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Short Abstract 

 

Every society designs specific types of built spaces suitable for structuring a complex 

web of social relationships and interactions.* Permanently interacting, space and society 

have a strong reciprocal relationship. Scholars in a number of related scientific fields 

such as anthropology, sociology, and behavioral sciences, have come to recognize the 

importance of the built environment to the social lives of people. Because of their highly 

compartmentalized nature, buildings have the power to structure movement, encounters, 

and social interaction between different users. Architecture sets the stage for certain 

activities to happen at the expense of others. In the process of place-making, the 

investment in a useful design and elaboration of the built environment throughout the 

stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial periods on Crete were major tools that aided 

the emerging and finally well established Minoan elites in making sense of their world. 

This dissertation adopts an integrative approach to the Minoan built space to investigate 

the ways in which the Minoan elites employed (monumental) architecture and 

performance as a means of advancing their socio-political power during the Pre-, Proto-, 

and Neopalatial periods. In order to do so it synthesizes most of the ongoing discussions 

in past and recent publications on Minoan architecture and society in an all-compassing 

diachronic perspective - from the Prepalatial Tholos and House tombs to the Proto-and 

Neopalatial Minoan Palaces - and highlights óhowô and ówhyô these monumental building 

structures played profound roles as active media in the structuring of Minoan 

communities. 

 

                                                 
* This book is the edited version of my PhD dissertation (2012) Socializing Architecture: 

(Monumental) Architecture and Social Interaction in Minoan Society, written under the 

supervision of Prof. Dr. Panagiotopoulos at the University of Heidelberg. 
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Abstract 

 

This part provides a general introduction to the major theme of this dissertation: the 

Minoan Palaces. Following the overview of past and recent approaches to the Minoan 

Palaces, the need to establish and present an integrative approach by means of which 

archaeologists can analyze the relationship between the built environment and human 

behaviour is further highlighted. Finally, the specific aims of this study are presented as 

well as the research designs and a structural overview in which the topics on which this 

dissertation is based are succinctly introduced. 
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Chapter 1.1.     Minoan Palaces and Minoan Society 

 

1.1.1.  The Dichotomy between Traditional and Recent Scholarship 

 

At the outset of this introductory paragraph, it should be underlined that from the moment 

of their discovery onwards the Minoan Palaces ï at least those of the ñwell knownò 

Proto-palatial and Neopalatial periods (1900 BC to 1450 BC) - were perceived as the 

major seats and physical embodiments of sovereign power.1 The paradigm that connects 

the Minoan Palaces to the existence of a central authority is the result of a top-down 

approach to the archaeological data and finds its origin in the influential theories of 

Arthur Evans.2 Strongly concentrating on the creation of typological and chronological 

classification, studies have emphasized a formal approach of analysis in order to suit a 

worldwide comparative scheme and, finally, these studies have concentrated strongly on 

the aesthetic of monuments that were of interest to a contemporary audience. This 

typological-aesthetic approach, appearing from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, has 

also provided the basis for the first scholars who studied Minoan architecture, primarily 

dealing with functionalist approaches towards buildings and focusing on establishing 

typologies of ground plans and different types of decoration and objects.3 Palatial and 

non-palatial architecture, among the most important starting points for the scrutiny of 

political and social organization, were studied by this typological-aesthetic approach, 

                                                 
1 Childe 1950; Renfrew 1972, 367-369; Warren 1985, 94; Cherry 1986, 19-45; Manning 1994; 

Barrett 1998, 254-257; Warren 2002; Betancourt 2002. 
2 Evans 1921, 26. 
3 McEnroe 1982; Shaw 1973a; Schoep 2004, 243ï244; There is a wide range of literature about 

specific architectural features, see for example Driessen 1982; Driessen 1989-1990; Marinatos 

and Hägg 1986; Palyvou 1987; Donald Preziosi (1983) has applied a modular approach to 

Minoan architecture with significant results; The round table held at Sheffield ñUrbanism in the 

Aegean Bronze Ageò, edited by Branigan (2001a), comprises numerous articles in which scholars 

attempt to find new approaches to infer socio-political structure from the distribution of arteftacts 

and architecture within the Minoan built-environment; Hitchcock (1999; 2000) applied contextual 

analysis to the Minoan built space; Palyvou (2002; 2004) approached Minoan architecture from 

the perspective of accessibility and circulation, an approach  upon which has been further 

elaborated by Letesson (2005; 2008; 2009) who looked for the architectural genotype in terms of 

circulation within Neopalatial architecture by the application of space-syntax theory. 
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which was translated in a rigid classification of these forms into categories like the 

Minoan Palace, the Minoan villa, and smaller houses.4  

 

Previous research has interpreted the archaeological data from a top down perspective: it 

defined a palatial style architecture and from the presence-absence of elements in the 

other buildings5, it deduced a hierarchical society in which there was at the top a central 

authority, possibly a ñPriest-Kingò, who organized all aspects of society at the intra-site 

and regional level.6 However, one question remains: ñDo we have any direct evidence 

pleading for the existence of Minoan kingship, apart from our general common sense?ò If 

we look at the historical evidence and contextualize Minoan society within the 

framework of other contemporaneous societies in the eastern Mediterranean, it would be 

strange to assume that among these societies Late Bronze Age Minoan Crete was the only 

example that was not organized in a more or less pyramidal structure. Evansô model of a 

Priest-King was born out of the desire to enhance Crete to the status of a culture 

competing with the great civilizations of the Eastern Mediterranean. As a consequence, 

Evans adopted the vision of the Palace as the residence of a ruler. Given the lack of 

independent religious buildings, the religious sector of society has been defined as 

interwoven with the political and thus all layers of Minoan society were housed under 

one single authority living inside the Palaces: a resident Minoan Priest-King, which is a 

construct unique within the entire Eastern Mediterranean. 

Evansô model still has several followers today, such as Betancourt, who concluded in his 

review of the administrative data of Minoan Crete that ñThe evidence indicates that 

Cretan Palaces had strong direction and the most likely situation requires a central 

political leader, which we would call King. No other system can adequately explain the 

scale of the evidence for social and economic advancement over a period of several 

centuries within a peaceful landscapeò.7 

 

                                                 
4 Graham 1962; 1987; McEnroe 1982, 3-19; Hägg 1997.  
5 Driessen 1989-1990, 3-23. 
6 Evans 1935, 960; MacGillivray 2001, 204. 
7 Betancourt (2002, 211) quoted in Marinatos 2010, 13-14. For other scholars that concur with 

Evansô model see Day and Relaki (2002) with references. 
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What material evidence corroborates the thesis that all spheres were centralized under the 

reign of one single ruler? Or otherwise formulated: which types of material culture reflect 

the rule on Crete of a Minoan King controlling the political, religious, and social sections 

of Minoan society? Arthur Evans also struggled with this question and in his quest to 

prove the hypothesis of Minoan kingship he tried to capture every possible glimpse of 

royal ideology in both iconography and palatial architecture. It should be noted that 

Evansô reconstructions are sometimes very subjective and therefore, to this date, it is not 

always certain whether or not his reconstructions constitute an archaeological reality. 

