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HETPRERISTORIC
AEGEAN

FRAMING THE ERA

Greece in the Age of Heroes

When, in the eighth century Bce, Homer immortalized in the Iliad and the Odyssey the great war
between the Greeks and the Trojans and the subsequent adventure-packed journey home of Odys-
seus, the epic poet was describing a time long before his own—a golden age of larger-than-life heroes.
Since the late 19th century, archaeologists have gradually uncovered impressive remains of that heroic
age, including the palaces of the legendary King Minos at Knossos (p1G. 4-4) on Crete and of King
Agamemnon at Mycenae (F1G. 4-19) on the Greek mainland. But they have also recovered thousands
of less glamorous objects and inscriptions that provide a contemporaneous view of life in the prehis-
toric Aegean unfiltered by the romantic lens of Homer and later writers.

One of the most intriguing finds to date is the painted Minoan (named after King Minos) sar-
cophagus (r16. 4-1) from Hagia Triada on the southern coast of Crete. The paintings adorning the
sides of the small coffin are closely related in technique, color scheme, and figure style to the much
larger frescoes (F1Gs. 4-7 and 4-8) on the walls of Minoan palaces, but the subject is foreign to the royal
repertoire. Befitting the function of the sarcophagus as a burial container, the paintings illustrate the
funerary rites in honor of a man. They furnish welcome information about Minoan religion, which
still remains obscure despite more than a century of excavation on Crete.

On one long side of the sarcophagus, four women and a male double-flute player take part in a
ritual centered on an ox tied up on a table, One of the women makes an offering at an altar. In contrast
to this unified narrative, the other side is divided into two scenes. At the left, a woman pours liquid
(perhaps the blood of the sacrificial ox) from a jar into a large vessel on a stand between two double
axes. Behind her, a second woman carries two more jars, and a male figure plays the harp. Consistent
with the common convention in many ancient cultures, all of the women have light skin and the men
dark skin (compare FiG. 3-13A). To their right, three men carry two sculpted sacrificial animals and a
model of a boat to offer to a dead man, whom the painter represented as standing in front of his tomb,
just as the biblical Lazarus, raised from the dead, will later appear in medieval art.

The precise meaning of the sarcophagus paintings is uncertain, but there is no doubt that they
document well-established Minoan rites in honor of the dead, which included the sacrifice of animals
accompanied by music and the deposit of gifts in the tomb. Until scholars can decipher the written
language of the Minoans, artworks such as the Hagia Triada sarcophagus will be the primary tools for
reconstructing life on Crete, and in Greece as a whole, during the millennium before the birth of Homer.
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Qre way that the ancient world s fundamentally different from the world
today is that ancient ant is largely anonymous and undated. The system-
atic signing and dating of antworks —a commonplace feature in the con-
temporary art worid —has no equivalent in antiquity. That is why the role
of archasoiogy in the study of ancient art is so important. Only the sci-
entific excavation of ancient artworks can establish their context. Exqui-
site and strkingly “modern” sculptures, such as the marble Cycladic
figurines lllustrated in scs. 4-2 and 4-3, may be appreciated as master-
pieces when displayed in splendid isolation in glass cases in museums
or private homes. But to understand the role that these or any other art-
works piayed in ancient society—in many cases, even to determine the
date of an object —the art histonian must leam the provenance (place of
ongin) of the piece. Only when the context of an artwork is known can
anyone go beyond an appreciation of its formal qualities and begin to
analyze its place in art history and its role in the society that produced it.

The extraordinary popularity of Cycladic figurines in recent decades
nas had unfortunate consequences. Clandestine treasure hunters, anx-
ious to meet the insatiable demand of collectors, have plundered many
sites and smuggled their finds out of Greece to sell to the highest bidder
on the intemational art market. This looting has destroyed entire prehis-
tonc cemeteries and towns.

It also poses a serious dilemma for the study of Cycladic art.
Aftempts have been made to establish a chronology for the Cycladic
statuettes, even to attribute most examples to different workshops.
The largest and most unusual pieces, of course, figure prominently in
the effort to wnte a coherent history of Cycladic art. However, two Brit-
ish schalars have expressed a cautionary second opinion.* They have
Caiculated that only about 10 percent of the known Cycladic marble
statuettes (including the two discussed here) come from secure archae-
clogical contexts. Many of the rest could be forgeries produced after
World War Il, when developments in modemn art fostered a new appre-
ciation of these abstract renditions of human anatomy and created a

paintings, sculptures, and other finds on the Greek mainland and
on the Aegean islands attest to the wealth and sophistication of the
people who occupied Greece in that once-obscure heroic age cel-
ebrated in later Greek mythology.

Aegean Archaeology Today. Archaeologists know much more
today about the prehistoric societies of the Aegean than they did a
generation ago. Arguably more important for the understanding of
Aegean prehistory than the art objects that tourists flock to see in the
museums of Athens and Iraklion (near Knossos) are the many docu-
ments that archaeologists have found written in scripts convention-
ally called Linear A and Linear B. The progress made during the past
several decades in deciphering Linear B texts has provided a welcome
corrective to the romantic treasure-hunting approach of Schliemann
and Evans. Scholars now recognize Linear B as an early form of
Greek, and they have begun to reconstruct Mycenaean civilization
by referring to records made at the time and not just to Homer’s
fiemic account. Archaeologists now also know that humans inhab-
‘@ Greece as far back as the early Paleolithic period and that village
life was fiemly established in Greece and on Crete in Neolithic times.

4-2 TFigurine of a woman,
from Syros (Cyclades), Greece,
ca. 2600-2300 BcE. Marble,

1' 6" high. National Archaeo-
logical Museum, Athens.

Most Cycladic statuettes depict
nude women. This one comes
from a grave, but whether it rep-
resents the deceased is uncer-
tain, The sculptor rendered the
female body schematically as a
series of triangles.

boom in demand for “Cyclad-
ica” among collectors. For
some categories of Cycladic
sculptures—those of unusual
type or size—not a single
piece with a documented prov-
enance exists. Those groups
may be 20th-century inven-
tions—made by sophisticated
forgers using marble from the
same quarries and replicas of
ancient tools—designed to
fetch even higher prices in the
marketplace due to their rarity. Consequently, most of the conclusions
that art historians have drawn about Cycladic sculpture are highly spec-
ulative and suspect. The importance of the information that the original
contexts would have provided cannot be overestimated. That informa-
tion, however, can probably never be recovered.

