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Why Crete?

There are places on earth that seem to have been chosen by the gods. Places where the land itself breathes history, where every stone hides a secret, and every valley carries the echo of lives lived with extraordinary intensity. Crete is one of those places.

Surrounded by the blue waters of the Mediterranean, at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, this island was never at the edge of the world — it was always at its heart. Phoenician and Roman ships passed through its ports, as did Arab and Venetian vessels. Conquerors and missionaries, merchants and poets landed on its shores. And from its reddish soil rose the Minoan palaces — the oldest monumental architecture in Europe — centuries before Rome had laid its first foundation stone.

This book was born from a fascination that did not fade with time but, on the contrary, grew with every page written, with every era explored. It is not an academic work, though it is grounded in serious historical sources. Nor is it a travel guide, though the reader will feel, I hope, an irresistible urge to board the first flight to Heraklion. It is, rather, a story. The story of an island that has lived more lives than any other in Europe.

From the first people who set foot on these lands nine thousand years ago, to the Cretan of today who drinks raki in the shade of an old elm and gazes at the sea with the wise eyes of one who knows the sea never changes — the thread of Crete's history is continuous, even if at times it was broken, buried, or written in forgotten tongues. Linear A, inscribed thousands of years ago on clay tablets, remains undeciphered to this day — a mystery reminding us that history never fully surrenders, that it always keeps something for itself.

I chose to tell this history chronologically, age by age, not because it is the only way, but because Crete deserves to be understood in its layers. Every conqueror who came — and many came — left something behind: a temple, a word, a recipe, a belief. The Cretan identity of today is the sum of all these deposits, like a rich soil formed by thousands of years of civilization.

In the pages that follow you will meet kings and peasants, philosophers and warriors, saints and pirates. You will see palaces crumbling beneath volcanic ash and others rising from their ruins. You will hear the laws carved in stone at Gortyna, feel the smoke of the Battle of Crete in 1941, and hear the bells that rang in December 1913, when the island finally came home.

Crete is not merely a place on the map. It is an idea. The idea that civilization is resilient, that people survive, that beauty persists even after catastrophe. I hope that, at the end of this book, you too will feel what I felt every time I wrote about this island: that Crete welcomes you like an old friend you recognize, though you have never met.

Andi Rădiu

Vienna, 2025
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Island of the Gods

Prehistory and the First Inhabitants

c. 7000-3000 BC


In the beginning, there was only the sea and the wind. Then came man.



I. A World Unto Itself — The Geography of the Island

Long before any human had set foot on it, Crete already existed as a world unto itself. Not merely an island, but a continent in miniature — a stretch of land so varied in landscape, so rich in resources, so perfectly situated at the crossroads of the seas, that nature seemed to have prepared it with care for a special role in the history of humanity. And that is precisely what happened.

Crete stretches nearly 260 kilometres from west to east, but its width varies dramatically — from 60 kilometres in the central section to barely 12 kilometres at the Isthmus of Ierapetra in the east. This elongated shape, like a great ship anchored in the eastern Mediterranean, gave the island an enormous coastline relative to its surface area — over 1,000 kilometres of shore, with bays, headlands, sandy beaches and sheer cliffs dropping straight into the sea. Each segment of this coastline was a small universe: a quiet beach where you could draw up a boat, a sheltered gulf that naturally became a harbour, a high rock from which you could see for tens of kilometres in every direction.

The backbone of the island is formed by an impressive mountain chain that crosses it from west to east, like the spine of a dragon. In the west rise the Lefka Ori — the White Mountains — with peaks exceeding 2,400 metres, snow-covered for eight months of the year. Rocky, wild, almost inaccessible, these mountains have throughout history sheltered a resilient and independent population, people who always knew how to hide and to survive. In the centre of the island, Mount Ida — Psiloritis — rises to 2,456 metres, the highest point on Crete, its summit visible from enormous distances at sea. To the east, the Dikti Mountains complete the trio, gentler but equally present, with pine forests and high plateaus.

Between these mountain massifs open the great plains that fed the civilisations of Crete. The Mesara plain, in the south-central part of the island, is the most extensive — a fertile valley nearly 50 kilometres long, watered by the Yeropotamos river, with soil so rich it produced abundant harvests of wheat, barley and olive oil even in dry years. The Lasithi plateau, to the east, is smaller but equally fertile — a circular plateau at 840 metres altitude, surrounded by peaks, a green oasis suspended above the sea. The Heraklion plain, in the north, opens onto a gentle coast ideal for settlement and trade.

