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Introduction

In October 2005 a huge steel, bronze and glass sculpture was unveiled outside the seat of the European Parliament in Strasbourg.
The sculpture, donated to the European Parliament by the town of Agios Nikolaos on Crete, depicts the mythological princess
Europa, cast in bronze, riding on the back of a steel and glass bull. Once upon a time (or so the story goes), the god Zeus
fell in love with a beautiful girl named Europa. In order to gain her affections, Zeus turned himself into a magnificent bull,
and carried her on his back across the sea to Crete. According to some accounts, one of their three sons was a certain Minos,
who became king of Crete. So the Strasbourg sculpture acts as a elegant symbol for the place of Crete in the history of Europe:
since Europa later gave her name to the continent of Europe, the Minoan civilization on Crete marks the true beginning of
European history.


The viewer of the Strasbourg statue of Europa and the bull is offered a neat definition of ‘Classical’ Europe: a region named
after a figure in Greek mythology (Europa), whose son Minos gave his name to the region’s first great civilization. There
is, of course, some truth in this cosy modern take on the story, but the tale will bear a little closer examination. The Strasbourg
statue of Europa is far removed from the Greek and Roman versions of the story.


The story of Europa and the bull was well known in the ancient Greek world. The rape of Europa is mentioned in the earliest
surviving work of Greek literature (Homer’s Iliad), and is commonly depicted in Greek art, on painted vases and in sculpture. It is thus a good example of a Panhellenic myth,
a story known in different parts of the Greek world, and told for a variety of different reasons. The most striking local
telling of the story comes, once again, from Crete. Here, coins minted by various Cretan cities between the fifth and third
centuries BC feature Europa. Sometimes they show her being carried on the back of the bull, but sometimes they show her lying under a plane tree. It was
apparently beneath this plane tree that Europa and Zeus first lay together. The city of Gortyn was particularly successful
in asserting its claim to the story and the tree itself became a notable landmark there. In the Roman period the tree was
celebrated for never losing its leaves, and cuttings from it were used to propagate clones in other parts of Crete. In other
words, the Gortynians asserted a special place for themselves in the wider Greek world by laying claim to this famous Panhellenic
myth. It was right here in Gortyn, underneath this actual tree, that Zeus had made Europa pregnant with Minos and his brothers.
This claim should no doubt be understood as part of Gortyn’s long-standing rivalry with the nearby cities of Knossos and Phaistos.
If Gortyn was the true site of the passion of Zeus and Europa, then Knossos and Phaistos were the losers. This account should
warn us that the Greeks did not regard their myths as ‘mythical’, as fairy stories, but as tales of a remote past which could
be rooted in real places and things. This local version of the tale is still popular among tourist guides at the site of Gortyn,
who point out a particular huge tree as the very one under which Europa lay in the arms of Zeus.


The story of Europa was also popular among Roman writers. In his Metamorphoses, the Latin poet Ovid recounts how Europa, the daughter of the king of Tyre in Phoenicia, was out playing with her young female
friends on the seashore. Zeus had fallen in love with her, and wanted to seduce her. So he transformed himself into a magnificent
bull, and joined the herd of bullocks that he had arranged to be grazing by the sea. Europa fell for the splendid animal,
and after a while climbed onto its back. The bull then bore the frightened young woman across the sea to Crete. Here he resumed
his own form. Ovid’s telling of the story is a world apart from the local myths of Gortyn, Knossos and Phaistos. It is a ‘floating’,
deracinated version, privileging no one place on Crete over any other, which simply forms an elegant (and slightly allusive)
episode in the sequence of transformations that constitutes his Metamorphoses. And precisely because it is so deracinated, it was Ovid’s account of this, and other myths, which achieved canonical status
in the Renaissance and afterwards. It is the Ovidian version that inspired paintings by artists like Titian and Rembrandt.


The spin that makes this myth emblematic of European civilization is very recent indeed. In antiquity, the myth does not bear this meaning. The region of Europe is hardly ever personified in
antiquity; it was only in the nineteenth century that the continent regularly came to be personified in the form of Europa
on the bull. The connection between the Minoan civilization of Crete and the origins of Europe is also a modern one. The Greeks
simply regarded Minos as one of several early rulers of Crete, not as the founder of a primordial civilization. Although the
Strasbourg statue of Europa and the bull is based on a story dating back at least to the eighth century BC, its cultural significance is intimately tied to the particular political circumstances of the early twenty-first century
AD.


This history of Classical Europe will travel from the so-called Minoan civilization of Crete to the later Roman empire, from
the middle of the second millennium BC to the fourth and early fifth centuries AD. Although our geographical canvas stretches from Scotland to the Nile valley, and from the Atlantic coast of Portugal to
the mountains of Armenia, we have not tried to present a full history of all the area now counted as ‘Europe’. At the centre
of our canvas stand the ancient peoples of the northern Mediterranean basin, the Greeks and the Romans. For this we make no
apology: the principal long-term developments in this period were driven by the people of the Aegean sea, the southern Balkans
and the Italian peninsula. The nine chapters of this book are structured chronologically, because analysis of history has
to go hand in hand with understanding the flow of events. We have tried to avoid presenting a timeless account of ‘the Greek
view of X’, or ‘the Roman view of Y’: there is no such thing as the ancient myth of Europa. Even very general ideas are rooted in particular circumstances and events.


Histories have to begin somewhere, and this one begins rather earlier than most accounts of the Classical world. (The Date
Chart at the end of this book provides a concise summary of the key dates.) We begin with the age of the Minoan and Mycenaean
palaces on Crete and in mainland Greece. We look, too, at relations with their neighbours in the eastern Aegean and beyond,
placing special emphasis on Troy, in north-western Asia Minor. In Chapters 2 and 3, we expand our horizons westwards, to take
in the whole of the central Mediterranean world. We examine the period of turmoil that followed the collapse of the palaces
(the so-called Dark Age), and the emergence of the first Greek and Italic city-states. Chapters 4 and 5 then take the history of the Greeks through the Classical era and into the Hellenistic age,
when the culture of the Greek city-state spread far beyond its Aegean homelands into the heart of Asia. Chapters 6 and 7 return
to the Italian peninsula, moving from the founding of the Roman Republic to the growth of the Roman imperium overseas, culminating with the breakdown of Republican institutions, and the transition from Republic to Empire. Chapter 8 is occupied by an in-depth analysis of the workings of the Roman empire. Finally, in Chapter 9, we examine the transformation
of the imperial system in the fourth century AD, the increasing impact of Christianity on the empire, and the changing attitudes of the period towards ‘classical’ culture.
St Augustine’s attempts to reconcile Christian culture with the ‘Classical’ inheritance of Rome form an appropriate conclusion
to the book (and also a starting point for the next volume in this series).