*David W. J. Gill and Christopher Chippindale, “Material and Intellectual Consequences of
Esteem for Cycladic Figures,” American Joumal of Archaeology 97 (1993): 601-659.

The heyday of the ancient Aegean, however, did not arrive until the
second millennium BcE, well after the emergence of the river valley
civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and South Asia.

The prehistoric Aegean has three geographic areas, and each
has its own distinctive artistic identity. Cycladic art is the art of the
Cyclades islands (so named because they “circle” around Delos),
as well as of the adjacent islands in the Aegean, excluding Crete,
Minoan art encompasses the art of Crete. Helladic art is the art of
the Greek mainland (Hellas in Greek). Archaeologists subdivide
each area chronologically into early, middle, and late periods,
designating the art of the Late Helladic period Mycenaean after
Agamemnon’s great citadel of Mycenae.

CYCLADIC ART

Marble was abundantly available in the superb quarries of the
Aegean islands, especially on Naxos, and the sculptors of the Early
Cycladic period produced large quantities of marble statueties
(F1GS. 4-2 and 4-3) of distinctive form. Today, collectors revere
those Cycladic figurines (see “Cycladic Statuettes,” above) because
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of their striking abstract forms, which call to mird some
sculptures (F16s. 30-00 and 30-00A). i
Syros Woman. Most of the Cycladic sculprurﬂi'f‘
nude women, as do many of their Stone Age pmdecea&f? =
Aegean, Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and western Eumpez(ﬁﬁ{ai

The Cycladic examples often depict women with their arms fo’lddd |

across their abdomens. The sculptures, which excava‘tﬂl‘ﬁhl"‘
found both in graves and in settlements, vary in height from a féw
inches to almost life-size. The statuette illustrated here (PIG. 4'2)
comes from a grave on the island of Syros and is about a fom-md'*
a-half tall—but only about a half-inch thick. Using obsidian ‘001”
the sculptor carved the figurine and then polished the surface with
emery. The Cycladic artist’s rendition of the human body is hismy
schematic. Large, simple triangles dominate the form—the head,
the body itself (which tapers from exceptionally broad shoulders
to tiny feet), and the incised triangular pubis. Other examples have
more rounded forms, but the feet always have the toes pointed
downward, so the figurines cannot stand upright. All of the stat-
uettes must have been placed on their backs in the grave—lying
down, like the deceased.

Archaeologists speculate whether the Syros statuette and the
many other similar Cycladic figurines known today represent dead
women or fertility figures or goddesses. Whether those depicted are
mortals or deities, the sculptors took pains to emphasize the breasts
as well as the pubic area. In the Syros statuette, a slight swelling
of the belly may suggest pregnancy (compare FIG. 1-5). Traces of
paint found on some of the Cycladic figurines indicate that at least
parts of these sculptures were colored. The now almost featureless
faces would have had painted eyes and mouths in addition to the
sculpted noses. Red and blue necklaces and bracelets, as well as
painted dots on the cheeks and necks (compare FiG. 4-26), charac-
terize a number of the surviving figurines.

Keros Musician. Fewer Cycladic statuettes represent men. The
most elaborate of the male figurines portray seated musicians,
such as the harp player (F1G. 4-3) from Keros. Wedged between
the echoing shapes of chair and instrument, he may be playing for
the deceased in the afterlife, although, again, the meaning of these
sculptures remains elusive. The harpist reflects the same prefer-
ence for simple geometric shapes and large, flat planes as do the
female figures. Still, the artist showed a keen interest in recording
the elegant shape of what must have been a prized possession: the
harp with a duck-bill or swan-head ornament. (Compare the form
of Sumerian harps, FIGs. 2-6 and 2-10, top right.)

One woman’s grave contained figurines of both a musician
and a reclining woman. The burial of a male figure together with
the body of a woman suggests that the harp players are not images
of dead men, but it does not prove that the female figurines rep-
resent dead women. The musician might be entertaining the
deceased herself, not her image, or be engaged in commemora-
tive rites honoring the dead. (The harp player on the Hagia Tria e
sarcophagus [F1G. 4-1b] may indicate some continuity in funer.

ary customs and beliefs from the Cycladic to the Minoan period

in the Aegean.) Given the absence of written documents jn Greece
al this date, as everywhere else in prehistoric times, and the lack

of contextual information for most Cycladic sculptures, art R [ on ey
rians cannot be sure of the meaning of these statuettes, Iy i ey, o
in fact, that the same form took on different meanings in differe 1!»

contexts.
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4-3 Male harp player, from Keros (Cyclades), Greece, ca. 2600-2 00
Marble, 9” high. National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

The meaning of all Cycladic figurines is elusive, but this seated 11 . -
may be playing for the deceased in the afterlife. The statuette displa,
simple geometric shapes and fiat planes,
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4-4 Restored view of the palace (looking northwest), Knossos (

The Knossos palace, the largest on Crete, was the legendary home of Kin
surrounded by scores of residential and administrative units.

e ] (b__

s L=
E | -Lﬁ
] | I;

-

N

BB TRBRRR

ik

Ik

== Q

Reconstruction

E..l.rllcr{ — « Existing

structures Reconstruction

2yl !
B

T

N

75 100 feer

20 30 merers

4-5 Plan of the palace, Knossos (Crete), Greece, ca. 1700-1370 Bck. (1) “theater,”
(2) magazines, (3) north-south corridor, (4) throne room, (5) central court, (6) east-west

corridor, (7) grand stairwell.
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The mazelike plan of the Knossos palace gave rise to the Greek myth of the Cretan labyrinth
‘nfiabited by the Minotaur, a half-man, half-bull monster that King Theseus of Athens slew.

Crete), Greece, ca. 1700-1370 BcE (John Burge).

g Minos. Its layout features a large central court

goods. These huge complexes were the centers
of Minoan life. The principal “palaces” on Crete
are at Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, Kato Zakro,
and Khania. The Minoans laid out all of them
along similar lines. The size and number of these
important centers, as well as the rich finds they
have yielded, attest to the power and prosperity
of the Minoans.