Water was never a problem in ancient Crete. Unlike other Mediterranean islands parched by summer, Crete benefited from a relatively rich hydrographic system. Rivers such as the Yeropotamos, Anapodiaris, Gioforos and Almiros flowed from the mountains to the plains and the sea, naturally irrigating agricultural land. Underground springs supplied entire villages. The Lasithi plateau was famous for its hundreds of windmills pumping water from the water table — an image that would persist into the twentieth century. The limestone caves at the heart of the mountains retained water like natural reservoirs, releasing it slowly throughout the summer.

The island's flora was equally varied. Dense forests of cypress, pine, evergreen oak and plane trees covered the mountain slopes. At lower altitudes grew olive trees — extraordinarily resilient trees, capable of living thousands of years, whose roots force themselves deep into bare rock. Fig trees, pomegranates, almond trees and carob completed a vegetation in which Neolithic man found food, construction timber, tool materials and medicinal plants. On the low coasts, reedbeds and salt marshes sheltered a rich birdlife.

The terrestrial fauna of ancient Crete was dominated by the agrimi — the Cretan wild goat, Capra aegagrus cretica — an agile and resilient animal perfectly adapted to the island's rocky terrain. Deer, wild boar and hares completed the picture of the hunt. But the most important animal of prehistoric Crete was one that would become the symbol of an entire civilisation: the bull. Wild aurochs — Bos primigenius — grazed the island's plains, huge and imposing, with broad horns and impressive musculature. This creature would enter mythology, art and religion, becoming one of the most powerful symbols of the Minoan world.

The sea surrounding the island was as important as the land. The waters of the eastern Mediterranean are clear and rich in fish: tuna, sea bream, sardines, lobster, octopus, cuttlefish. Fishing was an essential source of food and later an occupation that would sustain the flourishing ports of Minoan Crete. But the sea was not merely a source of food — it was the highway along which came the ideas, peoples, goods and influences that would make Crete the centre of the oldest European civilisation.

This exceptional geography — mountains that protect, plains that nourish, sea that connects — essentially determined the course of Cretan history. It is no exaggeration to say that Crete became what it became precisely because nature had endowed it with all the necessary conditions: sufficient isolation for security, sufficient resources for prosperity, a sufficiently central position to remain in contact with the world. A perfect balance that few places on earth possess.

II. Who Were the First Cretans? Origins, Migrations and Ancient DNA

For a long time, the question of the origin of Crete's first inhabitants remained unanswered. Archaeological excavations yielded objects — vessels, tools, bones — but not faces, not stories. Who were these people? Where had they come from? What language did they speak? What did they think? It is only in recent decades, with the help of DNA analyses on skeletal remains found in Cretan Neolithic tombs, that science has begun to offer surprising answers.

Genetic studies published after 2013, based on the analysis of mitochondrial and nuclear DNA extracted from Neolithic skeletons at Knossos and other Cretan sites, confirmed what some archaeologists had already suspected: the first Cretans were not of European origin. They came from Anatolia — the territory of modern western and central Turkey — and were genetically related to the Neolithic populations that had simultaneously colonised other regions of Europe, from mainland Greece to the Iberian Peninsula. This great Neolithic migration from the Near East to Europe began around 7000 BC and lasted several millennia.

But who were these Anatolians who chose Crete? Not nomadic hunter-gatherers, but sedentary farmers who had already known for generations the cultivation of cereals, the raising of domestic animals and ceramic production. They did not come by chance — they came with a plan. Crossing the Aegean Sea, even in the rudimentary craft of the age, was not an undertaking one did at random. It presupposed knowledge of sea currents, seasonal winds, distances and resources available at the destination. This means these people had probably explored the island before the actual colonisation, or were following already established trade routes.

The most probable route taken by the first colonists followed a chain of islands that served as stepping stones: from the Anatolian coast to Rhodes, from there to Karpathos, and finally to eastern Crete — the Siteia and Zakros area. This route reduced the open-sea distance to smaller, more easily navigable segments. Recent research suggests colonisation occurred in multiple waves rather than a single event, and that different groups arrived at different times, settling in different areas of the island.