The geographical scope of the book, therefore, varies over time. Each chapter begins with a brief exposition of its context
and compass, and offers some account of the extent of the area under consideration. The main part of the chapter includes
discussion of the characteristics of the state in that period. Was the state a palace, a city-state, a monarchy? How large
was it? Did the area have a single centre, or was it multi-centred? What sort of settlement hierarchy was there? What sorts
of connections were there between the area and the outside world? The obvious storm-centres of Greek and Roman history (Knossos,
Sparta, Athens, Macedon, Rome) will receive due treatment, but a number of other, less well-known places will also appear
repeatedly in the course of the book: cities like Massilia (modern Marseilles), Carthage and Miletus, and regions like Sphakia
in south-west Crete, Lycia in south-west Turkey and the island of Cyprus.


Although our story does proceed in roughly chronological order, we have tried to offer something more than a mere narrative
history of the ancient world. Instead, we have aimed to explore, in a series of different contexts, three main themes.


The first and overarching theme is ‘memory’. This book offers (among other things) a historical study of memory, which does
not draw a simple line between the ‘true’ and the ‘false’ memory claims of the past. All history is an act of remembering,
an attempt by the historian to preserve the memory of the past by putting it on record (as the Greek historian Herodotus says
in his opening sentence). There are other possible justifications for the study of history, but this one is surely basic, our moral duty to recall the past, and to oppose those
who rewrite the past for unsavoury ends. But the historian cannot (or should not) claim to be the simple guardian of objective
truth. History is, at least in part, a constructed artefact, the product of intellectual, social and political pressures.
This is not to suggest that memory and history are the same thing. History makes claims for truth which are defensible because
of the disciplines and rigour of history. The narratives of history are differently constructed from those of memory. But
there are also similarities between memory and history. Neither memory nor history provides an innocent account of past events:
both create their own versions of the past, and both are products of their own time. The interest in studying memory in the
past is that it places centre stage the self-understandings of particular peoples, and so gets us closer to understanding
their world. Study of memory ought to place us closer to the mind-sets of people in the past; it should help to prevent us
from advancing anachronistic interpretations of the period, and make it possible for us to see how the choices people make
relate to their own view of their past.


As we shall see, the Greeks and Romans had a very different sense of the past from that of the modern historian. For example,
we know (or think we know) that the end of the Mycenaean civilization in Greece c. 1200 BC was followed by a 400–year ‘Dark Age’. The earliest Greek city-states, which began to emerge in the eighth century BC, owed nothing to the culture and institutions of the Mycenaean palaces; the eighth-century Greeks began with a ‘slate wiped
clean’. However, the Greeks themselves preserved no collective memory of a centuries-long ‘Dark Age’. The Greeks of the seventh
and sixth centuries BC believed that their present-day city-states were the direct successors of the palace-states of the remote past (including
the period of the Trojan War). We are now able to say with some certainty that the Greeks were, empirically, wrong: this ancient
model of continuity between the ‘heroic age’ and the present day is not a true historical chronology, but a ‘chronology of
desire’. Nonetheless, this Greek ‘chronology of desire’ has to be taken seriously. What the Greeks thought about their past
(whether true or not) was central to Greek self-definition. The development of Greek society between the seventh and fourth
centuries BC was driven not by what we know about their early history, but by what they thought they knew. This book therefore aims to take seriously the question of how people in the past saw themselves in relation to their own
past. It offers, in other words, a set of ‘rolling pasts’.


The theme of ‘memory’ can also be explored in another way. While trying to show what the Greeks and Romans made of their own
past, we also want to explore the kinds of uses that people in more recent periods have made of antiquity. For example, the
contested cultural identity of Macedon in the fourth century (was it Greek or not?) has become inextricably entangled with
the current political controversies about the cultural identity of that region, and about the nomenclature of the former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia. And why was it that Josiah Wedgwood named his factory ‘Etruria’? Why has ‘Boadicea’ proved to be so
potent a symbol of British national identity? These examples will be presented as inset boxes, so as not to break up the flow
of the main narrative. Our own uses (and abuses) of the classical past are part of the web of connections that links us to
‘Classical Europe’.


One final aspect of the theme of memory is the definition of certain moments, places or monuments as ‘classical’. For historians
today, one such privileged moment is ‘Classical Athens’, Athens of the fifth and fourth centuries BC. But when and why was it so regarded? Was Classical Athens regarded as ‘Classical’ already in antiquity? By whom? Virgil
has held a privileged position as a ‘Classical’ author since the Middle Ages (after all, he was Dante’s guide to hell). Was
this true also under the Roman empire?


The second major theme of this book is that of communal identity. Uses of the past are one way in which communal identities
are defined, but they are not the only way. This book explores the changing ways in which the peoples of Europe defined themselves
in antiquity: civic, ethnic, regional, cultural and linguistic. We pay particularly close attention to the multiple cultural
identities of the peoples of the Roman empire, including Greeks, Jews and Christians. Did the Roman empire try to foster a
specifically Roman identity among its subjects? Did it succeed? Many of Rome’s subjects certainly borrowed Roman ways (the
process commonly known as ‘Romanization’), but these borrowings took widely different forms in different parts of the empire.
We shall see that the ‘Romanization’ of the western Roman provinces in the first three centuries AD led to a widespread obliteration of historical memory; the inhabitants of Roman Gaul or Britain became, in a real and powerful
sense, ‘peoples without history’. By contrast, in the eastern provinces of the empire, the memory of the Classical Greek past was not just
preserved but actively privileged (and encouraged by the Roman imperial state). Other minority groups founded their communal
identity on their shared religious beliefs; we focus in particular on Jews and Christians, considering both their views of
each other and their differing perceptions of the past, and also their views of the contemporary world.


The book’s third theme is spatial (and conceptual). If part of the theme of memory concerns changing definitions of what counts
as ‘Classical’, part of this theme is an analysis of changing ideas about what ‘Europe’ was. As a result of the expansion
of the European Union between 2004 and 2007 (from 14 to 27 members), the outer borders of ‘Europe’ have come to seem disconcertingly
fluid. It is quite possible that, in a decade’s time, Europe will share a border with modern Iran. Nonetheless, and particularly
in western Europe, many people retain an underlying sense of the natural boundaries of ‘old Europe’, the Europe of the earlier
European Union. But of course even this ‘old Europe’ is not a natural but a historical and cultural construct. At various
points in this book we shall explore when and how ‘Europe’ was defined in antiquity, from its initial definition as being
different from ‘Asia’ (that is, the area east of the Hellespont, and ruled by the Persians), to the new spatial interests
created by a Roman empire stretching from Scotland to the Euphrates. In the time period covered by this book, the centre or
centres of the ‘civilized’ world changed in location, and the boundaries of that world were differently defined, often by
natural features such as seas, rivers and mountains.


Throughout the book, we have tried to give some sense of the sizes of settlements, which vary enormously from period to period,
and region to region. Where possible we have given precise areas of sites, rather than vague and rather meaningless terms
like ‘small’ or ‘large’. The unit of area we have used is the normal modern archaeological unit, the hectare (that is, 10,000
square metres, or a square with sides of 100 metres). In order to get a feel for the size of a hectare, it is helpful to know
that a soccer pitch is roughly 1 hectare, and an American football field is just under half a hectare. If you prefer to think
in terms of acres, double the number of hectares (or, to be more precise, multiply by 2.5).


