives, beans and
grapes. Since Crete is an island, it has its share of fog, damp,
and mist, but only high in the mountains does the wind come sharp
and frigid in the winter. Generally speaking, the climate is mild
and pleasant.

Many people refer to the people who lived on
Crete during ancient times as Minoans. This word is derived from
King Minos, a character in Greek myth who was originally a Minoan
god. Technically, the term Minoan refers only to the Bronze
Age culture on Crete, from about 3000 to 1300 BCE. But since it’s
such a well-known term, and since the word Cretan is often
confused with the derogatory word cretin, I’ll use
Minoan to refer to the ancient people of Crete and their
culture across the centuries, from the earliest settlements to the
fall of the cities right before the Late Bronze Age
collapse.

Let’s begin at the beginning: Back around
10,000 to 9000 BCE (the Neolithic era), the Minoans’ ancestors
first migrated down from Anatolia (modern Turkey) to the Aegean,
making their new homes on Crete. First they settled along the
eastern tip of the island, then they slowly expanded westward. They
built small houses of stone or wattle-and-daub and buried their
dead in caves. Sometimes they even lived in caves. Among these
newcomers to the island were farmers, herding people, and sailors,
each with their own unique subculture that can be traced back to
their origins in Anatolia.

By about 5000 BCE, the people of Crete were
practicing advanced agriculture and expanding their settlements.
Over the following centuries they developed a complex society that
spread out over the whole island, with all its different geographic
areas. The mountainous highlands of Crete are too rocky and barren
to plow, so they were the home territory of the herding people who
drove their flocks of goats back and forth between summer and
winter pastures. As for the farmers, the lowlands and plains around
the perimeter of the island have always been fertile, so that’s
where the Minoans (and modern Cretans as well) located their farms.
And the fishing and sailing people had their homes along the
coastline.

By the early Bronze Age, about 3000 BCE, the
Minoans had regular trade contact with the Cycladic Islands and
Egypt. They built tombs rather than burying their dead in caves.
Their villages grew into towns and were well on their way to
becoming cities. They began working bronze into tools, blades, and
figurines. This point—the early Bronze Age—is the time that
historians and archaeologists consider to be the official beginning
of Minoan culture. Obviously, the people didn’t suddenly change
when 3000 BCE rolled around. But this is the time when the art,
architecture, shipbuilding and trade first looks like what we think
of as “properly Minoan.”

For the next 1,500 years the Minoans
flourished, building a society based not on military conquest but
on mercantile activities. They were an island, with no borders to
push outwards, so they weren’t a threat to any other culture,
kingdom, or empire. They were a cosmopolitan people, trading with
other cultures around the Mediterranean and as far afield as the
Baltic and the Indus River Valley. Because of their unique
position, they’ve been call the “Switzerland of the ancient
Mediterranean.”

They imported raw materials and exported
exquisitely made finished items. Minoan goods such as colorful
painted ceramics, delicate jewelry, carved stone vases and ornate
jeweled daggers were popular with merchants throughout the eastern
Mediterranean, Egypt, the Levant, and Mesopotamia. The Minoans were
influential enough that Minoan-style frescoes have been found in
Egypt, Anatolia, and the Levant. So either Minoan artists traveled
to other regions to ply their trade, or else foreign artists came
to Crete to study the Minoan art style. Or possibly both. The
people of Crete also began what appears to be Europe’s earliest
murex dye trade, centuries before the purple dye became famous as a
Phoenician product. Wine, olive oil, and honey surpluses from Crete
ended up being sold all around the Mediterranean.

On Crete itself four port towns along the north
and east coasts of the island grew large and rich enough to become
known throughout the ancient world. Crowned with expansive temples,
these cities were the strength and glory of Minoan civilization.
From Knossos and Malia on the north coast around to Zakros in the
east and Phaistos in the south, they provided a focus for the flow
of goods and wealth that gave the Minoans their lavish lifestyle.
Each city ruled itself and the surrounding farmland, but they
remained independent from each other, much like the later Greek
city-states.

But those weren’t the only cities on Crete. The
coast of the island was ringed with settlements, from small
villages to larger towns and cities. Some towns grew up inland, in
both the lowlands and the mountains. Some archaeologists think
Crete may have been as heavily populated during the Bronze Age as
it is now. More Minoan sites are being discovered all the time, so
the map is getting pretty full!

The people of ancient Crete had their own
writing systems: a pictographic script called Cretan hieroglyphs
and a syllabary called Linear A, both of which were apparently used
to write the native Minoan language. Neither of these writing
systems has been deciphered yet, because we don’t have enough text
in either one to figure it out. Script decipherment has a hard
mathematical limit: You have to have a minimum amount of text to
decipher any script. Even a computer won’t help. Computers can’t
magically do things that humans can’t. They just work way faster
than we can. New Linear A tablets are still being found, so there’s
hope that eventually we’ll have enough text to discover what the
Minoans wrote on all those clay tablets and what they inscribed on
sacred items like libation tables and cups.