A fascinating genetic detail: DNA analyses show that the classic Minoans — those who would build the famous palaces a few millennia later — were largely direct descendants of these first Neolithic colonists. There was no population replacement between the Neolithic and the Bronze Age in Crete, but rather a remarkable biological continuity. The same genetic stock, the same extended families, the same community — gradually transforming, accumulating knowledge, techniques and external influences, until it reached the brilliant apex of Minoan civilisation. The Minoans did not fall from the sky; they grew organically from the Neolithic roots we know.

Before the Neolithic colonisation, however, there were sporadic human presences on the island. Discoveries in the Asphendou cave in the Chania region and at several other sites on the southern coast suggest temporary visits or camps by hunter-gatherer groups in the late Palaeolithic and Mesolithic — perhaps even from the tenth millennium BC. These early visitors left no descendants; they disappeared or departed, without forming stable communities. Prehistoric Crete remained essentially an island without permanent inhabitants until the arrival of the Anatolian farmers.

The language spoken by the first Cretans remains a mystery. We have no texts from the Neolithic period. The marks incised on Neolithic pottery are too rare and ambiguous to be deciphered. It is not until much later, in the Minoan period, that a proper writing system appears — first Minoan hieroglyphics, then Linear A — which in turn remains undeciphered. It is possible that the language of the first Cretans was a proto-Minoan form, the precursor of that mysterious tongue the Minoans spoke and wrote in Linear A. A language that was not Greek, not Semitic, not Indo-European — an isolated language, perhaps the sole survivor of a broader linguistic group that disappeared completely with the decline of Minoan civilisation.

III. Neolithic Knossos — The First Great Site in Europe

If there is a place where the history of Crete can be read as a palimpsest — a text written, erased and rewritten countless times — it is the Kephala hill, beside the Kairatos river, a few kilometres south of the modern capital Heraklion. Here, on this gentle slope, people have lived without interruption for more than eight thousand years. Generation after generation, they built, demolished, rebuilt, buried their dead and raised their children — accumulating a layer of humanity nearly eight metres deep. This is Knossos.

When Arthur Evans, the British archaeologist, began systematic excavations at Knossos in 1900, he knew he would find something important. He did not know how important. Beneath the great Minoan palace he was seeking, Evans discovered that the hill concealed a Neolithic tell of exceptional proportions — the largest in Greece and one of the largest in Europe. The stratigraphy of the site was clear: at the surface, the Minoan palaces of the Bronze Age; lower, the pre-palatial dwellings; and at the very base, deep in the earth, pure Neolithic — huts, pits, hearths, bones, pottery.

Modern research, continued by the British School of Archaeology at Athens to this day, has considerably refined our picture of Neolithic Knossos. It is estimated that at the peak periods of the Neolithic — between 5000 and 4000 BC — the community at Knossos numbered several hundred people, perhaps even a thousand. By the standards of the age, it was an embryonic urban centre. Dwellings were built of sun-dried mud brick, with hard-beaten clay floors, with walls whitewashed with lime. Some houses had multiple rooms — a rudimentary division of domestic space into sleeping, cooking and storage areas.

The pottery from Neolithic Knossos is among the most studied in the world. It evolves visibly over the millennia — from simple forms and rudimentary incised decorations in the early Neolithic, to sophisticated vessels with painted decorations in black on red or white grounds in the late Neolithic. Geometric motifs dominate: parallel lines, zigzags, triangles, diamonds, spirals. But schematic figures of animals and people also appear — the first attempts at narrative representation in Cretan art. Each vessel was shaped by hand, without a potter's wheel — this would not appear until the Bronze Age — and fired in simple kilns at relatively low temperatures.

Among the most moving discoveries from Neolithic Knossos are the graves. The dead were buried beneath house floors or in pits dug near dwellings — a practice demonstrating that the separation between the world of the living and that of the dead was far more permeable than in modern societies. Death was not exiled outside the community; it remained in its midst, beneath the feet of the living. Skeletons are usually in a crouched position, with knees drawn up to the chest — the foetal position, perhaps a symbol of rebirth. Beside some of the dead were found offerings: vessels with food, tools, ornaments of shell and stone.

