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Abstract

This thesis studies the imaginary beings of Minoan iconographv with the
aim of understanding their functions and meaning within the iconography of
Bronze Age Crete. Two broad categories of Minoan fantastic creatures can be
discerned, namely the imported and the locally created hybrids. With the
exception of investigations of the genius, previous studies have focused mainly
on matters of typology and style and, more importantly, have detached the
illustrations of imaginary beings from their context of creation and use.
Consequently, griffins and sphinxes are vaguely classified as “royal monsters”,
the dragon is merely considered as the transporter of deities, the reasons behind
the creation of the bird-lady and the “Minotaur’ are still unfathomable and the
demonic creations of the Zakros workshop have not been explained at all and are
simply viewed as meaningless. On the other hand, conjoined animals and less
popular monsters, like the winged goats, have been more or less overlooked.

In an attempt to remedy this, this study places the fantastic creatures of
the Minoans within their context. The iconography of the Prepalatial,
Protopalatial, Neopalatial and Final Palatial periods is examined sequentially so
as to determine the degree to which the functions of demons and monsters
changed through time in the Minoan repertoire. Variations in the choice of media
for their depictions, the consideration of their find contexts, of religious and
socio-political developments in each period and of the development of monstrous
iconography in the mainland, the Aegean islands, the Near East and Egypt, all
help towards a better appreciation of the fantastic world of the “Minoans”.

As a result, generic characterisations of the Minoan imaginary beings are
rejected and the multiplicity of their roles, their ability to cvolve and their
significant role in the expression of the Minoan mindset are established. In short,
the demons and monsters of the Minoans are revealed as reflections of the
multifaceted, complex society of Bronze Agce Crete and articulate the fears,

concems and beliefs of its different members.
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Chapter 1

Of demons and monsters

1.1 An introduction

The study of the demons and monsters of any culture provides insights to
the religious beliefs of its people. Since they form part of the symbolic system of
the specific culture, their examination will contribute to our understanding of
“how people used their minds and formulated and utilised useful concepts, in
early societies” (Renfrew 1994a: 5).

The appearance of these beasts in the art of the ancient world has been
attributed to the human attempt to control hostile powers, such as the weather,
illness, misfortune, accidents and other events outside the control of the
individual. In the absence of “advanced science” it i1s magic that the people of
ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt and Aegean turned to, in order to manipulate such
phenomena. The core of magic rituals according to Reiner (1987: 30) 1s the
personification of evil in a material form so that it can be disposed of.

By giving them first of all a visual form, they decreased part of the terror
surrounding such incomprehensible and unpredictable forces, since the unseen
and formless is far more frightening than what can be seen (Porada 1987: 1).
Since the human mind can conceive and understand in terms of its own
cxperience, “'in the attempt to visualise a fantasy, it automatically draws on the
actual, however surrealistic thc combination, exaggeration or distortion so
created” (Gill 1963: 2). In that way a system of fantastic beings was developed in
various ancient civilisations, some malcvolent, others beneficial to humans with

the ability to influence man and nature and protect them from the former group.



The selection of specific animals to make up the images of evil or benign
powers becomes then comprehensible: the mightiest, fastest, most venomous
beasts would be appropriate to represent the force of nature and the dangers
imposed on the inhabitants of each natural environment and, at the same time.
the forces capable of providing protection. The “power of the beast™ (Morgan
1996: 17) constitutes an engaging and potent phenomenon for people in close
interaction with the animal world, who have to encounter and overcome. or use
animal strength. Mesopotamians chose among others the lion and the eagle,
Egyptians the crocodile and the hippopotamus and so forth. The same animals
would be used to render the benevolent forces, as they would possess the strength
to confront and overcome their malicious adversaries.

It becomes then apparent that the role of a composite creature is not
absolutely defined by its features. When referring to the notion of monstrosity in
classical Greece, where monstrosity was repeatedly used in the myths as a theme
for their narratives, Buxton (1994: 206) maintained that “‘the monster is chaotic,
conforming to no existing class. As the case of the benevolent centaur Cheiron
shows, monsters are not necessarily characterised by the savage violence of a
Minotaur or a Medusa. But monster is always by definition an outsider.” Their
character did not remain constant, as can be clearly observed in Near Eastern
images for example, where their meaning changed according to the context of the
accompanying figures. Fantastic beings could symbolise and signify both life and
death.

The lack of textual evidence however in most cases, makes it nccessary
for the interpretation of the symbolism behind the fantastic creatures to be based

on the pictorial cvidence to a greater cxtent. On the other hand. whenever texts



accompany the narrative representations, Voelke (1987: 103) warns against the
presumption of a precise correspondence of text and picture, even in more
modern (i.e. Christian) illustrations. In Egypt there is a purposeful relation
between text and picture, but Near Eastern artists made no effort to elucidate the
meaning of the composite creatures by providing an accompanying text (Black &
Green 1998: 26; Hansen 1987: 53 ff.; Reiner 1987: 27 ff)).

The transformation, not so much in form as in function and meaning. of
various monsters as they were transferred from one culture to another is an
aspect that also merits attention in the study of fantastic creatures. For instance,
the figure of Taweret, which gradually developed into one of the important
divinities in Pharaonic Egypt, worshipped along with the Theban triad, became a
cult servant in libation scenes in Minoan and Mycenaean art. Analogous

transformations should be expected in the transference of any given motif.

1.2 Aim of the thesis

“No-one could doubt that all representations are symbols” (Renfrew
1994a: 8) and that certainly includes the depictions of Aegean prehistoric
monsters. But what is it that they symbolise? Hitherto separate investigations of
them have appeared in the bibliography, each restricted to winged animals, the
griffin, the genius, the sphinx, the dragon and the “Minotaur” (see literature
review, section 1.9). Their origin or, in the case of foreign imports, the mode of
transference of imaginary beings into the Aegean, has already been extensively
studied, cven 1f in certain cases has not been resolved (de Moor 1997
Weingarten 1991a; Crowley 1989; Gill 1964: eadem 1963; eadem 1961b;

Dessenne 1957a; Bist 1905; PAf). Nevertheless, their role, function, meuaning and



development as a group of specialised representations, differentiated from natural
animals and human beings, in a few words their symbolism, has not vet been
thoroughly studied. Such an investigation however, would increase our
understanding of the Minoan-Mycenaean attitude towards the supernatural, as
well as the activities that were related to it.

Accordingly, the aim of this thesis is to provide an overall study of the
fantastic creatures of the Minoan and Mycenaean art; to observe innovations in
the media of their depiction, the abandonment or addition of ‘monster’ types,
novelties in their representation, the relation of all these to the religious, political
and economic developments of the various periods; and to establish meanings for
this system of symbols and the way it was used within the Minoan and

Mycenaean societies.

» A corpus of the published examples of mythical beings will be presented to
provide an overview of the available material and will constitute the basis of
the study. No recent assemblage of all the examples published up to now has
been compiled. It is considered necessary, since “the modern interpreter can
come to a complete misunderstanding of an image without a fairly thorough
knowledge of the entire range of the material.” (Hansen 1987: 60)

» Subsequently, a methodology will be developed in order to study the records
collected in the database. This will involve discussion of the iconography
(types of figures, narrative), of the choice of material for the depiction of the
fantastic creatures (sealstones, ivory, clay, stone). and of context (find

context, religious context, social context and so forth).



~ An attempt to determine the reasoning behind the acceptance of particular
motifs and the rejection of others will be made. Although M. West (1997: 10)
cautions that the transfer of artistic motifs need not in itself signify anv
intellectual exchange between peoples, since “native artists may simply draw
inspiration from imported objects that come into their hands™, a brief study of
the variety and meaning of their equivalent types/parallels in the East and
their comparison with the first Aegean examples may help towards this
direction.

~ The function of the fantastic creatures will be analysed, to the degree this is
possible for symbols belonging to such early societies, without textual
evidence to support any definitions. The limitations and the dangers in
attempting to read too much into the Aegean iconographic repertoire are not
to be underestimated. As Renfrew (1994a: 8) has pointed out, “the
functioning of material symbols at a superficial level is often plain enough,
although to analyse, more completely, precisely how they functioned can be
more difficult”. He used the example of the Egyptian pyramids to
demonstrate his point: although they undoubtedly had a special place in the
Egyptian belief system, it is rather cumbersome to determine the various and
more precise functions of this symbol.

- Moreover, Renfrew (1985: 443) has pointed out that further work
needs to be done in order to determine ‘“‘the degree to which the prevailing
religion was in fact used to legitimise the existing social system’. The study
of the fantastic creatures as part of the Acgean religious-symbolic system will
be incorporated within the scope of such a scheme of research so as to

investizate their role (1f any) in the reinforcement of the society’s social,



economic, political organisation. For instance, the changes in their depiction
will be studied so as to determine if they were related to the rise and fall of
the palaces both in Crete and the mainland.

Their temporal development and the regional differences in the
representations of the fantastic creatures within the Aegean will be examined
too, with the objective of understanding if and how they changed after their
initial introduction from the East. An attempt will be made to examine
whether stages in the development of Aegean fantastic creatures can be
established. Similar work has already been conducted on the images of
monsters and demons of the Mesopotamian and Iranian arts. The changes in
types, shape, roles, action and so forth were used to establish phases in their
development as a specialised group of motifs (see Literature Review).

The importance of the griffin and the sphinx as symbols of royal power has
been noted (see literature review, section 1.9). However, mostly Near Eastern
or Egyptian parallels have been used for such interpretations of the motifs.
Other studies have looked into the apotropaic, the establishment of fantastic
creatures as servants of the gods, as minor deities themselves, as figures in
mythical narrative, and, on a more psychological plane, as embodiments of
evil, misfortune, death and the power of the supernatural. The Aegean
evidence will be examined so as to justify. confirm, clarify, expand or reject

these generally a priori accepted theortes.
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1.3 Chronological scope

Monsters appeared in Aegean iconography early in the Bronze Age and
continued to be depicted throughout antiquity. The present thesis will focus on
BA depictions, starting with the earlier examples on Crete (EM-MM [A) and
ending with examples up to the destruction of the Minoan palatial civilisation.
Illustrations of imaginary beings from the Aegean islands and the Myccnaean
mainland (LH I-1IIB2) will also provide the background so as to reconstruct the
development of the group throughout the Aegean Bronze Age.

As to the absolute chronology of the prehistoric Aegean, that is a rather
heavily contested issue, universal agreement on which has not yet been reached
(for differing views see: Manning 1990; Warren & Hankey 1989; Cadogan
1983). Its discussion however is out of the scope of this thesis. I have chosen to
follow the chronology provided in Review (2001: 159, 332, 391) for the absolute
dating of the BA, that is, the Aegean modified chronology combined with the

Egyptian low chronology given therein.

1.4 Thesis outline

In the following sections of this introductory chapter I shall discuss the
background to my approach, identify the monster types attested in the prehistoric
Aegean and present the method that will be followed in the study of depictions.
The previous literature on the subject will also be assessed in order to present the
results of earlier studies and pinpoint the gaps in the research of Aegean fantastic
creatures.

The various tvpes of imaginary beings (isolated or grouped) will be

discussed according to their proposed or gencrally accepted date of manufacture



in the following chapters. This approach will allow the examination of
contemporary creation in the same or other media and the incorporation of the
artefact within the iconographic repertoire of the period. Moreover. it places the
product and its parallels within the social/religious/international contexts of each
period, which are considered as significant as the find context for the
comprehension of iconography and its themes. As Betts and Younger (1982
120) noted, “a dated context for a seal or sealing only dates the time and
identifies the place of the seal’s last use”. This observation may be extended to
other entries in the catalogue, for example wall paintings and ivories, and
therefore it 1s deemed necessary not to ignore the context at the time of creation
of artefacts. In short, chronological examination of the evidence emphasises the
context of change.

Thus, Chapters 2, 3 and 4 will deal with the Prepalatial, Protopalatial and
Neopalatial periods on Crete respectively. The Phaistos sealing deposit will be
examined more extensively in Chapter 3 due to its special significance — with the
first securely dated and stratified examples of the griffin, sphinx and genius,
while parallels from the Cyclades and the mainland will be used in the analysis
of the Neopalatial monsters in Chapter 4.

Chapter 5 will focus on the Kato Zakros sealing deposit, not only because
of its impressive size and the fact that a number of monster types appear almost
exclusively therein, but also because their “peculiar’” nature merits a separatc
discussion. Although Weingarten’s excellent study on the Zakro Master (1983a)
has advanced our understanding of these motifs greatly since their first discovery

by Hogarth, additional thoughts on the iconography and its use will be discussed.



The monsters of the “Mycenaeanised” Crete will be discussed in Chapter
6, which will present the LM II-III evidence for the depiction of fantastic
creatures. It is the time of the so-called international stvle, the Mycenaean koine.
when motifs not only travelled between regions in the Aegean and beyond, but,
as will be shown, also a period of widespread cultural and ideological exchanges.

Descriptions and extensive references on the examples will not in general
be included in Chapters 2-6, since they can be found in the catalogue (and in
abundance in the relevant bibliography, even if varying in many cases).
Emphasis will be placed on the context of the finds and consequently, attention
will be paid to aspects of the iconographical context, of media use, of social
organisation, of wealth and authority, of religious practices and of the level of

artistic skills (see definition of context in section 1.8).

L.5 Understanding Aegean monsters: problems and difficulties

The study of symbols and iconography in order to understand the hidden
meanings behind images is hindered by a number of factors. Renfrew (1994b:
53) has pointed out that it should not be presumed that symbols *“are directly
representational in the figurative sense. It is not necessary that we recognise
human beings or deities or forms that depict entities already known to us from
the world of nature.” The interpretation of any iconographic representation is
then proved an arduous task and even more so in the case of monsters.

Regarding Aegean iconography. the cxistence of numerous written
records would potentially assist significantly the undertaking of this examination,
as it has in the case of Egyvpt and the Near East. However. there is a distinct

silence regarding monsters in the Lincar B records despite tentative efforts to



equate a-pu-wa with Apmoicr (Godart cited in Rousioti 2001: 308) or Dipsioi -
di-pi-si-jo(i) with genii (S. Marinatos 1966: 265-274), which have not met with

acceptance though.

1.6 Definition of monstrosity and monsters

“How can one actually define a ‘monster’? As a being of vast size, terrifying,
malevolent or wild, overwhelmingly strong? As an imaginary creature,
combining incongruous elements from more than one essential category of being
(e.g. human/animal, mortal/immortal)? As something rare and extraordinary? As
something which deviates from the normal course of nature? As a portent or a
marvel, a sign which ‘demonstrates’ (lat. monstrum), warns about or presages
divine will?”

Lada-Richards (1998: 43-44)

A definition of the term monsters/fantastic creatures is the obvious first
step towards the establishment of a methodology for their study. Atherton (1998:
viii-ix) theorised about comprehending the role of monsters today “with a
modish blend of pop psychology, some rather hackneyed cultural anthropology,
and a dollop of cynicism about the entertainment industry”. However, she went
on to realise that such analyses are not fruitful in all cases and that a closer look
at contemporary culture reveals a number of difficulties in the study of modem
“monsters”, which are not always easily identified. “In both highbrow and
popular cultures, and in many products that cross the boundaries between them,
an abundance of films, poems, novels, plays, paintings, statues. comic strips, and
advertisements of wide influence and lasting popularity, make it plain instead

that that very question of the definition of the ‘monstrous’ is both unsettled and
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unsettling” (Atherton 1998: ix). If moderm monsters are so difficult to define,
how can one hope to define the term in regards to ancient images?

One of the traditional functions of monsters is to “signal or presage event
or advent, even more terrifying or violently destructive than the monster itself™
(Atherton 1998: vii). That is the interpretation prevalent in the classical era and
modern times, when monsters bear invariably negative, in most cases destructive
associations. However, the monsters of the Near East and Egypt were seen in a
different, more diverse way by the cultures that created them, and the variety of
the roles that they performed is greater than those of the modern era (see
Weingarten 2005: 12, especially n. 36), as will be demonstrated below in relation
to Aegean monsters too.

Accordingly, the term monster is not used in this dissertation in the more
familiar modern meaning of the word, that is, as a creature horrid and terrifying,
which will eventually cause harm and misery to humans directly or indirectly. It
is not the beast, fiend, or even “bogeyman”, but rather signifies an unearthly,
powerful and extraordinary being, whose presence and/or actions may be
benevolent, malevolent, or even both depending on the circumstances.
Monstrosity is not associated with a creature’s evil character or role for the
prehistoric inhabitants of the Aegean, but is attributed to its appearance, which is
abnormal (due to tremendous size and/or added excrescences) or hybridised

(versatile constituent parts coming from natural animals and/or humans).