For a long time, people thought the
catastrophic eruption of the volcanic island of Thera (modern
Santorini) in the eastern Mediterranean around 1625 BCE destroyed
Crete—and possibly inspired Plato’s story of Atlantis. But as
archaeologists learned more and were able to more precisely date
the layers of sediment at Minoan sites, they realized that wasn’t
the case at all.

It's true, the tsunami that the eruption caused
did major damage to not just Crete but to islands and coastlines
all around the eastern Mediterranean, including the Nile delta, the
Levant, and the coasts of Anatolia and Greece. The accompanying
earthquakes did even more damage, and the enormous ash cloud
probably ruined crops for two years after the eruption. But the
Minoans rebuilt their temples, cities, and towns.

The thing is, they needed help to rebuild,
since the eruption and its aftermath effectively destroyed their
economy. Enter the Mycenaeans. These early Greeks took advantage of
the Minoans’ weakness, eventually taking over Knossos and
attempting to take over the whole island of Crete. This era, the
two to three centuries after the Thera eruption, is considered a
time of Mycenaean occupation of Crete, at first peaceful but later
forceful.

The Mycenaean occupation ended with the
wholesale looting and burning of every major Minoan city except
Knossos in about 1450 BCE, either by the Mycenaeans or by
mercenaries they hired. Around this time, the Linear B script was
created by altering the Linear A signs into a new script to write
Mycenaean Greek with. Linear B has been deciphered, thanks to the
large number of clay accounting and bookkeeping tablets that have
been found at Minoan and Mycenaean sites with this script on
them.

Eventually the Minoans who survived the 1450
BCE attack and who had been holed up in the mountains of central
and eastern Crete, trying to put their lives back together, had
apparently had enough. In about 1350 BCE, Knossos itself was
attacked, looted, and burned in much the same way the other cities
were destroyed a century earlier. People still lived on Crete, but
the complex society the Minoans had built was in a
shambles.

Many people left the island during the turmoil
of that last century or two, leading some historians to connect
both the Sea Peoples and the Philistines with the Minoans in one
way or another. And life on Crete got harder as the eastern
Mediterranean tumbled toward the Late Bronze Age (LBA) collapse, a
time of governmental breakdown, climate change, piracy, and other
shenanigans. By the height of the LBA collapse, Minoan society had
effectively ceased to exist.

We’ve just had a whirlwind tour of about 9,000
years of life on Crete. Through this vast expanse of time, the
population grew from a few small settlements to a system of
sprawling cities and towns. Minoan religious centers grew from a
few scattered tombs and sanctuaries to a network of highly
organized, complex temples. But even that came to an end in an
entanglement of human conflict and natural disaster. Now that we
know something of the Minoans’ history, let’s explore the culture
and religious practices of this fascinating ancient
people.

 


 



Chapter 2:
Daily Life in Ancient Crete

 


The
Seasons of the Minoan World

Crete lies in the Mediterranean Sea, which has
a unique climate named after it. Many of us grew up in the northern
temperate regions of Europe and North America, where we learned
about the four-season climate: spring, summer, autumn, winter. But
that’s not the only kind of seasonal cycle our beautiful Earth
creates. There’s also the Mediterranean climate, with its own
unique rhythms and cycles that guided the Minoans’ agriculture,
their sailing, their herding, and their sacred calendar. Outside of
the Mediterranean Sea area, you can find regions of Mediterranean
climate in central and southern California, South Africa,
Australia, and Chile.

The Mediterranean climate has two seasons:
rainy and dry. It’s pretty different from the four-season climate
that a lot of us are used to. The rainy season, which begins in
September or October and runs through the mild winter and into the
spring, is the time for plowing fields and planting grain and
vegetables. The crops grow over the mild winter, when there’s
plenty of rain. Harvest time comes in the spring, with all the
usual celebrations. This is followed by the hot, dry summer that
counts as the “dead season” in that part of the world. This is the
time when we think of Ariadne returning to the Underworld to care
for the spirits of the dead—parallel to Persephone in Greek
mythology, who spends winters in the Underworld because her myth is
based in a northern temperate zone climate.

We don’t know what the Minoans called their
seasons, or exactly when they considered them to begin and end. But
for the purposes of Ariadne’s Tribe, we’ve named three seasons
based on the Mediterranean climate and the high points of activity
in ancient Crete: Summer (dry), Winter (wet), and the Blooming
Time.
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Map of Crete during the Minoan era

 


The beginning of Summer marked the start of the
sailing season for the folks who went to sea to make a living. For
farmers who grew field crops like grain and vegetables, it was the
fallow season. The fields lay bare since it was too hot and dry for
anything to grow, and the ground was too dry and hard to plow. For
herders, it was the time to take their goats up to the summer
pastures high in the mountains, where the springs and snowmelt-fed
streams still supported some fresh green growth that the animals
could eat.