What Evans found at Knossos was a palatial type of architecture with several rooms with 

a religious character, comprising shrines, lustral basins, etc., all combined with ritual 

iconography such as double-axe symbols and horns of consecration on the walls. For 

Evans, the fresco of óthe Grandstandô with its tripartite shrine showed strong 

resemblances with the inner western façade of the Knossian Palace and led to the 

identification of the central court building as a Palace-Temple.8 According to Evans, the 

rich religiously colored archaeological evidence led to only one conclusion: in Minoan 

society there was a strong alliance between politics and religion and both domains were 

supposedly centralized at the Palaces.9 Obsessed by the Knossian-centric model Evans 

portrayed Knossos as the residence of a Priest-King, in this role installed in the Throne 

Room complex with his disciples in the anteroom and on the benches next to the throne. 

To quote Evans: ñThe whole of the excavations at Knossos has emphasized the fact that 

the ñHouse of Minosò was a sanctuary quite as much as a Palace. It was in fact a home of 

a succession of Priest-Kings.ò10 Although Evansô idea of the central court buildings was 

strongly influenced by the ideology his time, one cannot deny that there are some 

iconograpical resources speaking in support of some form of royal authority. The major 

iconographical candidate corroborating the existence of a Priest-King ruling Minoan 

society is the so-called ñPrince with the feather crownò, executed in three-dimensional 

plaster relief. This fresco is still today the subject of controversy. Evans reconstructed 

together with Gilliéron a male striding figure with naked torso, carrying a feathered 

                                                 
8 MacGillivray 2001, 192 and 207. 
9 Schoep 2010, 221-222. 
10 Evans 1935, 960. 
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crown with lilies, which he named the Priest-King.11 Evans wrote the following about the 

fresco: ñWe have here surely [é] a Priest-King after the order of Minos. In other words 

we here recognize Minos himself in one of his mortal incarnationsò12. It was Evansô 

belief that the place where the fragments were found was once a corridor that was 

connected to the Corridor of the Procession. In this corridor, the Priest-King was striding 

in direction of the central court, a situation comparable with the processing figures 

depicted on the walls of the Corridor of the Procession.13 

Over time, Coulomb and Niemeier have criticized the reconstruction made by Evans and 

Gilliéron.14 After close examination of the evidence Coulomb argued that the feathered 

crowned head and the rest of the body could not belong to the same person and suggested 

that the Priest King was probably a boxer.15 Neimeier retakes the analysis by Coulomb 

and agrees with the separation of the head from the body, however, he turned down the 

reconstruction of a boxer,16 arguing that the separate fragments of the relief must belong 

to more than one individual, particularly since the crown was of a type normally worn by 

female figures.17 Niemeier defined the figure as a Minoan god with long hair, which is 

standing still and holding a staff and probably was part of a larger pictorial scene, the 

feathered crown most likely belonging to a sphinx or priestess.18 

Despite all the controversy on the matter, Shaw believes Evansô original interpretation 

was largely right and that the fresco fragments depict a óYoung Princeô or future Priest-

King.19 However, it must have been said that Shaw doesnôt discuss the difficulties 

regarding the reconstruction of a feathered crown on the head of this figure. Additionally, 

there is a close parallel to the ñChieftainôs Cupò from Haghia Triada named after the 

eponymous young male figure holding a scepter-like staff in front of him and which has 

                                                 
11 Shaw 2004, 65. 
12 Evans 1928, 779. 
13 Evans 1928, 762. 
14 Coulomb 1990; Niemeier 1988. 
15 Coulomb 1979; Coulomb 1981, 36; Coulomb 1990, 101-102. 
16 Niemeier 1988, 238. 
17 Shaw 2004, 65. 
18 Shaw 2004, 70-71. 
19 Shaw 2004, 73 and 82. 
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been interpreted as a young prince who holds authority over the entire island.20 In this 

dissertation, we will reconstruct the presence of a Priest-King fresco in the south corridor, 

which would have been the main access route to the central court because it was 

connected to the Corridor of the Procession at the ñWest Porchò entrance. As we will see 

later on, such a reconstruction means that the Minoan visitor entering the Palace from the 

Corridor of the Procession would have been interacting with specific iconographical 

themes, closely related to the ideology of the Palace and its controllers.  

 

Especially seals with epiphany depictions of male or female deities holding scepters in 

the same manner provide interesting illustrations of the connection between the staff and 

authoritative behavior. A first good example is a seal found in the Palace Shrine at 

Knossos, depicting the ñMother of the Mountainò holding this kind of scepter standing on 

a peak guarded by lions while a person venerates her.21 Because of the importance of 

peak sanctuaries in Minoan religion and the unusual size of the votary person depicted to 

the right of the Goddess, Evans pointed out that this person could only be the Knossian 

ruler himself in adoration of the Mother Goddess.22 The depiction on the left, which is 

decorated with horns of consecration, could represent the Knossian Palace, as these horns 

stress the political and religious connection to the Palace, in accordance with the real 

physical link between the Palace of Knossos and Mount Juktas. A final example we 

would like to discuss is the seal impression of a large gold ring dated to LM I which is 

referred to in literature as the ñMaster Impressionò of Khania, which depicts a male 

figure standing on top of building that is situated on a mountain top. The male figure has 

the same characteristics as the female figure on the Knossos impression, however she is 

oriented differently. Hallager argued that the Master Impression of Khania displays a 

clear representation of supremacy and authority through the image of the scepter and the 

monumental representation of the person holding it.23 Krattenmaker argues that the 

iconographical evidence of the seal of the Mother of the Mountain or the Master 

                                                 
20 Niemeier (1988, 238) talks about a gesture of command, thus legitimizing his identification as a 

young ruler.  
21 Krattenmaker 1995, 50. 
22 Evans 1921, 809: fig. 528. 
23 Hallager 1985, 19. 
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Impression does not provide us with clear evidence to identify the Minoan ruler with 

certainty. Instead of the real representation of a King or a Queen we are most probably 

dealing with a God or a Goddess who passes on the object of authority (the sceptre) to the 

ruler, which is definitely supported by the gesture of devotion made to the female central 

figure on the Knossos sealing.24  

The examples above provide good evidence allowing for the interpretation of the 

depiction of the scepter in combination with prominently portrayed persons as a link 

between the human and the divine and therefore as a medium through which the 

legitimacy of Minoan kingship could have been transferred to the human domain.25 Or in 

Krattenmakersô words: ñAlthough it still does not seem possible to identify the Minoan 

ruler with certainty, the ultimate identification of the figures on the two sealings 

examined here does not affect their message, which is one of legitimized ruleò.26 

Although Evansô discourse was strongly influenced by the ideology of his time, one 

cannot deny that there are indeed several iconographical records speaking in favor of 

some form of royal authority. 