Knossos. The largest Cretan palace—at Knos-
s0s (F1GS. 4-4 and 4-5)—was the legendary home
of King Minos. Here, the hero Theseus hunted
the bull-man Minotaur in his labyrinth. Accord-
ing to the myth, after defeating the monster, The-
seus found his way out of the mazelike complex
only with the aid of the king’s daughter, Ari-
adne. She had given Theseus a spindle of thread
to mark his path through the labyrinth and
safely find his way out again. In fact, the English
word labyrinth derives from the intricate plan
and scores of rooms of the Knossos palace. The
labrys (“double ax”) serves as a recurring motif in
the Minoan palace and in Minoan art generally
(FIG, 4-1b), referring to sacrificial slaughter. The
labyrinth was the “House of the Double Ax”

The Knossos palace was a rambling struc-
ture built against the upper slopes and across the
top of a low hill that rises from a fertile plain,
All around the palace proper were mansions
and villas of the Minoan elite. The central fea-
ture of the palace was its great rectangular court
(FIG. 4-5, no. 5). The builders carefully planned

Minoen Ar1 B9




46 Stairwell in the residential quarter of
the palace (v16. 4-5, no, 7), Knossos (Crete),
Greece, ca, 1700-1370 nor,

The Knoasos palace was complex in elevation
as wall as plan. It had at least three stories on all
sides of the count, Minoan columng taper from
lop {o bottom, the opposite of Egyplian and
Greek columns

the structure with clusters of rooms of
similar function grouped around this pri-
mary space. On the west side of the court, a
north-south corridor (r16. 4-5, no. 3) sepa-
rates official and ceremonial rooms from
the magazines (no. 2), where the Minoans
stored wine, grain, oil, and honey in large
jars. On the east side of the court, a smaller
east-west corridor (no. 6) separates the
administrative areas (to the south) from the
workrooms (to the north). At the northwest
corner of the palace is a theater-like area
(no. 1) with steps on two sides that may have
served as seats. This arrangement is a pos-
sible forerunner of the later Greek theater
(F1G. 5-71). Its purpose is unknown, but the
feature also appears in the Phaistos palace.

The Knossos palace was complex in
elevation as well as plan. Around the central
court, there were as many as three stories,
and on the south and east sides, where the
terrain sloped off sharply, the palace had
four or five stories. Interior light and air wells, some with staircases
(r1Gs. 4-5, no. 7, and 4-6), provided necessary illumination and
ventilation. The Minoans also addressed such issues as drainage of
rainwater. At Knossos, a remarkably efficient system of terracotta
(baked clay) pipes lies under the enormous building.

The Crelan palaces were sturdy structures, with thick walls
composed of rough, unshaped fieldstones embedded in clay. For
corners and around door and window openings, the builders used
large stone blocks, especially for the walls facing the central court.
The painted wood columns (which Evans restored in cement at
Knossos) have distinctive capitals and shafts (F1G. 4-6). The buyl-
bous, cushionlike Minoan capitals resemble those of the later Greek
Doric order (F1G. 5-13, left), but the column shafts——essentially
stylized inverted tree trunks—(aper from a wide top to a narrower

4-7 Minoan
woman or gods
(La Parisienne
from the pala
Knossos (Crel:
Greece, ca. 1500
Fragment of a
fresco, 10" higl
Archaeological
Museum, Irakli
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Some have identified her as a priestess taking part in a religious
ritual, but because the figure has no arms, it is more likely a statue
of a goddess. Although the representation is still convention-bound
(note especially the oversized frontal eye in the profile head), the
charm and freshness of the mural are undeniable, Unlike the Egyp-
tians, who painted in fresco secco (dry fresco), the Minoans coated
the rough fabric of their rubble walls with a fine white lime plaster
and were apparently the first to use a true buon fresco method in
which the painter applies the pigments while the walls are still wet
(see “Fresco Painting,” page 428). The color consequently becomes
chemically bonded to the plaster after it dries. The Minoan painters
therefore had to execute their work rapidly, in contrast to Egyptian
practice, which permitted slower, more deliberate work.

Bull-Leaping. Another fresco (F16. 4-8) from the palace at
Knossos depicts the Minoan ceremony of bull-leaping, in which
young men grasped the horns of a bull and vaulted onto its back—
a perilous and extremely difficult acrobatic maneuver. Excavators
recovered only fragments of the full composition. (The dark patches
are original; the rest is a modern restoration.) The Minoan artist
provided no setting, instead focusing all attention on the three pro-
tagonists and the fearsome bull. The young women have fair skin
and the leaping youth has dark skin, in accordance with the widely
accepted ancient convention for distinguishing male and female, as
on the Hagia Triada sarcophagus (F1c. 4-1; compare FIGS. 3-13A

4-8 Bull-leaping, from the palace, Knossos (Crete), Greece, ca. 1500 BCE. Fresco, 2’ 8” high, including border. Archaeologi-

<al Museum, Iraklion,

and 5-20A). The painter brilliantly suggested the powerful charge
of the bull (which has all four legs off the ground) by elongating the
animal’s shape and using sweeping lines to form a funnel of energy,
beginning at the very narrow hindquarters of the bull and culmi-
nating in its large, sharp horns. The highly animated human figures
also have stylized shapes, with typically Minoan pinched waists.
Although the profile pose with frontal eye was a familiar conven-
tion in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the elegant Cretan figures, with
their long, curly hair and proud and self-confident bearing, have no
parallels in the art of other early cultures. In contrast to the angu-
larity of the figures in Egyptian wall paintings, the curving lines
that the Minoan artist employed suggest the elasticity of living and
moving beings.

Thera. Much better preserved than the Knossos frescoes are
the mural paintings that Greek archaeologists have discovered
in their ongoing excavations at Akrotiri on the island of Thera in
the Cyclades, some 60 miles north of Crete. In the Late Cycladic
period, Thera was artistically (and possibly also politically) within
the Minoan orbit. The Akrotiri murals are invaluable additions to
the fragmentary and frequently misrestored frescoes from Crete,
The excellent condition of the Theran paintings is due to an enor-
mous volcanic explosion on the island that buried Akrotiri in
volcanic pumice and ash, making it a kind of Pompeii of the pre-
historic Aegean (see “The Theran Eruption and the Chronology of
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The Theran Eruption and the
Chronology of Aegean Art
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Aegean Art.” page 92, and "An Eyewitness Account of the Eruption
of Mount Vesuvius,” page 191). The Akrotiri {rescoes decorated the
walls of houses and shrines, not the walls of a great palace, such as
Minoss at Knossos, and therefore the number of painted walls from
the site is especially impressive.