It is also helpful to have some modern comparisons in mind for larger areas. For example, Windsor Castle covers just over 10 hectares (26 acres), while Paris within the Boulevard Périphérique
is 9,470 hectares.


There is no one solution to how to deal with Greek names. We have treated them in three ways. The most common names, like
Athens or Corinth, have an established English form. The next most common, like Menelaus or Ithaca, are in a Latinate form,
while rare names, like Keos or Peparethos, retain their Greek forms. ‘Heracles’ is used for the Greek name of the deity, and
‘Hercules’ for the Latin.



1

The Aegean World: Minoans,
 Mycenaeans and Trojans:
 c. 1750–1100 BC

In the beginning, there was Troy and the Trojan War, made famous in European history by the two epic poems ascribed to Homer,
the Iliad and the Odyssey. According to these poems, the Trojan War began when Helen, wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta, was abducted by Paris, a prince
of Troy. The Iliad tells the story of the anger of the Greek warrior Achilles at Troy; the Odyssey recounts the adventures of Odysseus on his way home from Troy to the island of Ithaca. We see these two epics as largely
fictional stories, but these and later memories of the Trojan War were of fundamental importance within antiquity and beyond.
Greeks, Romans and others found their origins in the events surrounding the Trojan War, the founding acts of European history.
Before looking at the later importance of the Trojan War, we need to understand the period in which these later tales are
set, the period of the palaces in Crete and mainland Greece.


Heinrich Schliemann, born in 1822 in what is now northern Germany, had the beginnings of a classical education, but then moved
into business, making money from various ventures, including the Californian gold rush. He later claimed that his father had
inspired him with stories from Homer, and that at the age of 8 he had decided that one day he would excavate the site of Troy.
These claims are probably part of the rich fantasy life Schliemann created for himself. But from his late thirties or early
forties he was able to live on his accumulated wealth, and travelled widely for pleasure. In 1868, when he was 46, he visited
Greece and Turkey, and the following year he published a book, Ithaka, the Peloponnese and Troy, in which he argued that Troy was to be found at Hisarlık, in north-west Turkey, near the mouth of the Dardanelles, contrary
to the prevailing view which located Troy at the nearby site of Pınarbaşı. This argument was based in part on the work by
a British archaeologist Frank Calvert, who had been excavating the site for the previous five years. Schliemann was determined to dig there himself, and
in 1871, with the help of Calvert, he started the excavations that made him famous. Schliemann’s excavation techniques were
poor, even by the standards of his time, as he simply dug through all the nine layers, including the layer near the bottom
(Level II) that he believed to be Homer’s Troy, the city of King Priam. He is also accused of planting evidence, or at least
of being extremely slack in his recording of the finds. But he did publish a book on the site, Troy and her Ruins, in 1875, and returned to dig there again on several other occasions. Despite all the criticisms levelled at Schliemann at
the time and subsequently, his work, and his publicizing of it, did succeed in establishing Hisarlık in the modern imagination
as Homer’s Troy. Schliemann also dug at other ‘Homeric’ sites. In 1876, he excavated in the Peloponnese at Mycenae, the home
of Agamemnon, and on the island of Ithaca, off the north-west coast of Greece, at what he believed to be Odysseus’ palace.


Despite serious flaws in Schliemann’s arguments and evidence, he was responsible for two great achievements. First, chronological.
In the early nineteenth century, most western Europeans assumed that the story of the Trojan War had no historical basis whatsoever,
and was just a myth. Educated people still believed that the account of the world’s creation given in Genesis was literally
true. In the seventeenth century Archbishop Ussher had determined that the world was created in 4004 BC, and there was no obvious place in his generally accepted account for complex societies in the Aegean earlier than the fifth
century BC. It is hard for us today to imagine a view of the past in which time started so recently, a world without a human past stretching
backwards for countless millennia: Homo sapiens is attested from about 130,000 years ago, and our more remote ancestor, Homo habilis, from about 2.5 million years ago. By the mid-nineteenth century geologists had already argued for a much longer history
for the world. Schliemann revealed once and for all that there was an important ‘time before’ in the Aegean – a prehistoric
period, lasting a thousand years or more, with its own complex societies, complete with large-scale monuments and long-distance
connections. His second achievement was more technical. He came to realize that monuments alone were not enough for dating
these newly discovered stretches of time, and that pottery, with its durability as a material matched to the changing styles
of fabric, shape and pattern, could furnish a way of constructing an accurate relative chronology. Sequences of pottery, dated in relative terms, with some absolute pegs, are
to this day the basis of archaeological chronologies.


Another great figure in the establishment of our present views about the early Aegean was Sir Arthur Evans, responsible for
the excavation of Knossos on Crete. While Schliemann had been driven by his reading of Homer, Evans was in search of early
forms of writing. Arthur Evans (1851–1941) was born into a well-to-do family; his father was an eminent archaeologist and
collector. After taking a degree in modern history at Oxford, Evans travelled widely in northern and eastern Europe. In 1877
he became Balkan correspondent for the Manchester Guardian. When he married Margaret Freeman the following year, he and his wife set up house in Ragusa (modern Dubrovnik) on the Dalmatian
coast. In 1883 they went to Greece, where they met Schliemann and heard about his work at Mycenae and other Mycenaean sites.
When Evans became Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum (Oxford) in 1884 he announced that his goals were to broaden archaeology
beyond the Classical period, and to collect and display a wider variety of ancient material.


It was not until 1894 that Evans made his momentous first visit to Crete. He had become interested in Aegean writing systems,
through collecting engraved gems and seals for the Ashmolean. He visited the site of Knossos, and proposed to the local Cretan
Archaeological Council that he would buy the land and excavate the site himself, hoping to discover there new evidence on
early writing. Knossos was already known to be a rich archaeological site. In 1739 the British traveller Richard Pococke had
seen the (scanty) standing remains, and in 1878 Minos Kalokairinos, from the nearby city of Herakleion, had dug trenches in
what was later identified as the west wing of the palace, identifying the remains as those of the ancient Labyrinth, home
of the Minotaur. Schliemann too had wanted to dig at Knossos and had made some soundings there in the 1880s. He had obtained
an excavation permit from the Turkish authorities in Crete, but had not been able to make a suitable financial arrangement
with the landowner.


In Evans’s case it was the political situation on Crete that prevented the start of his own work at Knossos. The Cretans were
waging a War of Independence against the Ottoman Turks. The Turks left the island in 1898 and a new, autonomous Cretan government
was established. By early 1900 Evans had acquired both the Knossos site and an excavation permit, and started work on 23 March. By this time he had already realized from the finds that had come his way that the culture
of prehistoric Crete was different from that of the Mycenaean mainland, so different as to be ‘non-Hellenic’, in his eyes.
He had therefore borrowed the name of Minos, son of Europa and Zeus and king of Crete, and created the term ‘Minoan’ to describe
early Cretan culture. What Evans found at Knossos confirmed this view. The monumental structure, which he called the Palace
of Minos, with its elegant architecture; the bright, exuberant wall-paintings and pottery; the ‘engraved tablets’ in a script
that came to be called Linear B: all these were different from anything that had been seen before. The excavations lasted
for five years (1900–1905), and the results were published in the six beautiful volumes of The Palace of Minos (1921–36).