 

Over the past years, several scholars have emphasized that Evans has exaggerated the 

nature of Minoan authority and that the kingship model should be re-assessed. Among 

these scholars, Koehl addressed the question of Minoan kingship arguing that quite 

plausibly Minoan Crete had a number of equally important aristocratic elites, controlled 

at the top by a chief. The power and authority of these elites were spread over the other 

most important palatial and non-palatial settlements.27 Koehl also came to the conclusion 

that these chiefs were regarded within the palatial and non-palatial communities rather as 

primi inter pares than as absolute monarchs. The primary distinction of these chiefs lay 

in their authority as the highest ranking local prelate. Davis finds herself somewhere in 

between the proposition made by Koehl and the one originally made by Evans. She 

argues: ñI find it difficult to conceive a major civilization in the Mediterranean Bronze 

                                                 
24 Krattenmaker 1995, 57. 
25 Krattenmaker 1995, 56-57. 
26 Krattenmaker 1995, 58. 
27 Koehl 1995, 35. 
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Age without a male ruler or rulersò28; which means that she keeps at least the possibility 

open that Minoan society had a more dynamic socio-political system with different 

highly ranked chiefs. Thanks to Branigan, Driessen, and others, attention has been paid to 

contextualize the palatial buildings within their urban setting in order to understand the 

political, social and/or economical relationships between various groups (tiers) of people, 

often referred to as elites and non-elites.29 

The rejections above have major implications for the reconstruction of the socio-political 

landscape and the dynamic between the different palatial and non-palatial settlements on 

Crete. However, these refutations should not be seen as a true breach with past 

scholarship, but rather as a gradual evolution. The publication of the volume, The 

Monuments of Minos, illustrates intelligently the continuing search of different scholars 

towards a re-definition of the true nature of the Minoan socio-political fabric. In the 

aforementioned volume, Shoep stresses that the material record shows an overall picture 

of homogeneity in architectural forms and administrative practices, which have been 

interpreted as an indication of a large, island-wide integrated political structure with a 

dominance of Knossos spanning the entire island.30 After the publication of Grahamôs 

investigations, it became clear that all Minoan Palaces shared a number of functions.31 

However, the strong difference in scale, monumentality and elaboration between Knossos 

and the other Minoan Palaces supports the view that Knossos was the typeset settlement 

for the entire island, whereas all lower order centers copied the shape and form of the 

building.32 Driessen and Vansteenhuyse discussed the existence of different site 

hierarchies across the island, with the outcome that Knossos again came forward as the 

mightiest political center.33 The uniqueness of Knossos has led some scholars to argue 

                                                 
28 Davis 1995, 18. 
29 See the papers in the volume edited by Branigan 2001a. 
30 Schoep 2002, 22; Knossos is among the palatial settlements the only site with clear traces of 

human activity dated to as early as the seventh to the fifth millennium BC and becomes already 

from EMII on the largest site on Crete. Knossos did not control the island at this point, but it has 

been argued that a central authority inside the settlement organized the EM II building program, 

see Tomkins 2007 and especially Wilson 2008, 88. 
31 Graham 1962; 1987. 
32 Schoep 2002, 22; Hamilakis 2002, 182. 
33 Vansteenhuyse 2002, 243. 
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that Knossos was the ñcosmological centerò with cultural and ideological supremacy over 

the entire island.34  

However, the same authors try to nuance their statements since by means of different 

integrative approaches they simultaneously attempt to challenge the Knossian-centric 

model. Of major importance was the acknowledgement of a wide range of regional 

phenomena that occurred outside direct Knossian control.35 A re-examination of the 

existing material culture, which was traditionally interpreted as emphasizing the 

Knossian dominance, does not yield the same homogenous picture as has been assumed 

to date. By looking at both sides of the fence, the material evidence shows some 

homogenous tendencies across Crete, whereas at the same time regional differences 

cannot be ignored.36 In her analysis of the Proto-and Neopalatial Palaces, Schoep 

deconstructs the similar timeframe for the construction of each of the Minoan Palaces. 

She convincely argued for example that the first real Knossian Palace was built slightly 

later than the Malian one.37 Such observations illustrate that Knossos did not necessarily 

constitute the actual type-site from which the palatial building form originated. The 

palatial form is rather the result of different regional processes that occurred on the 

island, such as a continual process of innovation, social complexity and competition 

between different sites, which eventually resulted in the regionally spread phenomenon of 

the Minoan Palace across Crete.   

 

Additionally, recent discoveries illustrate that the Minoan villas are not really isolated 

entities in the landscape, but rather integrated as urban centers, which means that they 

should not be perceived as traditional country houses of the palatial elite, but rather as 

central places within distinctive communities.38 Furthermore, the fact that the number of 

palatial and palatial-like buildings rose considerably on the island, and that most of the 

palatial buildings had non-elaborated predecessors led to the rejection of the Minoan 

Palace as the residence of a single ruler and the interpretation of the Minoan Palace as a 

                                                 
34 Soles 1995. 
35 Schoep 2002, 23. 
36 Schoep 2002, 23. 
37 Schoep 2004, 244-245. 
38 Hamilakis 2002, 183. 
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ritual center.39 These arguments have underlined the idea that social and political 

structures in the Neopalatial period were not as pyramidal and rigid as previously 

assumed, but instead were more subject to change.40 In order to re-define these socio-

political dynamics, the archaeological data of the Neopalatial period was analyzed 

through the theoretical frameworks of hierarchy, heterarchy and factionalism, by means 

of which scholars attempted to identify the different social tiers in Minoan society and 

redefine the political and social landscape.41 The above has led to a distinct preference in 

Minoan research to consider Neopalatial Crete as a heterarchically organized political 

structure.42 In this kind of model, power and authority are not necessarily in the hands of 

one person, for example a King, but can be controlled by different persons, as power and 

authority is rather decentralized.43 One should question why the models of hierarchy and 

heterarchy are treated separately from each other, instead of as constituent parts of the 

same social system.44 They can perfectly exist next to one another, with different elite 

levels operating next to each other. In a truly hierarchical system these levels should be 

centralized within the authority of one person, e.g. a King.  