As summer ended and the rainy season began,
everyone’s lives shifted into Winter season mode. The farmers
rejoiced when the autumn rain softened the ground enough that they
could plow the soil and plant their crops. For the sailors, this
time of year heralded a change in the winds, making it no longer
safe to put to sea. So they returned home to enjoy a season of
rest. And the herders brought their goats down from the mountains
to the freshly green lowlands where they could enjoy lush grazing
all season long.

The seasons I've just talked about—Summer and
Winter—were long. Each one took up nearly half the year. The exact
dates probably varied among the different subcultures and from year
to year. They would have been based on markers like weather (when
the rains began) or stellar activity (the heliacal rising of the
Pleiades, for instance). But generally speaking, Summer would have
lasted from May through September or October. And Winter would have
lasted from October to February or early March.

That leaves a small portion of the year, the
“short season” of March and April, more or less. In Ariadne’s
Tribe, we call it the Blooming Time, since it’s the special time of
year when the rain overlaps with temperatures that are just right
for the flowers to bloom. And bloom they do, all over Crete, in
huge swaths sweeping up from the lowlands to the foothills to the
mountains, like a giant multicolored patchwork quilt with different
hues at different elevations.

The Blooming Time was a busy season in ancient
Crete. The sailing people spent that time preparing their ships to
put to sea: making repairs and planning out their summer travel.
The farmers harvested their grain crops—wheat, barley, and
rye—during this season. And the herders had the difficult task of
culling their herds, since the high summer pastures weren’t as lush
as the lowland winter pastures.

So the Blooming Time was a season of life and
death, of vigorous spring growth as well as harvest and slaughter.
It was a concentrated, focused pivot on which the larger seasons of
Summer and Winter hinged.

I mentioned harvest time above—the grain
harvest in the spring. But that’s not the only harvest time in the
Mediterranean. In the northern temperate zone, there’s a single
harvest season, late summer through autumn, when everything comes
ripe: grain, vegetables, fruit, nuts, all of it. But because of the
way the Mediterranean climate works, there are two harvest times in
places like Crete.

The springtime grain harvest appears to have
been the Minoans’ major harvest festival, the one that looked the
most like what we northern temperate zone folks think of as
“harvest time.” This would have involved shared community work
around the cutting and processing of wheat, barley, and rye. The
people threshed the grain by stomping on the circular threshing
floors, using chants and songs to keep the rhythm and pass the
time. This practice eventually evolved into the circle dances we
know from the region. Special activities would also have included
the grinding of the first grain and the baking of the first bread
from the new crop as well as rituals to honor the ancestors who had
gifted the people with such bounty.

But field crops aren’t the only kind of
harvest. In Minoan times, just like today, there are other harvests
that happen at other points during the year all around the
Mediterranean. Why is that? It’s an “annuals versus perennials”
issue. You may have heard people who grow flowers or vegetable
gardens toss those terms around. Let me explain.

Field crops like wheat and beans are annuals:
They sprout, grow, and die all in the same year, so they have to be
planted during a time when they can grow quickly and easily. In the
Mediterranean, that’s the rainy season, autumn through spring. But
grapevines and orchard trees are perennials. They live for many
years. Their life cycles are governed more by the amount of
sunlight they get at any given time than by the amount of rain
that’s falling. So no matter how scorching the summer is, or how
mild and rainy the winter might be, fruit trees and grapevines
blossom and grow their fruit as the days lengthen from spring into
summer, and that fruit becomes ripe and ready to pick as the days
shorten in late summer and autumn.

How do grapevines and fruit trees survive the
hot, dry summers in the Mediterranean? We have fancy modern
irrigation these days. Back in the Bronze Age, the Minoans dug
canals to bring water to their orchards and vineyards.
Archaeologists continue to discover more and more of the extensive
canal networks the Minoans used to bring snow melt-water from the
mountains, and local water from rivers, to their farms.

So there’s a succession of fruit harvests in
the Mediterranean that run from late summer to late autumn, even
into early winter in some years. Exact harvest dates vary from year
to year depending on weather and rainfall. Each of these harvests
probably had its own individual festival in Bronze Age Crete,
dedicated to the deities associated with the specific type of
fruit. The earliest fruit harvest is typically the grapes, from
late August to early September. In the Tribe sacred calendar, we
celebrate this as the Feast of Grapes, dedicated to Dionysus. Check
out the Feast of Grapes ritual in Part Two for a taste of this
seasonal festival.

Next come the tree fruits in September and
October: dates, figs, quinces, and pomegranates. Apples hadn’t yet
reached the Mediterranean back in Minoan times, but today, the
apple harvest falls in among the other tree fruits. Dates are
sacred to the Sun Goddess Therasia, and we think the Minoans
associated figs with the goddess Amalthea. Pomegranates are the
stereotypical Underworld fruit, so they could belong to any number
of deities as well as the ancestors and spirits of the dead.
Quinces... we think they may be connected with Eileithyia, but
we’re not sure.