1.6.1 On segregating monsters from natural animals

Not only the meaning of the term ‘monster’. but also the types of
creatures to which it will be ascribed require clarification. The term fabulous
beasts has been used in the past to incorporate animals both real and composite
(Gill 1963: 1, n. 3). The former would include the “cynocephalus ape” (cf. CALS /
377, CMS I Suppl. 114, CMS 1.3 103, CMS 11.7 24, CMS I1.8 719. CMS 1" Suppl.
I4 131 & 159, XII 135, Sakellariou 1958: nos. 108, 355. 359, 372), the “blue
monkeys” (seen in Knossian and Theran frescoes), and the “‘hippopotamus”, that
1s, animals of the natural world, exotic or rare in the Aegean.

Even the lion, one of the most commonly depicted animals in Aegean art,
may be included in this category, since it is still debatable whether it was native
to the Aegean or a symbol imported from the Near East. The animal does not
appear to have been common in Bronze Age Greece — only five individuals have
been discovered so far in prehistoric sites (Bloedow 1999: 53, n. 1; Morgan
1995a: 173). Two teeth from LM IB-II Ayia Irini, Kea, and a foot bone from LH
[IIB Tiryns may have been used as amulets, while the find context of a shoulder
bone, also from Tiryns, indicated that lion’s flesh was eaten there perhaps as a
magical source of courage (Morgan 1995a: 173, n. 9). The endemic presence of
lions on Aegina has been doubted despite the presence of one lion in the skeletal
remains of MBA Kolonna (Forstenpointner et al. 2006).

According to Krzyszkowska (2005: 89) the lion depictions on Minoan
seals were not inspired by nature, but were probably based on borrowed images.
It has also been suggested that the lion camc to palaces as a gift and “thcre
paraded about as a palace showpiece™ (Younger 1988: xi). According to the

above scenario, exotic animals may have been imported to the island of Crete -



and perhaps elsewhere — and lived in specially constructed gardens where they
would have been available for study by the artists (N. Platon 1974: 244-245). In
any case, lions first appeared in the Prepalatial glyptic repertoire and were
popular on ivory seals (Krzyszkowska 2005a: 32). They may have been endowed
with magical powers and were incorporated in symbolic (cf. the lions of the Lion
Gate at Mycenae) and cultic iconography (e.g. the monkey crocus gathering
fresco of Xeste 3 at Akrotiri or the seated ape in the enigmatic scene of CAfS /.8
262).

Cats may be considered in the same group with lions given the fact that
they were not indigenous, but had been imported to Crete. Furthermore, both
animals, cats and some lions were “curiously stylised” on MM II-1II seals
(Krzyszkowska 2005a: 89). The Protopalatial prism CS 174 demonstrates this
trait clearly in that it shows a cat with an outsized eye-catching frontal head.
Cats, at least initially, must have been bestowed with special powers as indicated
by their use as frontal, apparently apotropaic, motifs on early Minoan glyptic
(e.g. CMS I1.2 3, CMS 11.8 90 and CS 174; hieroglyphic signs accompany the
cats of CS 174 and CMS IV 156). Lion heads were put to a similar use in Minoan
art and Xenaki-Sakellariou (1958: 80-82) listed “gorgon heads” and “lion masks”
in her discussion of apotropaic figures.

However. neither will be investigated in the present dissertation, nor will
the “exotic” monkeys. The “alerions”, i.e. frontal birds with displayed wings —
classified as monsters by Younger (1983: 126) — are likewise not included in the
types of Acgean fantastic creatures in this dissertation'. Instead, it will be the

composite and/or oversized creatures that will form the core of the study. Thesc

' It should be noted though that transitional tvpes between these birds and the bird-ladies are
occasionally encountered.



are creatures given extraordinary features (e.g. size). incorporating parts of
various natural animals and/or humans, or, even plants in rarer occasions, so that
the final result is that of beings not found in the natural world.’

By no means should this segregation be taken to imply that the Minoans
and the Mycenaeans would have recognised such distinctions. On the contrary, it
1s actually more likely that the numerous, popular throughout the Bronze Age
Aegean, Near East and Egypt, fantastic creatures would have been considered as
real as the animals comprising the herds tended to by shepherds. Monkeys seen
possibly in gardens on Crete, most likely accessible to a restricted number of
viewers, would have been as real as the griffins feeding their babies in the nest
on the LH IIIC Lefkandi pyxis (De Moor 1997: no. 1417, fig. 935; Mountjoy
1993: 99, fig. 263; Pictorial: 144, X1.91; Popham & Sackett 1968: 18, fig. 35;
Popham 1964-65: 19, fig. 22).

The fact that the Minoans and Mycenaeans probably believed that such
hybrids did exist does not preclude the latter’s supernatural character (contra
Younger in discussion session in Politeia II: 505). One finds gods who assumed
human, animal form or even a combination of both composing the rich pantheon
of the Egyptians. As the former would have been real for the believers, so would
the monsters described in the Book of the Dead — the “Devourer of the Dead” or
the “Book of what is in the Tuat” fiends and devils (Budge 1967: cxxix-cxxx).
demons such as Bes, or griffins.

That worldview with plenty of room for the “fantastic” was certainly
shared among prehistoric peoples and did not change until the moder cra (if it

actually cver changed that much — consider for example contemporary religious

2 Hencetorth, the terms fabulous/imaginary/tantastic, composite beings ‘creatures animals, beasts,
monsters and demons - the latter without the modern negative connotations - will be used
interchangeably to refer to any of the examples of fantastic animals studied.



beliefs). In fact, even as late as 1652, Andrew Ross (see Mayvor 2000: 286)
believed that the ancient sources on griffins described an unusual. albeit real
animal. As a rule though, modern beliefs and perception have been greatly
altered through advances in science mirrored in the wider knowledue of the
natural world and its laws, in industrialisation, and simplicity of communication,
to mention but a few of the most obvious factors. It is thus only natural for
people today to distinguish between the real and imaginary when confronted with
the image of, for example, a griffin attacking a bull, whereas a Minoan might
have seen images springing from tales of travellers, mythical events or perhaps
even from personal experiences of religious ecstasy.

This modern, arguably arbitrary (see Atherton 1998: xxiv on possibility
of non-arbitrary taxonomies and their effect on social sciences), separation of
reality from fantasy can offer a closer look at the worldview and beliefs of the
prehistoric inhabitants of the Aegean through a better understanding of the

meaning(s) and role(s) of those creatures.

1.6.2 “Bastards’’: fabulous beasts or artistic slips?

Doumas (2000a: 17) has argued that ‘‘pictorial representations lend
themselves to a variety of interpretations, depending on the standpoint from
which they are approached and depending on the scholarly and ideological
backgrounds of those who study them”. However, even before attempting to
interpret symbols. there are further difficulties in identifying monsters in Aegean
art. Although, as alrcady mentioned, composite beings are classified among
imaginary beings. therc are creatures that have been identified as hybrds, even

though the original intention of the artist might have been the mere depiction of a
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natural animal. CMS II.4 40 constitutes a good example, since it may be taken to
depict a boar with lion’s head or simply a stylised animal.

Another similar instance is that of a LH IIIB pictorial krater (Pictorial:
V.58) in the British Museum decorated with four “rather eccentric” animals,
which have been puzzling so far for researchers. Their classification has been
disputed; Furumark (1941: 249-250, FM 6, fig. 29) included the animals in the
goat motif group, but did so with scepticism, since he could not eventually
decide whether the motif constituted a hybrid, a deer or a goat with diverging
horns and a long tail. The animals were classified as goats with bull’s heads and
dog’s tails in Pictorial (V.58).

On the other hand, Rystedt (1988: 267-270) insightfully considered them
to be “bastards” rather than hybrids. According to her analysis of the krater, the
long tails and the less compelling — to be forming part of the bull iconography —
homns, eyes and head shape demonstrate that the artist did intend to depict bulls.
She attributed the failure of the painter to present bulls convincingly to the fact
that, presumably, he was “too much of a chariot krater man” (Rystedt 1988: 269).
“It is less a question of a painter’s more or less deliberate combination of
different iconographical types than his coping with unaccustomed iconographical
schemes using, in part, his conventional tools” (Rystedt 1988: 270; for bastards
in pictorial vases see also Benton 1961: 44-55).

Gill (1981: 89-90) expressed a similar reasoning on the discussion of
CMS 171 141, a seal depicting a bull with a slender, waisted body. paws and tail
of a lion. She concluded that, although there is the possibility that the hybrid was
intentional. it is morc likely that the artist wished to portray a contorted bull and

copied scals depicting perhaps contorted lions (cf. seal from the Hermitage
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Museum, eadem 1981: 89 n. 37), forgetting though to adapt the shape of the
body.

The identifications by Kenna (CMS XTI, XII, VII, VIII and Cretan Scals,
Together with a Catalogue of Minoan Gems in the Ashmolean Museum -
henceforth CS) are among those that demonstrate a tendency towards classifying
“bastards” as monsters and best exemplify the need for careful descriptions and
categorisation of the motifs. For example, the figures on CALS VII 262, CMS XII
206, 281 and 282 have all been misinterpreted as depicting fantastic creatures —
generally as “variants” of monsters, “reduced beetle with eyes and cantharus
handles” and “bird-ladies” — when a closer look at them reveals nothing of the
sort. In fact, only crude renderings of animals, talismanic motifs or natural birds
can be discerned on these seals. Such examples are plentiful in Aegean -
particularly in glyptic — artistic products and it is often difficult to distinguish
between schematised natural animals that were probably rendered without
precision and imaginary creatures (see Appendix A for a short list of examples

mainly from seals, including those mentioned in this section).

1.6.3 Types of Aegean monsters
The main types of Minoan and Mycenaean fantastic animals are formed
and described as follows (in the order according to which they will be discussed
in the following chapters). It should be mentioned that these are the “canonical™
forms of the monsters, as encountered in the Minoan and Mycenaean repertories,
and that variations will be mentioned in more detail in the following chapters.
Griffin (fig. 1): by far thc most commonly depicted monster in the

Acecan, it is a quadruped with a lion body, wings and usually crested head of a
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bird of prey (generally identified as eagle or hawk). It is only rarelv seen as
female or wingless. Sometimes they wear collars and their wings in Aegean art
are characteristically decorated with spirals and zigzag lines. the so-called adder
mark or notched plume.

Sphinx (fig. 2): composite quadruped with a lion body. wings of a bird
and human head. In contrast to the male Egyptian sphinxes, their Aegean
counterparts are winged with only very few early exceptions. They typically
wear plumed diadems; their wings are decorated in the same way as those of the
griffin and, also like the latter, they occasionally wear collars.

(Minoan) Genius (fig. 3)>: upright hybrid figure inspired by the Egyptian
goddess Taweret. Accordingly, its first examples resembled closely the
hippopotamus-shaped goddess and have pendulous breasts and swollen bellies.
Soon after its introduction to Crete, however, the body of the genius became
more slender — in certain examples it acquired a bee-like waist, its dorsal
appendage was clearly defined and its head developed into that of a lion or a
donkey. Generally speaking though, the species of animals represented on the
heads of genii are not readily identifiable and have been recognised at times as
not only lion and donkey, but even horse and boar (Cook 1894: 103-169).

Contra Jon van Leuven (“The geni” (sic), Aegeanet [online]) who
claimed that “genii and several other kinds of Aegean ‘anthropomorphic
creatures’ were usually depicted in certain numbers in groups, usually pairs™ and
that any cxplanation of them must, among other features, take this into account.
genii are depicted alone quite often too, especially on the earlier cxamples on

seals, but also on wall paintings and ivories. Although its presentation in groups

' Also known as Minoan demon in the bibliography.



has to be considered, interpretations of the demon should not be restricted to that,
since its depiction as a single figure is of equal significance and frequency.

(Minoan) Dragon (fig. 4): quadruped with a disproportionately small
head, elongated snout and short pointy ears, an elongated tubular — occasionally
spiked along the back — body decorated with short strokes or dots, stout short
legs and tail raised over the back. Depicted mainly on seals and ivories, it is
alone or in pairs and often carries a female figure. The name is borrowed from
the similarly rendered Babylonian dragon, which is thought to have inspired the
Aegean monster. Its appearance on ivories has been disputed, since many
examples are taken to show crocodiles instead of dragons (see for instance 542
and relevant discussion in section 3.1.4).

Bird-lady (fig. 5): these are mostly upright composite figures with heads
of birds, displayed wings in place of arms and human lower bodies. The head 1s
regularly rendered in profile, the upper body and wings in frontal view, and the
lower body, i.e. the feet discerned below the skirt, again in profile. The bird-lady
is usually dressed in a flaring or flounced skirt.

Winged male figures are seen in the work of the Zakros workshop, but
will be considered under the animal-headed men category since they do not have
bird heads. Actual bird-men are only encountered once or twice in Aegean
iconography (856, 857, 858 and possibly on 855 — although the figures on the
latter sealing are rather obscure and perhaps better classified as men with bird-
attributes, possibly wearing masks or unidentifiable hybrids) and their
representation is rather schematic. Although on earlier Protopalatial examples
many male figures possess bird-like characteristics, these are better seen as the

iconographic forcrunners of the typical Aegean bird-lady. In view of the



available evidence, bird-men cannot be considered to represent a set t\pe of
Aegean monsters.

Bull-man or “Minotaur” (fig. 6): upright figures combining a bovine
head and upper body with a human lower body (legs) almost always shown in
contorted position. With the available evidence, there is only one seal showing a
bull-man with a male in place of a bovine torso (625) indicating that the figure is
possibly wearing a mask. Only rarely is a female figure (bull-lady) encountered —
in fact only on a group of three look-alike sealtypes — and is once again restricted
at Zakros, so it cannot be taken to represent a well-known or established type.

The well-known term “Minotaur” is used in the text, although it should
be preferably avoided due to its classical mythical associations that cannot be
presumed to have been established as early as the Bronze Age or at least should
not be accepted without corroboration from the iconographical evidence. Finally,
the Aegean bull-man should in no way be confused with the Oriental bull-man
(e.g. 907 and 908) that has an upright bovine lower body, human arms and head.

Animal-headed man (fig. 7). male upright figures that, like the bull-man,
have human lower bodies often shown in contorted position, but instead of a bull
head and torso, they may bear a goat, a lion or an unidentifiable animal head
shown in profile or en face. So creatures like the lion-man (-lady), the goat-man
(-lady), the agrimi-man and the stag-man (-lady), are included in this group. It
should be noted that the female versions of the animal-headed people are mostly
seen in the Kato Zakros sealings with only rare exceptions from elsewhere.

Conjoined animal-headed men (fig. 8): subcategory of animal-headed
men. whether bull-, goat-. lion- or other, conjoined in the waist, sharing thus onc

pair of human legs. One or both heads may be frontal or in profile. It is normally
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two animal-headed men that are conjoined to one pair of legs. although there
exists a restricted number of examples with three. A variation in this theme is the
double pair of legs springing out of the body of a single demon.

Gorgon heads (fig. 9): mask-like frontal human(-like) faces, circular or
triangular, with monstrous facial expressions and characteristics (often fantastic
and/or foreign imports). Encountered mostly in glyptic, their eyes are as a rule
round and are thus conceived as bulging. They occasionally have prominent teeth
and incorporate imported elements (e.g. “Hathor locks™) in the resemblance of
wings flanking the face, and/or snake-like spiral lines flowing out of the neck.
Their “ears” are not always naturally attached to the head and it is in
consequence difficult to determine whether they are meant to be read as ears or
earrings.

Although Xenaki-Sakellariou (1958: 81-82) distinguished two groups of
apotropaic figures, the “Gorgon heads™ and the lion masks (eadem 1958: 81, nos.
120, 183, 396, 397, 398; PM I. figs. 492d & e), the latter are excluded from this
study. They are undoubtedly of emblematic/symbolic nature and most likely
protective, but are usually no more than stylised lion masks without any fantastic
elements (the Zakros sealings once again forming a notable exception).

As to the name of the creatures, as in the case of the Minotaurs, it should
not be taken to necessarily imply a connection with the classical Gorgons other
than that of the frontally depicted monstrous face, which is the common element
between the two.

Conjoined animals (fig. 10a-b): usually antithetic and/or inverted to one
another foreparts of natural quadrupeds (lions, dogs, bulls, rams and so forth)

conjoined in a common torso, the earliest examples forming an S-shaped



creature. It is also usual to encounter antithetic animals (mostly bulls or lions)
conjoined in a frontal common head. The animals conjoined may or may not
belong to the same species and on a few examples they are fantastic creatures
(e.g. sphinxes) or monster-like (resembling snakes or dragons) rather than natural
animals.