The almost perfectly preserved mural painting from Akrotiri
known as the Spring Fresco (F1G. 4-9) is the largest and most com-
plete prehistoric example of a pure landscape painting. Landscapes
(pictures of a natural setting in its own right, without any narrative
content) and seascapes
(FIG. 4-9A) are key ele-
ments of many of the
mural paintings found
at Akrotiri. In each case,
however, the artist’s aim
was not to render the
rocky island terrain real-
istically but rather to capture its essence. In FiG. 4-9, the irrationally
undulating and vividly colored rocks, the graceful lilies swaying in
the cool island breezes, and the darting swallows express the vigor
of growth, the delicacy of flowering, and the lightness of birdsong
and flight. In the lyrical language of curving line, the artist cele-
brated the rhythms of nature. The Spring Fresco represents the polar
opposite of the first efforts at mural painting in the caves of Paleo-
lithic Europe (see “The Dawn of Art,” page 15), where animals (and
occasionally humans) appeared as isolated figures with no indica-
tion of setting.

ca. 1650-1625 BcE.

Crocus Gatherers. A rocky landscape is also the setting for the
figures depicted in room 3 of building Xeste 3 at Akrotiri. ‘The room
probably served as a shrine in which girls took part in puberty
initiation rites. Frescoes decorated the walls on two levels, In one
section (not illustrated), a young girl with a bleeding foot sits on
a rock. Approaching her from behind is a bare-breasted woman
carrying a necklace, probably a gift for the bleeding girl. In the
section reproduced here (FI1G. 4-10), two elegantly dressed young
women bedecked with bracelets and hoop earrings gather crocuses.
One has a shaved head with a serpentine lock of hair at the back,
indicating that she is a young girl. Crocus flowers produce saffron,
used for the yellow dye of some of the garments that the figures
wear. Saffron may also have been used as a painkiller for menstrual
cramps. In another section of the mural (not illustrated), girls carry
baskets full of the flowers they have picked. They bring the flowers
to a woman seated on a stepped platform. Scholars have identified
the woman, who is flanked by a blue monkey and a griffin (a mythi-
cal winged lion with an eagle’s head), as a goddess rather than a
mortal, but the precise meaning of the scenes depicted in the fresco
remains uncertain.

Minoan Pottery. Nature as a preferred subject for paintings
is documented on Minoan pottery, even before the period of the
new Cretan palaces. During the Middle Minoan period, Cretan
ceramists fashioned sophisticated shapes using newly introduced
potters’ wheels, and decorated their vases in a distinctive and fully
polychromatic style. These Kamares Ware vessels, named for the

4-10 Crocus gatherers,
detail of the east wall of
room 3 of building Xeste 3,
Akrotiri, Thera (Cyclades),
Greece, ca. 1650-1625 BCE.
Fresco, 8’ " high. Recon-
structed in National Archaeo-
logical Museum, Athens.

In @ room at Akrotiri probably used
for puberty rites, young girls pick
crocus flowers in a rocky land-
scape recalling the Spring Fresco
(Fia. 4-9) and present them to a
seated goddess (not shown).
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1-11 Kamares Ware jar, from Phaistos (Crete), Greece,
ca, 1800-1700 BcE. 1’ 8” high. Archaeological Museum, Iraklion.

Kamares Ware vases have creamy white and reddish-brown decoration on
a black background. This jar combines a fish (and a net?) with curvilinear
abstract patterns, including spirals and waves.

cave on the slope of Mount Ida where they were first discovered,
have been found in quantity at Phaistos and Knossos. Some exam-
ples come from as far away as Egypt and testify to the expansive
trade network of the Minoans. On the jar shown here (#16. 4-11),
as on other Kamares vases, the painter applied creamy white and
reddish-brown decoration to a rich black ground. The central motif
is a great leaping fish and perhaps a fishnet surrounded by a host
of curvilinear abstract patterns, including waves and spirals. The
swirling lines evoke life in the sea, and both the abstract and (he
natural forms beautifully complement the shape of the vessel.

The sea and the creatures inhabiting it also inspired the Late
Minoan octopus flask (F1G. 4-12) from Palaikastro decorated in
what art historians have dubbed the Marine Style. The tentacles
of the octopus reach out over the curving surfaces of (he vessel,
embracing the piece and emphasizing its volume, The flask is 4
masterful realization of the relationship between the vessel’s deco-
ration and its shape, always an issue for the vase painter, This later
jar, which is contemporaneous with the new palaces at Knossos and
elsewhere, differs markedly from its Kamares Ware predec
color. Not only is the octopus vase more muted in tone, by the Late
Minoan artist also reversed the earlier scheme ang placed dark sil
houettes on a light ground. Dark-on-light coloratign remained th"
norm for about a millennium in Greece, until about 53 BCE, Whexti
light figures and a dark background emerged once again, albejy in
very different form, as the prefe_rred manner (see S
Red-Figure Painting,” page 121).
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4-12 Marine Style octopus flask, from Palaikastro (Crete), Gre
ca. 1500 Bce. 11” high. Archaeological Museum, Iraklion,

Marine Style vases have dark figures on a light ground. On this -

flask, the tentacles of the sea creature reach out over the curving
the vessel to fill the shape perfectly.
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4-13 Snake Goddess, from the palace, Knossos (Crete), Greece,
ca. 1600 nce. Faience, 1’ 13" high. Archacological Museum, Iraklion,

This figurine may represent a priestess, but it is more likely a bare-breasted
goddess. The snakes in her hands (and the feline on her head, if it belongs)
imply that she has power over the animal world.

fashioning its gods in the image ol its people.
Another Cretan example is the gold-and-ivory
statuette (r1G. 4-13A) of a nude youthful god
(rom Palaikastro.