The obsidian from Milos deserves special attention. This black volcanic stone, with a cutting edge superior to any flint, was the ideal raw material for knife blades, arrowheads and scrapers. The problem was that Milos lay hundreds of kilometres away in the Cyclades, and obtaining obsidian required crossing the sea. The massive presence of Melian obsidian in Cretan Neolithic sites — including Knossos — proves that from the earliest times, Cretans were capable sailors and active traders. They did not wait for the world to come to them; they went out into the world.

Another fascinating element of Neolithic Knossos is its extraordinary continuity. Unlike many European Neolithic sites that were abandoned and intermittently reoccupied, Knossos was inhabited continuously for eight thousand years — from the early Neolithic to the Roman period. This continuity is not accidental. The place was simply too good to abandon: water from the Kairatos river, fertile soil on the hillsides, a good view toward the sea and the plain, a central position on the island. Generation after generation, people recognised the value of this place and chose to stay.

IV. Daily Life — Food, Tools, Family and the Role of Women

Let us try to enter the life of an ordinary person from Neolithic Crete. Not a king, not a shaman, not a hero — but a plain man, from a village of a few hundred souls, living somewhere between 5000 and 4000 BC. What did he eat? How did he work? How did he spend his days and nights? How did he relate to those around him? The answers to these questions are not in texts — there were no texts. They are in bones, in carbonised seeds, in pottery remains, in stone tools and in traces of fire.

The diet of Neolithic Cretans was remarkably varied and balanced — more so than many would assume. Cereals formed the basis of nutrition: emmer wheat and einkorn wheat, barley, millet. From these was made a thick bread, baked on hot stones or in clay ovens, and a porridge similar to today's polenta. Legumes complemented the protein: lentils, chickpeas, peas, broad beans. Olives — gathered from wild trees before domestication had produced cultivated varieties — provided essential fats. Figs, wild grapes, almonds, pomegranates and various wild fruits completed a rich seasonal menu.

Meat came from domestic animals — goats, sheep, pigs and cattle — slaughtered sparingly, mostly on special or ceremonial occasions. The bones found in Neolithic sites show that animals were kept alive as long as possible for milk, wool and labour, and slaughtered only in old age or at festivals. Hunting supplemented the diet with venison, wild goat and hare. Fishing was practised on coasts and rivers — fish, molluscs and crustaceans leaving shells and bones in the refuse of archaeological sites.

Everyday tools were primarily of stone — flint and obsidian for blades, scrapers and points; sandstone and granite for querns and mortars. The craft of knapping stone was an art in itself, transmitted from father to son, from mother to daughter. A well-made obsidian blade could be sharper than a modern scalpel and could last years if properly maintained. Bone was used for needles, hooks, spatulas and various household objects. Wood — cypress, oak, pine — served for construction, rudimentary furniture, hafted tools and watercraft.

Textiles offer another window onto Neolithic life. Spindle whorls — small weights of clay or stone that provided inertia to the spinning spindle — are among the most frequent objects found in Cretan Neolithic sites. Their presence in large numbers demonstrates that spinning wool and linen thread was a daily, mass activity, probably carried out mainly by women. The textiles produced — wool for thick winter clothing, linen for light summer garments — have not survived, but later representations in Minoan art show that Cretan dress was elaborate and colourful.

The social structure of Neolithic Cretan communities was probably egalitarian or mildly hierarchical — without kings, without aristocracy, without rigid social classes. The tombs of this period show no dramatic differences in wealth between individuals — there are no splendid royal burials alongside poor pits. All the dead are treated with similar relative respect, with the same types of offerings. This suggests a society in which resources were distributed relatively evenly, and social status was earned through age, skill and reputation, not inheritance.

The role of women in Neolithic Cretan society deserves separate discussion. The archaeological evidence — especially the extraordinary number of female figurines found — suggests that woman occupied a central position not only in domestic life but also in ritual and spiritual life. Clay figurines depicting women with generous forms, with emphasis on breasts, hips and abdomen — all attributes of fertility and maternity — were probably cult objects, used in rituals of fertility, childbirth or the invocation of divine protection. We cannot know with certainty whether Neolithic Cretan society was matriarchal in the strict sense, but it is clear that the feminine principle was venerated and that women played a far more visible role than in many other cultures of the age.