Marine monsters (fig. 11): marine creatures, namely fish-like, mostly
known from glyptic and a few pictorial vases. They are can be gigantic in
comparison to other figures on pottery or smaller than them in glyptic
illustrations, but as a rule aggressive, on both seals and pottery. It is thus their
attitude and association with the other figures on the scenes and not so much
their appearance that reflects their unnatural character. They are often associated
with chariot scenes and, on pottery, frequently have bird-like attributes (beaked
heads).

Various Hybrids (figs. 12-15): various occasionally unidentifiable,
fantastic or natural animals, often combining attributes of different animals in an
organic, almost natural manner, like the previous categories of fantastic creatures
(e.g. monsters with reptile traits, human headed quadrupeds, giant birds,
creatures combining bovine and/or swine characteristics, animal-headed birds).

Various types of hybrids are encountered on seals and sealings, larnakes
and pictorial pottery. They are all studied as a group in the thesis since each on
their own achieves neither popularity nor longevity in the Bronze Age, appearing
in a small number of examples for a restricted period of time. Therefore, they do
not devclop specific stylistic traits so as to form a distinct popular group, like that
of the griffin or the sphinx. In fact, some of the cxamples arc unique and scem to

be isolated or chance creations, perhaps even failed attempts at depicting an
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1dentifiable, well-known animal or monster, that is, thev constitute Rvstedt’s

“bastards” (1988: 267-270).

The term ‘hybrids’ was preferred to ‘composite creatures’ as encompassing a

larger group of illustrations. It is a more general term describing monsters the

constituting parts of which are not always identifiable. A few hybrids however

can be recognised as originally belonging to a specific animal category and/or

have more than one examples.

Winged quadrupeds (fig. 12): often goats, agrimia or lions, but also
unidentifiable natural quadrupeds, with wings.

Giant birds (fig. 13): the name defines this type as well, which actually is an
over-sized bird with wings that have been claimed as too small to be able to
carry the bird in flight (Karageorghis 1958: 383-387). It is encountered on
LBA pictorial pottery in association with chariots and is thought to have been
inspired by oriental myths, in particular the myth of Anzu (S. Marinatos
1964b: 6-12; Karageorghis 1958: 383-387). Large birds are also seen on
larnakes contemporary with pictorial vases (e.g. 890 and 891). A creature of
Mycenaean art essentially, it will not be discussed in the present thesis, but is
only mentioned as one of the types of Aegean fantastic creatures.

Goat-bird (fig. 14a): identified as part-goat, part-bird hybrids. The forepart is
that of the goat, usually horned, while the hind-part forms a tail. The name
goat-bird was given to the creature by Vermeule and Karageorghis (1982) in
Mycenaean Pictorial Vase Painting (henceforth Pictorial) following Hiller’s
publication (1975) of an Early Pictorial jug from Acgina depicting the
creaturc (892). There are only four examples (892-895) so far on Mycenaean

pictorial pottery, two of which may in fact be just bastards.



As the depictions of the creature are not Minoan, it will not be
discussed in this study. However, on a cursory note, it is perhaps better
Justified to interpret it as a goat-fish rather than a bird hybrid in view of the
similarities in its illustration with the goat-fish of the Oriental repertoire (fig.
14b). Attested in reliefs and apotropaic foundation figurines, they are used in
monumental sculpture and are named in rituals at least as early as the 13™
century BC, in the Middle Assyrian period (Green 1984: 25).

- Centaurs (fig. 15): creatures with a human head, torso and arms and
quadruped (equine, bovine or other unidentified) lower body, well known in
classical Greece. A rather problematic group because the extremely limited
number of examples is restricted only in the later part of the Bronze Age.
Like the giant birds and the goat-birds, it is an essentially Mycenaean
creature and as such will not be discussed here. On Crete, it appears only
after the fall of the palatial culture; thus it falls beyond the chronological

scope of this thesis.

The following groups are creations of the Kato Zakros workshop and are rarely
depicted outside this area.

Bird-lady and animal-headed man variants (fig. 16a-b): not a category
of creatures on its own, but rather a subgroup of the bird-ladies®. It includes
variations of the ‘‘canonical” type with bird-lady examples one of the
characteristics of which has been replaced by “atypical” motifs (e.g. helmets or
animal heads in place of bird heads, arms in place of wings and so forth). It

should become apparent that in the Zakros deposit the two otherwisc quite

4 The reasons behind this distinction will be discussed in the course of the Zakros sealings
analysis (Chapter 3).



distinct categories of animal-headed men and bird-ladies frequently overlap, as
occasionally animal-headed people are winged, thus forming a group of
creatures linking the animal- and bird-people.

Fantasy masks (fig. 17): often schematic frontal animal heads (mostlv
bucrania or lion heads) combined with characteristics of other animals (c.g
boars) or with added unrealistic traits, such as horns ending in bird heads, floral
elements and so forth. The Zakros sealing deposit presents an impressively large
variety of such fantastic combinations and — with the exception of two more scals
now in the Ashmolean Museum, 865 and 866 — has actually produced all of the
so far existing examples of fantasy masks.

Fantastic combinations (fig. 18): the term is borrowed from the CAS
volumes and refers to combinations of monsters, animals (birds and/or
quadrupeds), human figures (or parts of figures) and even plants that hardly ever
appear organic. Fantastic combinations seem to be intended to bring together and
emphasise the attributes of the chosen components in each case and are restricted
to seals/sealings. They are characteristic of the LM IB Zakros sealing deposit
(including a small number of the Ayia Triadha and a few more scattered
examples), which demonstrates an impressive variety of fantastic combinations.
Although a number of the Zakros creatures are more ‘naturalistic’, ‘organic’ and
are thus included in the hybrids’ categories, the motifs in this group incorporate

even plant elements and are the most intriguing and challenging at interpreting.



1.7 After the definition — What?’

While classifying the imaginary beings of the Aegean, the impression is
formed that a certain number of the depictions appear isolated and products of a
specific time and place, namely Neopalatial Zakros. Moreover, other types may
be too few to promote conclusive interpretations in contrast to creatures like the
griffin and the sphinx whose illustrations are quite numerous and have been
studied almost exhaustively. Thus, it becomes apparent that definition of the
terminology — and consequently identification of the study object — is only a
small part in the development of a satisfactory and fruitful methodology and that
more steps need to be taken towards a better understanding of monsters and their
roles.

It has already been stated that one of the objectives of this dissertation is
the compilation of a corpus of the published depictions of the fantastic animals in
the Bronze Age Aegean sufficient in size for the study of the subject. Although
Nijhowne (1999: 11) observed that “what constitutes adequate is subjective”,
especially when the study in question covers an extended period of time, the
catalogue formed presents a reasonable quantity of material so as to give as much
as possible unbiased results, to allow remarks and comparisons. Specifically, the
database is composed from more than 900 depictions of imaginary beings in
various forms: seals and sealings, wall paintings, ivory and glass objects (plaques
and so forth), metal objects (e.g. daggers), figurines. larnakes and pottery. The
greater numbers and variety of hybrids is found on glyptic art objects. i.c. on

seals, sealing rings and sealings.

* Title borrowed from Peattield, A. (1994) “After the *Big Bang'~ What?" In Placing the Gods:
19-36.
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1.7.1 Gathering the material for the catalogue

Unpublished examples have been ignored as a rule, even if they have
been reported to depict fantastic creatures (e.¢. seal with a marine monster from
an unpublished German private collection mentioned in CMS IL4: LXVIII).
unless there is an adequate amount of information on the type of monster. the
find context, date and/or location. The preliminary excavation reports regularly
published in the ArchDelt, AAA, AR, BCH and occasionally in other journals
such as OpAth, which inform us of recent developments in Greek archaeology.,
frequently omit or mention briefly the finds relevant to this study, without
detailed description or at least dating. In any case they do not comprise final
publications and are therefore subject to revision by the excavators. Thus these
objects are included in the database only when sufficient information is given in
the initial reports, but are omitted from the general discussion in the chapters.

Although it would be virtually impossible to produce a complete
catalogue of all the Aegean occurrences of imaginary beings, a sufficient number
of BA depictions has already been published. These published examples offer an
excellent overview of the patterns of occurrence of fantastic creatures and,
consequently, a glimpse into their symbolism and the rationale behind their use
in Aegean art. The corpora, publications of bodies of certain types of artefacts,
have proven to be particularly useful tools in the gathering of the material for the
present study, since information on the bibliography. context, and date, essential
to the research. is included in all the following volumes.

In relation to the examples from seals, the CMS (1964-2004) volumes
form a solid body of work. essential to the beginning of any examination of the

topic. Starting from the carliest volume, CALS T (1964) with the scals and scalings



from the Athens National Museum, up to the latest publication of the Knossos
sealings in CMS I1.8 (2002) and of smaller collections in Greek museums in CA S
V Suppl. 3 (2004), all the CMS volumes offer essential information on the date,
parallels, context, and further bibliography on the finds. Similarly to other
general studies (see literature review), a short investigation of a few fantastic
animals can also be found in certain CMS volumes (cf. sections on bird-ladies
and griffins in CMS II.4). Moreover, the series has been accompanied by
volumes (CMS Beihefte) dedicated to the research of Aegean glyptic and
offering, among other studies, insights into the depiction and roles of the
fantastic creatures.

Occasionally, the writers of CMS series purposely leave out examples
that are now missing or misplaced and are thus known only from the excavation
reports and publications in which they were originally mentioned, although not
always described in detail. For example, two seals from chamber tomb 3 at
Varkiza mentioned in 444 1 (1968): 111 were not included in the CMS volumes,
since they could not be recovered in the museum. In that case, the material was
not included in the database either, unless of course there is a short description in
the preliminary report or final publication of the site (e.g. a number of the Little
Palace sealings or lentoid seal 887 with a centaur-like creature from tomb LXVI
at Prosymna, now missing).

It has to be mentioned that the CMS volumes are not without errors or
omissions and in particular the earlier ones. Among other problems,
chronological attributions are not to be trusted in the volumes edited by Kcnna
(CAIS 1L VI NI and X1II) and crrors have been made in the identification of

bone and ivory scals (Krzyszkowska 2005a: 89, n. 12, 321; sce pp. 343-348 fora



concise critique of the series). Furthermore, seals and sealings have not always
been published in the series following the same standards. Direction of stringhole
of the secal has been omitted in the early volumes. Tentative attempts at
identifying the shape and material of the seals that produced the impressions —
although not for all the Phaistos sealings — were first introduced by Pini as late as
1970 in CMS II.5. For sealings in particular, the latest re-examination by the
CMS team of the material from Pylos (Miiller et al. 1997) supersedes the
previous publications of the material and is essential reading.

Immerwahr’s Aegean Painting in the Bronze Age offers up-to-date
information on the Aegean wall paintings and the iconography of the larnakes.
According to her, the griffin on the north wall of Xeste 3 in Akrotiri has a
protective role on the side of the goddess, together with the monkey in adoration
(1990: 62). The two animals “remove the scene from the realm of reality”.
Immerwahr compared the griffins of the Knossos Throne Room with those of the
megaron in the palace of Pylos and although she drew attention to the fact that in
both cases they are wingless, in contrast to the usual Minoan and Mycenaean
types, she does not explain why.

Moreover, Vermeule and Karageorghis (Pictorial) compiled a catalogue
of the available examples of Mycenaean pictorial pottery with most types of the
fantastic creatures, excluding the Cretan examples. They associated the Melian
bird vases with their demonic birds or griffins and the griffin iconography of the
Shaft Graves at Mycenae.

Similarly, most of the Mycenaean depictions of fantastic figures in 1vory
are cited in Poursat’s Catalogue des Ivoires AMyvccniens du Muscée National d’

Atheénes (1977a) and Les Ivoires Myceniens (1977b). The two volumes deal with



Mycenaean ivories, which comprise the larger part of such material in the
Aegean with occasional references to and comparisons with Cretan or Eastern
finds in the course of the stylistic analysis. A description of the motifs and
references to similar representations accompany the catalogues, while the author
also devotes sections to the analysis of genii, sphinxes and griffins on ivory
(1977b: 58-68, 222-223). However, he refuses to identify his “crocodiles”
(1977b: 88-90) as Minoan dragons and, thus, was not able to incorporate them
into the Aegean repertoire and compare the ivory finds with the glyptic
examples, but considers them a foreign decorative motif (1977b: 222).

The studies of Xenaki-Sakellariou (1958) and Kenna (CS) are
supplementary to the CMS series, yet indispensable tools for the study of Aegean
glyptic. They published seals not included so far in the CMS volumes, i.e. the
Giamalakis Collection at the Herakleion Museum and the Minoan seals from the
Ashmolean Museum. Xenaki-Sakellariou dedicated short sections on two
fantastic creatures, the “gorgon heads” and the ‘“Minotaur”. Her analysis of the
“Minotaur” (1958: 64-65) focused on the origin and character of the monster and
she concluded that it was not associated with cult or ritual in view of its
exclusion from religious scenes and its solitary appearance on seals. Similar
status was also ascribed to other animal-headed demons. Kenna (CS: 132)
suggested the possibility that the seals depicting Minoan genii may have been
thought to possess an amuletic or religious character, but due to the fine work on
them, they cannot be included “in the class of ordinary talismanic seals™.

It should be noted that the above corpora, with which the gathering of the
material began, are not necessarily up to date (with the exception of the ongoing

CAMS series), since new examples are being discovered continuously, which will
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inevitably lead to omission of data from this catalogue. Moreover, detailed
publications of excavated sites and their finds rarely follow soon after the
completion of the excavations. Thus, the recently discovered gold ring and
lentoid with griffins from Dimini, Thessaly (Adrymi-Sismani 2005) are not
included in the catalogue, since they have not been published properly vet and

insufficient information is available on their find context and associations.

1.7.2 Dating the material

The available data span virtually the entire Bronze Age in the Aegean.
The earliest albeit scanty examples date already to the Early Minoan period,
while the depiction of fantastic animals on various media continues after the fall
of the Mycenaean palaces and the end of the Bronze Age. The tracing and
analysis of changes through time in the usage, iconography and the media on
which such illustrations are found can be challenging.

Among other impediments, the difficulty lies with the problematic dating
of not only small finds themselves, but also of architectural remains, 1.e. their
find context. However, dates given in thorough older publications have been
challenged and their revision in the light of recent research has been proposed
(Niemeier 1981: 91-104). Setting the problem of dating the find context aside for
the moment, assigning dates to the records themselves is rather complex. For
example, seals, along with stone relief vases or ivory reliefs, belong to a category
of objects “the date of manufacture of which cannot assumed to be given by the

context in which they were found” (Driessen & Macdonald 1997: 63: carlier

noted by Betts & Younger 1982: 112, 120).



Moreover, in the case of glyptic examples, inadequate illustrations and
the illegibility, worn state or uniqueness of seals and sealings does not permit
their safe stylistic and chronological assignment (see discussion with critical
review of previous scholarship and more references in Betts & Younger 1982:
104-121). For example, Younger (1987: 47) calculated that ca. 7% of seals and
14% of sealings in his working files at the time remained unattributed “largely
because ... they are not well illustrated” (for the significance of accurate
drawings and the research problems caused by erroneous illustrations see also
Krzyszkowska 2005a: 7-10). The frescoes may similarly cause problems, since
they may be found in situ or discarded and the date of their painting can be
disputed. Immerwahr (1990) analyses the problem of assigning dates in her study
of Aegean frescoes, while Driessen & Macdonald (1997: 62-64) give examples
concerning not only wall paintings but also seals and other material.

In order to avoid such pitfalls and since the chronological problems are
outside the scope of this study, I used the chronology already assigned to the
various finds in their publications, and, preferably, in the various corpora, when
available (whether these were based on typological criteria or context).
Immerwahr’s dates (1990) are the ones adopted for the wall paintings with minor
refinements by Hood (2005: 45-82) in the case of the Knossos frescoes. Pictorial
and Tiryns XII were the guides for pictorial vases, although it should be noted
that occasionally they conflicted with the attributions by Sakellarakis 1992. The
dates given by Poursat (1977a & 1977b) are followed 1in the case of ivories.
Some of the records however are not included in the corpora and are known from

cxcavation publications or only preliminary reports. In those cases the

32



chronology given by the excavator is the one recorded in the database as the
terminus post quem non.