Harvesters Vase. ‘The finest surviving exam-
ple of Minoan relief sculpture is the so-called
Harvesters Vase (r1G, 4-14) from Hagia Triada.
Only the upper half of the ostrich-egg-shaped
body and neck of the vessel remain. Missing are
the lower parts of the harvesters (or, as some
think, sowers) and the ground on which they
stand, as well as the gold leaf that originally ,
covered the relief figures. Formulaic scenes of  (7)4-13A
sowing and harvesting were staples of Egyptian
funerary art (p1G. 3-16), but the Minoan artist
shunned static repetition in favor of a composi-
tion filled with individually characterized figures
bursting with energy. The relief shows a riotous crowd of young
men singing and shouting as they go to or return from the fields.
The artist vividly captured the youths’ forward movement and lusty
exuberance.

Although most of the “harvesters” conform to the age-old con-
vention of combined profile and frontal views, the relief sculptor
singled out one figure (F1G. 4-14, right of center) from his compan-
ions. He shakes a sistrum (a percussion instrument or rattle) to beat
time, and the artist depicted him in full profile with his lungs so
inflated with air that his ribs show. This is one of the first instances
in the history of art of a sculptor showing a keen interest in the
underlying muscular and skeletal structure of the human body. The
Minoan artists painstaking study of human anatomy is a singular
achievement, especially given the size of the Harvesters Vase, barely
5 inches at its greatest diameter. Equally noteworthy is how the
sculptor recorded the tension and relaxation of facial muscles with
astonishing exactitude, not only for this figure but for his nearest
companions as well. This degree of animation of the human face is
without precedent in ancient art.

Young god(?),
Palaikastro, ca.
1500-1450 BCE.

Minoan Decline. Scholars dispute the circum-
stances ending the Minoan civilization, although
most now believe that Mycenaeans had already
moved onto Crete and established themselves
at Knossos at the end of the New Palace period.
From the palace at Knossos, these intruders
appear to have ruled the island for at least a
half century, perhaps much longer. Parts of the
palace continued to be occupied until its final
destruction around 1200 BCE, but its importance
as a cultural center faded soon after 1400 BCE,
as the focus of Aegean civilization shifted to the
Greek mainland.

4-14 Harvesters Vase, from Hagia Triada (Crete),
Greece, ca. 1500 BCE. Steatite, originally with gold
leaf, greatest diameter 5”. Archaeological Museum,
Iraklion.

The relief sculptor of the singing young farmers on
this small stone vase was one of the first artists in his-
tory to represent the underlying muscular and skeieta
structure of the human body




PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS

Fortified Palaces for a Hostile World

.4 and
In contrast to the Minoans, whose sprawling palaces (Pas. A9 S

4-5) were unprotected by enclosing walls, the Mycenaeans Were o
SOme warriors who inhabited a hostile world. The palatial administrative
centers of their Cretan predecessors did not provide useful models for
royal residences on the mainland. Consequently, the Mycenaeans had
1o develop an independent solution for housing—and protecting —ther
Kings and their families and attendants.

Construction of the citadels of Tiryns (ras. 418 and 4=16) and
Mycenae (ra. 4-19) began about 1400 eoe. Both burned (along with 8l
the other Mycenaean strongholds) between 1250 and 1200 BCE when
northern invaders overran the Mycenaeans, they fell victim to internal
warfare, or they suffered a natural catastrophe—or a combination of
these factors. Homer called Tiryns the city “of the great walls.” In 1he
second century ce, when Pausanias, author of an invaluable Roman
guidebook to Greece, visited the long-abandoned site, he marveled at
the towering fortifications and considered the walls of Tiryns 1o be as
spectacular as the pyramids of Egypt. Indeed, the Greeks of the histori-
cal age believed that mere humans could not have erected these enor-
mous edifices. They attributed the construction of the greal Mycenaean
citadels to the mythical Cyclopes, a race of one-eyed giants. Architec-
tural historians still employ the lerm Cyclopean masonry to refer to the
huge, roughly cut stone blocks forming the massive fortification walls of
Tiryns and other Mycenaean sites,

The Mycenaean engineers who designed the circuit wall of Tinyns
compelled would-be attackers to approach the palace (pa. 4-15) within
the walls via a long ramp that forced the soldiers (usually right-handed;
compare Ao, 4-27) to expose their unshieided sides o the Mycenaean
defenders above. Then—if they got that far—the enemy forces had to
pass through a series of narrow gates that aiso could be defended easily,

Inside, at Tiryns as elsewhere, the most important element in the
palace plan was the megaron, or reception hall and throne room, of the
wanax (Mycenaean king). The main room of the megaron had a throne
against the right wall and a central hearth bordered by four Minoan-
style wood columns serving as supports for the roof, A vestibule with a
columnar facade preceded the throne room. The remains of the mega-
rons at Tiryns and Mycenae are scant, but at Pylos, home of Homer's
King Nestor (and the Griffin Warrior), archaeologists found sufficient evi-
dence lo enable them to visualize the original appearance of iis mega-
ron, complete with mural and ceiling paintings (ra. 4-18A),
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4-15 Plan of the palace and southern part of the citadel, Tiry
Greece, ca, 1400-1200 Bce.,

The plan of the Mycenaean fortress at Tiryns incorporated an en'r:
:;lmp designed to expose attacking soldiers’ unprotected right -/
e spears and arrows of the defending Mycenasan warriors.

4-16 Aecrial view of the

€a. 1400-1200 pcy, Shacd ﬂooklng €ast), Tiryns, Greece,

\
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ARCHITECTURAL BASICS

Corbeled Arches, Vaults, and Domes

The simplest method of spanning a passageway, documented in Neo-
lithic times and in Old Kingdom Egypt, is the post-and-lintel system
(G, 1-19).

A more sophisticated construction technique is the corbeled arch
(FG. 4-17), which, when extended, forms a corbeled vault, seen in primi-
tive form at the citadel of Tiryns in the galleries (rG. 4-18) of its fortified
wall circutt.

At Tiyns, the Mycenaean builders piled the large, irregular blocks
in horizontal courses and then cantilevered them inward until the two
walls met in a pointed arch. The Mycenaeans used no mortar. The
vault is held in place only by the weight of the blocks (often several tons
each), by the smaller stones used as wedges, and by the clay filling
some of the empty spaces. This crude but effective vaulting scheme
possesses an earthy monumentality. It is easy to see how a later age
came to believe that the uncouth Cyclopes were responsible for these
massive but unsophisticated fortifications.