It is easy to criticize Evans now, and indeed he was wrong about some important issues. He could never accept that the relationship
between Minoan Crete and the Mycenaean mainland changed from Minoan cultural pre-eminence of the Aegean to Mycenaean pre-eminence
on Crete, and he made mistakes in some of the restorations he undertook at Knossos, although restorations were necessary,
not least because, most unusually, he had discovered multi-storey structures, which had to be made safe for further excavation
and for visitors. Evans remains the major figure in the prehistoric archaeology of Crete, for his vision and for his determination
to bring the results of his work into the public arena. He died heartbroken in 1941, in the mistaken belief that the German
invaders of Crete had destroyed Knossos, but in fact the Germans had taken great care to protect the site. The pre-eminent
historical importance of Knossos was firmly established throughout Europe.


Knossos and the rest of Crete in what is known as the Second Palace period, which began around 1750 BC, forms the starting point for this book. After a period of considerable prosperity and success for the island between the
seventeenth and early fifteenth centuries, numerous sites were violently destroyed around 1430 BC. Around this time, the first Mycenaeans from the Greek mainland arrived on Crete. It would be too simplistic to see the coming
of the Mycenaeans as a straightforward conquest of the island; rather, the new arrivals seem to have employed a combination
of force, blending and collaboration with the existing Minoan elites. In the late fifteenth and fourteenth centuries, Knossos
emerged as the main administrative centre of the island, with a new language of administration (Greek). The Mycenaean period on the mainland and on Crete was marked by further prosperity. But
by 1100 BC, the end-point of this chapter, the palatial organization of the mainland and Crete had ceased to operate, and far-reaching
social and political changes occurred. In the Second Palace period all roads had led to Knossos, but by 1100 BC that was no longer the case. The Aegean world had fragmented.


[image: image]Map 1. The major Near Eastern states, c. 1220 BC.




We should not over-emphasize the importance of the palatial civilizations on Crete and in mainland Greece in the mid-second
millennium BC. The Minoan and Mycenaean palace-states lay on the outer western fringe of a wider world of immeasurably more powerful and
sophisticated Near Eastern states. Around 1500 BC the dominant power in the Near East was the kingdom of Egypt to the south. The Middle Kingdom (2116–1795 BC) had been replaced, after an Intermediate period (1795–1540 BC), by the New Kingdom (1550–1070 BC). The Middle Kingdom had been a period of stability in Egypt, with a secure frontier with Nubia (modern Ethiopia) to the
south. During the Intermediate period, Egypt was ruled by a foreign dynasty, the Hyksos, with wide diplomatic and trading connections, but exercising only fragile control over the whole country. With the expulsion of the Hyksos dynasty
and the establishment of the New Kingdom c. 1550 BC, Egypt was reunified, extending from Nubia in the south to somewhere in Palestine to the north-east, more than 1,200 kilometres
as the crow flies.


At the same time, the rest of the Near East was home to a number of competing states. During the turbulent years of the usurping
Hyksos Dynasty in Egypt, central Asia Minor (modern Turkey) and Mesopotamia had also experienced a period of disruption and
anarchy. Over three generations, starting around 1590 BC, urbanism had declined to its lowest level for 1,500 years. Human society was reduced to small, insecure settlements, with
little or no broader organization. Out of this power-vacuum, from around 1500 BC onwards, there eventually emerged three major and relatively stable states. In Lower Mesopotamia, the Kassites succeeded
in taking over Babylonia, the area of the lower Euphrates and Tigris rivers. Their extraordinarily long-lived dynasty ruled
this area for some 400 years. In Upper Mesopotamia, an Assyrian kingdom emerged by 1400 BC. The Assyrians, originally a small principality centred on the city of Ashur (covering some 50 hectares), gradually built
themselves up into a major Near Eastern superpower. The Assyrian state encroached on the Kassite kingdom to its south, and
spread far to the north and west (some 700 kilometres north–south at its greatest extent). Finally, the old Hittite state
reasserted its power in central Anatolia, entering a new phase of prosperity from around 1420 to 1200 BC, centred on its huge capital Hattusa (near modern Boğazköy), in north-central Anatolia. During this period the site was enlarged
to cover 180 hectares, enclosed within monumental walls; palace complexes were built; and a special religious area was established
in the upper city, with no fewer than thirty temples. From here the Hittite state controlled central Anatolia, and by around
1220 BC it had come to dominate a vast area, stretching from the Aegean coast of Anatolia in the west, towards an eastern border
with the Assyrian kingdom on the Euphrates, and a southern border with Egypt in Palestine (some 1,000 kilometres east–west
and north–south). It was one of the major players in the Near East in the second half of the second millennium, and had active
diplomatic relations with the Aegean world.


These great Near Eastern empires of the second half of the second millennium BC shared many modern-looking institutions. Egypt, Babylonia and Assyria were territorial states, ruled from a centre. Egypt
had been a territorial state for the past 1,500 years, but in Babylonia and Assyria, formerly independent cities lost their autonomy
and formed parts of the new, wider state. By contrast, the Hittite kingdom was based more on the loyalty of vassal princes
than on the wholesale incorporation of dependent cities. The ruling dynasties legitimated their positions through claims to
historical precedent, and through construction of dynastic lineages. The states formed part of a common international system,
and engaged in extensive diplomatic and trading connections with each other. For example, there survive copies of 350 letters
sent between the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten (1353–1335 BC) and rulers outside Egypt (the so-called Amarna Letters). Most were sent by Akhenaten to his vassals in Syria-Palestine,
but about forty were sent to or were received from rulers whom he treated as his peers, the ‘Great Kings’, who addressed each
other as ‘brothers’. These ‘Great Kings’ included the rulers of Babylonia, Assyria and the Hittites, as well as other, lesser
states whose favour the Egyptians required. Diplomacy included, when necessary, treaties between the different principalities,
which spelled out in precise detail the boundaries between them. The internal workings of the states were highly centralized,
with a very strong focus on the king as the central symbol of the state. The populations owed service to the king, in the
form of taxes (for example, flocks, grain or silver) and labour (for public works or military service). In the Assyrian kingdom,
the laws regulated many aspects of private life. In specifying, for example, the penalties which could legally be exacted of an adulterous wife and
her lover, the laws created a communal framework which sought to control private vendettas. In comparison to these advanced
states of the Near East, the Mycenaean and Minoan palatial societies of the Aegean were pretty small players.


[image: image]Map 2. Crete in the Second Palace period. The possible palaces are: Arkhanes; Galatas; Khania; Knossos; Kommos?; Malia; Palaikastro?;
Petras, Phaistos; Protoria?; Rethymnon?; Zakro.