Last of all come the olives. Though the rains
typically start in September, it takes weeks for the olive trees to
absorb the water and plump up the fruit. So the olive harvest
doesn’t usually take place until November, and some years it’s even
as late as December, depending on the weather and the condition of
the olives themselves.

So really, instead of a single harvest, there
are lots of them in Mediterranean climates. But you could group
them into two main phases: orchard harvests in the autumn and field
harvests in the spring.

 


The Sacred and the Mundane

These days we tend to think of people and
institutions as belonging to either the religious sector of society
or the economic sector but not both. In ancient Crete, though,
religion and daily life were intertwined to the point that we often
can’t discern the boundaries. This was a common situation in the
ancient world. We know from the archaeological record that the
grand Minoan “palaces” were actually temples, housing the clergy
and providing a setting for public and private rituals and
ceremonies. But the temples had another function as well, one we
tend to forget from our vantage point in a
separation-of-church-and-state society.

The Minoans had no centralized government.
Instead, every major Minoan city had a temple that was the
administrative and religious center for that city and the
surrounding farmland. The clergy who lived in the temples and
dedicated their lives to the deities wielded a lot of power in
Minoan society. The wealthy merchants who lived in the cities also
exerted a certain amount of influence. In addition to the temples,
there were a number of large sacred houses (archaeologists call
them “villas”) that were similar to later European monasteries. And
then there were the cave shrines and peak sanctuaries that had
their own resident clergy and their own place in Minoan life. We’ll
get to more details about them in Chapter 3.

For the Minoans, religion was an integral part
of their daily lives. Sure, there were big temples and sacred
houses that put on public rituals and communal feasts. But ordinary
homes and businesses also featured shrines and altars—that’s
something modern Pagans will be familiar with! Although we can’t
call ancient Crete a true theocracy, since as far as we know the
clergy wasn’t the sole ruling group on the island, there’s truly no
way to separate religion from any other aspect of life
there.

 


[image: tmp_2a0b9aa113db0d24ae5c60549d9c85ec_PAHZuP_html_630e4e64.jpg]

Grandstand fresco, detail, North Wing of
Knossos temple complex

 


How did so many facets of Minoan society and
daily life revolve around the temples? First of all, the temples
functioned as grain storage sites, just like the temples in Egypt
and Mesopotamia. From the early granaries situated alongside the
ceremonial courts to the later storage rooms filled with giant
ceramic jars of grain, the temples were a repository for the
island’s surplus grain supply.

Some of this excess was saved for the communal
feasting that was an integral component of Minoan religious and
cultural life. But some of it was probably also held back as
insurance in case of famine. The grain storage areas in the
temples, as well as in some of the surrounding buildings, are full
of sacred artwork and symbology. We find religious symbols such as
labryses and Linear A writing on the walls of the storerooms. A
number of the storage areas also include shrines or lead directly
to shrine or ritual areas. Thus we can imagine a ritual blessing or
protection of this basic foodstuff, when it was first stockpiled
and as it was later distributed to buyers or ritual
participants.

The temples also provided workspace for artists
and craftspeople who produced jewelry, pottery, sculpture, bronze
blades, figurines, stone carvings and many other fine wares. It’s
likely that temple-produced goods commanded a high price due to
their association with the sacred center. Many artisans also lived
and worked in the cities and towns, selling their wares in the
markets. But it must have been quite an honor to earn a place in
the workrooms of one of the temples.

There’s one aspect of the Minoan temples that
isn’t obvious at first, probably because it’s characterized by the
absence of something rather than its presence. Unlike so many of
the great religious complexes built by other ancient civilizations,
the temples on Crete were not monuments to any particular rulers or
leaders. We find no portraits of kings or queens, no lists of
battles won or conquests made, no depictions of conquered peoples
being enslaved or killed. The Minoan temples are remarkably bare of
depictions of violence or domination of any kind.

The temples, in fact, appear to have been built
with aesthetic rather than monumental purposes in mind. They were
designed for the worship of the deities and ancestors of this
world, to reinforce the connection between the human and the
divine. And, unlike the later Christian cathedrals which sought to
dwarf and intimidate people and make them feel inferior to the
great Christian god, the Minoan temples sought to draw people into
the order of being and make them feel a part of the divine that
surrounded them.

 


Living the Minoan Life

When we talk about ancient Crete, we often
focus on the temples due to their imposing presence and
architectural beauty. But we need to remember that most of the
Minoan population lived outside the temple grounds: in the towns,
the countryside, and the mountains. Their lives wouldn’t be as
foreign to us as we might think.