4-17 Corbeled-arch
construction (John
Burge).

Builders construct a
corbeled arch by pil-
ing stone blocks in
horizontal courses and
then cantilevering them
inward until the walls
meet in a pointed arch.
The stones are held

in place by their own
weight.

MYCENAEAN ART

The origin of the Mycenaeans is also a subject of continuing debate
among archaeologists and historians. The only certainty is the pres-
ence of these forerunners of the Greeks on the mainland about the
time of the construction of the old palaces on Crete—that is, about
the beginning of the second millennium BCE. By the middle of that
millennium, a distinctive Mycenaean culture was flourishing—one
that filled a prior artistic vacuum on the mainland. Archaeologists
and historians have discussed the reasons for the sudden flourish-
ing of Mycenaean art and architecture, but the phenomenon must
reflect newfound wealth. Many scholars believe that the Mycenae-
ans were mercenaries who fought for the Egyptians and returned
home with rich war booty, That the Mycenaeans accumulated great
wealth and that their leaders were successful warriors was recon-
firmed in 2015 when a team from the University of Cincinnati dis-
covered at Pylos the extraordinarily rich burial of a man now known
as the Griffin Warrior. The dramatic discoveries of Schliemann and
his successors have fully justified Homer’s characterization of mid-
second-millennium BcE Mycenae as “rich in gold,” even if today’s
archaeologists no longer view the Mycenaeans solely through the

The corbeling principle was also used in antiquity to construct
relieving triangles above horizontal lintel blocks, as in Mycenae's Lion
Gate (Fie. 4-19) and Treasury of Atreus (Fic. 4-20), and stone domes.
The finest example of a corbeled dome in the ancient world is the burial
chamber (FrG. 4-21) of the Treasury of Atreus. The Mycenaean builders
probably constructed the vault using rough-hewn blocks. But after they
set the stones in place, the stonemasons had to finish the surfaces with
great precision to make them conform to both the horizontal and verti-
cal curvature of the wall. Hence, although the principle involved is no
different from that of the corbeled gallery of Tiryns, the problem of con-
structing a complete dome is far more complicated, and the execution
of the vault in the Treasury of Atreus is much more sophisticated than
that of the vaulted gallery at Tiryns. About 43 feet high, this Mycenaean
dome was at the time the largest vaulted space without interior sup-
ports that had ever been built. The achievement was not surpassed until
the Romans constructed the Pantheon (rc. 7-51) almost 1,500 years
later using a new technology—concrete construction—unknown to the
Mycenaeans or their Greek successors.

4-18 Corbel-vaulted gal-
lery in the circuit wall of
the citadel, Tiryns, Greece,
ca. 1400-1200 BCE.

In this long gallery within the
circuit walls of Tiryns, the
Mycenaeans piled Irregu-
lar Cyclopean blocks in
horizontal courses and then
cantilevered them until the
two walls met in a corbeled
arch.

eyes of Homer. The Minoans also possessed gold, but they derived
their wealth from a wide network of trading partners instead of
from plunder. And that is only one of the many differences between
these two great prehistoric Aegean cultures.

Architecture

The destruction of the Cretan palaces left the Late Helladic main-
land culture supreme. Although historians refer to this civilization
as Mycenaean, Mycenae was but one of several large citadel com-
plexes. Archaeologists have also unearthed Mycenaean remains at
Tiryns, Orchomenos, Pylos, and elsewhere (MAP 4-1), and a section
of a Mycenaean fortification wall is still in place on the Acropolis of
Athens, where Theseus ruled as king, The best-preserved and most
impressive Mycenaean remains are those of the citadels at Tiryns
and Mycenae (see “Fortified Palaces for a Hostile World.” page 96).

Tiryns. The walls of the Tiryns citadel (F1Gs. 4-15 and 4-16) aver-
age about 20 feet in thickness and impress visitors today as much
as they did in antiquity, when they were thought to be the work of
giants. In one section, the Tiryns circuit walls incorporate a long

Mycenaean At 97




gallery (F1G. 4-18) covered by cor-
beled vaults (see “Corbeled Arches,
Vaults, and Domes,” page 97). ’ﬂ]e_
severity of the exterior aspect of
the Mycenaean citadels did not,
however, extend to their interiors,
where frescoed walls (F1G. 4-18A)
were commonplace, as in the Cre-
tan palaces. Sculptural decoration
was nonetheless rare. Agamem-
non’s Mycenae was the exception.

(#)4-18A Megaron, Palace of
Nestor, Pylos, ca. 1300 Bce.

Lion Gate, Mycenae. The so-called Lion Gate (F1G. 4-19) is the
outer gateway of the stronghold at Mycenae. It is protected on the left
by a wall built on a natural rock outcropping and on the right by a
projecting bastion of large blocks. Any approaching enemies would
have had to enter this 20-foot-wide channel and face Mycenaean
defenders above them on both sides. The gate itself consists of two
great upright monoliths (posts) capped with a huge horizontal lintel
(FIG. 1-19). Above the lintel, the masonry courses form a corbeled arch
(FIG. 4-17), leaving an opening that lightens the weight that the lintel
carries. Filling this relieving triangle is a great limestone slab with two
lions in high relief facing a central Minoan-type column. The whole

4-19 Lion Gate (looking
east), Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1300-1250 BCE.
Limestone, relief panel
9’ 6" high.

The largest sculpture in the
prehistoric Aegean is this
relief of confronting lions that
fills the relieving triangle of
Mycenae's main gate. The
gate itself consists of two
great monolithic posts and a
huge lintel.

4-20 Exterior of the Trea-
sury of Atreus (looking
west), Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1300-1250 BCE.

The best-preserved Myce-
naean tholos tomb is named
after Homer's King Atreus.
An earthen mound covers
the burial chamber, reached
through a doorway at
the end of a long dromos
(passageway).
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4-21 Interior of the Treasury of Atreus (looking east toward
entrance), Mycenae, Greece, ca. 1300-1250 BCE.