 

It becomes clear that recent scholarship favors a rather dispersed system of authority, 

which immediately brings into focus another concept which has been popular in recent 

scholarship - the notion of ñcompetitionò.45 Several papers in The Monuments of Minos 

take this concept as a starting point and theorize Minoan culture through the concept of 

factional competition. Factions are different from class- and interest groups, in that they 

are vertical divisions that focus around a leader or group of leaders, but also include other 

social actors of lower rank and limited access to resources, often in a patron/client 

relationship. In that sense factions form a corporate identity, which focuses on the 

differences between the individual factions rather than on differences between their 

                                                 
39 Driessen 2002. 
40 Adams 2004, 192-194. 
41 Crumley 1995, 1-5; Hamilakis 1998; 2002. 
42 Crumley 1995, 3; Adams 2004, 192-193. 
43 Parkinson and Galaty 2007, 116. 
44 Schoep 2002; Schoep and Knappett 2005, 23. 
45 Brumfiel 1995, 129; Brumfiel 1994; Hamilakis 2002. 
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respective members.46 Therefore, this approach should be seen as a more ñdemocraticò 

approach towards the Minoan period.  

 

To recapitulate, the discussion above shows that the nature of  socio-political structure in 

the Neopalatial period is still a matter of debate. Within the volume the monuments of 

Minos several scholars share the tendency to reject the traditional Kingship model of a 

centralized political authority residing within the Palaces and inside this new framework 

the most important agents for Minoan community life resided outside the Minoan 

palaces. In such a non-palatial model, the palaces were not interpreted as residences of a 

ruler or ruling group, but as a large communal building for the execution of rituals and 

ceremonies47, organized by the ruling factional group or political leaders and involving 

all layers of the social fabric.48 Paul Halstead already suggested at a very early stage that 

the Minoan Palaces are multi-functional and could have integrated the roles of 

Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey and Wembley Stadium under one and the same 

roof.49 It is within the light of this new theoretical framework that studies which perceive 

buildings as theatres for social discourse are becoming more common.50 Within this 

interpretation, the events that took place within these monumental buildings, whether 

administrative activities or religious rituals, are seen as being central to the maintenance 

of elite power. Hosting such festivals was essential to the ruling elite in the process of 

legitimizing their power and authority.51 The Palaces were the common arenas for social 

and political display and formed a striking focal point within the urban landscape, to the 

extent that many roads ultimately led to them.52 

One should not overemphasize the importance of group competition within Minoan 

communities. Inter-group competition was not necessarily a dominant element in the 

socio-political fabric of Minoan Crete. Minoan elites used a wide variety of resources to 

stress a sense of community as much as a sense of inequality. The one balances the other 

                                                 
46 Hamilakis 2002, 186. 
47 Gesell 1987. 
48 Hamilakis 2002; Schoep 2002; Schoep 2006; Driessen 2002; Warren 2002; Betancourt 2002; 

Day et Relaki 2002; Vansteenhuyse 2002; Borgna 2004. 
49 Halstead 1981, 201. 
50 See Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006. 
51 Hamilakis 1998, 48; Hamilakis 1999; Hamilakis 2002. 
52 See Driessen (2009, 44-51) who came carefully to such conclusions. 
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out. Keeping the continuing tradition and past memory in place was maybe even more 

important than the reign of one group over another.  

Especially interesting in this perspective is a study carried out by Adams (2004), who, in 

her analysis of power relations in the Neopalatial period, emphasized the need to 

contextualize the palaces within the entire settlement in order to understand the complex 

dynamics between various elites and non-elites inside the community. Although Adams 

mentions the concepts of heterarchy and factional competition, she prefers to model 

Minoan community life through a sophisticated variant of hierarchy in order to explain 

the power relations existing between different socio-political tiers. Through differences in 

size and the distribution and presence/absence of artefacts, categories and architectural 

features, Adams was able to identify for example the different social tiers living within 

Knossos and Malia. What Adams discovered was a far-reaching formalization of 

ceremonial activities throughout several buildings within the settlements, which may 

show a form of emulation of the Palaceôs architecture, and competition among those 

responsible for commissioning, possibly living within these buildings.53 Adamsô analysis 

shows that óeliteô architectural and archaeological material was only to be found in very 

specific buildings, which could betray elements of their exclusive use. Further, access to 

and participation in ceremonial activities within  such buildings was reserved to a select 

group of people. 

The town of Knossos appears to have been divided in different clusters of buildings with 

at the very top the Palace, followed by the mansions or villas, specialized buildings and 

non-elaborate houses.54 Similar observations could be made for Malia as well and might 

be illustrative for different social tiers living within the settlement; a complex dynamic 

between the true elites in control of and maybe living at the Palace, the second tier and 

the ones below.55 In such a situation, material culture and architectural elaboration 

became essentially important to negotiate and downplay status and authority, not only for 

the Palatial elite, but also among the other tier groups.56 

 

                                                 
53 Adams 2004, 210. 
54 Adams 2004, 208 ï 211. 
55 Adams 2004, 211-213. 
56 Adams 2004, 213. 
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Adams does not elaborate whether or not the actual elite resided within the Palaces, 

however, Schoep, who in a recent article made very similar observations, clearly states 

that the palaces were not inhabited and should be perceived as the main religious venues 

for the execution of ritual performances.57 According to Schoep, the main people behind 

the construction of these central court buildings should be found living óoutsideô these 

monumental complexes.58 

Schoep made a critical assessment of the traditional Palace-Temple model of Evans 

bringing forward that Evansô highly unusual model of a Priest-King residing in a Palace-

Temple consciuously breaks with the traditions of the Eastern Mediterranean, expressing 

Evansô Creto-centrism.59 Further, she argues that the large number of archaeological 

evidence compared to the time of Evans pleads for a different function of the central 

court buildings in that they only functioned as the main religious venues for the 

performance of specific rituals and ceremonies, the actual main seats of political power to 

be located outside the court buildings. The ruling group resided  in what she refers to as 

óthe high profile buildingsô within the settlements, such as the urban mansions which are 

typified by a strong presence of elite culture, in line with what has been attested at the 

central court buildings.60 Such a reconstruction follows closely the vision of a 

decentralized system of authority since the publication of The Monuments of Minos.61  

 

In light of the discussion above, it seems necessary to express some personal nuances as 

regards the duality of kingship versus group factionalism. Since both factionalism and 

authoritative rule can exist simultaneously, one might find it hard to reject the existence 

of a central political authority at the intra-site level of Minoan society, especially for the 

palatial sites. On the other hand, it is very unlikely that an architectural concept as the 

palatial form comes forward in a socio-political climate of shared political power among 

rivaling social groups. Notwithstanding that competition among rivaling groups could 

have been an important drive for the political economy of Bronze Age groups, the 

building of a mega structure like a Minoan Palace could better be explained as an 

                                                 
57 Schoep 2010, 232. 
58 Schoep 2006, 57. 
59 Schoep 2010, 222-225. 
60 Schoep 2010, 232-233. 
61 Schoep 2010, 236. 
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example of cooperation, a collective investment of the community. Expanding the view 

to different contemporaneous societies in the Eastern Mediterranean, similar buildings 

were erected for the benefit of sovereign authority often executed by a single monarch.62 

This of course, does not entail that a King also ruled Minoan Crete, but, until the opposite 

has been proven, to me the hypothesis that the Palaces were at least controlled by a group 

of people constituting the highest elite remains valid. This would also imply that one 

might find it still necessary to consider Minoan society as hierarchically structured rather 

than heterarchically. Nevertheless, there is no denying that both systems existed 

simultaneously and functioned together as one undivided whole.  