The developed areas of Crete ringed the
coastline, with the towns sloping up from low-lying harbors towards
the temples, which were typically situated on hilltops. We often
think of wealthy ancient civilizations in terms of highly
stratified societies like Egypt and Rome. In those empires, though
the upper echelons enjoyed great wealth and luxury, the poorer
people labored long and hard in subhuman living conditions. Crete,
however, grew out of a different paradigm. The Minoans, more than
perhaps any other Bronze Age society, shared the accumulated wealth
of their trading empire among all the island’s inhabitants. Now,
Crete was no utopia. Don’t get me wrong. There was socioeconomic
stratification, poor people and rich people. And those differences
got bigger as time went on. But the extent to which the temples
provided food and organized the infrastructure of the island helped
to mitigate at least some of those differences.

Minoan infrastructure continues to fascinate
us, largely because it feels almost modern, and therefore a little
out of place in the Bronze Age. Minoan cities had paved streets and
enclosed sewers. Aqueduct systems brought spring water and
snow-melt from the mountains into the cities. The temples and many
larger homes had running water and indoor toilets that were flushed
manually by pouring water down them from a pitcher. Canals crossed
the rich farmland, bringing water to orchards, fields, and
vineyards.

Through the busy harbors and marketplaces of
ancient Crete flowed shipments of cooking pots and dishes,
decorative ceramics, lumber, perfume oil, raw metals and precious
stones, tools for woodworking and metalsmithing. Between the
traders who sailed the Mediterranean from port to port and the
merchants who stayed on Crete to build their businesses, the
Minoans had virtually everything that could be made or purchased in
that part of the world.

The people who lived down by the harbors were
the manual labor so necessary for Crete’s vast trading empire.
These people carried merchandise from the many ships up to the
markets and may have occasionally sold trade goods themselves. They
were probably not literate, since only those who could afford
temple schooling or private tutors would have learned to read and
write.

In contrast to the manual laborers were the
more successful merchants and artisans who lived farther into the
towns, away from the harbors (and the smell of fish). These people
held jobs we would probably find familiar. Some of them were
merchants who had permanent shops or stalls in the marketplaces.
They traded in foods from nearby and faraway lands—fruit, wines,
oils, nuts. They bought and sold the basic necessities as well as
the luxuries of life. They made all the things that today are
factory-produced, because there were no factories back then, just
craftspeople.

While some of the consumer goods produced on
Crete were shipped around the Mediterranean in trade, the Minoans
themselves bought a lot of what their artisans produced. This
“middle class” on Crete, the successful merchants and craftspeople,
lived in multi-room houses set along wide paved streets. Even by
our standards they lived well. Many of their houses were equipped
with terracotta bathtubs and indoor manual-flush toilets. Like many
European houses today, the fronts of the houses were close to the
street, and the box or horseshoe shape of the buildings enclosed
private, beautifully landscaped courtyards. In these courtyards the
Minoans strolled, relaxed, cooked, and ate their meals when the
weather was pleasant, which it was for much of the year. They spent
a good deal of time outdoors, on open verandahs, and on their flat
rooftops, taking advantage of the mild climate.

Many of the raw materials that were shipped
into Crete’s harbors made their way to the island’s artisans. By
the height of Minoan civilization, the island was heavily populated
with expert architects, engineers, engravers, weavers, spinners,
dyers, metalsmiths, fresco painters, faience workers, potters and
all kinds of other artisans. They ran a thriving trade in
everything from the most expensive, precious handmade items
commissioned by the rich to inexpensive, everyday cookpots and
storage jars. Their metalsmiths worked copper, bronze, silver and
gold, fashioning it into jewelry, decorative containers, knives and
daggers. Minoan potters crafted vases, jugs, bowls and cups of fine
ceramic, intricately painted with beautiful, brightly colored
scenes and designs.

The Minoans were a Bronze Age people, and
bronze was one of their major exports. Back then, different
cultures and regions had their own “recipes” for bronze, which is
an alloy of copper with tin and other metals. Apparently the
Minoans’ excellent formula for bronze made their creations very
popular. They made beautiful votive figurines that people gave as
offerings at sacred sites. They produced daggers, swords, and
spears for the local and international markets. And they also made
all the kinds of ordinary items people used to make life easier:
chisels, axes (which are not the same as labryses), saws, tweezers,
razors, and mirrors.

In addition to bronze, the Minoans were known
for growing saffron. The stigmas and styles of the saffron crocus
are dried to make this valuable spice. It’s still extraordinarily
expensive today because it has to be harvested by hand. The process
of harvesting saffron appears in a series of Minoan frescoes from
Akrotiri, and the crocuses show up in frescoes and on ceramics and
seals. In addition to being used as a spice, saffron has medicinal
uses and makes a beautiful sunshine-yellow dye. The dye aspect is
especially fascinating, since the blood red saffron threads dye a
completely different color. Saffron appears to have been sacred to
the Sun Goddess, whom we call Therasia, and I suspect that this
color-changing “magic” might have something to do with that. After
all, the Sun changes from red at dawn to yellow at noon to red
again at sunset.