As for the glyptic evidence, I generally followed the dates assigned by
Younger (1989b, 1987, 1986, 1985 & 1984) in his series of articles on Late
Bronze Age stylistic groups and workshops rather than those by Kenna in the
CMS (see list above) and CS volumes. The dates assigned in the CMS volumes
edited by Pini were not changed. For example, 660 and 642 were given a broad
Neopalatial and LM II dates respectively by the CMS writers (van Effentere and
Kenna respectively, with dating by the latter being notoriously imprecise), but
should be assigned to the LM IIIA1 “Spectacle-Eye Group” according to
Younger (1986: 135; Miiller 2000: 186-190 questioned Younger's wide
definitions of the “Speckies”). Thus, whenever those collided, it is Younger’s
dates that were preferred as a rule, although his attributions have been debated
occasionally (see for example critique by Krzyszkowska 2005a: 326-328). Still,
as Krzyszkowska (2005a: 327) herself admitted, no systematic refutation of his
attributions has been published and at least in the case of the MPG, Younger’s
grouping was largely confirmed by the study of Dickers (2001). Finally, it should
be noted that the Cut Style seals are given a LBA [-II (LM IB-II) date in view of
the mounting discoveries of such seals in LM IB contexts, although the floruit of
the style is traditionally placed in the LM II and its production is thought to have
continued through the LM/LH IlIIA1 (Krzyszkowska 2005a: 147, 202, n. 35).

Seals, sealings and rings comprise the largest group of imaginary
animals’ depictions and it is noteworthy that unfortunately they come too often
with unknown provenance. In fact. as much as almost 55 % of the seals and

scalings depicting imaginary beings are of unknown, disputed. unpublished or
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undatable findspots®. These can only be useful in the study of iconographv and
the detection of trends in the various periods. Moreover, it is not unusual to
unearth seals of earlier dates in later contexts, demonstrating their use as
heirlooms over long periods of time. In such cases the iconography of the seal
will be considered under the chapter on the respective period, while the context

may be used tentatively to indicate the possible significance of the motifs in later

periods.

1.8 The significance of ‘context’

The completion of the first two steps, i.e. giving adequate definitions and
collecting the available data, needs to be followed by the establishment of an
approach to the study of the examples. The examples collected represent a
virtually intact source of data for the study of symbolic behaviour. Not only
seals, but also most objects in the catalogue, have been published and studied
extensively, as can be seen in the literature review. However, with a few
exceptions, the general concem of the authors of the various corpora lay with
trying to date the objects, to identify stylistic distinctions, foreign or domestic
influences, and so forth. Study of the objects within their context, whether social,
economic, religious or find context has rarely been attempted (for instance.
Laffineur 1990 constitutes an exception).

Nevertheless, the view taken here is that examination of any ancient
artefact, architectural monument, written record and symbol is successful in
producing conclusions and interpretations closer to the “truth’. when the context

into which it was created and used is taken into consideration (see Wright 1995:

® Krzyszkowska (2003a: 10, n. 23) reaches a similar “rough” estimate of the unprovenanced
Acvean seals and sealings, at over 30%.



342-343 on context significance in relation to interpretation of symbols and
ritual). In her study of Mesopotamian cylinders seals Nyhowne (1999: 11)
stressed that their “removal from the context in which they were made and uscd
has limited the kind of interpretation that has been possible concerning what seal
compositions may have meant”.

The notion of context, as will be developed in this thesis. needs to be
clarified (Hodder 1986 & 1987 are coherent presentations of contextual
archaeology that views material culture as an active element in social interaction;
for a brief historical account of the approach of Aegean archaeologists to the idea
of “archaeological context” and its role in the interpretation of archaeological
remains see German 2005: 72-73). The idea of “context™ here is influenced by
the model put forward by Goodison and Morris (1998a: 14-16 & 1998b: 113-
132) who argued for the need to “recontextualise” ancient artefacts and can be
divided into categories, ranging from the specific to the more general. Any given
artefact lends itself to a number of different approaches that can be employed to
understand its function and associations within the environment in which 1t was
created and thus several questions can be raised on the examples of fantastic

creatures that make up the catalogue.

1.8.1 Context of the image and its medium

The first stage is the description of the object itself, which assists in
understanding the purpose for which it was manufactured and puts it within the
context of similar artefacts. This will involve the examination of its iconography

(whether cxceptional to the general trends or not) and the choice of medium for



its depiction. Accurate descriptions of the motifs are then necessary in order to
recognise and categorise monsters (extensive discussion in Pini 1992a: 11-22).

As has already been mentioned, a quick review of only the glyptic
examples reveals that the identification of a creature as a “monster’ or
“monstrous quantity” or demonic in general has been often dependant on the
researchers’ point of view and their arbitrary interpretations. These
differentiations are explained by the simple fact that monsters are frequently
defined in relation to modern standards of what is good, acceptable, normal or
natural (see above section 1.6.1 on segregation of fantastic vs. exotic creatures).
“So that it is we who decide — in some sense of ‘decide’ — what counts as
monstrous; and so that in different times, places and cultures, or from different
viewpoints within a single culture, different answers will emerge” (Atherton
1998: x). Such problems are frequently encountered in the publications by Kenna
(see section 1.6.2), whereas significant progress can be observed for example in
the work of Crowley and Younger (Crowley 1992: 23-37; Younger 1992: 257-
294; idem 1988 to mention but a few publications).

Accurate descriptions are not sufficient though, since they only form the
first stage of the process to understand the Aegean monstrous beings. Symbols
can be defined as “signs drawn from one cultural context (where they acquire
meaning in relation and contradiction to other signs) applied metaphorically in
another” (Furley 1981: 98). or as Renfrew (1994a: 5) simplified it, “‘something
which stands for or represents something else™; and it 1s that “something else”
which is of interest now.

The iconography will be further looked at. but not in regards to typology

and stvle as these havc already been studicd by various scholars. The
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development of new iconographical themes and the transformation of the pre-
existing ones are of greater interest to the present study. The political and/or
religious iconography of the Aegean BA was presumably sensitive to changes in
Minoan and Mycenaean social, political and economic life and conditions and it
will be attempted to determine the degree to which this “sensitivity” influenced
the iconography of the imaginary beings. So, although stylistic innovations and
characteristics will be mentioned, they will only serve to demonstrate the
combination of iconographic changes with the introduction of the themes to new
media and contexts. The latter two are of primary interest to the study. rather
than the novelties and/or (i.e. foreign) influences in style and rendering of the
fantastic animals.

Comparisons with the symbolism of natural animals, e.g. the popular in
the BA motif of the bull, may help towards this direction. The animals making up
the composite creatures can be examined to determine the characteristics of their
depiction in the iconography of the period and the symbolism behind that.
Moreover, implications of the interchangeable animals in the iconography,
natural or fantastic, are also of significance in the interpretation of motifs and
will provide clues as to the understanding of the monsters’ role(s).

Although Boardman (1970: 53) has noted, with reference to Minoan
glyptic, that “iconography gives no encouragement to attempts to identify the
functions of particular demons, let alone name them or equate them with later
Greek monsters”, this vicw may be too pessimistic. Iconography can promote our
understanding of the function of motifs when, among others. the factor of the

medium on which it appears and its function are also considered. Exclusive

cxamination of frescoes for example, will only provide us with a partial view of



the depiction of imaginary beings. Similarly, it has been claimed that seals, at
least in the Near East, may virtually act as extensions of their owners, a kind of
substitute for the person itself (Black & Green 1998: 27). 1t follows that the
appearance of a motif on a seal — even an Aegean one — will be understood
differently from the same motif on a vase and, consequently, the study of one
medium alone is not adequate for the general understanding of any given motif.
Thus, the possible preference for particular media or the equal representation of

monsters on all of them should be investigated.

1.8.2 Find context

The significance of context and surrounding finds can be well
demonstrated in the study of wall paintings. Doumas (2000a: 17) addressed the
problem of ‘slippery interpretations’ in relation to the Theran wall paintings and
concluded that “the architecture of the building, its use, its furniture and its
equipment in general not only affect the thematic repertoire but are also affected
by it. Consequently, they should not be neglected during the attempted
interpretation”. As a result of this approach he (2000a: 18) cannot justify the
interpretation of the West House female figure as a priestess in view of the fact
that she is placed next to a sanitary facility in the building.

Renfrew (1981: 67) also addressed the difficulties met in such attempts
and observed that “‘the key findspots, where the artefacts are found actually in
situ, are regrettably few both in Crete and in the Greek mainland. and some cven
of these. while establishing undoubtedly significant associations, do not
document the context of primary use™. This is clear in this study of moveable

objects such as finds from tombs: although certain artefacts were especially made



for funerary use (e.g. the Shaft Grave cut-outs), there are also those that had been
used by the deceased during their lifetimes and consequently primary use cannot
be readily established.

In short, the find context is considered essential in the understanding of
the imaginary beings in the Aegean. “The ‘cult’ or ‘ritual’ or ‘religious’
significance of artefacts found in archaeological deposits can only be established.
in the absence of very circumstantial written records, by their association™
(Renfrew 1981: 67). Likewise, the administrative, apotropaic, emblematic and
decorative roles of any given motif may be established based on a contextual
analysis. Therefore, the place of their discovery, whether intentional or
accidental, a primary or secondary deposit will have to be examined first in order
for their function to be established. Patterns of repetition and their association

with other finds will highlight the meaning and use of these symbols.

1.8.3 Socio-political, economic and technological contexts

Moreover, association with the social context of the period in question
can provide hints to the function of the fantastic animals. ©...Since people do not
produce artefacts in a vacuum, material remains must be interpreted as much as
possible in reference to their original cultural setting” (Nijhowne 1999: 1).
Nijhowne (1999: 6) emphasised that post-processualist thought is characterised
by the importance attached to the role of material symbols as they relate to
shaping ideology, power. and religion within a society and the emphasis on the
active role material culture plays in the construction of social reality.
Consequently, the socio-political and economic, even the technological

backerounds. that is, the “evidence ... available for understanding the society
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which produced and used” the artefacts (Goodison & Morris 1998a: 15) is of

major significance.

1.8.4 Religious context

The religious nature of fantastic animals is indisputable and, at first
glance, their symbolism is closely related to the religious rather than the secular
sphere of beliefs, as much as these can be separated. Iconographical
transformations will be associated if possible with changes in religion and its
performance throughout the Bronze Age. As Wright (1995: 343) has pointed out,
“It 1s important to view religion in the context of change, to see how it evolves
and to study that evolution in relation to a society and its institutions’.
Architectural remains of sacred places, 1dentification of special equipment for
rituals performed there, depiction of ritual practices and acts and the
development of specific artistic representations for use in those areas, all will
provide the background, since symbols (and by association monsters?) were used
to focus attention on the sacred zones and consequently on the rituals exercised

there and implied the presence of the deity (Renfrew 1994b: 49-51).

1.8.5 International context

The lack of evidence as regards the find context can be occasionally
compensated with the presentation of parallels from culturally homogeneous
areas. For example, although Doumas (2000a: 18) was cautious in attributing
religious significance to the monkeys fresco from Room Beta 6, the greater part
of which was washed away by a later torrent leaving hardly any evidence of its

associations, the cxistence of other monkey frescocs from Crete may lead to
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interpretations of the Theran fresco too. It is in this sense that the international
context will be looked into, with the emphasis placed on the areas with which
contact was more intense and influences, especially in certain periods, more
prominent and reciprocal.

The mainland, the Aegean islands and Cyprus are the primary areas of
such contacts with Crete. Their counterparts in the Orient may also have had
some influence on the depiction and function of the Aegean imaginary beings,
even indirectly and long after their introduction in Crete. Furthermore, the
meaning of hybrids on the Greek mainland, Cyprus, the Near East and Egypt
may provide parallels and analogies for the Aegean. Crowley (1995: 484) for
example concluded on the basis of parallels from other traditions that hybrids are
supernatural creatures and belong to the “power elite” of the Aegean. The study
of the Cypriot, Near Eastern and Egyptian monsters and demons 1s of
significance then, albeit perhaps not primary, in that these may have inspired
similar interpretations, attitudes, or even imitation by the Minoans and

Mycenaeans.
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1.9 Literature review: past research and new prospects

Monsters and demons became part of the Aegean iconographic repertoire
— and consequently of its symbolic system — during the Bronze Age. Their first
examples made their appearance in the Early Bronze Age with only an extremely
small amount of rather problematic examples and more decidedly in Middle
Minoan Crete. Many of these first hybrids and monsters disappeared with the end
of the Bronze Age — a few only temporarily — while others appeared in classical
times to replace the ones lost. The fantastic creatures of later antiquity hold a
well-documented part in classical mythology, are frequently featured in literature
and played a significant role in the art of the Aegean region until (and beyond)
the end of antiquity.

We know of the classical monsters through the works of the various
Greek and Latin writers, such as Herodotus (Histories II 44. III 116, IV 13-27),
who referred to the griffins as the “gold-keepers” of the north inhabiting the
lands beyond Issedonia. Mounted nomads, the one-eyed Arimaspeans, fought
with the griffins and stole their gold. Aristophanes (Frogs 928-938) mentioned
the griffin-eagle, along with other hybrids, namely horse-cocks and goat-stags.
Aeschylus was the first writer to associate the (wingless) cagle-beaked griffins
with the land of Scythians the desert of which the monsters inhabit in his tragedy
Prometheus Bound (790-805). Pliny also described the griffins as creatures that
dig up and watch the gold in the Scythian gold mines, and discussed their
appearance and their habit of tossing up gold when making their nests (Narural
History 7.10. 10.130). Finally, Pausanias (1.24.5-6, 8.2.7) described the griffin
lconine bodies. their beaks and wings of eagles and noted that gold emerges near

or on the surface of the carth in their land.



In Theogony (326) Hesiod referred to the sphinx as a threat to the
Thebans. The offspring, according to one of the versions of the myth, of Typhon
and Echidna was also discussed by Apollodorus (3.5.7-8) and was featured in
Euripides (Phoin. 1018-1032) and in one comedy by Nikochares (cf. also
Pausanias, 9.26.2-3; Hyginus, Fabulae, 67).

The Minotaur (Apollodorus, 3.3.3-4, 3.15.8; Plutarch. Moralia. Greek
Questions, 35), the centaurs (Apollodorus, Epitome 1.20; Ovid, Metamorphoses
9.123, 12.210, 12.504; Nikochares, a lost comedy featuring the creature), and the
Sirens (Homer, Odyssey 12.39 ff., 12.165) to name but a few. all played their
parts in the adventures of gods and heroes together with many more monsters
and composite creatures. They were occasionally divinities themselves and in
other instances the tools of divine will, personifications of evil or wisdom.

A view different from that of poetry and myth is offered through the work
of the philosopher Empedokles who included mythical monsters in his
cosmology. He discussed such extinct species including for example human-
headed oxen and ox-headed humans probably in an attempt to give a scientific
explanation for the beings so heavily featured in mythology (see Sue Blundell in
Mayor 2000: 216). He argued that they arose naturally, but due to their inability
to defend, feed, or reproduce they eventually died out (Mayor 2000: 215-216).
Lucretius (On the Nature of Things 4.726-743, 5.93-292, 5.787-933) continued
with the *“scientific”” approach and wrote that, although hybrids of physically
incompatible species, such as centaurs, wcre biologically impossible, nature had
in the past produced many different monsters and big sized animals. Coinciding
with Empedokles. Lucretius also claimed that those dicd out due to lack of food

and their inability to reproduce. Even Aristotle was claimed, probably
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mistakenly, to have written two works titled On Composite Animals and On
Mythical Animals (Mayor 2000: 220).

Evidently, the modern scholar is well acquainted with both the nature and
types of representation of classical monsters and of the attitude towards them
through iconographic evidence, but also — and more importantly — through texts.
In literature, imaginary beings are involved in myths, are talked of or even have
leading roles in theatrical plays, are rejected or explained by philosophers. This,
however, is not the case for their Bronze Age predecessors for which analogous
perceptions, functions and meaning cannot be deduced merely on the basis of
later (i.e. classical) texts and iconography has been hitherto the only tool for their

understanding.

1.9.1 General studies and publications of material’

Modern scholars who have written about mythical beasts in the
prehistoric Aegean will be mentioned briefly in chronological order and some of
their concerns and interpretations will be presented. Although only a few are
exclusively concerned with the Aegean monsters, an adequate number of articles
or chapters in books is devoted to their study. The development of the Near
Eastern and Egyptian imaginary beings, according to the present state of research
in the field, will also be sketched. In that manner the need for analogous studies
in the Aegean area and new approaches to the subject will be stressed.

Publications of sealing deposits and other finds as well as iconographic
studies of Minoan and Mycenaean glyptic or other arts have occasionally

mentioned and summarily interpreted a few of the imaginary beings, at times

7 An unpublished doctoral thesis should be added to the works referenced here, although I have
not been able to access it: N. Schlager (1981) Dc‘imonen-darstellung_en in der minoischen und
mykenischen Glyptik. Eine Typologie (Archaeological Institute of Vienna).
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drawing attention to the fact that more research should be conducted. They have
mainly focused on the griffin, sphinx and/or genius, usually grouped together
under the general title “monsters” or “fabulous creatures”. Stylistic matters and
the place of origin are the primary questions of most relevant studies, and the
nature of the Aegean imaginary beings is generally considered as sufficiently
interpreted through such iconographic analyses.