 

The nature of the Minoan Palaces is widely debated, however, the communis opinio holds 

that during the Middle and Late Bronze Age Minoan Crete was divided in several polities 

of a certain status, at the center of which was a Minoan Palace.63 Other flourishing non-

palatial settlements such as Pseira and Palaikastro were intrinsically different from the 

palatial settlements. They had well-constructed elite buildings with several elite features, 

well-formed street systems, but did not necessarily possess central buildings or 

ñPalacesò.64 In the Neopalatial period the number of peak sanctuaries decreases but those 

which continued to be used for ritual practices, show a strong elite presence and energy 

investment in the siteôs elaboration.65 The number of ritual caves also flourished. How 

should one understand the function of the Minoan Palaces within the Minoan 

communities? At the current state of research, this question cannot be answered in a 

straightforward manner, however, it becomes clear that although the central court 

buildings did not necessarily have a residential function, they still play an essential role in 

Minoan community-life.  

 

                                                 
62 I especially want to thank Prof. D. Panagiotopoulos here, since these nuances have been 

strongly inspired on several short discussions with him. Such an observation closely aligns with 

the views of Evans, Betancourt, and others as outlined above. 
63 Vansteenhuyse 2002, 243; Cherry 1986; Cadogan 1994; Bennet (2007, 184): ñIt is likely, at 

least in the first half of the second millennium, that each Minoan Palace was politically 

independentò. 
64 Cunningham 2001; Adams 2010, 22. 
65 Peatfield 1994. 
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The different approaches outlined in this chapter enabled us to locate more clues 

regarding the socio-political climate of Crete, however, they all offer little insight of how 

the central court buildings were actually perceived and experienced.66 Leaving aside the 

question whether one deconstructs the view of the Minoan palaces being elite residences 

or favors the view of the Minoan palaces being large communal buildings within the 

Minoan community; these reconstructions do not give a sufficient explanation to the 

questions 1) ówhyô these buildings were built in these particular ways; 2) What could 

have been the social strategies underlying their construction and 3) how these buildings 

and the performances executed could have been actively used to structure human 

relations and interactions ï a social construct in which human experience was essentially 

important. 

 

This dissertation tries to reach beyond the discussions above and wants to elaborate on all 

of these questions, trying to understand the social dimension of these constructions, in 

order to shed light on the importance of the central court buildings as integrative devices 

within Minoan communities, which can only be clarified by focusing on human 

experience. An assessment of the physical layout and architectural elaboration, as well as 

a thorough discussion of the performative events organized at the central court buildings 

seems therefore well in place. It invites to test the interpretation of the Palaces as settings 

of elite performances, which would add a separate form of data and a different approach 

to the ongoing discussions and helps us to elucidate the way in which these buildings 

were used as meaningful media or representational spaces within the process of 

community building. 

In order to do so chapter 2 presents a methodology that builds on social theory and 

phenomenology. Such an approach offers the possibility to read some of the most 

important monuments of Minoan society as socially constructed entities. 

 

                                                 
66 Adams (2007) is one of the first scholars who tried to reconstruct Minoan experience, focusing 

on how the specific nature of different types of entrances at the Minoan palaces affected Minoans, 

each of them creating a very unique experience for people. In her article, Adams only focused on 

the entrances themselves, which invites us not to focus solely on the importance of entrances, but 

rather assess to what extent the entire architectural layout of the Minoan palaces was part of a 

unique social experience. 
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1.1.2. More than one way to Study a Minoan Palace: Past and Recent Approaches 

 

In studying prior publications as regards this topic, it has become clear that it is rather 

difficult to review all approaches that were taken to the study of Minoan architecture 

from the genesis of the discipline onwards. In general, these past approaches comprised 

the following: scholars have studied architecture through the lens of evolutionary change, 

focused on the creation of typological and chronological classification, building materials 

and techniques, have emphasized a formal approach of analysis and the presentation of 

the material and, finally, some attention has been paid to the semiotic and experiential 

aspects of Minoan architecture.67 The publications of the volumes The Function of the 

Minoan Palaces68 and The function of the Minoan Villa69 clearly indicate the growing 

need for a satisfying explanation and interpretation of the social reality behind these 

monumental forms of architecture. However, the variety of approaches brought together 

in these volumes suggests that there is no consensus as to which approach is the most 

successful. It seems that there is more than one way to study a Minoan building. 

McEnroe constructed a typology for Late Minoan architecture by a checklist of 32 

architectural and non-architectural features and divided Late Minoan buildings in three 

distinctive types. Type 1 was closely related to the Minoan Palaces, which McEnroe 

describes as ñpolite architectureò, implying a certain Minoan design canon. Type 3 had 

the least common features and were poorly built houses, called ñvernacular 

architectureò.70 However, a study by Hitchcock reveals that the checklist and typology 

created by McEnroe is more fiction than reality and holds several discrepancies. In order 

to create a more reliable checklist, Hitchcock reviewed, modified and updated both the 

checklists of McEnroe as well as the one by Preziosi and created a checklist of 

approximately 60 typological features.71  

 

                                                 
67 Graham 1962; 1987; McEnroe 1979; 1982; 1990; Shaw 1973a; 1973b; Marinatos 1984; 

Sanders  1984; 1990; Palyvou 1987; 1989; 1990; 2000; 2002; 2004; 2008; Preziosi 1983; 2003; 

Hitchcock 1999; 2000; Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006; Letesson 2005; 2008; 2009. 
68 Hägg and Marinatos 1987. 
69 Hägg 1997. 
70 McEnroe 1990, 195. 
71 McEnroe 1979; Preziosi 1983, 148-157: table II.6; Hitchcock and Preziosi 1994. 
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With regard to the Minoan Palaces, what exactly constitutes a ñMinoan Palaceò is heavily 

debated.72 However, there are no difficulties in describing their form, which is 

completely separate from their actual function as economic, religious, administrative or 

political ñRoyalò residences. In the early years of the Minoan discipline, scholars 

believed that the Minoan Palaces, in strong contrast to the sophisticated architecture of 

Egypt and Classical Greece, were disorganized, chaotic, and labyrinthine structures with 

different distinct functional zones, clusters or ñinsulaeò arranged next to each other, but 

not always in direct communication.73 The large open-air spaces that are so typical of 

these complexes, with the central court as the most prominent feature were regarded as 

the main spaces creating cohesion between the different functional quarters.  