Speaking of dyes, the Minoans also made and
sold another very valuable dye material: murex. You may have heard
it called “Phoenician purple” because it was a big part of the
Phoenician economy many centuries after the end of Minoan
civilization. But the Minoans did it first, at least as early as
2000 BCE. This gorgeous dye that includes shades from deep purple
to blood red to lavender is made from the secretions of a type of
sea snail. It takes thousands of the snails to make a single gram
of the dye, hence the reason it was so dreadfully
expensive.

The earliest Minoan murex dyeworks were in the
cities of Petras and Kommos. Eventually the production spread
across the island to cities like Palaikastro, and offshore to small
islands like Chrysi. I imagine that people were glad to have the
dyeworks move to offshore islands, since the snails are pretty
stinky, and being downwind from them is unpleasant.

We’ve talked about clergy, merchants, farmers,
herders, sailors, and artisans. But what about the musicians? If
the art is any indication, music was an important part of both
religious activities and daily life in ancient Crete. Minoan
musicians played a range of instruments including the lyre,
double-pipe flute (aulos), and sistrum. According to our dance
ethnology research, they would also have had drums of some sort,
though we have yet to identify those in the art or among the
artifacts. So there would have been music during rituals and at
parties, at funerals and during seasonal activities like threshing
grain after it has been harvested. It’s likely the circle dances
that are still popular among Mediterranean folk dancers began as a
way to make the time go faster while treading the grain on the
circular threshing floors, or maybe as a way to celebrate once the
work was done. We also have depictions of dancing in the form of
figurines and frescoes.

That’s the cities. But what about the
countryside and the mountains? The lowlands and parts of the
foothills were farming country, just like they are today. The rich
soil provided the basis for crops of grain (wheat, barley, and rye)
and vegetables as well as vineyards and orchards. Some farmers
raised livestock, too. Sheep and cattle on Crete numbered in the
tens to hundreds of thousands by late Minoan times. Just like
today, there were smallholdings where the farmers barely supported
themselves and larger ones that were quite affluent.

Then there are the mountains. Sacred, yes, but
also tall and craggy and impossible to grow crops on. But the
herding people and their goats were quite happy to inhabit these
areas, moving from lower pastures during the mild, rainy winters to
higher ones where they could take advantage of the springs and
snow-melt creeks during the hot, dry summers. To this day, there
are herding people who still live very much this way in the
mountains of western Crete.

One class of people we wouldn’t find in ancient
Crete is the military. Crete had no army or navy of its own, with
the possible exception of a merchant marine to help protect the
island’s trading ships. Every few years someone comes up with a new
theory that purports to prove the Minoans had a military. And every
time, that theory disappears after a short PR flurry because it
doesn’t hold water. Honestly, I think the desire to show that the
Minoans had a military says a lot more about modern people than it
does about ancient Crete. After all, if there was an ancient
culture that was thriving and successful without a military and
warfare, there’s no excuse for modern people to insist that war is
the only way. So it makes some people really uncomfortable to have
to contemplate that possibility.

The Minoans preferred to concentrate their
energies and capital on trade and religion rather than warfare.
They wanted no land other than their own small island and thus
posed no threat to the surrounding nations. We don’t see any
indication of a military on Crete until the Mycenaeans, with their
war-like, conquest-driven values, occupied Knossos and attempted to
take over the island.

One interesting outgrowth of this lack of
military is a sort of hunter cult (or more likely, several of them
dedicated to different gods) that grew up among the young men of
Crete. Having no other outlet for their competitive or aggressive
energy, they developed a subculture within Minoan society. These
young men participated in ritualized displays of hunting skill,
flaunting their prowess with weapons such as the spear and dagger.
They probably included hunting forays as part of initiation
rituals, proving their skill with their chosen weapons.

This subsection of Minoan culture looked to the
Son of the Great Mothers in his various guises as their role model;
more about him in Chapter 5. They sometimes depicted him as a
muscular, handsome youth who carried a long spear and wore a dagger
at his belt. The young men who worshiped this god often wore
ornately decorated daggers as part of their dress as well,
emphasizing their economic and spiritual stature with such weapons.
Interestingly enough, Cretan traditional dress for men still
includes a dagger worn at the waist in very much the same way the
Minoans wore them.

 


The Minoan Dinner Table

The foods the Minoans enjoyed in the Bronze Age
are remarkably similar to what the people around the Mediterranean
eat today. The main difference you might notice is that some foods
that we think of as typically Mediterranean didn’t originate in
that region. So foods that are native to the Americas—tomatoes,
potatoes, peppers—and those native to Asia—basil, eggplant—hadn’t
arrived in the Mediterranean yet during Minoan times. Then what did
the Minoans eat?

Their diet was based around seasonal produce
and locally-raised or hunted meat, fish, and seafood. Bread was a
staple, made from einkorn or emmer wheat, barley, or rye. Something
like sourdough bread would have been common, but they may also have
used the yeasty dregs from beer and winemaking to raise the dough.
It’s also likely that they ate grain in the form of
porridge.