An intriguing variety of fantastic creatures is depicted on the Zakros
sealings. Hogarth (1902), who excavated and published the larger part of the
assemblage, organised them in groups according to the types of wings, compared
them with similar figures from other Aegean sites and acknowledged an
Egyptian origin for the griffin, sphinx and the “minotaur”. He thought of the vast
majority of those fantastic beasts as locally produced, as simple “variations of a
very few types” and maintained that, with the exception of the Minotaur types,
they have nothing to do with cult. According to him, the Zakros figures are “a
product of a yet further stage of art, which has passed from monsters with a
meaning to monsters that are purely fancy” (1902: 91; see also PM I: 701 for a
similar view by Evans).

Among more specialised publications, L’ Arte e la Religione Preellenica
of Milani (1905) should be mentioned. It concentrated on the head cover of the
bird-women of Zakros, the topic that G. Mylonas also examined in “The Figured
Mycenaean Stelai” (1951) by comparing their helmets/head covers with similar
ones of military use.

In his study “Le Cretule di Zakro” and “Le Cretule di Haghia Triada”

(1925/1926) Levi dated the figures from both sites, analysed them aesthetically,

and compared them with similar creatures both from mainland Greece and the
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East. He re-examined the sealings from Zakros and was the first to publish those
from Ayia Triadha, thus forming the fullest catalogues until the recent re-
examination of the finds by the CMS authors.

Evans published the finds from his excavations at Knossos in the Palace
of Minos (PM I-IV) and expressed his thoughts on the griffin, the sphinx, the
“Minotaur”, the Minoan genius and the winged creatures of Zakros. He sought
their origin in Egyptian examples and took their appearance as evidence of
religious syncretism between Crete and Egypt (PM I 14-19). Specifically. he
interpreted the wealth of religious scenes and symbols in the Neopalatial period
as indicative of a fusion of beliefs between Crete and Egypt, with the frequent
depictions of griffin, the sphinx and the genius and the adoption of the Egyptian
waz and ankh symbols as its most prominent examples (PM I 14). He proposed
that the bird-women of the Zakros sealings may have been the prototypes for the
Classical Harpies (PM I. 701), just like the dragon on the Ring of Nestor (37)
may have been a forerunner of the Cerberus. Evans (1925) also wrote an article
in which he used the iconography of the Ring of Nestor to reconstruct the
Minoan beliefs in the afterlife. His examination of the Ring of Nestor and its
alleged connection with the afterlife beliefs of the period led him to propose an
interesting role for the griffin depicted on it, that of the “chief inquisitor” (P\/
III: 154). He (PM III: 316) recognised no religious content in the motif of the
“Minotaur”’ and sought its origins in the ornental bull-men (PM I: 69). However,
the Near Eastern bull-men are in fact hybrids with human head. torso and arms

and bovine hindquarters, and thus fundamentally differ from their Aegcan

namesakes.
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In the view of Kunze (1932), the griffins and the sphinxes were the
original familiars of the Mistress of the Beasts, and represented the visible
embodiments of demonic forces, analogous to the later sirens of the archaic and
classical periods. In his discussion of the bull-man Persson (1942 98) recognised
in it the so-called Priest-King of Knossos represented in the form of the “divine
bull”.

In his Kingship and the Gods (1948), Frankfort looked into the institution
of kingship in the ancient Near East throughout the Bronze Age, until ca. 650
BC, and its association with the motif of the sphinx. He saw the sphinx as
representing the king, not only as a being of superhuman physical power. but of a
quality of power, which is, in Egypt, characteristic of the gods.

Furumark (1949) had of course followed the development of the griffin
and sphinx motifs and his work still remains a useful guide to their study on
pottery. He observed that the representations of quadruped animals and men
(including the fantastic animals) in Minoan Crete “‘are connected with special
types of composition; they never became stock motives of a purely decorative
significance”. It was those Cretan models that, according to Furumark, inspired
the first MH II appearance of the griffin on the mainland, where the motif
became eventually more popular (idem 1949: 199, 232).

Nilsson (MMR-) studied the origin and the presence of the winged
animals in the Minoan and Mycenaean religion and interpreted the birds that
appear in religious scenes, as epiphanies of the gods, just like the hovering
figures. However, he thought of hybrids as forces protective to the humans and
separated them from the Minoan demons, which were not gods, but servants to

them. ministers of their cults. He also assigned (..\/A\[R": 374) a cultic role to bull-



men, based on the religious symbols often accompanying them, namely horns of
consecration, figure-of-eight shields, stars and impaled triangles.

Xenaki-Sakellariou (1958: 80-82) reviewed the apotropaic motifs of the
Gorgon heads and established the main characteristics of the type. The discovery
and publication of the Phaistos sealings by D. Levi (1957/1958), which predate
those of Zakros, provided new material and induced a re-examination of the
fantastic creatures, their first appearance in the Aegean, their date and origin.

Boardman (1970: 52-53, 58, 60-62) discussed briefly the monsters of BA
glyptic in his survey of Greek glyptic covering a period beyond the end of the
Bronze Age. He included the depiction of bull-men, the commonest new
monstrous creations, in his discussion of the novelties in LM II-IIIA] and
stressed that the reminiscence through these images of the classical story of the
Minotaur may be quite fortuitous. He assigned the role of the demon-guardian to
the griffin but noted that in many scenes griffins, sphinxes or lions appear
interchangeable and suggested that particular powers may not have been
attributed to different beasts. As to the genii, Boardman (1970: 53) proposed that,
had they any religious significance, it may have been as weather spirits, although
they also hunt and carry animal bodies. Finally, he dated the introduction of the
“bird goddess” (i.e. the bird-lady) in LM IIIB-C.

N. Platon (1970: 59-68) conveniently summarised the contemporary
views on the Creto-Mycenaecan world of demons and supernatural beings.
Demons are the intermediaries between gods and humans; they perform in rituals
and practice their beneficial power derived from the gods. He expressed the
general difticulty on recognising demons perceived as real by the peoples of the

Acgcan or as beings created by the fancy of the artists with the purpose of



establishing variety and uniqueness in their products and distinguished between
apotropaic gorgon heads, bull-men and genii, cynocephaloi and bird-headed
demons. He associated the latter and the griffin with a chthonic cult based on the
iconography of the Nestor Ring (37) and thought that griffins and sphinxes
represent extensions of divine powers accompanying gods and their
representatives (kings and high priests) or symbolising the presence of gods.

Schliemann (1976, reprint edition) falsely accepted an Indian origin for
the griffin while publishing the gold ornaments of griffins from Grave Circle A.
The creature, according to him, came to Greece from India (where it was sacred
to the sun) as an attendant of Dionysus and thus became the symbol of wisdom
and enlightenment.

The study of Weingarten (1983a) on the ‘“Zakro Master” and his
workshop is extremely significant in that it went beyond mere stylistic analyses
of the ‘Master’s’ work and investigated the Cretan monster tradition prior to LM
IB. She discussed the local origin of many of the Zakros monsters and included
earlier gorgon heads and bird-like figures as sources of inspiration for the
generally unexplained types depicted on the Kato Zakros sealing deposit
(Weingarten 1983a: 19-100). For the first time since their discovery by Hogarth,
a scholar attempted to incorporate those demonic figures within the Minoan
tradition and did not see in them only creatures of fancy.

Morgan in The Miniature Wall Paintings of Thera (1988) connected the
depiction of the griffin in the exotic landscape of the Theran fresco (288) with
the lion and the warriors of the adjacent paintings. The decorations on the sterns
of ships in proccssion are probably also meant to be griffins (289 - Immerwahr

1989: 75: Hood 1978: 64; Immerwahr 1977: 173-191). Furthermore. she
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examined the griffin and the context of its illustration throughout the Mycenaean
world (e.g. its appearance on Shaft Grave weapons). reaching interesting results
about its interpretation as a protective emblem of the warrior-status men. a role
similar to that of the lion. “By sympathetic magic the warrior may have wished
to absorb the strength and speed of the feline killers, even if it involved the
legendary killing of the creatures themselves as a means of usurping their power”
(1988: 53). She suggested a more general symbolism for the early Mycenaean
imagery, in contrast to the later 13" century ivories, which might “illustrate a
mythic tale” (1988: 54).

Younger (1988) compiled a catalogue of the LBA seals about 7% of
which depict monsters. He drew attention to the fact that types other than the
griffin, sphinx, genius and dragon have been relatively understudied and listed
among those “minor monsters” the bull-woman, calf-man, lion-man, winged
agrimi, agrimi-man and -woman, lion- and lady-eagle, and a large fish that
attacks animals and chariots. Younger (1988: xi) suggested that the latter may
pay honour to the shark and the former ones may hypothetically represent people
“dressed up in the garb of totemic animals”. At the same time he noted how little
the iconography of seals conveys about the concepts that informed the depicted
activities, the Minoan-Mycenaean society or everyday life (iddem 1988: xi-xi1).

Bernal (1991) considered the sphinx a direct Egyptian import and took it
as yet another piece of evidence connecting the Boeotian Thebes with Egyptian
Thebes during EH 1II. He attempted to prove in that way the existence of an
Egyptian colony at Thebes at the time. further substantiated, according to him, by
the tombs of Amphion and Zethos, the draining of the Lakc Kopais. and the

association of the sphinx with the sun (1991: 18-19).

S0



Crowley’s study on the cultural interrelations between the Aegean and the
East (1989) focused on the transference of artistic motifs within the eastern
Mediterranean. She has concluded that the griffin was transferred to the Aegean
inspired by Mitannian art, while the sphinx and the genius were inspired by the
Egyptian tradition (1989: 182). An interpretation of the motifs and an attempt to
justify their acceptance or rejection accompany her comparative study of the
appearance of the griffin, the sphinx and the genius in the regions investigated.
She explained for example the appearance of the griffin and especially its
Mycenaean popularity through a brief comparison between the eastern examples
and the Aegean ones. She reached the conclusion that it was a symbol of the
power; the “Griffin” residing with the royal house of Pylos (297) was something
similar to the much later Apteros Nike. Perhaps it was a symbol for the
Mycenaean fearsome aggression or, as she suggested, there was a link between
the Mycenaeans, the Mitannians, and northern people, a link which cannot as yet
be clearly discerned, but which would account for the Mycenaeans’ ardent
adoption of the griffin motif. However, once more the only monsters examined
are the griffin, the sphinx and the genius, whereas the large variety of other
Aegean fantastic creatures was overlooked.

Weingarten (1992: 25-37) included the Zakros sealings in her study of the
“multiple sealing system” (the MSS) of Minoan Crete, along with the sealings
from the MM IIIB Temple Repositories at Knossos and some from MM IIB
Phaistos. Although her relevant work did not feature the role of the fantastic
creatures as such in the iconography of the seals and sealings under study, it 1s
still innovative in inspiring a new approach to the subject. She has pointed out

some of their peculiarities: the Zakros seals owners participating in the system.
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which seems to have been the predominant sealing system at the LM IB palaces,
were restricted to MSS affairs only; around 65% of the sealtypes depicted
monsters, almost all by the hand of the ‘Zakro Master’. There seems to be an
intentional similarity among the seals, perhaps with the aim of exercising similar
authority.

N. Marinatos (1993) incorporated a brief reference to the griffin and the
genius in her examination of the Minoan religion. Besides their role as guardians
and companions of deities (griffins) or ministers of cult (demons), she also
underlines their predatory character, suggesting that the Minoans perceived them
as superior to the natural predators (e.g. the lion) and this may well have been the
reason behind their invention. Dickinson (1994: 122) assumed that all these
peculiar combinations of human and animal parts on the sealings from Zakros
may well have a special explanation related to administrative needs, rather than
being of an exclusively religious character.

Mayor (2000) and West (1997) expressed quite interesting ideas on the
griffin, even though they both focused on its occurrence in later contexts. Mayor
(2000: 16) saw the griffin as no simple composite but as a creature of folklore
grounded in naturalistic details, not belonging with other imaginary creatures of
Greek myth (Pegasus, Sphinx, Minotaur, and Centaurs), in which it played no
part whatsoever. According to her argumentation (2000: 44-45), the form
acquired by the griffin was the result of observation of fossil dinosaur bones,
which people reconstructed using traits of animals already familiar to them.
Thus, “'the griffin was much more than a static decorative motif; it was imagined
and depicted as a real animal with recognizable behavioral traits”™ (eadem 2000:

26). West (1997) suggested a connection with the Hebrew cherub, and justifies 1t



with the possible relation of their names and their similar function, since thev
both serve as divine mounts.

Glintner (Tiryns XII. 2000) gathered the known representations of
sphinxes and demonic creatures on pottery and corrected some of the examples
in Pictorial (in relation to their date or descriptions). Furthermore, he added two

new examples of sphinxes found on the pottery from the latest excavations at

Tiryns.

1.9.2 Specialised studies and articles on the Aegean fantastic creatures

The griffin and the sphinx are the two fantastic creatures that have been
most thoroughly examined. Their appearance in the Aegean art and its
relationship to the N. Eastern, Anatolian and Egyptian civilisations have
intrigued the archaeologists who investigated their origin, roles and development
in their representation.

Before the book of Tzavella-Evjen (1970), no comprehensive study of the
winged creatures of the Aegean art had been undertaken. She examined both the
fantastic and natural winged animals and their origin, interpreted their presence
in the Aegean pictorial scenes, and assembled a catalogue of their depictions on
various media. She suggested that the basic difference between the Eastern and
Minoan representations is that the Eastern ones are mythological, while the
Minoan ones are worship scenes; in the Aegean griffins and sphinxes appear as
symbols of the power of the gods, whereas in Egypt they embody the might of
the Pharaohs (1970: 101).

In her thesis Rhyne (1971) examined the Acgean ‘“‘animal stylc™,

analysing aesthetically the griffin and the sphinx in the contexts of the “violent™



Mycenaean and ‘“peaceful” Minoan arts. Her catalogue is comprehensive.
although naturally more examples have been unearthed and published since then.

The then current stage of studies specialising in hybrid figures was
summarised in the collection of papers Monsters and Demons in the Ancient and
Medieval Worlds edited by Fakkas, Harper and Harrison (1987). The papers in
the volume summarised the work already conducted, ranging from prehistory to
the medieval period and covering the Levant, Egypt and Europe and presented
the problems in their study (i.e. lack of accompanying texts in Mesopotamia).
However, with the exception of the Minoan genius, the Aegean fantastic
creatures were not examined, making thus even more evident the need for an
overall investigation of the Aegean monsters and demons.

D’Albiac (1995) studied the wings of monsters in the Aegean with the
aim to offer insight into the manner and date of the motifs’ transference from the
Orient. She based her approach on the fact that the hybrids have often been
perceived as signs of the contact between different civilisations as it is
improbable that they were imagined in the same way in different areas
simultaneously and argued that the two monsters had been imported as symbols
and guardians of vegetation. According to her, it was to this function that the

decoration of their wings with the stylised ivy motifs and the spirals alluded, at

least originally.
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1.9.3 The griffin®

The griffin has been the subject of various studies and is in fact
mentioned quite often in the literature. Frankfort (1936/1937) wrote a specialised
study, in which the history of the Cretan griffin can be followed and a Syrian
origin is established. More specifically, in his “Notes on the Cretan Griffin™,
Frankfort suggested a Syrian source both for the Aegean and the Egyptian
griffin. Moreover, he sought an interpretation for the griffin and the winged
griffin-headed demon considering the former a terrifying power and the latter a
protective, prophylactic figure, perhaps even two aspects of ““a great cosmic
force” (1936/1937: 120). Finally, he maintained that the griffin is connected with
funerary beliefs, acts as an “‘angel of death”, and in that sense may be compared
with the later soul-birds, the Harpies and the Sirens, all creatures related with the
terror inspired by death.

In the article of Leibovitch “Les Griffon dans le Moyen-Orient Antique”
(1955), the roles of the griffin in the Eastern civilisations and the names given to
it are under study. His earlier publication, “Le Griffon” (1946), while focusing
on the Egyptian griffins, also mentioned typological characteristics of the
Minoan and Mycenaean griffins, talked of motif transferences between Egypt
and the Aegean and associated the monster with Nemesis (as did Flagge 1975).

Dessenne (1957b) investigated the griffin, as it is represented in the
castern civilisations and the Aegean during the second millennium BC. and the
cultural interrelations within the eastern Mediterranean. His study however was
not simply comparative, but mainly typological, accompanied by an incomplete

catalogue. According to Dessenne (1957b: 212-213) there is a hicrarchy between
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& For a useful summary of previous studies on Aegean gritfins see also Tamvaki 1974: 288-292.
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the griffin and the sphinx, with the latter heralding over the griffin due to its
human head. Benson (1959) classified the griffins as offensive, war-like, seated
and peaceful, in his short article ““The griffin in the Minoan-Mycenaean World”.