The beehive-shaped tholos of the Treasury of Atreus consists of corbeled
courses of stone blocks laid on a circular base. The 43-foot-high dome was

the largest in the world for almost 1,500 years.

had engaged columns on each side, preserved in fragments today.
The burial chamber, or tholos (FIG. 4-21), consists of a series of
stone corbeled courses laid on a circular base to form a lofty dome

(see “Corbeled Arches, Vaults, and Domes,” page 97).

Metalwork, Sculpture, and Painting

The Treasury of Atreus was thoroughly looted long before its mod-
have unearthed spectacular

ern rediscovery, but archaeologists . the Grif
grave goods elsewhere at Mycenae (and in the grave of the Grif-

fin Warrior at Pylos). Just inside the Lion Gate, Schligmann uncov-
ered what archaeologists call Grave

Circle A (F1G. 4-21A). It predates the
Lion Gate and the walls of Myce-
nae by some three centuries, and
encloses six deep shafts that serve-d
as tombs for the kings and their
families. The royal corpses thE.lt
the Mycenaeans Jowered into their
deep graves had masks covering the

men’s faces, recalling the Egyptian funerary practice (see “Mummi-
fication and Immortality,” page 61). Jewelry adorned the bodies of
the women, and weapons and gold cups accompanied the men into

the afterlife.

Masks and Daggers. The Mycenaeans used the repoussé tech-
nique to fashion the masks that Schliemann found—that is, gold-
smiths hammered the shape of each mask from a single sheet of
metal and pushed the features out from behind. Art historians have
often compared the mask illustrated here (FIG. 4-22) to Tutankha-
men’s gold mummy mask (F1G. 3-34), but it is important to remem-
ber that the Mycenaean metalworker was one of the first in Greece
to produce a sculpted image of the human face at life-size. By con-
trast, Tutankhamen’s mask stands in a long line of large-scale Egyp-
tian sculptures going back more than a millennium. No one knows
whether the Mycenaean masks were intended as portraits, but the
artists took care to record different physical types. The masks found
in Grave Circle A portray youthful faces as well as mature ones. The
mask shown in F1G. 4-22, with its full beard, must depict a mature
man, perhaps a king—although not Agamemnon, as Schliemann
wished. If Agamemnon was a real king, he lived some 300 years
after the death of the man buried in Grave Circle A. Clearly the
Mycenaeans were “rich in gold” long before Homer’s heroes fought
at Troy.

Also found in Grave Circle A were several magnificent bronze
dagger blades inlaid with gold, silver, and niello (a black metal-
lic alloy), again attesting to the wealth of the Mycenaean kings as

4-22 Funerary mask, from Grave Circle A (F1G. 4-21A), Mycenae,
Greece, ca. 1600-1500 BCE. Beaten gold, 1’ high. National Archaeo-
logical Museum, Athens.

Homer described the Mycenaeans as “rich in gold.” This beaten-gold
(repoussé) mask of a bearded man comes from a royal shaft grave. It is one
of the first attempts at life-size sculpture in Greece.
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4-23 Inlaid dagger blade with lion hunt, from Grave Circle A (FIG. 4-21A), Mycenae,

ca 16001500 BCE. Bronze,

inlaid with gold, silver, and niello, 9” long. National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

_ : - er
The burial goods in Grave Circle A included costly weapons. The lion hunters on this bronze dagg

worker borrowed the subject from Egypt and Mesopotamia.

well as to their warlike nature. On one side of the largest and most
elaborate dagger (r1G. 4-23) from Circle A is a scene of four hunt-
ers attacking a lion that has struck down a fifth hunter, while two
other lions flee. The other side (not illustrated) depicts lions attack-
ing deer. The slim-waisted, long-haired figures are Minoan in style,
but the artist borrowed the subject from the repertoire of Egypt
and Mesopotamia. (There were no lions in Greece at this date.) It is
likely that a Minoan metalworker made the dagger for a Mycenaean
patron who admired Minoan art, but whose tastes in subject matter
differed from those of his Cretan counterparts.

Vapheio Cups. Excavations at other Mycenaean sites have pro-
duced several additional luxurious objects decorated with Minoan-
style figures. Chief among them is the pair of gold drinking cups
from a tholos tomb at Vapheio. The Vapheio cup illustrated here
(FIG. 4-24), also made using the repoussé technique, is probably the
work of a Cretan goldsmith. Both cups represent hunters attempt-
ing to capture wild bulls—probably for the bull games (r1G. 4-8)

4-24 Hunter capturing a bull,
drinking cup from Vapheio, near
Sparta, Greece, ca. 1600-1500 BCE.
Gold, 33” high. National Archaeo-
logical Museum, Athens.

The cups from a tholos tomb at
Vapheio are probably the work of a
Cretan goldsmith. They complement
the finds in Grave Circle A at Mycenae
and suggest that gold objects were
common In elite Mycenaean burials.
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4-25 Two goddesses(?) and a child, from Mycenae, Greece,
ca. 1400-1250 BcE. Ivory, 25" high. National Archaeological Museum,
Athens.

Made of rare imported ivory, perhaps by a Cretan artist, this statuette may
represent deities later paralieled in Greek mythology, but their identity and
even the gender of the child are uncertain.

Ivory Goddesses. Gold was not the only luxurious material
that elite Mycenaean patrons demanded for the objects they com-
missioned. For a shrine within the palace at Mycenae, a master
sculptor carved an intricately detailed group of two women anrd a
child (F16. 4-25) from a single piece of costly imported ivory, The
women's costumes with breasts exposed have the closest parallels
in Minoan art (F1G. 4-13), and this statuette, like the Vapheio cups,
is probably of Cretan manufacture. The imimatfe anrd lem'icr theme
also is foreign to the known Mycenaean repertoire, in which scenes
of hunting and warfare dominate. .

