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Preface

Cemeteries in Minoan Crete were always out-

side the towns. Both adults and children were bu-

ried in communal graves in the early centuries of

the Minoan era, but individual burial, often in jars

or other containers, gradually became more popu-

lar during the Middle Minoan period. In eastern

Crete, as elsewhere on the Minoan island, the

cemeteries were an important aspect of Bronze

Age culture. They provided the society with an es-

sential part of its self-cognition, and those who

had their final repose there were clearly a focus of

community life both at the time of burial and in

later years.

Because cemeteries were such an essential as-

pect of Minoan culture, they provide a useful

series of documents in the reconstruction of

Minoan belief-systems. The evidence demon-

strates their persistent role in Minoan life, and it

shows that the religious practices that occur in the

towns of the Late Bronze Age were often a devel-

opment from practices that had been associated

with cemeteries in earlier periods. Many of the

most persistent Minoan religious symbols, like

horn-shaped objects, women holding snakes, and

humans grappling with bulls, are first known to us

through objects found in cemeteries.

Investigation of the cemetery was an important

aspect of the research plan for Pseira Island. Al-

though Richard Seager almost completely exca-

vated the burial ground in 1907, the absence of a

final publication on the early work has seriously

hampered our understanding of the island’s histo-

ry. The settlement on Pseira Island can only be un-

derstood if the important evidence from its ceme-

tery is described as fully as possible, so that the

information it provides can be integrated with the

other knowledge we have about the site’s people

and their history. The cemetery investigation was

conducted over a period of several years, and it

involved work by many individuals. In addition to

the excavation of the tombs, the methodology

required an intensive examination of the surface of

the cemetery and the collection and recording of

objects visible above ground. This volume pres-

ents the results of that surface survey.

Philip P. Betancourt
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Introduction to the
Cemetery Investigations

Philip P. Betancourt, Costis Davaras, Julie ann Clark,

William r. Farrand, and Carola H. stearns

Pseira is a small island on the eastern side of the

Gulf of Mirabello in northeastern Crete (Ill. 1).

The island is a little over two kilometers at its

greatest dimension, with a maximum width of one

kilometer (Ill. 2). It is oriented northeast-south-

west. The island’s northwest side, facing the open

sea, is steep and almost inaccessible, while the

opposite side, toward Crete, is lower and more

inviting. Pseira’s human settlement began in the

Neolithic period when new residents to this part of

Crete settled on the offshore island (Betancourt

1999a). They built houses of stone and mud brick

on a low peninsula that faced toward Crete, estab-

lishing a community that would last, with a few

interruptions, until almost the end of the Bronze

age (Ill. 2, site M 1). Their dead were buried in a

nearby cemetery during the earliest phases of the

community.

The cemetery on Pseira Island is about 100 m

west of the Minoan town on the southern slope of

a hill overlooking the sea (Ill. 2, site Q 1). The

lower slope of the burial place is not visible from

the town because it lies beyond an intervening low

hill, on the south side of the small islet (Pl. 1a).

No major natural barriers lie between town and

cemetery, but the topography is rocky and uneven

(Pl. 1B), and two small ravines are present along

the way to the burial ground. The tombs can be

reached from the houses either by a climb over

this rugged terrain or by a quick trip by boat. a

small landing place for boats and ships is at the

east of the cemetery area where rocks provide a

landing-spot at the present time; in the Bronze

age, when the sea was lower, the coast will have

been different, but it was undoubtedly still acces-

sible from this spot. The landing-spot was neces-

sary for the unloading of building stones.

The cemetery itself is on a steep slope. In the

grid established by richard Hope simpson for the

investigation of the island by surface survey, it is

in grid-square Q, site Q 1 (Ill. 2). The map refer-

ence on the Greek military maps for the center of

the cemetery is -9700e -7575N. The area of the

tombs extends ca. 160 m from east to west and ca.

70 m from north to south (almost 8,000 square

meters). approaching along the coast from the

town, small man-made caves in the ravine just

south of the boundary between grid-squares M

and Q are the closest tombs to the houses (desig-

nated site Q 4, Ill. 2). an area with eM–MM

coarse sherds but with no visible stone features is

called sites Q 31 and Q 32. The Final Neolithic to

Minoan built tombs begin southwest of the two

Byzantine threshing floors called sites Q 3 and Q

22 (Pls. 2, 3), and they extend along the slope of

the hill overlooking the sea for about 150 meters.

This part of the hillside, where the tombs begin,

can be seen from the town because it is high

1
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enough to be visible beyond the lower intervening

hill; the town, of course, can also be seen from this

part of the cemetery (Pl. 2a).

several different types of bedrock are exposed

on this part of Pseira Island (Ill. 3). Crete is part of

the Hellenic arc, a major tectonic feature that

curves from the Peloponnese through Crete to the

Taurus Mountains of southwestern Turkey. The

Hellenic arc is at the collisional junction of the

african and european tectonic plates where por-

tions of the earth’s crust formerly situated in what

is now the central aegean have been thrust

(shoved) southward over a thick section of marine

platform limestones. On the southern part of the

Pseiran coast near the Minoan cemetery, the phyl-

lite close to the small ravine is a part of the

european lithospheric plate that was thrust over

the local limestone. The ravine formed at a junc-

Illustration 2. ancient and modern sites on Pseira Island. The cemetery is in grid-square Q (site Q1), on the coast

south of sites M 34 to 37.