The Aegean world consists of Crete in the south, the Greek mainland up at least as far as Volos (in ancient Thessaly), and
some of the southern Aegean islands. The island of Crete was dominated by a series of at least seven palaces. Knossos, excavated
by Evans, is the most famous. It and Phaistos were indeed the two largest ones, but ten other palaces, all marked on Map 2,
are known or conjectured. The list depends on the precise requirements for qualification as a palace.



Minos and Atlantis

Evans’s excavation of Knossos generated widespread interest in Minos. Evans himself argued that his work demonstrated the
substantial truth of later Greek myth: Minos was a real person, whose palace was the Labyrinth of later myth, and whose sport
of bull-leaping was the origin of the Minotaur story. One scholar in The Times of 1909 brought in Plato’s account of the lost kingdom of Atlantis, a mighty power in the Atlantic that made an unsuccessful
expedition against Europe and Asia, only to be overwhelmed by natural disaster and sink into the waves. He argued that this
legend was based on misunderstood Egyptian records of Minoan Crete. This type of argument has proved distressingly appealing
to subsequent searchers for Atlantis: more recent archaeologists have attempted to link Atlantis with the ending of Minoan
power, and the eruption of the Santorini volcano (for the redating of this eruption, see below, p. 27), and have even placed
Atlantis at Troy. More recently, in 2004 Atlantis was ‘discovered’ off Cyprus, and in 2009, thanks to Google Earth, in the
Atlantic off the west coast of Africa. The ordinary reader of Plato finds these repeated attempts to uncover ‘the truth’ behind
Plato’s quite casual little story very odd.


Partly as a result of the excavation of Knossos, twentieth-century artists drew much inspiration from Cretan myths, treating
old themes in a distinctively modern fashion. For example, in 1919–20 images of Europa and the bull by the German artist Lovis Corinth explored the then topical theme of the sexual awakening of the young
girl. Other Cretan myths also proved fertile for artists. During the 1930s Pablo Picasso became obsessed with ideas of the
Minotaur, stimulated in part by Spanish bullfighting, but also by the bullfighting fresco found at Knossos. Picasso went on
to explore the themes of sexuality and violent death in a series of drawings and prints, including Minotauromachie (1935), regarded by some as the greatest graphic work of the twentieth century.




[image: image]Figure 1. Plan of palace of Knossos in the mid-second millennium BC.




The site of Knossos lies some 5 kilometres from the north coast of Crete, south-east of modern Herakleion. The palace of the
mid-second millennium BC had important predecessors on the same site. There had been significant settlement here during the third millennium BC, including a substantial structure on the same alignment as that of the later palaces. The First Palace, a large monumental complex, was built soon after 1900 BC, but destroyed by an earthquake c. 1700 BC. The Second Palace was built c. 1700 BC, on much the same lines as the First Palace, but in its turn was destroyed c. 1430 BC (see Figure 1). It was much used as the setting for ritual activities, by both women and men. These activities probably included
the performance of bull-leaping, a ritual of great importance to the palace. The palace was approached from the north-west,
via a stepped structure which may have been used to receive visitors, into the West Court, facing the west façade of the palace.
From here a complex of corridors, with lavish frescos, led to the Central Court. This court was a large open area (50 × 25
metres), used for ceremonial purposes. Courts of this kind are defining characteristics of all the Cretan palaces. An antechamber
off the Central Court led to the Throne Room; nearby was a shrine (the Tripartite Shrine), and two pillar crypts, small dark
rooms believed to have ritual significance (Plate 1).


The residential quarter was set in the south-east part of the palace, with clever architectural features to maximize indirect
light and air, and indoor plumbing (see Figure 2). Evans, the excavator of the site, thought that women and men lived separately: he assigned
a larger set of rooms to men, the King’s Hall, and a smaller set to women, the Queen’s Hall. Evans’s assumptions about gender
survive in the modern names for these rooms, but there is no evidence for segregated living quarters. Indeed, it may be that
this whole area, like that to the west of the Central Court, was used for ceremonial purposes. The palace also had substantial
storerooms, with huge storage jars to hold wine or olive oil, and a workshop for the production of luxury vessels that were
made from stone imported from the Greek mainland. In the Second Palace period, the palace was surrounded by clusters of separate
residential buildings. Overall, the settlement surrounding the palace covered about 67 hectares. The houses varied in size
and complexity, but the grandest ones reproduced a number of architectural features seen in the palace itself.


[image: image]Figure 2. Restoration drawing of part of the Palace of Knossos, by Piet de Jong.



The ten or so palaces on Crete in the middle of the second millennium BC formed a network of centres, covering much of the island. They had common architectural features, and similar functions.
Though the other palaces are smaller than Knossos and Phaistos, it seems that the states were more or less equal. They transferred
goods between each other, and presumably also interacted in other ways. Ranking below the palaces was a system of subordinate
settlements, which imitated the palaces in various ways. The town at Gournia included a main building that in one phase partially
enclosed the settlement’s main square, making it like a palatial central court. Throughout the island there were also numerous
‘villas’, free-standing buildings with architectural features derived from the palace repertoire. They are less sophisticated
than the palaces, and lack even miniature central courts, but they share the palatial style of stone-cutting and room design.
The ‘villas’ and palaces formed part of a single political and economic system.


This system, however, did not incorporate all parts of Crete. The palaces and ‘villas’ are concentrated in the central and
eastern part of the island, with a westward extension along the north coast as far as Khania. The west and south-west parts
seem not to have been within the orbit of the palaces’ organization of the production of goods. The region of modern Sphakia
is a good example of this. Forming part of the south-western part of the island, due south of Khania, Sphakia had few reflections
of the palaces. In the western and central parts of Sphakia, which are cut off from the north coast by the White Mountains,
settlements were modest both in scale and in artefacts. Only in eastern Sphakia, where a large coastal plain was open to coastal connections
from palaces in central Crete, were things different (Plate 19). Settlements were larger in scale, with some signs of the
palatial architectural repertoire.


[image: image]Map 3. The Aegean c. 1400 BC.



Palaces also developed on the Greek mainland, but at a rather later date than on Crete. There was a long process of evolution
from scattered chiefdoms (common in the earlier second millennium BC) towards more centralized states. The architectural development of the palaces is poorly understood, but soon after 1400
BC palaces were in operation at Mycenae, Tiryns, Pylos and Thebes. The palaces acquired a standard pattern, rather different from that found on Crete. At Pylos, the best-preserved mainland palatial site, the palace was modest in size (less
than half a hectare), but complex in organization (see Figure 3). The fourteenth-century palace at Pylos seems to have imitated
Minoan palace architecture, but the surviving palace of 1300–1200 BC is quite different from the Cretan palaces. It was entered through an elaborate gateway, with perhaps a guardhouse on one
side, and a records room on the other, to process incoming and outgoing goods. From there one could pass through one court
and a vestibule into the so-called megaron. The megaron was a rectangular room with four columns surrounding a central, circular
hearth, with a lantern or clerestory above, and a throne set against one wall. The megaron was one of the defining characteristics
of the mainland palaces, also found in the earlier palaces at Mycenae and Tiryns. Decorated with splendid frescos, the megaron was the key
setting for ceremonial. It was surrounded by pantries and storerooms. From the court, one could also reach a smaller version
of the main megaron, with adjacent bedroom and bathroom. Communal feasts were probably held in two places: for the elite in
the open area between the South-west and the main building, outside another megaron, and for ordinary people in the open area
in front of the palace.