 

In Minoan archaeology, two authors have dealt thoroughly with the study of architectural 

design and focused extensively on the design and layout of the Minoan Palaces. Graham 

was the first to carry out a profound study of the principles of Minoan design, trying to 

understand why these buildings were built in this particular form. Instead of a detailed 

discussion of all individual buildings and their variability, Graham focused on similarities 

and shared correspondences between the separate buildings.74 His approach resulted in a 

widely disputed basis for further comparison with the monumental architecture of other 

contemporary cultures. In his study of the Minoan Palaces Graham tried to move away 

from the traditional ñinsulaeò hypothesis since one of his primary aims was to find 

enough evidence to prove that a functional planning was at the basis of their construction. 

Graham concludes: ñIt [é] seems evident that considerable planning must have preceded 

the actual construction of these buildings. It also seems evident that the focal point of the 

plan was the central court, and around this and facing on it most of the quarters were 

builtò75. For him, the Minoan Palaces were built according to a very specific normative 

design principle: ñthe guiding principle in this planning of the quarters about the central 

                                                 
72 See various contributions in Hägg and Marinatos 1987; Schoep 2002, 18-19; Driessen 2002. 
73 Evans 1921, 203; Pendleburry 1933. 
74 Graham 1962; 1987. 
75 Graham 1987, 237.  
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court was not aesthetic ï there is no attempt to arrange them symmetrically, for example- 

but practicalò76. 

As compared to contemporary scholarship, Grahamôs analysis may be referred to as 

progressive in that it stipulated the hypothesis that the Minoan architects made use of a 

measuring system, referred to as the Minoan foot.77 Graham departed from the 

assumption that the Classical Greeks inherited many elements of the Minoan culture with 

the Mycenaean Greeks as intermediators. Therefore, Grahamôs investigation of Minoan 

architecture was primarily directed by comparison with the innovations occurring on the 

Greek peninsula. Investigation of houses of fourth and fifth century Olynthos showed that 

in the construction of the houses two different foot-lengths were used.78 Graham 

discovered in Minoan architecture also a ñMinoan footò of 0.3036m, largely based on a 

detailed analysis of the western façade of the Palace of Phaistos.79 His evidence was 

corroborated by proving that this unit also occurred in the layout of the west wing of the 

Palace, the central court, and the northern façade facing the central court.80 Graham even 

attempted to reconstruct the manner in which the architect of Phaistos proceeded in 

designing the Palace.81 Graham further investigated Knossos and Malia and proved, 

although in these cases the evidence was less clear, that a Minoan foot was used as a 

standard length in the design of the Palaces, which made him conclude that ñthe principal 

dimensions of large and important buildings (the Palaces) should often have been laid out 

in round numbers, when not restricted by particular physical circumstances such as the 

topography of the site or the presence of pre-existing structuresò82.  

 

                                                 
76 Graham 1987, 238. 
77 Graham 1960. 
78 Graham (1960, 335): ñSome quarter of a century ago when studying the foot lengths [é] I 

found that there were two reliable types of evidence: round numbers of feet in long dimensions 

[é] and whole foot-lengths in short dimensions recurring in series ï the three-foot intervals 

between the vertical incised lines on carefully decorated stuccoed walls.ò 
79 Graham 1960. In his analysis of the northern façade facing to the central court of Phaistos he 

concluded that the façade had a total length of 80 M.ft., divided in two distinct parts of 40 M.ft, 

the middle formed by the northern entrance. Another example is the central court that measured 

north-south 170 M. ft. This can be divided in 70 M. ft. from the northern façade up to the south 

end of corridor 7 and a 100 M. ft. from that point up to the south end of the central court. 
80 For detailed results, see Graham 1960, 339. 
81 Graham 1960, 340. 
82 Graham 1960, 341. 
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Cherry pointed out in an article that the Minoan foot of 0.3036m as proposed by Graham 

did not occur as a standard to the degree which has been traditionally assumed. By 

simulating the measurements of Graham in a statistical program, he had to conclude that 

not Grahamôs foot is the most recurrent unit of length, but another one. Therefore, we do 

not have to consider this length as a given certainty.83 This on the other hand does not 

take away the fact that the design process behind the Palaces was most probably 

extremely controlled and that a measuring system was used. It would be strange to think 

otherwise. 

 

Preziosi also has substantially contributed to the field of Minoan archaeology.84 He did 

not deny the existence of the Minoan foot, but stressed that the geometry of the building 

was at least as important in the layout of the Palaces. Presiozi argues that in Minoan 

times a modular grid was used to design the Palaces.85 According to Presiozi the Minoans 

used two different types of foot-lengths, a shorter and longer Minoan foot, of respectively 

0.270 and 0.340 m in length.86 The central court and the west wing form the actual core 

of a Minoan Palace. The square formed by both parts of the Palace is literally cut in two 

equal pieces by the eastern façade of the west wing.  

Although the use of a metrical system might be disputed, both authors aimed to prove 

that Minoan architecture, and especially the Minoan Palaces, consisted of planned 

constructions built according to metrical standards and well-defined proportions. 

Supposedly, the architectôs major objective was to design the building in different 

quarters, each with its own specific function. 

 

Additionally, there is another trend in Minoan archaeology, in which scholars tend to 

look towards the semiotic and experiential side of Minoan architecture. They have dealt 

with specific questions such as circulation patterns, the distribution of room types 

throughout the building, the experience of monumentality, size, and decoration, as well as 

                                                 
83 For more information about the method, see Cherry 1983, 52-56. 
84 Preziosi 1983. 
85 Preziosi 2003. 
86 Preziosi 1983, 486; In fact, he argues that the Minoan builders used several standards ranging 

between 0.270 and 0.350m. Although, he states clearly that there are two clusters, one at 0.270 

and one at 0.340m. 
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the internal and external orientations of the different units inside the Palaces proper.87 

One of the most innovative approaches to Minoan architecture was developed by 

Sanders, who studied building block B in the early settlement of Myrtos by means of an 

integrative approach.88 His study builds upon an approach merging the fields of 

semiotics, behavioral sciences, and archaeology in order to create a methodological 

model, which should make it possible to trace the reciprocal relationship between 

behavioral conventions and built space, i.e. ñwhyò people structure the built space in very 

specific ways. In his work, semiotics and behavioral science are combined with a series 

of archaeological procedures which include artefact distribution analysis, the study of 

room layout, etc. Sanders uses a variety of approaches to infer human behavior from the 

buildingôs layout. He studies lines of vision from several points within the building, the 

distribution of specific boundary markers within the building, the circulation pattern, and 

the orientation of the different units within the building. Although Sanders did not study 

the Minoan Palaces, his approach has clearly inspired Minoan archaeologists to look 

beyond mere typology. 