Goldman (1960) studied post-BA griffins starting with the griffin-
protome cauldrons of the 8" and 7™ centuries. He compared them with their
earlier and contemporary representations in the east through his study “The
development of the Lion-Griffin” and arrived at the conclusion that the griffin
was connected with a solar symbolism, originating in the Near East and Egypt.

Bisi (1965) published a book on the griffin of the Aegean, Near Eastern
and Egyptian arts, which has been widely criticised for chronological mistakes
and omissions. The focus however was once again on the typology of the
creature and any interpretations were made without the consideration of the
contexts in which it was used.

In her study of Creto-Mycenaean griffin iconography, Delplace (1967a)
distinguished themes occurring exclusively on Crete, commented on the rapid
adaptation of the type soon after its introduction from the East and concluded
that it represented the divine protection offered to Minoan and Mycenaean kings.
In another paper (1967b), she investigated the role of the griffin in the Creto-
Mycenaean religion and its association with the Potnia Theron, the pillar cult and
the cult of the dead. Delplace interpreted the griffin as a servant to the gods, the
Potnia Theron (whether one goddess or many) and the Master of Animals,
winning victories on their behalf, sometimes over other monsters (€.g. as on 224
from the area of Perseia at Mycenae with two griffins flanking a column and
standing on a bull-man). Delplace also commented on the role of the griffin as

the wuardian, a role shared with the sphinx and the lion. Finally. she (1980) also



investigated the archaic, classical, Hellenistic and Roman depictions of the
griffin.

In his Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des Greifen, Flagge (1975) sought
to understand the role of the griffin in ancient cultures (mainly classical Greek
and Roman) and devoted a short chapter on the Minoan and Mycenaean
evidence. Through contemporary parallels and sources from Egypt and the later
antiquity, the Aegean monster was seen as used to draw the chariots of gods,
acting as a guide of the dead to the afterlife under the ever watchful eyes of the
gods and was associated with Nemesis (Flagge 1975: 25). Reed (1976) examined
the development of the motif in post-Minoan Crete of the 8" and 7™ centuries
BC.

The Greek publication of The Griffin through the Ages constitutes a
compact review of the monster’s history from its first appearance in Elam and
Egypt to its depictions in the Italian Renaissance the movement of
Neoclassicism. The authors referred to the interpretations of the griffin offered in
older works. Thus, it is viewed as a “symbol of the vigilant guardian™ (Petridis &
Tsakirakis 1983: 8).

The latest investigation of the monster by De Moor (1997) followed its
evolution in the arts of the Near East, Egypt and Greece from its first appearance
down to ca. 550 BC. After defining the various forms assumed by the creature
throughout its long history in these regions (i.e. the bird-griffin, lion-griffin,
snake-griffin, hierakosphinx and so forth), the author noted that its origins
remain hazy despite the numerous previous studies of the creature. Accordingly.
the aim of the thesis was to use the monster as a case-study in the artistic

interplay between regions and periods and to trace the emergence of the motif in



Archaic Greece. Admittedly, this thesis i1s ultimately a research in motif
evolution and exchange without taking into consideration the motives underlying
the acceptance or rejection, the changes and the various uses of griffins in each
region and period. Nevertheless, its major contribution lies in the fact that. apart

from comprising an excellent corpus and source of reference, it elicits the value

of cross-time motif examinations.

1.9.4 The sphinx

Dessenne (1957a) investigated the motif of the sphinx throughout the
Aegean and the Orient, covering practically all the Bronze Age and the early Iron
Age. His catalogue, though outdated, is still very useful in that it provides many
Near Eastern and Egyptian examples. He stressed the role of the sphinx as the
embodiment of the all-powerful divine Pharaoh and traced its transference to the
Aegean through the Near East.

Levi (1973) stressed the difficulties that the scarce examples from the
First Palaces period present us with in the interpretation of the sphinx
representations. His article concerns a sphinx clay relief (396) from Mallia,
Quarter Mu, which was probably applied to a vase. He emphasised the
differences of this early Aegean type, both in form and in signification, from the
original Egyptian art and from the later Mycenaean and Minoan arts.

Demisch (1977) studied the sphinx from its appearance up to the modern
era and devoted a short chapter on the Cretan and Mycenacan depictions,
including therein griffin types. His analysis was predominantly typological and
followed the evolution of the type from the carly cxamples to the LM IIC Ayia

Triadha figurines and the 7" century artefacts.



Mylonas (1980) emphasised that the creature was introduced to mainland
Greece through the Minoan Crete, and the decorative and peaceful manner in
which sphinxes are depicted in Aegean art. He separated the depictions of the
monster into three categories: one with single lying sphinxes. the second with
two lying sphinxes and the third with standing sphinxes. He noted though that.
although the griffin appears to be connected with the goddess of war and victory,
the sphinx cannot be likewise associated with a Minoan or Mycenaean deity
(1980: 352-353). He also opposed the general view that interprets the plaster
head (395) found at the Mycenae Cult Centre as a sphinx (see PM III: 519 ff.;
Tsountas 1902: 1). He attributed it to a goddess instead, probably the Mycenaean
Hera, based among others on its facial decoration, which is absent from any other
example of sphinxes in Minoan and Mycenaean arts. Finally, Mylonas (1980:
358-359) drew attention to the typical head-dress of the sphinxes, i.e. the diadem
with the crest on top. The female figure from the Cult Centre wall painting (295)
and the so-called ““White Goddess” from Pylos palace also wear the diadem,
which further appears on the “goddess” of the Tiryns ring (478), although in this
case without the crest. He suggested that the crest implies/symbolises high

religious office and is not the symbol of a goddess, in contrast to the simple

diadem that may be worn by a goddess.

1.9.5 The Minoan genius

The article by Cook (1894) on Animal worship in the Mycenaean age™ is
a characteristic example of the confusion around the nature of the genius in the
carly stages of Acgcan Bronzc Age archaeology. but. more importantly.

exemplifies the point made by Weingarten (1991) on the dangers of comparing
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evidence from different time periods. Cook curiously distinguished the ass-, the
lion-, the bull-, the horse- and the swine-headed genii and examined them
together with the stag- and goat-headed figures extrapolating literary evidence
even from Pausanias and Ovid. He then reached the conclusion that “the animal-
worship of the Mycenaean age must be considered intermediate between
Totemism and Anthropomorphism: its ritual relates to the former; its conception
of the animal-god to the latter” (Cook 1894: 159).

Gill dealt with the iconography of the Minoan genius in her doctoral
thesis (1961b) and in a number of papers (1964: 1-21; 1970: 404-406). She
assembled the representations of the animal known at the time and followed its
typological development in the Bronze Age. She also linked the genius with an
Egyptian origin and determined that Taweret inspired the Aegean motif.

Crouwel (1970: 24) interpreted the genius as “sacerdotal”, superior to
man and animals, but subservient to the gods and, because of its association in
the Aegean iconography with a tree and branches, playing a role in the promotion
of the vegetation. He suggested that the “amphiq’oloi” of the Linear B tablets
might refer to the genii. His view however that seal 458 from Kakovatos
(showing a demon helping a man against a lion) may offer “a glimpse of a heroic
myth” is quite interesting (followed by Crhyssoulaki 1999 as an event from the
‘mythic action’).

L ’Iconographie Minoenne (1985) formed an introduction to the theory of
iconography and the ways it can be approached. It included an article by Baurain
(1985: 95-118), who attempted to determine which aspect of Taweret was
transferred to the Aegean and tried to resolve whether it was a mere transference

of iconography or also a transmission of ideas. He concluded that it was Tawecret
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of the Book of the Dead that inspired the Minoan genius. He also emphasised the
marine connotations of the iconography of the genius and associated it with
funerary beliefs and the Minoan idea of regeneration and purification through
water.

Sansone (1987: 1-17) attempted to decode the gender of the genius, while
Elsaadani (1987-1988: 63-70) proposed that the genius was the protector of
women and the royal family.

Weingarten (1991) examined the transmission and the transformation of
the Egyptian Taweret into the Minoan genius, covering the Middle Bronze Age.
She disagreed with Baurain and distinguished between the apotropaic demon of
the Middle Kingdom, maybe a “demonic divinity”, and its development into the
goddess Taweret. According to Weingarten, the Minoans imported two forms of
Taweret, the lion-headed and the hippopotamus-headed, demonstrating thus close
familiarity with this demon. As the iconography itself suggests with the
performance of the same functions, the Minoans did not distinguish them as
different creatures, arguing thus for the transference not only of the motif, but
also of complex symbolic values.

Weingarten’s publication with Hallager (1993) of five roundels from
Mallia provided significant “missing links™ for the iconographical development
and understanding of the genius. The new MM III(B?) impressions reinforce the
connection of the lustrating genius with a baetyl cult. She also noted that the first
true rhyta appear roughly contemporary with the importation of Taweret and
argued that the adoption of the Egyptian goddess by the Minoans influenced
significantly the cxpansion of libation rites as represented by new cult

assemblages (i.e. at Mallia and Phaistos).
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Finally, Chryssoulaki (1999: 111-117) associated genius with afterlife

beliefs and proposed a function as the ‘psychopompos’ for the creature.

1.9.6 The Minoan Dragon

The monster was first identified by Levi (1945: 270-280) who called it
Babylonian dragon due to its Oriental origin and identified the Mesopotamian
serpent-griffin as its source of inspiration that reached the Aegean through Syria.
The serpent-griffin (snake-griffin or snake-dragon — see De Moor 1997 on
definitions of various types of “griffins”) was a hybrid combining the horned
head of a snake, scaled body, tail of a scorpion and lion or eagle paws.

Hood (1953: 86) on the other hand proposed the horse as the source of
inspiration for the Minoan monster and provided Anatolian parallels for the
elongated body. His hypothesis, however attractive, cannot be sustained since it
does not account for such iconographic traits of the dragon as its tail and the
griffin-like paws.

Gill (1963) gathered the known representations of the dragon at the time
and claimed that any demonic qualities the hybrid may have held in
Mesopotamia faded in the transit to Crete, where it was a sacred animal
performing the task of transporting the god, but without any signs of a previously
opposing force. While pointing out that the Minoan version of the monster
differs from its Eastern prototypes as much in appearance as in meaning, Gill
accepted Levi’s theory on the origin of the monster as certain, being in her view
the only one accounting for its profile, proportions and function in the Acgean.
She thought the Minoan dragon as “strangely elusive of definition because its

direct prototype is not in nature but in art. and like a translation of a translation



bears but distant resemblance to the original” (see Gill 1963: 2-3 for references
to earlier studies and various readings of dragons in Minoan and Mycenaean art).
Poursat (1976) divided the representations of the dragons into three
categories — carrying the goddess, isolated walking and isolated lving - and
distinguished them from crocodile depictions. He convincingly questioned the
Babylonian Dragon as the source of inspiration for its Minoan namesake
proposing instead Egyptian influence based on Aegean “crocodile™ illustrations,
Egyptian depictions of Astarte riding a horse and the prominence of the papyrus
plant in the iconography of the monster. He also stressed the need for an
examination of the historical and social circumstances that led to the popularity
of creatures like the griffin, the sphinx and the dragons in the Aegean.
Palaiologou (1995) analysed stylistically the representations of Minoan
dragons, stressed their slight resemblance to the oriental original (first
commented upon by Gill 1963) and associated them with the afterlife, water and

the function of transporting deities.

1.9.7 Bull-man, centaur and other hybrids

S. Marinatos devoted an article (1927/1928a) to the study of "Topyoves
ko yopyovew”, motivated by the discovery of a 6™ century Gorgon relief at
Palaikastro. He drew parallels from classical Greece and in particular the cult of
Artemis so as to establish the apotropaic character of the motif and proposcd that
the Gorgoneion was handed down to the Greeks by the Minoans. Gerogiannis
(1927/1928) on the other hand rejected any Minoan inspiration and published an
extensive article on the Gorgon Medusa, for the archaic type of which he

postulated an origin in the apotropaic frontal lion heads.
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Malten (1928: 135) had agreed with Evans on the oriental origin of the
bull-men but followed a different approach in interpreting the motif. He believed
that originally the monster derived from an ancient solar divinity represented by
a bull, although, by the time it was depicted in Aegean art, it had already been
long alienated from its initial character. Consequently, in the Minoan era it
should be seen as a mere monstrous figure inherited from ancient traditions,
while the well-known legend was created much later in order to explain its
composite appearance.

S. Marinatos (1964) attempted to see associations with Eastern
mythology in the Mycenaean iconography and sought the explanation of marine
monsters, giant birds and dragons in the East. Tzavella-Evjen (1968: 263-267)
accepted a local origin for the themes of fantastic animals on the Phaistos
sealings and proposed Egyptian and Syrian influences for their MM III-LM 1
development. She suggested that the hybrids were introduced to the mainland
through the Cyclades or directly from Egypt during the Hyksos period, but
excluded the monstrous bird of Cycladic vases and MH kraters as independent of
both Cretan and Oriental inspiration. Mycenaean centaurs formed the subject of a
paper by Belgiorno (1978), who compared the problematic figure on larmnax 3
from Tanagra tomb 51 (416) with the Ayia Triadha figurines dated to the end of
the Bronze Age and similar Cypriot figures.

In his paper “Minotauros in der dgdischen Glyptik™, Schlager (1989)
attempted to distinguish between various groups of hybrids recognised as
“Minotaurs”, disagreed with the identification of almost all animal-headed male
figures as “Minotaurs™ and analysed them stylistically. This is the only study

dedicated exclusively to the motif, which has been investigated mainly as part of



general surveys of Aegean glyptic or religion (see references to Xenaki-
Sakellariou 1958, MMR? and PM in sections 1.7.1 and 1.9.1).

Finally, Mylonas Shear (2002: 147-153) published two Mpycenaean
centaur figurines (926 and 927) and analysed their features ending the debate on
whether the type did exist in the Bronze Age (see Karageorghis 1965; idem

1964; Blegen 1937: 277; Demargne 1929: 117-128).

1.9.8 The fantastic animals in the Orient

1.9.8.1 Near East
A large number of studies have focused on the demons and monsters of the Near
East, which have been found occasionally in the Aegean depicted on cylinder
seals. Collon’s studies on Near Eastern cylinder seals (1988 & 1990) provide us
with information on their use and, consequently, clues as to the interpretation of
representing fantastic beings on them. Davaras’ list of the cylinder seals found in
the Bronze Age Aegean is the latest catalogue concerning one of the most
popular means of depicting monsters (1995).

As in the case of the Aegean, Bisi (1965) and Dessenne (1957a) included
Near Eastern and Egyptian examples in their seminal studies of the griffin and
the sphinx respectively, thus providing us with the starting point for any relevant
investigation of the subject. Still. it should be kept in mind that their views, such
as Dessenne’s Syrian origin for the Minoan sphinx, are questioned by more
recent finds (see section 3.1.2). Frankfort (1970) interpreted the use of the
numerous imaginary creatures in the art and architecture of the ancient Orient

and connected them with the notion of “divine kingship™ at the period (1948).
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The sphinx was introduced to Syria in the second millennium BC and was
transformed in relation to the Egyptian prototypes (see also section 3.1.2). Canby
(1975: 234), following Dessenne (1957a: 28, 176), noted that Syrian artists
deprived the Egyptian sphinx of its original meaning and viewed the scenes with
sphinxes merely as pleasing compositions delegating them the role of filling
motifs in secondary registers. Still, contra Dessenne, Canby (1975: 234, 246)
proposed that Anatolia, where the sphinx had been at home during the second
millennium being seldom used as a simple filling motif, was the area that gave
the sphinx to Syria. It should be noted that Canby treats the second millennium
as a whole, thus the temporal development of the sphinx in Anatolia is not
readily discernible. Having said that, its use in monumental Hittite architecture
suggested to Canby that Anatolia borrowed the sphinx from its original source,
i.e. Egypt, rather than from intermediaries.

The monsters of the Mesopotamian and Iranian art have been extensively
studied and the terms “monster” and “demon” have been taken to correspond to
creatures on all four and two legs respectively. Demons are not a priori
malevolent towards humans; the word is used to denote a being with a divine
nature and in fact it appears that the more “human” the image, the more
beneficial to man it would be (Porada 1987: 1).

Five stages in the development of monsters and demons have been
discerned in Mesopotamian and Iranian art. The first one is the formative.
covering the late 5™ to 4™ millennia BC. During the Agade period (2340-2150
BC) narrative scenes appear on cylinder seals and depict the apprehension and
punishment of vicious monsters, while the Old Babylonian period (2000-1595

BC) is characterised by a more frequent balance in the representation of both evil
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and well-disposed monsters. An abundance of animal-headed demons follows. as
can be observed on the seal designs of the Mitannian, Kassite and middle
Assyrian styles (1600-1000 BC). The fifth and final phase (Neo Babylonian:
612-539 BC) produced the horrifying aspect of the demons Lamashtu, who had
first appeared in the second millennium and Pazuzu (Goodnick Westenholz
1998: 77-78).