[image: image]Figure 3. Plan of the palace at Pylos. The heavy lines indicate walls certainly attested; the hollow lines indicate walls
not well preserved. 1: gateway; 2: guardhouse; 3: records rooms; 4: courtyard; 5: vestibule; 6: megaron; 7: pantries and storerooms;
8: smaller megaron; 9: megaron in South-west building; 10: court for feasting; 11: area for feasting.




The palaces at Mycenae, Tiryns and Thebes, on outcrops rising from the plain, were surrounded by elaborate fortifications
(Plate 2). There were also other major fortified citadels at, for example, Midea, Asine and Gla. At Gla, an outcrop was surrounded
by very thick walls, constructed of enormous stones. The huge walls enclosed a large area, some 24 hectares, making this the
largest Mycenaean fortress. In the middle was a rectilinear enclosure (covering 4 hectares), with some widely separated buildings.


For us, the palaces on Crete and the Greek mainland in the middle of the second millennium BC mark the beginnings of Greek history. The Minoans and Mycenaeans, however, did not conceive themselves as part of a ‘young’
civilization; rather, they stood at the end of a long continuum, stretching far back into the prehistoric past. The lavish
fresco decoration of the palace at Pylos is especially interesting. The megaron in the South-west building was decorated with
scenes of warriors in Mycenaean armour defeating men dressed in animal skins. Though the armour (helmets, swords and greaves)
is common in depictions of soldiers, the scenes seem not to be depictions of contemporary warfare. The boar’s-tusk helmets
worn by some of the warriors were already old-fashioned in this period; as the Mycenaean warriors are all bare-chested and
their opponents are not in realistic dress, the fighting is probably set in the remote, ‘heroic’ past. The megaron in the
main palace is even more striking. The frescos on the walls of the megaron depict huge animals and human figures, with heraldic
lions and griffins on either side of the throne; at one end of the megaron was an outdoor banqueting scene, with at least
four men seated at tables, and, processing in from the vestibule to the megaron, a procession of men and women leading a bull
to sacrifice. The dominant figure in the banqueting scene was a bard with a lyre, seated on a multi-coloured rock, possibly
singing the heroic deeds of the past (Plate 3). The frescos of the Pylos megaron clearly had narrative significance to their original viewers. We cannot tell whether the frescos depict specific or generic scenes, but
we can certainly imagine an audience listening to the bard’s songs about the Mycenaeans’ own heroic past.


The importance of the past in Mycenaean society emerges particularly clearly from the remarkable shaft graves of Grave Circle
A at Mycenae (Plate 2). The graves were found by Schliemann in 1876, and their fantastic contents were proclaimed by him as
typically Mycenaean. Five of the burials had gold face-masks, and incredibly rich grave goods. Overjoyed, Schliemann sent
a telegram to the king of Greece: ‘With great joy I announce to Your Majesty that I have discovered the tombs which the tradition
proclaimed by Pausanias indicates to be the graves of Agamemnon, Cassandra, Eurymedon and their companions, all slain at a
banquet by Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus.’ In fact, it is now clear that these graves date to about 1700–1600 BC, and are thus much older than the surviving palace at Mycenae, and also much older than the conventional date of the Trojan
War. But after 1300 BC, when the fortification wall was extended to the south-west, increasing the area of the acropolis by over a third, and the
Lion Gate was built, Grave Circle A received special treatment. Other parts of the surrounding cemetery were built over, but
the six shaft graves were preserved. A massive new retaining wall was constructed, perhaps on a foundation contemporary with
the original graves, creating a much higher ground level. Round it was built an elaborate circular parapet, entered from near
the new Lion Gate. Within it, some of the original tombstones were brought up to the new ground level, and reorientated. The
rulers of Mycenae after 1300 BC were presenting themselves as the rightful heirs of the rulers buried in the much older shaft graves.


The palaces on the Greek mainland stood at the centre of complex local systems. They were surrounded by substantial settlements,
the size of small towns: at Pylos the associated settlement covered some 20 hectares, at Mycenae 32 hectares. As on Crete,
the mainland palaces formed a multi-centred system. The separate palaces are similar to each other, but seemingly not dependent
on any one single palace. Within each palace there was one supreme figure, the wanax, who presumably had overall authority in internal decision-making and in external diplomacy. Beneath him was the ‘leader
of the people’, second in command to the wanax, and beneath him ‘nobles’, ‘companions’, ‘officials’, along with ‘mayors’ and ‘vice-mayors’ of the districts of the state. Some of these officials belonged to the central palace administration,
others to the local administration out in the territory controlled by each individual palace. One set of these local officials
was called basileis. Their authority perhaps rested on kinship, and predated the palace system; it is probably for this reason that the basileis (unlike the rest of these officials) survived the collapse of the palatial system. The basileis were involved in supervising local craft production. On one occasion, they were listed alongside the ‘leader of the people’,
and so must be more than mere foremen, but the title rose in stature in the aftermath of the palatial system, coming to mean
‘noble’ and even ‘king’ (below, p. 49).


The political and military roles of this hierarchy are not clear to us, but the state certainly had considerable authority
in economic matters. Unlike the Minoan palaces, the mainland palaces did not store goods centrally, but they did record and
track agricultural goods produced elsewhere. They did not have much control over the production of agricultural staples, but
they did oversee the production of some items, for example flax for the linen industry, and for these commodities they monitored
the actual industrial processes. Much of the concern of the state was with internal redistribution of goods, but prestige
goods like perfumed oil were widely exchanged abroad, probably in return for metals, spices and ivory, which the state needed
to import. Though they are architecturally different from Cretan palaces, the mainland palaces performed the same functions:
ceremonies, administration, recording of production of agricultural goods, storage of luxury items, and the manufacture of
some products.


The palaces also had consequences for the extent to which the elite memorialized their ancestors. On the mainland, before
the development of the palaces, local elites had displayed their wealth and power in the commemoration of their dead. The
characteristic Mycenaean burial places were the ‘tholos’ and chamber tombs. Particularly impressive architecturally are the
tholoi, mostly found in the Peloponnese, which consisted of long entrance-ways leading to circular, vaulted chambers rising
to a point. The name tholos means ‘beehive’, since ancient beehives were of exactly this shape. A good example is the ‘Treasury
of Atreus’ at Mycenae, part of the entrance façade of which is in the British Museum. In the palatial period, the number of
tholoi in use declined, and they became concentrated round the palaces. It seems that members of the palatial elite chose
to concentrate their resources in the vicinity of the palaces. On Crete in the Second Palace period there is very little evidence for burials at all, in contrast to the preceding
and following periods. The palaces perhaps so dominated society that there was no room for memorializing the dead of individual
families.