In Minoan Architecture: A Contextual Approach Hitchcock tries to create a contextual 

approach to the Minoan built space and more specifically the monumental architecture of 

the Neopalatial period (Minoan Palaces and Villas) in order to understand in a profound 

and all compassing manner the relationship between actual room function and the 

different socio-political meanings attached to it.89  

Central to her methodology was the effort to move away from typological approaches to 

Minoan architecture in which diverse architectural features were studied in isolation and 

by comparison; instead, Hitchcock emphasized that a roomôs function has to be defined 

in terms of its proper context, i.e. in relation to the entire architectural structure and by 

taking into account the artefacts and other architectural features found within.90 In order 

to examine different room types in ócontextô, Hitchcock does not only focus on the 

architectural, but also draws attention to the connectivity with and circulation patterns 

                                                 
87 Shaw 1973b; Hitchcock 2000; Palyvou 1987; 2002; 2004; 2008; Preziosi 1983; Scully 1962;  

Marinatos 1934; Marinatos 1984; Sanders 1984; 1990; Goodison 2004; Letesson and 

Vansteenhuyse 2006; Letesson 2005; 2008; 2009. 
88 Sanders 1984; 1990. 
89 Hitchcock 2000. 
90 Hitchcock 2000, 16. 
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leading to other rooms and the archaeological objects discovered within. Whenever 

necessary, Hitchcock considers ethnographic comparison in order to add a 

complementary form of data to the discussions. 

Hitchcock claims that past typologies do not give sufficient explanation for the 

archaeological data and that similar room types do not necessarily have a single shared 

function or similar functionality across different sites. On the contrary, they can have an 

entirely different functionality depending on the context they were found in. A logical 

outcome of this approach would be that a roomôs function is never fixed and should be 

determined in terms of its architectural context. At specific times and within particular 

contexts, the same room could have served a different purpose. In this respect, a dining 

area can turn into an audience hall and even a kitchen can turn into a reception area 

whenever necessary. Room function changes according to particular occasions and 

contexts.  

The book consists out of four different chapters, of which the first immediately is the 

most distinctive and useful one. Before turning to the different architectural features 

found at the Minoan palaces and villas, the first chapter of the book containsa 

historiographical overview of past approaches to Minoan architecture and material 

culture going back to as early as the first emergence of the Minoan discipline, ranging 

from morphological and typological studies, to more recent approaches that try to blend 

in semiotics or human experience with the Minoan built space.91  It provides the reader 

with clear information of how the Minoan discipline evolved over the past 100 years, 

clearly showing how past and recent scholars were demonstrably influenced in their 

writings and interpretations by the socio-political time they lived in.  This comes clearly 

forward in Hitchcockôs review of past publications of the main Palace sites. Hitchcock 

emphasizes for example the problematic use of past interpretations given to and the 

terminology  created by Evans for the description of several room types at Knossos and 

their negligence of labelling structures found at other palace sites, clearly influencing the 

ways in which scholars interpreted the material evidence.92 However, it has to be noted 

that Hitchcock also retains much of the terminology proposed by Evans throughout the 

                                                 
91 Hitchcock 2000, 13 ï 61. 
92 Hitchcock 2000, 28, 30, 60 ï 61. 
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entire book, which leads me to question her intentions in foregrounding the issue. The 

discussion could emphasize the very subjective nature of interpretation within the 

Minoan discipline and of past reconstructions regarding Minoan society and even beyond 

(see for example Blegenôs reconstructions of the palace of Pylos in Mycenaean Greece).93 

What follows in the next three chapters is a discussion of specific architectural features at 

the Minoan palaces and villas of the Neopalatial period: courts, cults and entryways94 

(chapter 2), storage areas and workshop spaces95 (chapter 3) and Halls in Minoan 

Buildings96 (chapter 4).  

Particularly promising in the light of this dissertation are chapters 2 and 4. Chapter two 

ñCourts, Cults, and Entrywaysò contains a thorough discussion of the west- and central 

courts of the Minoan palaces and the several unique architectural features connected to 

them. Hitchcockôs analysis of the west courts underlines degrees of variation between the 

different palace sites, possibly reflecting different social and ritual practices carried out 

within them.97 Hitchcock stipulates the possibility that the architectural variation at each 

of the palace sites was linked to the adoration of different deities, each with a unique set 

of ritual activities carried out at the Palaceôs proper: the adoration of the bull or a deity 

comparable to Zeus at Knossos, a water deity equal to Poseidon at Zakros, and a nature 

deity at Malia and Gournia.98 Although these observations are interesting, one cannot 

deny the very subjective nature of her interpretations, which are in fact fully suggestive 

and based on no clear archaeological evidence of any kind. 

Hitchcockôs examination of the central courts follows almost exactly the same structure 

as for the west courts.99 After a thorough discussion of the archaeological evidence, 

Hitchcock focuses on different architectural features such as the Horns of Consecration 

and Tripartite Shrines in order to understand their functionality.100 Hitchcock stipulates 

that the central courts could have been used for the execution of ritual performances (she 

                                                 
93 Hitchcock 2000, 40 ï 42. 
94 Hitchcock 2000, 62 ï 125. 
95 Hitchcock 2000, 126 ï 156. 
96 Hitchcock 2000, 157 ï 191. 
97 Hitchcock 2000, 62 ï 97. 
98 Hitchcock 2000, 89; the bull at Knossos see Hitchcock 2000, 92-94; Poseidon see Hitchcock 

2000, 94 ï 97; Gournia and Malia see Hitchcock 2000, 97. 
99 Hitchcock 2000, 98 ï 120. 
100 Hitchcock 2000, 98 ï 109. 
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refers to them as social dramas), however, she does not take the time to reconstruct the 

specific nature of the activities carried out within, nor does she question what role the 

central court played in the case of a large social event, which are issues covered within 

this dissertation. Remarkable is her exhaustive focus on the question of whether or not 

the central courts were used as an arena for bull games101, which is an issue that has 

travelled well in past research as is her remark that the central courtôs primary function 

was to facilitate the connection and circulation to the other units inside the building.102  

All the more interesting is Hitchcockôs discussion of the Minoan Halls (Chapter 4), in 

which their form, complexity, accessibility, decoration and archaeological remains are 

considered in order to come  to  a more profound understanding of their function.103 

Throughout the discussion the entire chapter foregrounds Hitchcockôs belief that in 

general all Minoan halls functioned as important gathering places within the buildings 

and were used for ritual, ceremonial, or administrative purposes.104 However, she fails to 

explore the way in which the buildings were used and why they were elaborated in in 

order to became representational spaces within a context of social interaction, elements 

which are highlighted in the present dissertation. 