“Probably the persons who created such forms felt sufficiently secure to
render the monstrous creatures in all their horror without being prevented from
portraying such dangerous demons by the fear that they would avenge
themselves in some manner” (Porada 1987: 2). However such an explanation
challenges the belief that the depiction of the malicious forces diminishes in a
way the terror they produce and at the same time supposes that, up to that point,
fear prevented artists from depicting evil powers in the form of demons and
monsters.

The dictionary of Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia
by Black and Green (1998) demonstrates the deficiencies of research in the
Aegean area in relation to the study of the fantastic animals as a group and their

interpretation. It comprises a full listing of the elements in the religious art of

Mesopotamia and accounts for their presence in it.

1.9.8.2 Egypt

As for Egypt, Schweitzer (1948) looked into Egyptian sphinx depictions
dating from the Old to the New Kingdoms, dated them precisely and compared
them with the iconography of lions in the area demonstrating that throughout the

millennia they both comprised the favourite representations of the pharaohs.
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Although the former constitutes a composite being created deliberately to
symbolise pharaonic power, the latter probably prevailed over the bull as the
preferred image for the Pharaoh.

The studies by David (1982) and Frankfort (1961) offer a first glimpse of
the ancient Egyptian religious beliefs and their interpretation. The fantastic
creatures are incorporated in that belief system in various ways. The most usual
representations of the Egyptian monsters are found on scarabs and other charms
and it is very probable that they first became known in that form outside Egypt.
One can discern a plethora of images including the human-headed animals that
manifest the might and magnificence of the Pharaoh, double-bull motifs along
with double lions, serpo-felines, human-faced charms with bovine ears and
horns, the lion-man, falcon-headed jackals and many others.

The desert seems to have been the natural habitat of monsters in Egyptian
iconography, at least until the 12" Dynasty. The griffin, while making its debut
at the beginning of the Protodynastic period, is depicted as early as in the Old
Kingdom in a desert background (Elmer & Wenig 1974: pl.1). Besides the
desert, the netherworld seems to have provided an equally favourable
environment for the proliferation of hybrid creatures, since it gave unlimited
scope to the imagination.

The composite creatures assumed slightly differentiated forms through
time in Egyptian art. The sphinxes, for example, werc rendered in various ways
(wearing occasionally a crown, others with human arms instead of animal
forelegs. cte), which Fischer (1987: 14) connected with “a suggestion of shape-

shifting. of mctamorphosis. that is appropriate to the king who is. uniquely. the

6~



link between mankind and the gods, and stands constantly on the threshold of
these two worlds”.

The variety and numbers of monsters in Egyptian iconography. although
far more impressive than those of the Aegean, is not as great as one would expect
given the nature of the art itself; this is a hieroglyphic art and hieroglyphics tend
to form composites (Fischer 1987: 26). This is further supported by the attitude
of the Egyptians towards natural abnormalities (dwarfism, exotic animals etc). It
seems that such deviations from the norm were quite interesting, sometimes
valued by them, although in representing themselves they tended to create
idealised forms (with the occasional exception of using naturalism for the lower
classes and the king). From the Old Kingdom onwards women are illustrated as
young and slim and this is also the case for the majority of men.

The Book of Twwo Ways gives precise details of the realm of the dead and
its features; the deceased, among other obstacles, have to face hostile demons
whose names they must know in order to pacify them (Taylor 2001: 33). In the
New Kingdom Book of the Dead the monsters are in most cases allies of the
deceased. Still, there is one demon, “the Devourer” (Ammut), who devours the
dead when their judgement reveals that they lived a life of wickedness. It is a
hybrid creature, sometimes male, others female, with the head of a crocodile, the

body of a lion and the hindquarters of a hippopotamus.
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1.10 Discussion: the gaps in the research

A review of the relevant studies reveals that the fantastic creatures of the
Minoan and Mycenaean arts have not been studied as a whole, but mainly as
parts of publications of collections or in separate investigations of each creature.
1.e. the griffin, sphinx and genius and to a lesser extent the Minoan dragon (noted
also by Younger 1988: xi). Thus, the development of the motifs of the griffin and
the sphinx can be followed in the archaic and classical Greek art, when even
more “monsters” make their appearance alongside these descendants of the
Minoan and Mycenaean fantastic animals. The belief that “of all the myriad
monsters and fantastic beings in the imagery of the ancient world, only the griffin
and related sphinx captured the imagination of the Aegean peoples” (Morgan
1988: 50) is indicative of the importance that has been attached to these two
fantastic creatures.

Nevertheless, most studies, however significant, are dated and, as will be
seen in Chapter 1, the evidence for the sphinx at least requires re-investigation.
Moreover, even though the origin of the imported monsters has been extensively
analysed, Krzyszkowska (2005a: 90) justifiably remarks that, all things
considered, “we cannot be sure of their homeland, much less the routes they
travelled to Crete”. The research concerning the Minoan genius constitutes an
exception (especially Weingarten 1991a), since it has succeeded in not only
pinpointing the creature’s point of origin, but also in defining the attributes
conferred to it upon its first appearance on Crete.

On the other hand, the lack of studies on the “minor™, lcss frequently
documented fantastic creaturcs such as the bull-man, the lady- and man-cagle.

the centaur, the winged-goats, -agrimia and -pcople is evident. With the
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exception of a few articles and some vague suggestions that thev may represent
people dressed up in the guise of “totemic” animals, their interpretation and role
in the Minoan and Mycenaean imagery is obscure. The significance of the
symbolism of the lion, bird, and goat has been examined, but not in their
depiction as parts of composite animals (Goodison 1989: 49 ff). More
investigation 1s required in order to obtain a clearer view of their first
appearance, origin and development in Aegean iconography.

What most of the above mentioned studies (or, more commonly, sections)
on Aegean monsters have in common is a restriction within the field of
typological analysis, which, however useful, cannot be seen as the only criterion
for their interpretation. Although comparisons and analogies have been
frequently made with Oriental or Egyptian parallels, the find and social contexts
of the Aegean artefacts have been largely ignored. However, it is these factors
that will determine the functions of the motifs under investigation rather than
solely the use of their equivalents in the neighbouring areas.

Finally, the apparent variation or expansion of the roles of the hybrid
figures during the later parts of the Bronze Age. which for example includes their
depiction in funerary contexts. requires further analysis. For instance. the LH
I1IC pyxis from Lefkandi with the griffins feeding their offspring in a nest (Dc
Moor 1997: no. 1417, fig. 935; Younger 1995: 188, no. 241; Immerwahr 1990:
152; Mycenacan World: 132, no. 68: Pictorial: 144, X1.91: Popham & Milbum
1972: 15; Popham & Sackett 1968: 18, fig. 35; Popham 1964-05: 19, fig. 22

implies that the roles of those fearsome creaturcs shifted significantly and offers

room for further investigation of this development.



“Almost all art is capable of carrying multiple, sometime (deliberately)
ambiguous messages; meanings are dynamically created by relationships with
other symbols, and they may have been read differently at different times or by
different groups” (Goodison & Morris 1998b: 126). This idea, however, has been
largely ignored in earlier investigations and has led to a very static view of
Aegean monsters. Again with the notable exceptions of excellent works on the
Minoan genius (Rehak 2995b; Weingarten 1991a) and a small number of other
brief studies (e.g. Morgan 1988: 53 on griffins in the Shaft Graves repertoire),
most authors have seen temporal developments only through stylistic analyses or
have interpreted monsters within the vague context of one “Creto-Mycenaean™
art and religion (to mention only a few examples of such studies, see de Moor
1997; d’ Albiac 1995; Delplace 1976b; Rhyne 1971).

The example of the griffin is characteristic; it is largely regarded as
subordinate to gods and as a royal emblem. Its Neopalatial glyptic iconography
led for the most part to the former characterisation and the frescoes in the
Knossos and Pylos throne rooms directly associating it with the thrones therein
justify the second. Its association with Pharaohs in Egyptian iconography has
also played its part in this interpretation (cf. Tzavella-Evjen 1970). This
decoration of the Throne Rooms (292 and 297) though comes late in Bronze Age
art, while the depiction of the monster with ‘gods’ and ‘goddesses’ does not
appear before LM I, when it had already a history of up to 100 years in the
Acgcan; are we to unquestionably accept that it had been viewed in the same way
by the inhabitants of Crete, the Greek mainland and the Aegean islands cver
since its first appearance on MM Crete until its depiction on the walls of the

Myccnaean megaron at Pylos?



To conclude, the stylistic approach certainly has its merits in relation to
chronology for example and is indeed an indispensable tool for archaeologists,
but it should be supplemented with a closer look at the illustrations at hand

within the wider context of each period.



Chapter 2

The Prepalatial period

(EM I-MM 14: ca. 3000-1900 BC)

2.1 The evidence

2.1.1 The sphinx

The earliest dated examples of sphinxes are attested in Crete before the
emergence of the palaces, but have been considered as “foreign to the Minoan
character” (Tzavella-Evjen 1970: 65). A Prepalatial ivory seal from the
Giamalakis collection is shaped in the form of a sphinx (333, fig. 19a). This
example bears both the mane — an Egyptian characteristic — and the Hathor locks,
typical of the oriental female sphinx (Rhyne 1970: 89)'. One cannot be certain of
its authenticity however, since there is always a chance that items in private
collections may be forgeries and consequently the presence of the sphinx In
Prepalatial art appears to be at best debatable.

Still, there is one more EM III-MM IA theriomorphic “white matenal”
seal in the Mitsotakis Collection (334, fig. 19b) in the form of two antithetic
wingless sphinxes with strong male characteristics on their faces. Although this
is also an item from a private collection and of unknown provenance, the fact
that both objects described are of contemporary date, similar types and shape
may point to a possible introduction of the monster into Crete earlier than was

previously thought, i.e. the Protopalatial period. Moreover, it is worth observing

' Rhyne (1970: 89 ff.) mentions a few more early examples of the creature. Sull. they are of even
more questionable provenance.
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that strong Egyptian influence is evidenced in the lack of wings and the male

characteristics of the second example.

2.1.2 Minotaur and animal heads

Despite the existence of only one seal of Prepalatial date with a possible
depiction of a “Minotaur”, the bull-man should be discussed separately from
other hybrids due to the significance of the bull iconography in Minoan art and
religion and the actual later appearance of the motif. The story of the bull-headed
monster was among the most prominent and well-known Cretan myths.

An EM four-sided steatite prism (619) from the Ayios Onouphrios tholos
tomb may bear on one of its sides the first illustration of the Aegean bull-man
rendered with the human lower body and bovine upper. The specific illustration
was classified within the “Tiermenschliche Akrobat” group by Schlager (1989:
237) and is a stylised male figure, apparently horned. In the background there is a
linear motif in the form of a jug.

Admittedly, the male figure cannot be recognised as an early form of the
Minotaur with absolute certainty (the “horns” could represent hair or even a
schematic head-cover). Unfortunately, the lack of any other examples of the
Minotaur from MM II and the inability to associate it with them, or with a group
of similar objects, greatly restricts the proper analysis and interpretation of this
particular creature. Moreover, given the dispute over the identity of the above
example, in all likelihood it is only the first stage of experimentation in the
depiction of the popular monster that we witness now and not thc proper
introduction of the theme in the Minoan repertoire. This is supported by the fact

that no known proper depictions of the demon come from Protopalatial contexts



— although other animal-headed figures are encountered, a "disappearance’ not
easily explained. Thus, the identity of the motif is highly problematic.

However, it still demonstrates most features of the bull-man proper (as
was defined in section 1.6.3) and most likely represents the first step towards the
creation of the demon. Such an early documentation would be justifiably
expected given the importance of the creature within the local religious system.,
evidenced in both the prominence of the bull, even as early as the Prepalatial
period (for bull-shaped ritual objects, i.e. vases and figurines, in settlements see
Gesell 1985: 7-8 and for those found in tombs see Soles 1992: 229-230, 233) and
in the later hybrid created from bull and human.

This view is supported by another contemporary three-sided steatite
prism (668, fig. 20), which depicts two antithetic apparently animal-headed
female (?) figures flanking a solar or stellar rayed symbol on one of its sides (see
similar symbol on the band from Chalandriani mentioned in section 2.1.3). They
each hold up one arm and Kenna (CS: 93; followed by Goodison & Morris
1998b: 121) has hypothesised that the scene may illustrate some kind of sacred
dance. The rendering of their heads in the form of animals with long snouts and
pointy ears, which connects this with the Marathokefalo seal, is of major
importance. As is the case of the “bird-people” (see section 2.1.3), an interest in
animal and bird disguise is evident in the iconography of the period (noted also
by Goodison & Morris 1998b: 120) and that connects the two scenes with the

animal or bird hybrids of the Protopalatial and Neopalatial eras.



2.1.3 “Bird-people” or schematic professionals?

EM steatite three-sided prisms from Crete (see Appendix B, Table 1)
often depict schematic male, bird-faced figures (fig. 21a-f). The one on fig. 21a
(CMS I414), holds what appears to be a schematic wheel, that of fig. 21b (CMS /
415) walks to the right and the figure of fig. 21c (CMS I 416) is sitting. All three
figures have triangular bodies and, together with the rest of the examples from
Appendix B, Table 1 (as well as the Protopalatial examples of Table 2). they may
be associated with the bird-lady type, although lacking in most cases
recognisable wings, according to the typical definition of the creature (given in
section 1.6.3).

A number of these seals depict figures that are almost, but not quite,
“typical” bird-people displaying several of the characteristics of the group and
could also belong to the catalogue of monsters together with their presumed
descendant or at least associated figures. For example, the figure of prism CMS [
426 (fig. 22a) has feather-like arms and is depicted in the characteristic pose of
the bird-women, i.e. with displayed “wing-like arms” and the head in profile.
Similarly, the later Protopalatial Phaistos sealing 855 (fig. 22b) clearly depicts
two bird-faced hybrids, which may be close to. but do not conform with the
typical bird-lady depictions.

This association may be considered problematic, since these early figurcs
are only vaguely reminiscent of their claimed counterparts in later glhptic
representations, the bird-women. The latter are naturalistic. with unmistakable
bird hecads and have developed easily recognisable wings in place of arms.
Moreover. the seemingly common. every-day nature of the scenes on the

Prepalatial seals makes it difficult to connect thesc bird-faced men with the



fantastic LM demonic beings. For instance, the figure of fig. 23a (CAMS 1 Suppl.
14 325) holds an object resembling a saw, the figure of fig. 23b (CAS 177 3) may
be a fisherman, while that of CMS XII 28 may represent a potter.

As to the first point, the seals in Appendix B do demonstrate the
mannerism of early Minoan glyptic, which dictated that profile human faces were
often depicted as beaked. This can be attributed to technical reasons rather than
to a conscious choice of the engravers, as exemplified by the gradual
abandonment of the trait after the technological developments of the vears
between 1700 to 1550 BC (Younger 1993). Nevertheless, human figures on
Prepalatial seals are also rendered schematically with simple round heads without
any bird characteristics (see for instance fig. 2la-side ¢ CALS I 414 or the
Protopalatial CMS 1.2 164, 174 and 224). These figures, including the
extraordinary man with the “petaloid loop” nose on fig. 24 (CALS 1.1 222
Immerwahr 1990: 26, fig. 8c; Boardman 1970: pl. 3; CS: fig. 4+1: PM I fig. 87.6;
Xanthoudides 1918: 15 ff), exhibit the existence of alternative options for the
depiction of the human face.

Moreover, the seemingly “everyday” nature of the scenes may in fact be
misleading. The function of the items on which they appear further supports the
interpretation of the scenes as more than the performance of everyday tasks. One
of the functions of seals would have been their use as amulets (Younger 1977).
Therefore, the depiction of “cveryday” scenes may have ensured protection for
the seal owner in the performance of these tasks. Ritual and'or magical
associations are not unthinkable even for the earliest EM cxamples. For instance,
the scene with the man carrying a pole with vases on CMS VII'17 is one of the

first cxamples of the formula that was taken up in the iconography of genii later



on (see section 4.1.5). Such magical, perhaps even ritual, connotations would
have facilitated the eventual connection of bird/human hybrids with supernatural
powers.