Life expectancy was low by modern standards. Analysis of bones from Neolithic tombs shows that few people lived beyond 45 to 50 years. Infant mortality was high — many children died in the first year of life. Dental disease, arthritis and bone trauma were common. And yet, amidst these short and hard lives, people created art, organised communities, cared for the elderly and sick, and passed knowledge on to their children. It was a life completely different from ours — and, in certain surprising respects, less different than we might think.

V. The World of Spirits — Beliefs, Rituals and the Neolithic Sacred

The religion of the Neolithic Cretans left no temples, no constructed altars, no sacred texts. It left something more subtle and, perhaps, more profound: objects. Hundreds of clay figurines, vessels with symbolic decorations, offering pits, graves with precise arrangements, traces of red ochre on skeletons — a visual and ritual vocabulary from which we can reconstruct, with caution and imagination, a surprisingly complex spiritual world.

The mother goddess — or more precisely, a divine feminine principle associated with fertility, birth and the cycle of life — seems to have stood at the centre of the Neolithic Cretan religious universe. The female figurines found at Knossos and other sites are highly suggestive: women with exaggerated forms, with emphasis on the gravid abdomen, on breasts and wide hips. Some stand upright, with arms raised or resting on hips — a posture conveying strength and authority. Others are seated, as if resting after childbirth. All communicate the same message: the woman who gives birth, the woman who nourishes, the woman who gives life, is sacred.

Caves occupied a central place in Neolithic Cretan spirituality. In a world without constructed temples, caves were the natural sanctuaries — places where the earth itself opened, where darkness and moisture created an otherworldly atmosphere, where the voice and the light of fire took on magical qualities. The cave of Eileithyia, near Amnisos on the north coast, is the best example: a sanctuary dedicated to the goddess of childbirth, frequented from the Neolithic to the Roman era — a ritual continuum of six thousand years. Inside the cave hundreds of offerings have been found: figurines, miniature vessels, objects of bone and metal deposited over the millennia by women who came seeking protection for childbirth.

The Idaion Andron cave on Mount Ida and the Dictaion Andron cave on Mount Dikti would in the Minoan and Greek eras become cult sites dedicated to Zeus. But the roots of these cults reach deep into prehistory. The high caves, snow-covered in winter, barely accessible, were perceived as places of supreme power — places where sky and earth touched, where gods descended and mortals ascended. Thousands of years later, when the Greeks took over the island, they would adopt these already existing sacred places and populate them with their own gods.

The funerary practices of Neolithic Cretans speak of a complex vision of death and afterlife. The dead were not abandoned or discarded — they were treated with ritual care, buried in a foetal position with carefully chosen offerings. The foetal position is extremely significant: it mimics the posture of the child in the mother's womb, suggesting that death was seen as a return to origin, as preparation for a new birth. The red ochre with which the dead were often sprinkled — or with which bones were painted in secondary burials — symbolised blood, life, the colour of dawn: a visual prayer for rebirth.

Secondary burials — in which the bones of a deceased person were exhumed after a time, cleaned and re-interred in another location — suggest elaborate mortuary practices, perhaps related to an ancestor cult. Carefully cleaned and arranged bones speak of a continuing relationship with the dead, of the belief that they remained present and active in community life even after the body's disappearance. This relationship with ancestors would remain a constant of Cretan spirituality across the millennia.

We cannot know with certainty what rituals accompanied funerary practices, what songs or incantations were recited, what gestures were made. But the fact that across the whole island, in different sites and from different periods, we find the same patterns — the same position of the dead, the same types of offerings, the same traces of ochre — suggests a remarkable ritual coherence. It was not spiritual chaos; it was a well-articulated tradition, carefully transmitted from one generation to the next, locally adapted but preserving a common core. A religion without a sacred book, without specialised priests probably, but with a considerable power of social and spiritual cohesion.

VI. Other Neolithic Sites — Phaistos, Malia, Zakros and Gournia

Knossos was not alone. Although the largest and most thoroughly studied Neolithic site on Crete, it was part of a wider network of communities scattered across the whole island — communities that, although separated by considerable distances and hard-to-cross mountains, shared the same ceramic traditions, the same funerary practices and probably the same religious beliefs. This cultural coherence of Neolithic Crete suggests that the island was not a mosaic of isolated tribes, but a relatively integrated world, in which people moved, married outside their own community, traded and exchanged ideas.