As you might expect, people living along the
coastline ate a lot of fish and seafood. Some of the frescoes from
Akrotiri show young men proudly holding up strings of mahi-mahi
(dolphinfish) that they have caught. In addition to fish, the
Minoans ate limpets, octopus, and squid.
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Young Fisherman fresco from the West House,
Akrotiri

 


Their other animal protein sources were
land-based. Mutton and lamb were the most popular choices. About
90% of meat remains at Minoan archaeological sites are from sheep.
That’s kind of surprising, considering that cattle and goats and
even deer are more prominent than sheep in Minoan religion and art
(check out the Horned Ones in Chapter 5). But the hard evidence is
clear that sheep were the main livestock the Minoans ate. It’s
possible that because sheep were the main meat source, they were
considered more mundane than sacred. Personally, I think it’s more
likely that we’ve simply lost the mythos associated with them over
time. It’s also likely that sheep were such a prominent part of the
Minoan diet because wool and its transformation into fabric was a
major industry in ancient Crete.

Along with mutton, the Minoans ate beef, goat,
and pork from their herds. They also hunted deer and rabbit and may
even have raised deer, since at least one fresco shows deer being
led on leashes. There’s also evidence that they hunted grouse and
ate snails. Whether they gathered the snails from the wild or
raised them is still up for debate.

With all those herds of cattle, goats, and
sheep, the Minoans had plenty of milk on hand. We don’t know
whether they drank it fresh, but it’s likely they offered it as
libations to the Horned Ones, especially the goddesses Europe and
Amalthea. And they did apparently make cheese from it—not aged
cheese like cheddar or Parmesan, but something more like farmer’s
cheese, ricotta, or cottage cheese. I like to think they added
herbs as well, to make a lovely flavored fresh cheese to have with
their homemade bread.

The warm Mediterranean climate made it easy for
the Minoans to grow a lot of different fruits and vegetables. In
the farmers’ fields and local markets of ancient Crete you might
have found chickpeas, fava beans, and lentils; onions and garlic;
okra, radishes, and purslane. The markets probably also offered
wild greens that people gathered on the surrounding hillsides:
dandelions, wild mustard, amaranth, fennel, oyster thistles,
nettles, wild spinach, endives, purslane, chard, chicory, sorrel,
and even crown daisy leaves and stems. These wild greens, called
horta, are still popular on Crete today. Wild artichokes and
asparagus might also have been available, just as they still are in
local markets.

From the vineyards of ancient Crete the Minoans
enjoyed grapes and raisins (and wine—more about that below). Their
orchards produced dates and figs, olives, pears, pomegranates,
quinces, elderberries and mulberries. They also grew nut trees:
almonds, pine nuts, pistachios, and chestnuts.

To season all this delicious food they had wild
and cultivated herbs: anise, bay laurel, chamomile, coriander,
cumin, dill, dittany, fennel, marjoram, mint, myrtle, oregano,
parsley, rosemary, saffron, sage, and thyme. They had sea salt but
no black pepper. It didn’t arrive in the Mediterranean until a
millennium after the destruction of the Minoan cities. But they did
have poppyseeds and sesame seeds.

Though they pressed oil from sesame seeds and
flax seeds, olive oil was by far the most common cooking and lamp
oil (the Minoans had oil lamps, since candles hadn’t been invented
yet). Honey and vinegar round out the list of
seasonings.

Speaking of vinegar… it’s made from wine, which
the Minoans brewed in large quantities. They also produced mead and
beer as well. In fact, they appear to have accidentally invented
retsina. They stored their wine in large vessels called pithoi,
which were unglazed; pottery glazes hadn’t yet been invented.
Liquid will eventually seep through unglazed ceramic and evaporate.
The last thing you want is for your wine to evaporate away! So they
melted beeswax together with resin—copal from Africa or terebinth
from the Near East—and sealed the insides of their wine vats with
the mixture. Resin dissolves in alcohol, though, so eventually it
flavored the wine.

How did they cook all this delicious food? For
a long time, archaeologists thought the Minoans didn't have hearths
because there was no evidence of them in any of the temple
complexes. This remains true; heating in the temples was done via
portable braziers, and the temple kitchens also used braziers.
Those kitchens may even have been separate outbuildings that have
long since decomposed. Having the kitchen as a separate building
helps to reduce the hazard of fire spreading. But the ordinary
people in ancient Crete did have small, chimney-less hearths in
their homes. They appear to have used these for heat and for some
amount of cooking, though they also used portable braziers for
indoor cooking as well as cooking over coals outdoors, probably in
the garden areas that appear to have flanked most homes. They would
have used the braziers for grilling meat and vegetables and cooking
flatbread. Soups and stews would have simmered away in terracotta
tripod cookpots outdoors over the coals.