Bird-faced people are also — in fact more commonly - depicted isolated.
without any connection with an occupation (CMS I 415, CMS 1416, CMS I 426.
CMS I Suppl. 103, CMS II.1 145, CMS II.1 477; more examples in Table 1.
Appendix A), their occasional vivid gestures and movement (CVS X7 5. CS 40)
offering perhaps insight to their function. An EC III fragmentary silver band
from Chalandriani may aid in clarifying the issue, even though it is not a Cretan
product. It clearly depicts a bird-faced, possibly female, figure together with an
animal and a solar symbol (Tsountas 1899: 123-124, pl. 10). The association here
1s not with an everyday activity, but probably with religion or ritual. In fact.
Tamvaki (1976: 63, no. 2) classified the illustration as a cult scene. In short,
ritual associations should not be excluded, but may be better understood through
the discussion of similar Protopalatial finds (see sections 3.1.5, 3.3.5 and 3.4.3 in
the following chapter).

To recap, as Immerwahr (1990: 28) herself noted. these Prepalatial and
some Protopalatial similarly rendered examples “hardly seem the precursors of
the [male] figures in the later frescoes™. Instead, their birdlike faces, exaggerated
gestures, and occasional wing-like apparitions in place of arms (Appendix B.
Table 1) connect them with the bird people of the Neopalatial period. Whether
the initial motivation behind the rendition of the human face with bird attributcs
was practical or conscious, it was still the first step in a long process that created
familiarity with bird-human hybridisation in Minoan art, probably promoted its

conncction with magic, religious ritual action and ultimatelv, combined with
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various other factors (cf. discussion of bird-ladies in section 4.1.8), resulted

eventually in the creation of the Neopalatial bird-lady.

2.1.4 Conjoined animals

The EM III prism 813 (fig. 25a) may show a “composite monster” or
perhaps two spiny “monsters” conjoined. This motif of conjoined animals is
illustrated clearly on the MM IA prism 815 (fig. 25b) with the foreparts of two
dogs (?) conjoined antithetically. A third three-sided prism (814) is engraved on
one of its sides with an S-shaped serpent, in each extremity of which there is a
head. Once again these examples are from unknown find contexts. However,
they do demonstrate that the well known mannerism of LBA glyptic that
conjoined animals into one head or one body with two heads has its roots in the
early Minoan glyptic and need not be attributed to Mycenaean influence.
Together with the two sphinx theriomorphs, the “bull-man™ from Ayios
Onouphrios and the “bird-people”, the conjoined animals comprise the total of

Prepalatial hybrids.

2.1.5 EM prisms: hybrids, bastard or schematic animals?

Two prisms dated to EM III (CMS XII 12 & 14. cf. Appendix 1) bear two
“monsters” that seem to share the same long spiky bodies and might be intended
to illustrate the same creature (fig. 26a-b). They too originally come from a
private collection and their lack of context prevents us from comprehcending or
analysing the motif further than suggesting a possible association with snakes.

On one more EM steatite prism from the Philadelphia University

Museum (fig. 26¢ - CMS NI 85, cf. Appendix A) a schematic quadruped 1s
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illustrated on one side, but the creature on the second should probably not be
read as a natural animal. It has a long snout, upraised front-paw and scaly
features on its body. Its inverted hindquarters are by no means the usual animal
legs, since the creature seems to have a fish-like extremity (a possible forgery.
fig. 26d - CMS XIII 19D, shows an animal with similar extremities — cf,
Appendix A).

The resemblance of these four examples to two later (MM II) motifs.
although perhaps accidental, may elucidate their identity. Firstly, their similarity
to the “hound” of a later steatite prism (fig. 26e - CMS XII 44) should be pointed
out; 1f the latter reading is correct, then possibly the two earlier examples are
schematised images of natural animals too. Fig. 26f, CMS XII 71 shows on one
of its sides the “schema of an animal, with long horns and inverted hindquarters™
(Kenna’s description of the illustration in CMS XII). The “long horns”. however.
seem to be a rather mistaken reading. CMS XII 71 with its spikes and long body
may be closer to CMS XII 12 and 14 than XII 44.

These illustrations share certain characteristics, namely the unnatural
position of the animals and the scaly features on their long snake-like bodies. The
latter may indicate early attempts to depict a creature resembling the later
Minoan Dragon, or at least reflect a trend towards animal depictions that have
been given snake-like traits. This familiarity with the appearance of the
‘Babylonian Dragon’ (fig. 27a-c) — the presumed source of inspiration for the
Minoan Dragon (Gill 1963: 1-12) — perhaps facilitated its introduction from the
Orient. The Minoans may have recognised in the Ncar Eastern illustrations of the
monster and Egyptian depictions of the crocodile features alreadv famihiar to

them from carly depictions such as those described above.
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2.2 Context discussion

The published representations in the EBA-early MBA Aegean do not
offer conclusive evidence of the import or local creation of fantastic animals at
the time. Firstly there are not enough known examples to allow for general
conclusions to be drawn, and the ones that are published come in their vast
majority from private collections or are of unknown origin, and consequently do
not allow a study of the context in which they were unearthed. Moreover. the
items in the Giamalakis collection in particular have been often challenged as to

their authenticity.

2.2.1 Medium and iconography

Seals are apparently the only medium bearing depictions of imaginary
beings in the Prepalatial era. Less than two dozen sealings have been discovered
so far for the entire Prepalatial period, marking vases and “loom-weights™ or as
direct object sealings (Krzyszkowska 2005a: 59, 77-78). In LN Knossos and
Phaistos cylinder seals were used to impress patterns in designated zones on
pottery (Manteli 1996: 134). As to the subsequent periods, no EM I nodules have
been recovered so far. One sealing with at least three impressions was found in
an EM IIB context in Myrtos-Fournou Korifi, probably used as a door sealing to
Room 29 or, alternatively. as a stopper (Warren 1972: 226-227, no. 134).
Recently EM II-III nodules were also reported in Psathi and Mochlos (CMS V

Suppl. 3 119 & 345), an EM III jar stopper came from Knossos (CMS 11.8 6) and

a nodulus from a MM IA context at Mallia (Hue & Pelon 1992: 31-32, figs. 33-

34).



The apparent lack of sealings had led Weingarten (1986a: 279-280) to
suggest that the Minoans were slow in developing administrative systems and
demonstrated no signs that they comprehended that seals were to be used in a
“sphragistic manner”, at least not before MM IIB when the Phaistos deposit was
sealed (see Schoep 1999: 268-273 for the opposite view). An interesting point
relating to the problem was raised by Krzyszkowska (2005a: 21) who stressed
the wide variety of seal shapes in the EM II-MM I, larger than a solely
sphragistic role requires, as opposed to the almost exclusive cylinder seal use in
contemporary Mesopotamia. Keeping in mind that Knossos, Phaistos and Mallia
“have proved notoriously unreliable in preserving sealings” mainly due to
continuous occupation (eadem 2005a: 78), it may be argued that widespread
systematic sphragistic use of seals cannot be safely established before the rise of
the First Palaces, at least with the amount of existing evidence and the small
number of excavated settlements of this period.

Thus, it is possible that Prepalatial seals were jewellery (used for personal
adornment or for the decoration of pottery) and/or amulets and only infrequently
administrative tools. Younger (1977: 148) argued that seals worn as bracelets
were considered not only jewellery but also amulets “in the sense that may have
connoted some physical connection between the wearer and his divinity. either
by protecting him apotropaically from evil or by bringing him divine favor; in
much the same way a Christian wears the cross”. There is no reason why this
obscrvation cannot be applied to Aegean seals of all periods. especially since

their stringholes demonstrate that they were intended to be womn by the scal

owner, as pendants or bracelets.



The study of their iconography and the evaluation of the materials used
for their manufacture further highlight their function(s). Accordingly. the
material of the two sphinx-shaped seals reveals their high value. since ivory was
imported to Crete and 1vory seals with intricate designs were most likely
produced by specialised craftsmen (Cherry 1983: 33-45). The artificially created
material of the “white pieces” (or “white paste”) indicates that they too were
manufactured by specialists (Krzyszkowska 2005a: 76). Soft stone seals on the
other hand may not require specialist workmanship of the same level and steatite
is a local material although its precise source has not been discovered yct (eadem
2005a: 81). Still, the complicated figural motifs would call for more than simple
rudimentary skills for their engraving. Branigan (1993: 73) stressed the
staggering overall variety and individuality, even within the common
standardisation of form, as well as craftsmanship and artistry that Prepalatial
seals reveal and concluded that “they were highly personal items. the equivalent
perhaps of an identity card!” Although this is purely hypothetical and there 1s
hardly enough data to process so as to reach such definite conclusions,
undoubtedly the possession and display of these prestige items would signify
higher status in the early Minoan society of growing complexity (Karytinos

1998: 78-86: see however review by Younger, JNES 60 2001: 220).

As to their iconography. Immerwahr (1990: 26-28) distinguished between
the iconography of the early ivory and steatite Cretan seals (sec also
Krzyszkowska 2005a: 60-76 for a more detailed overview of Prepalatial glyptic
repertory). Immerwahr (1990: 26-28) observed that the former depict lions,

spiders, scorpions, while “'more benign and local fauna apparently bascd on real-
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life observation” are characteristic of the latter. She concluded that the steatite
prisms appear to be in a more ‘purely Minoan style and iconography’ than the
ivory stamp seals (23 of the 25 prisms of Table 1 in Appendix B are made of
steatite). The slightly later (EM II-MM [A) ivory seals from the Mesara tholos
tombs that apparently demonstrate a closer affinity with the steatite prisms are
the exception to this general tendency of the two types (Immerwahr 1990: 28).
Animal illustrations are “potent pictures” and more so those of animals
dangerous to humans. The first group of depictions would certainly fall under
this category and the seals bearing them would then certainly have apotropaic
and protective uses. It is perhaps no coincidence that one of the two sphinxes is
of ivory, is thus associated through choice of material with Immerwahr’s first
group and of shape to the “potent pictures”. The probable amuletic and
apotropaic use of seals may imply a similar function by association for the first
fantastic creatures in the Aegean, most likely an apotropaic/prophylactic

function.

2.2.2 Technological context and iconography

The intentional adornment of human figures with bird-like traits may in
fact be presumed and the “beaks” on the faces need not be attributed merely to
poor technique. It is commonly accepted that Protopalatial art does not depict
individuals but types of people and activities and that seems to apply to
Prepalatial iconography as well with the more or less repeated motifs and
standardised way of their rendering (Nikolaidou 2002: 85; Younuer 1995b: 331-
348). Both scholars remarked — in relation to Protopalatial iconography - that the

quality of the raw material and the technique of cxecution are indeed amony the



reasons explaining its apparent standardisation. Additionally though intended use
of the artefact and “culturally specific notions of humanness and identitv™
(Nikolaidou 2002: 85) or possibly a combination of all the above will also affect
the outcome. Although the degree of influence of the last two factors is more
easily observable in the art of the First Palaces, e.g. in the intended use of seals

as sphragistic tools, it should also be taken into account in the Prepalatial era.

2.2.3 Find context

As already noted in sections 1.8.1 and 1.8.2, the type of artefact and its
find context, when it represents its primary use, best exemplify their intended
use. It is thus unfortunate that, at least in connection with the Prepalatial seals of
Appendix B, Table 1, there is a marked lack of examples from known contexts.
CMS II.1 145, 222 and 477 are the only exceptions, having been discovered in
the Koumasa tholos tomb A, Marathokefalo tholos B (?) and Mochlos tomb
XVIII respectively, even though these represent secondary deposition contexts.
Generally speaking though, from EM II or III through MM II, most of the early
Cretan seals were generally found in the tholoi of the Mesara plain (Immerwahr
1990: 26) and, consequently the examples with unknown findspots may be better
understood within this context.

This in turn is also an arduous task, since most of the Mesara type tholoi
(ca. 70 certain examples and 20 probable or possible tombs) for which dating
cvidence survives, were subject to repeated burial usage throughout the EM -
MM | period. At least in sites with continuous habitation some were still used
into LM 11 (Kanta 1997: 233; Pelon 1976: 443-453). Archanes tholos tomb B

constitutes a finc cxample of such repeated use, having produced LM 1Al
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pottery (Kanta 1980: 104). Moreover, occasional clearance, fumigation and
episodic looting prevent the study of secure contexts and the identification of
offering associations with specific burials (Branigan 1993: 12, 57).

Nevertheless, even though the Cretan tholoi are not generally considered
elite tombs like their later mainland counterparts, Whitelaw (1983: 336-343)
suggested that they were family tombs and seals found therein were exclusive
possessions of the heads of nuclear families. It has also been suggested that the
clans from which the village chiefs were drawn built some of the larger and
richer Mesara tholoi (Branigan cited in Soles 1992: 258).

The total quality, wealth and numbers of finds from the Koumasa and
Marathokefalo tholoi place them among the richest of the period and indicate
external exchange and long distance trade (although tholos A at Koumasa had
been plundered and is the smallest of the three tholoi in the cemetery). The
Koumasa tombs contained a variety of practical and ritual objects, all mixed with
the burials (Goodison & Morris 1998b: 117). What is more, small rectangular
tombs were located among the larger tholoi at Koumasa, apparently belonging to
the general population (Soles 1992: 258, n. 42). Thus, the owners of the
Koumasa and Marathokefalo prisms may be identified as leading members of
rather wealthy families. This comes in contrast to Mochlos tomb XVIII, which is

but a rock-shelter and is listed among the poorer tombs of the Prepalatial

cemetery (Soles 1992: 105-106, 257).



2.2.4 Socio-political context

Unfortunately, the best picture of the period comes only from settlements
without later occupation, namely Debla in west Crete, Myrtos and Vasilike in the
east. Tombs constitute the main source of information on the social conditions of
Prepalatial Crete, but the factors preventing a detailed study of specific find
contexts, are also impediments in understanding the society of the period.
Relatively recent studies have highlighted the evidence for growing social
stratification from tombs (Maggidis 1998 for Phourni; Soles 1992 mainly for
northeast Crete). Soles (1992: 254-258) has quite convincingly put forward the
case for social stratification evidenced in house and tholos tombs. Especially the
house tombs appear to have been the burial places of the elites, e.g. tombs in the
North Cemetery at Gournia and on the West Terrace at Mochlos. Branigan
(1995: 33-41) has talked of changes, such as an increase of individual burials, in
Prepalatial burial patterns contemporary with emerging elites. Murphy (1998: 27-
40) proposed that access to burial in the Mesara tombs may have been related to
control of particular sections of land. She also argued for a cult of the dead in
Prepalatial Crete that was exploited by the rising elites who acted as mediators
between the community and the dead (also hinted at by Hamilakis 1998: 115-
132). These predecessors of the palatial elites, “who should probably be
identified as chiefs who ruled over small geographical areas and actually
monopolized ritual or religious activities, also made use of religion to legitimize
and consolidate their authority” (Soles 1992: 242). Soles (1992: 242) also noted
that it is no coincidence that, when this elite was cxpanding and consolidating
their power in MM IA. shrines sprang in Crete in various sites to play their rolc

in unifying the socicty that was organised hierarchically.
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2.2.5 Religious context

The evidence for Prepalatial cult comes from peak sanctuaries (Peatfield
1990: 117-132; Rutkowski 1986: 94-95), the Mesara type tholos tombs
(Branigan 1993) and the house tombs of eastern Crete (Soles 1992: 238). In fact
it has been suggested that the Prepalatial communal tombs were the most
important Early Minoan cult places (Branigan 1993; Peatfield 1990: 125: idem
1987: 90). The lack of numerous settlement cult places (only three mentioned in
Gesell 1985: 7-8) seems to confirm that. Dickinson (1994; 178) rejected this
view as an unsupported generalisation and stressed the localised and or
insufficient character of the evidence, which demonstrates the diversity of
Prepalatial culture, as opposed to the “admittedly quite homogeneous culture” of
Neopalatial Crete. Still, it remains a fact that “most, if not all, cemeteries appear
to have contained at least one shrine” and occasionally two shrines can be
associated with the same tomb (Soles 1992: 237).

In any case, the few provenanced examples do come from tombs although
they cannot be associated with the cult performed there. Their iconography
indicates a prominence of the snake and bird symbols. As to the first, in the
Prepalatial period most information again comes from tombs and pertains to
funerary ritual, while in late Prepalatial times snake figurines are found at peak
sanctuaries (Gesell 2001: 36). Based on Subminoan evidence from Kavousi,
Gesell (2001: 36) proposed the use of live snakes in ritual. as happened with
bulls and other animals that appear as symbols and are known to have been
sacrificed. Minoan iconography consistently connects snakes with ritual contexts

and images of the female (Goodison & Morris 1998b: 209, n. 32). However, the
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ritual importance and religious associations of snakes in Prepalatial times are
rather vague.

On the other hand birds present more interesting associations with the
depictions discussed. They appear for the first time in tombs during this period,
like horns of consecration, double axes and triton shells (Gesell 1985: 17).
Various vases containing clay appliqué offerings have been found in cult
contexts and as ritual offerings in tombs nearly all dating to MM I-II (So