Phaistos, in the south of the island, on a hill dominating the Mesara plain, was the second great Neolithic centre of Crete. Its inhabitants enjoyed exceptional views — to the north, the mountain chain of Ida with its snow-capped peak; to the south, the Libyan Sea; to the east, the vast and fertile plain. The Italian excavations that have continued uninterrupted since the late nineteenth century to this day have revealed Neolithic layers as deep as those at Knossos, with the same impressive continuity. The pottery from Phaistos has its own personality — certain forms and decorations specific to the site that differentiate it from that of Knossos, evidence that the communities had distinct local identities, even if they participated in a common culture.

Malia, on the north coast, east of Heraklion, occupied an excellent strategic position: a fertile plain behind it, a natural harbour before it. The Neolithic remains at Malia are less spectacular than those at Knossos or Phaistos — partly because the later Minoan palace destroyed or covered the older layers — but they exist and confirm that this area too was inhabited from prehistoric times. Malia would later become one of the four great Minoan palatial centres, a status it owes not only to its geographical position but also to its human continuity from the Neolithic.

Zakros, at the eastern tip of the island, represents a special case. Isolated from the rest of Crete by hard-to-cross mountains, Zakros was more easily reached from the sea than from land — which made it, from the Neolithic onwards, a privileged contact point with the eastern world: Cyprus, the Levantine coast, Egypt. The Neolithic remains in this area suggest that the first Anatolian colonists probably landed on the eastern coast, and Zakros may have been their first point of contact with the island. In the Minoan era, Zakros would become an important centre of international trade, inheriting and amplifying the role of gateway to the East it had held from prehistoric times.

Gournia deserves special attention, for its story is linked not only to the past but to a fascinating tale of modern discovery. This site, on the north coast of Crete in the Gulf of Mirabello, was excavated between 1901 and 1904 by Harriet Boyd Hawes — one of the first women to have led a major archaeological expedition, at an age when the profession was completely male-dominated. Her courage and competence brought to light one of the best-preserved Minoan towns: paved streets, multi-room houses, craft workshops, a small central palace. But beneath the Minoan ruins, Boyd Hawes also found Neolithic traces — evidence that Gournia too had been inhabited millennia before the Minoan flowering.

Neolithic Gournia was probably a small village of fishermen and farmers, attracted by the sheltered gulf and the fertile plains nearby. Its position on the north coast, halfway between east and west, gave it the advantage of contact with both extremities of the island. The archaeological materials from the Neolithic levels at Gournia — pottery, obsidian tools, animal bones — are perfectly compatible with what we know from other sites of the period, confirming the site's membership in the same pan-Cretan Neolithic culture. What makes Gournia distinctive is not its Neolithic remains — relatively modest — but the perfect superimposition of prehistory and the Bronze Age on the same spot, a continuity that perfectly illustrates the way Crete built its identity: layer upon layer, generation after generation.

Beyond these major centres, hundreds of small Neolithic villages — some with a few dozen people, others with a few hundred — covered the island from end to end. The Lasithi plateau, with its exceptional fertility, sheltered several communities. The southern coast, harsher and more isolated, was nonetheless inhabited at strategic points. The Mesara plain was dotted with small villages. The mountains themselves were not entirely empty — seasonal settlements of shepherds climbed to considerable altitudes in search of summer pastures. Together, these communities formed a total population of perhaps ten to twenty thousand souls at the height of the Neolithic — a modest figure by modern standards, but sufficient to create a coherent and dynamic culture.

VII. The Dawn of Bronze — Trade, Hierarchy and the Birth of a New World

In the final centuries of the fourth millennium BC, something changes in Crete. The change is not sudden — it is not a revolution, not an invasion, not a catastrophe. It is rather an acceleration, an intensification of processes already underway. The population grows. Trade diversifies. Some communities become wealthier than others. The first copper objects appear and change the way people think about tools and weapons. A new world is born — not from rupture, but from maturation.

The metallurgy of copper and bronze — the alloy of copper with tin that gives it superior hardness — reached Crete from Anatolia and the Cyclades around 3200 to 3000 BC. The first metal objects found in Cretan sites are small and precious: sewing needles, fine-bladed knives, bracelets, rings. They did not immediately replace stone tools — obsidian and flint continued to be used massively — but coexisted with them, reserved initially for prestige objects and for
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