The identity of the three figures remains a mzrslcry. Soms
scholars have suggested that the two women are 'thc two queens
mentioned in inscriptions found in the excavation of the Myce-
naean palace at Pylos (FIG. 4-18A). Others have speculated that
the two women are deities, Mycenaean forerunners oft ‘Lhc Greek
agricultural goddesses Demeter and Persephone (see “The Go'ds
and Goddesses of Mount Olympus,” page 107.). and tha'l the child
is Triptolemos, the hero who spread the gift O_f agriculture to
the Greeks. That myth, however, probably postdates the Myce-

naean era,

In the second millennium BcE, large-scale
on the Greek mainland, as on Crete, other
than the paintings that once adorned the walls of Mycenaean pal-

aces (F1G. 4-18A). The triangular relief of the Lion Gate (rI1G. 4-19)
L T s the palnted plaster head (Fig 4-26)

Life-Size Statuary-
figural art was very rare

The white flesh tone indicates that the head is female. The hair and
eyes are dark blue, almost black, and the lips, cars, and headband
are red. The artist decorated the checks and chin with red circles
surrounded by a ring of red dots, recalling the facial paint or tattoos
recorded on Early Cycladic figurines of women. Although the large,
staring eyes give the face a menacing, if not terrifying, expression
appropriate for a guardian figure such as a sphinx, the closest paral-
lels to this work in the prehistoric Aegean are terracotta images of
goddesses. This head may therefore be a fragment of a very early
life-size culf statue in Greece, many times the height of the Palaikas-
tro youth (F1G. 4-13A).

Were it not for this plaster head and a few other exceptional
pieces, art historians might have concluded, wrongly, that the
Mycenaeans had no large-scale [reestanding statuary—a reminder
that it is always dangerous to generalize from the chance remains
of an ancient civilization. Nonetheless, Mycenaean life-size statuary
must have been rare, and no large stone statue has ever been found
in the prehistoric Aegean world, in striking contrast to Egypt and
Mesopotamia. After the collapse of Mycenaean civilization and for
the next several hundred years, no attempts at large-scale statuary
in any material are evident in the Aegean until, after the waning
of the so-called Dark Ages, Greek sculptors became exposed to the
great sculptural tradition of Egypt.

4-26 PFemale head, from Mycenae, Greece, ca, 1300-1250 pCE, Painted
plaster, 63" high. National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

This painted white plaster head of a woman with staring eyes may be a
fragment of a very early llfe-size statue of a goddess in Gresce, bul Bome



roan - . t'
27 Warrior Vase (krater), from Mycenae, Greece, ca. 1200 BCE. 1 4” high. Nation
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Ihouette and outline and a combination of frontal and profile views.
SHNOU A2,

Warrior Vase. An art form that did conlimfc throughout .tinte
period after the downfall of the Mycenaean palagles(was. vctlls;e };::wr
i’ng. One of the latest examples of Myccnaeanlpamltlmdg :lsm svarrior
(bowl for mixing wine and water) cqmmon ylc(:; e. i
Vase (F1G. 4-27) after its prominent frieze of so 1elrs mar”l gvﬂ

to war. At the left, a woman bi(_is farewell to the.co. umn ol 1eavily
armed warriors moving away {rom her. The pa‘linlmg lon this \lrJ:;sT
has no indication of setting and lacks the ]ar}dsca.;)e 'een‘flnltls .L
commonly appear in earlier Minoa1.1 and Myg.‘enaean art, 4 t ﬁl:lg

the painter depicted the soldiers usTng both silhouette a;l o'u ine,
all repeat the same pattern of combined frontal and profile views, a
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al Archaeological Museum, Athens,

Cenaean warriors depicted using both
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Aegean civxhzanon wergl ibe\‘uB d'Ome,- s time, the greatest days of
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Cénae-_ ;
non and Helep_ ass);mn?f Minos and Ariadne, Agamem-
golden age. ¢

Sature of heroes from a lost




HE BIG PICTURE

The Prehistoric Aegean

Early Cycladic Art ca. 3000-2000 Bce

The islands of the Aegean Sea boast excellent marble quarries, and marble statuettes are the major
surviving artworks of the Gyclades during the third millennium ece,

Unfortunately, little is known about the function of the Cycladic figurines because few have secure
provenances. Most of the statuettes represent nude women with their arms folded across thelr abdo-
mens. They probably came from graves and may represent the deceased, but others—for example,

musicians —almost certainly do not. Whatever their meaning, these statuettes mark the beginning of the
long history of marble sculpture in Greece,

Middle and Late Minoan Art ca. 1700-1200 sce

The construction of the first palaces on Crete occurred during the Old Palace period
{ca. 2000-1700 sce), but the golden age of Crete was the Middle and Late Minoan periods.

The Minoan “palaces” were administrative, commercial, and religious centers that may not have
been royal residences.

The greatest Minoan palace was at Knossos. A vast multistory structure arranged around a central court,

the Knossos palace was so complex in plan that it gave rise to the myth of the Minotaur in the labyrinth
of King Minos.

The major pictorial art form in the Minoan world was fresco painting. The murals depicted rituals (such
as bufl-leaping), landscapes, seascapes, and other subjects. Some of the best examples, such as the
Spring Fresco, come from Akrotiri on the island of Thera, buried during the volcanic eruption of 1628 BCE.

Vase painting also flourished. Sea motifs— the octopus, for example—were popular subjects.

Surviving examples of Minoan sculpture are of small scale. They include statuettes of “snake goddesses”
and reliefs on small objects, for example, the Harvesters Vase.

Mycenaean (Late Helladic) Art ca. 16001200 BCE

the Mycenaean objects known today may have

As early as 16001500 BcE, the Mycenaeans, who with their Greek allies later waged war on Troy, buried
their kings in deep shaft graves in which the excavator, Heinrich Schliemann, also found gold funerary
masks and bronze daggers inlaid with gold and silver.

By 1400 sck, the Mycenaeans had occupied Crete, and between 1400 and 1200 eck, they erected great
citadels on the mainland at Mycenae, Tiryns, and elsewhere with “Cyclopean” walls of huge, irregularly
shaped stone blocks. The Greeks of the historical period did not believe that mere humans could have
constructed these fortifications.

Masters of corbel vaulting, the Mycenaeans also erected beehive-shaped tholos tombs. The best
example —the Treasury of Atreus — boasts the largest dome I the pre-Roman world.

The oldest preserved large-scale sculptures in Greece, most notably Mycenae's Lion Gate, date to the

end of the Mycenaean period.

The Mycenaeans also excelled in small-scale ivory carving, metalworking, and pottery painting. Many of

been the work of Cretan artists, however.

Harp player, Keros,
ca. 2600-2300 sce

Spring Fresco, Akrotir,
ca. 1650-1625 BcE

Gold drinking cup, Vapheio,
ca. 1600-1500 Bce
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