The relation between Crete and the mainland is not just a matter of similarities and differences. Around 1430 BC, many sites on Crete and also Minoan sites on the islands north of Crete were destroyed by fire, though not necessarily all
at the same time. How to account for this phenomenon has been much debated. It used to be popular to claim that the eruption
of the volcano on Santorini (ancient Thera), leading to a huge tsunami, caused these destructions. This claim was never plausible
historically (why did damage on Crete not get repaired?), and some seismologists do not believe in the tsunami theory at all
(how could the collapse of the north-west part of Santorini generate a tsunami travelling to the south-east?). In any case,
the latest dating of the eruption of the volcano, based on radiocarbon analysis of a piece of buried olive wood, places it
back in the late seventeenth century BC. The eruption of Santorini is now securely dated two hundred years before the destruction of the palaces.


The other main explanation for the destruction around 1430 BC used to be in terms of a takeover of the island by Mycenaean invaders from the mainland. Sites, or parts of sites, associated
with the palatial administration seem to have been especially targeted. For example, at Pyrgos, the villa, but not the adjacent
town, was burned. There are also some signs of terrible violence. At Mokhlos bodies were not buried, and at Knossos it seems
that the flesh of dead children was eaten, perhaps because of siege conditions. We do not know for sure who was behind these
destructions, but the current view is that an explanation in terms of Mycenaean invaders is too simple. Knossos under the
Mycenaeans did come to dominate Crete for a time, but the Mycenaeans probably collaborated with, and intermarried with, local
Minoan elites.


Knossos itself did not escape the general destruction at this time, but unlike other Minoan palaces, it was immediately rebuilt.
The palace at Knossos soon became the main administrative centre on Crete for the Mycenaeans. The new palatial administration
made use of at least four geographical regions, with a fifth linking Knossos to two local major sanctuary sites, to which
we shall return. The four regions extended from at least Khania in the west to perhaps the western edge of the Lasithi plateau in eastern Crete. Within the areas controlled by Knossos, subsidiary regional centres, both palaces and villas, continued
to exist. For example, Phaistos, once an independent palace, continues to be mentioned in the post-1430 documents from Knossos;
however, to all appearances the Phaistos palace was no longer capable of operating independently. Despite some elements of
continuity, Cretan culture and art was hugely disrupted after the takeover: the language of administration changed, as we
shall see shortly; buildings centred on courts were no longer built; the characteristic architectural features of palace-style
buildings ended; and a large range of luxury objects, for example relief frescos, stone bull’s-head drinking vessels, and
three-dimensional objects in ivory, ceased to be produced. It was not until the thirteenth century (1300–1200 BC) that the dominance of the island by Knossos ended, and Minoan identity asserted itself once again.


The palaces on Crete were bigger than those on the Greek mainland, but both were much smaller than the contemporary Near Eastern
palaces of the mid-second millennium BC. Compare Mycenae (palace of only 1 hectare within a citadel of nearly 4 hectares) and Knossos (palace of 2 hectares) with
Hattusa (no less than 180 hectares within the fortifications). This fundamental difference of scale has significant implications
for the degree of complexity of the Cretan and mainland palatial systems. Unlike the states in the Near East, they did not
develop written law-codes, or employ writing in complex and varied contexts. But the Cretan and mainland palaces did use writing
in certain restricted contexts.


Writing began on Crete just before and during the period of the First Palaces. The idea was probably derived from the Near
East, but the forms used were local inventions. The first script, known as ‘Cretan hieroglyphic’ (misleadingly, because it
bears no resemblance to Egyptian hieroglyphic), was used to record numbers of commodities. ‘Cretan hieroglyphic’ was limited
geographically to the centres at Knossos and Malia, but another script, Linear A, developed in southern Crete in the period
of the Second Palaces. It was used throughout the island and beyond. Linear A was a more complex script than ‘Cretan hieroglyphic’:
it had more signs, more linear shapes (hence its name), a range of signs for syllables, things and numbers. It too was used
to record commodities, both on clay tablets, seals and pottery, but it was also used in other contexts; for example, it was
inscribed on religious objects to record palatial dedications. It is still not clear whether the scripts of ‘Cretan hieroglyphic’
and Linear A represented the same language, two different languages, or different dialects of the same language. Whatever language or languages
these might have been, we are confident that they were not Greek.


[image: image]Figure 4. Linear B tablet from Knossos (now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford).



With the arrival of Mycenaeans on Crete, the system of writing changed. The script known as Linear B certainly originated
on Crete, where it was used for exclusively administrative purposes. Far more Linear B than Linear A survives on Crete, mostly
from Knossos, but also from Khania in the west. The Mycenaeans took the new script back with them to the Greek mainland. Clay
tablets incised in Linear B are found in the palaces of Pylos, Tiryns, Mycenae and Thebes, and inscribed sealings at Midea.
As on Crete, Linear B was used on the mainland solely for administrative purposes.


Linear B borrowed up to two-thirds of its signs from Linear A, but simplified them and added new ones. Its use was restricted
to administrative purposes, and it was written almost entirely on clay, whether incised on tablets, or painted on transport
jars. For example, a tablet from Knossos preserves parts of two lists of women working at Knossos (see Figure 4). Such lists were compiled in order to
keep track of palace workers, and also to calculate the rations needed to feed them, and their dependent children. At the
end of the first list, lines 4–6, we read the following:



Line 4: Woman from Phaistos X WOMAN 1. Philagra X WOMAN
    1. *18–to-no, daughter WOMAN 2 X. wi-so WOMAN 1 X

Line 5: Women from e-ra WOMAN 7. Girl 1, Boy 1

Line 6: Total WOMAN 45 Girls 5, Boys 4.



The lists have a simple form: a name, the sign for WOMAN, and a number. The ‘X’s were added, very faintly, after the unfired
clay tablet had dried, presumably as each woman or group of women was checked off by the palace official or scribe. The women
are designated in various ways. Some are named individually, like Philagra. Others are named or grouped by their place of
origin, like the woman from Phaistos (in south-central Crete), or the seven women from e-ra, located somewhere else in central Crete. Some women have young children with them, who were presumably too young to work.
But one woman, *18–to-no, has a daughter, who was old enough to be counted as another adult woman (incidentally, ‘*18’ signifies a sign whose phonetic value has not yet been determined). The indented line 6 gives the total of the first list,
forty-five women with their children, five girls and four boys. The partially preserved first list gives records for only
twenty-odd women plus one girl and two boys, so it is clear that quite a big piece is missing from the top of the tablet.
This meticulous form of listing people or commodities is typical of the Linear B tablets.