To serve and eat this wide variety of foods,
they used dishes and utensils that would fit nicely in any modern
kitchen: teacups and wine goblets, conical cups, bowls, wine jugs,
and pottery storage jars called pithoi that are similar to modern
kitchen canisters. Wealthy people would have had fancier, more
colorful dishes in much the same way that wealthy people today use
fine China. Some types of Minoan ceramics, like Kamares ware, were
luxury styles enjoyed only by those who could afford them. But even
an ordinary kitchen would still have been well equipped with dishes
you would probably recognize. In all, their culinary life wasn’t
much different from what the people in that region still enjoy
today.

 


The Minoan Medicine Cabinet

Many of the herbs I listed above in the section
about Minoan food also have medicinal properties—garlic, fennel,
and saffron, for instance. But the Minoans also grew other herbs
that can be used for medicinal and cosmetic purposes. These include
wormwood, lavender, bedstraw (Gallium species), mallow (Malva
species), mountain tea (Syderitis syriaca), rue, and
tilia.

The Minoans were so well known for their
medical prowess that several Minoan cures for medical conditions
are included in the London Medical Papyrus, a document from Egypt
that dates to about 1629 BCE. It’s one of the oldest medical texts
in the world. The Minoans’ knowledge of medicinal herbs—one of the
main kinds of medical treatments in the Bronze Age—must have been
extensive. But I’d be willing to bet that part of their reputation
also came from not getting sick as often as people in other places
did. That would have been due to their advanced city design, with
paved streets, indoor plumbing, and enclosed sewers.

In addition to medicine, the Minoans also used
herbs and other natural substances for cosmetics. We can tell from
their art that they prized being “all gussied up”—with makeup,
jewelry, and fancy hairdos. The art suggests that these applied to
both men and women. We know from vessel residues that they made
scented and herbal oils, everything from sweet perfumes to
something like an ancient Vick’s salve or Tiger Balm.

They would have used olive oil and beeswax as
the base for salves and ointments. There’s some evidence that, like
other ancient people around the Mediterranean and in Mesopotamia,
the Minoans combined beeswax with various resins (frankincense,
myrrh, copal, terebinth) and used the mixture as a sort of ‘setting
lotion’ for their hair. It would have smelled lovely and would have
had a texture similar to modern styling waxes.

If the art is any indication, the Minoans liked
eyeliner as much as the Egyptians and Mesopotamians did. Back then,
kohl was made by mixing finely-ground stibnite (a sulfide of
antimony) or galena (a lead sulfide) with olive oil. I don’t
recommend either, for safety reasons. A safer alternative that some
people would have used because it was cheaper would be to burn
frankincense or myrrh resin or shelled almonds down until they’re
fully charred, then grind up the remaining sooty substance to a
fine powder and mix it with olive oil. Like the Egyptians, the
Minoans probably used thin reed sticks to apply their
eyeliner.

 


High
Style

For most people, the term Minoan conjures up an
image of heavily made-up, finely dressed and bejeweled people.
That’s what we see in the frescoes, after all. While this may be an
accurate picture of the wealthy upper classes and the clergy at the
height of Crete’s power, the majority of the population wore the
same sorts of clothes that ordinary people had been wearing for
centuries. We find depictions of simpler everyday clothing on many
of the stone seals from Minoan sites.

The working classes wore simple tunics,
sometimes belted, and made of plain wool or linen fabric (wool for
the winter and linen for the summer, most likely). The men often
wore knee-length wrap skirts, tied or belted at the waist. Even
well-to-do farmers and artisans would have worn simple, sturdy
clothes when they worked, for obvious reasons.

In the balmy Mediterranean climate many people
went bare-chested, and laborers in the harbors or on board merchant
ships might have worn nothing but a loincloth. Back then, nudity
didn’t have the moral connotations that it does in our
Christian-influenced times. So children went nude for comfort and
practicality (less dirty laundry!) as did people who fished and
probably those who went swimming as well. Children also had their
heads shaved, both as a sign of their social status and as an easy
way to prevent lice infestations.

The ordinary people had little selection for
footwear; simple leather sandals or boots were all that was
available. Sandals were the standard footwear for people of all
classes, though obviously there would have been differences in
quality and the amount of decoration. Short boots were the
preferred footwear of the bull-leapers, as the frescoes show, but
it’s likely that other people wore them as well—farmers, for
instance, or anyone whose occupation meant they needed to protect
their feet. Given that Crete’s climate is warm most of the year,
many people of all classes probably went barefoot at least some of
the time.

Those whose work didn’t involve physical labor
would have dressed in fine linen, perhaps woven with metallic
threads or decorated with floral or geometric designs. Most of the
depictions we have of Minoan women’s garments are probably ritual
wear for clergy, but since the art is all we have to go on, that’s
what I’ll describe here. Women’s wear began with an ankle-length
tunic that was open to the waist in the front. This was the basic
garment that everyone wore. But clergy, and probably wealthy women
as well, added a tiered wrap skirt over the tunic. For this kind of
fancy clothing, the tunic might have been woven to be stiff, like
19th century European and American corded petticoats, to help hold
up the tiered skirt layer. Women also had long woolen wraps that
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