The Linear B script represented a different language from Linear A. Before the Second World War scholars could not read Linear
B, but were united in their belief that it did not represent Greek; scholars are similarly united today in respect of Linear
A, though this time on good grounds. But in 1952, an outsider to the discipline, Michael Ventris, succeeded in decoding Linear
B, and proved that it did indeed represent the Greek language. For example, in the Linear B document just quoted, almost every
word is known also in later Greek: ‘daughter’ (tu; abbreviation for later Greek thugater); ‘girl’ (ko-wa; later Greek: korē); ‘boy’ (ko-wo; later Greek: kouros). The Linear B tablets and painted transport jars are thus inscribed in Greek, more than four hundred years before the next surviving Greek writing.


The proof that the Mycenaeans on the mainland and on Crete used, and presumably spoke, Greek is a major link between this
part of the second millennium BC and later Classical antiquity, though it is a real question how many Cretans actually learned to speak Greek during this
period. But Linear B also demonstrates the differences between the palatial culture and what followed. Writing was very restricted
in this period, and Linear B was more restricted in its use than Linear A. The script of Linear B was developed for list-making,
and was not extended to write more discursive (let alone literary) texts. It was limited to the palaces and their bureaucratic
administration. Because it was not deeply rooted in society, once the palaces ended, writing also disappeared.


In addition, Linear B was not a major medium of memory; as at Pylos and Mycenae, there were other ways of memorializing the
past. Even in terms of list-making, the Linear B tablets were intended to have limited lives. The texts were written on clay
tablets, which were then dried in the shade. They were kept for no more than a year, and then the clay could be recycled,
which is why texts sometimes record carry-over information about debts from the previous year. Only in cases where these annual
records were accidentally fired when the building storing them was destroyed do they survive. The Linear B tablets are therefore
not parts of permanent archives. In this respect, they differ from the records of the Egyptians, Assyrians and Hittites. Those
peoples did have permanent archives, with copies of royal correspondence, treaties and royal annals. They also displayed some
texts publically in prominent locations, something that is entirely unknown in Mycenaean Crete or Greece.


The palaces of Crete and the Greek mainland, though they eventually came to be linked by common administrative practices and
language, had developed along separate paths. There were some common practices, and in the end a broadly common identity,
but also important differences between the two cultures. These differences are most clearly visible in the context of religious
practices. On Crete during the Second Palace period rituals seem to have been organized by the palaces. In place of the monumental
religious buildings found in the contemporary Near East, on Crete worship in this period centred on the palaces themselves
and on peak sanctuaries. Several rooms in the palace at Knossos are said to have had ritual functions, but the arguments are speculative, and only two rooms, the so-called Tripartite Shrine (see Figure 5) and the Shrine of the Double Axes, were certainly used for cult activity. Much of the equipment used for cult was
portable, which may mean that there were few permanently designated places for rituals, and hence little in the way of cult
architecture. Peak sanctuaries and sacred caves were the other key component in the palatial religious system. The ‘peaks’,
medium-level hilltops, were visible from each other, and formed a hierarchy of local and regional sanctuaries. For Knossos,
the peak sanctuary on the lower of the two ridge-tops of Mt. Juktas was especially important. From the palace there was a
fine view south to the peaks at the end of the valley in which Knossos lies. A Minoan road took worshippers the 6 kilometres
along the valley up to Mt. Juktas. The site itself, approached via a grand ramp and surrounded by an impressive circuit wall,
consisted of open terraces, an altar with offering tables, and modest subsidiary rooms built into the hillside. Another major
cult site for Knossos was the cave of Eileithyia at Amnisos, 5 kilometres north-east of Knossos, which was the location for
rituals and the making of offerings. The offerings at Amnisos, and at other caves, were much the same as those made at peak
sanctuaries, which underlines the unity of the palatial religious system.


[image: image]Figure 5. Knossos: reconstruction drawing of Tripartite Shrine on west side of Central Court.



The religious system on the mainland was rather different. The Mycenaeans borrowed some religious symbols from Crete, but
did not have peak or cave sanctuaries, nor other external religious sites linked to palatial centres. At the palace centres,
as on Crete, religious architecture was modest. At Mycenae, most of the cult centre, just south of Grave Circle A, was built
immediately after the construction of the new fortification wall. It consisted of a complex of rooms, which are architecturally
unremarkable, but with clear ritual features inside. For example, one shrine had in the centre a low rectangular dais, perhaps
for libations (see Figure 6). On a raised platform at the far end of the room was a figurine, probably of a female deity,
with a small offering table in front. To the left, a window offered a view of exposed natural rock, which must have been significant,
linking the cult to this particular spot. To the right, a flight of steps led to an upper room, in which were stored numerous
clay figures, probably representing worshippers. The whole complex, with its images of the goddess and her worshippers, has
no parallels anywhere on Crete.


The gods worshipped on Crete and the mainland can be given names only when we have the evidence of Linear B, and only rarely
is it possible to link the name of a deity to a particular place. The Linear B tablets give us names of deities familiar from
later periods (such as Zeus, Hera, Poseidon and Dionysus), and they may have been important deities, but the tablets also give the names of other deities not
known later, such as Potnia (‘Mistress’) and Diwia (the female version of Zeus). The group of deities worshipped varied from
state to state. At Pylos, for example, one Linear B tablet records the religious rituals for a particular month, the location
of the ceremonies, the offerings and personnel involved, and the deities who received the offerings. Overall, the tablet lists
eight people, who may be ‘sacristans’, and thirteen gold vessels, probably heirloom drinking vessels used annually in the
rituals; these rituals took place both in the main palatial religious area, and in four or five other sanctuaries outside
Pylos. Potnia, worshipped in the main religious area, was the principal deity in the rituals on this tablet, but other deities
were also worshipped: ‘The Lady of the Tresses’ and ‘The Cattle-like Lady’ in the sanctuary of Poseidon (a major deity at
Pylos); Zeus, Hera, Drimios ‘son of Zeus’, and Hermes Areias; more minor deities like Iphimedeia and Diwia; and also lesser
beings, ‘The Thrice-Hero’ and ‘The House-Master’. Pylos clearly had a highly complex pantheon, with deities of different importance,
receiving a regular cycle of worship.


[image: image]Figure 6. Isometric view of the shrine room at Mycenae, viewed from the south-west. The main room measures 5.1 × 4.3 metres.



It is tempting to stress the familiar names in this list, Zeus, Hera, Poseidon and Hermes, to point out that the religious
system had both male and female deities, and male and female priests, and thus to claim a strong degree of continuity between
the Bronze Age and the later Greek pantheon. But to succumb to this temptation would be a mistake. Point-for-point comparisons
between Bronze Age and Classical religions ignore systemic differences between the religious systems of the two periods. The
two religious systems are embedded in entirely different social and political settings, and even the similarity of some names
does not imply that those deities have the same meanings in both periods. Talk of ‘continuity’ implies that deities were simply
passed down the generations. This is to put things the wrong way round. Later generations took up names and practices that
they knew of from the past, but adapted them to their own purposes, constructing their own new religious system for a changed
world.


Some modern interpretations have emphasized the differences between the cultures of the Minoans and the Mycenaeans. Minoan
civilization is often characterized as peaceful, without
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