Generally speaking, Hitchcockôs monograph provides a good synthesis of the 

publications on each of the room types and architectural features - the diverse halls, 

courts, storage rooms, etc.- found within the monumental structures of the Neopalatial 

period. Notwithstanding that her intentions are promising, one cannot put aside the 

overall impression that she does not provide an alternative reading to the archaeological 

evidence presented to us today.  

Firstly, it might have been all the more interesting to discuss the archaeological material 

diachronically, allowing to identify significant changes within the Minoan built space 

over time and more specifically throughout the stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial 

period. Secondly, such an approach would help us to pinpoint ówhenô and theorize ówhyô 

built spaces became more and more complexly organized, reaching their culmination 

point in the Late Bronze Age. A theoretical framework that builds upon social theory and 

                                                 
101 Hitchcock 2000, 115 ï 120. 
102 Hitchcock 2000, 124. 
103 Hitchcock 2000, 157 ï 191. 
104 Hitchcock 2000, 190 ï 191. 



-  34 -   Part 1   

 

 

human experience would allow us to reflect on the way in which such complexly 

organized built spaces came into being and focus on the importance of structured built 

spaces for Minoan communities and deal with the question why such processes became 

so essentially important for Minoans, all circling back to a diachronic perspective on 

changing built environments throughout all periods of Minoan history.  

The core of this dissertation builds upon these insights, allowing us to reflect more 

profoundly on the social dimension underlying a buildingsô structure and how the entire 

layout of such buildings with several units suitable for social interactions could have been 

used simultaneously as a setting for social display through which different social tiers 

could be interacting with each other in socially and significantly meaningful ways. 

 

Not until recently scholars pointed out the importance of a diachronic perspective to 

material culture and more specifically the Minoan built space. In 2010, Mc Enroe 

published a monograph that provides an overall discussion of Minoan architecture and 

highlights how from as early as the Neolithic to the very end of the Bronze Age Minoans 

created specific built forms óthrough which humans shape their identities and present 

themselves to othersô.105 The book starts with a brief discussion of the concept of 

óidentityô106 and although Mc Enroe claims that the issue of identity is crucial, it becomes 

immediately apparent that the concept is not dealt with thoroughly. Most striking is the 

absence of a clear theoretical framework that builds on various insights taken from the 

social sciences. One gets the impression that all topics discussed throughout the different 

chapters do not extend beyond the mere description of different forms of architecture and 

the changes and innovations that occurred throughout the Minoan Bronze Age. As a 

result, at the very end of each chapter, Mc Enroe touches only very briefly on the issue of 

identity and the role of architecture in its establishment. Thus the issue of identity moves 

automatically to the background.  

In my view, Architecture of Minoan Crete does not read as a book about Minoan identity; 

Mc Enroeôs main objective rather seems to have been to synthesize most of the 

conversations on Minoan architecture that have gone on since the very beginning of the 

                                                 
105 McEnroe 2010, vii. 
106 McEnroe 2010, 5. 
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discipline ófor scholars who are not necessarily specialists in the Aegean Bronze Ageô.107 

This corresponds to the structure of the chapters in which several issues regarding 

funerary, domestic, and palatial built forms are discussed. Further, Mc Enroeôs work is of 

great value when it comes to the  diachronic approach taken to the archaeological 

material emphasizing the birth of different architectural features in the Minoan built-

environment108, and illustrating an increasing complexity that reached its culmination 

point in the Late Bronze Age109.  These phenomena are also highlighted in this 

dissertation, and argued to be closely connected with the arising need of more complexly 

organized built forms in order to structure relationships between different groups of 

people within these communities.110 

This dissertation covers both of Mc Enroeôs objectives, i.e. a diachronic approach to 

Minoan architecture and a focus on synthesizing past and recent discussions with regard 

to Minoan built spaces, however, we plead for the implementation of a well-formulated 

and well-founded methodology that builds on social theory in order to reach a more 

thorough understanding of the social meaning of architecture and the ways in which these 

buildings could have been actively used as chief media in structuring interactions, groups 

of people, and relationships throughout Minoan history. What distinguishes this 

dissertation from Mc Enroeôs work is the formulation of a clear theoretical framework 

(Part 2 this dissertation) in order to understand more thoroughly the deeper meanings of 

architecture in which we turn away from the descriptive architectural level and try to 

describe and visualize more explicitly the power of the built space in structuring peoples 

and interactions when they were actively used (Part 3, 4, and 5). 

 

Palyvou focused strongly on the structuring principles of architecture and studied the 

architecture of Akrotiri through a number of interesting research angles. In her early work 

she studied the buildings at Akrotiri by a typological approach and tried to define 

recurrent patterns in the layout and design of the buidings.111 In order to define such 

                                                 
107 McEnroe 2010, vii. 
108 McEnroe 2010, 9-69 (Chapters 2 to 6). 
109 McEnroe 2010, 69-133 (Chapters 7 to 10). 
110 See especially Chapter 3.2 of this dissertation. 
111 Palyvou 1987; 1989. 
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building conventions, she focused on the placement of entrances and exits, the 

distribution of light and ventilation, the distribution of rooms and their connections, the 

circulation pattern within a building, etc. Further, she showed that structural conventions 

were not only recognizable inside the houses, but also in the layout of the town, which is 

indicated by the indentations of the streets that ran throughout the town.112 Recently, 

Palyvou also addressed the question of patterns of circulation in Minoan monumental 

architecture.113 Concerning the form, functioning and significance of architectural types, 

Palyvou examined the Minoan hall systems, central courts and west courts in order to 

discuss patterns of circulation and especially the way in which the configuration of these 

buildings filtered accessibility and human traffic within palatial settings.114 In this series 

of articles, she illustrated convincingly that the Minoan Palaces possess a sophisticated 

system of circulation, which could provide a hierarchy of movement according to the 

identities of the users. What is missing, however, is a vivid reading of the Minoan Palaces 

and a true focus on the way in which these buildings, together with specific 

performances, acted as active agents or chief media in structuring social interaction and 

social relationships within Minoan communities. Thus, Palyvouôs studies will be 

explored further in this dissertation with a strong focus on the reciprocal relationship 

between built space and human performance as integrating devices for the production and 

reproduction of Minoan community life. 

 

Also Letesson dealt thoroughly with the importance of structure, the subdivision of space 

and their implications for social interaction.115 The major contribution of Letessonsô work 

is that he goes beyond the traditional issues of form and function and focuses on the 

identification of a set of underlying principles within Minoan architecture, referred to as a 

spatial genotype.116 Using space syntax, Letesson is able to identify the importance of a 

fundamental shift in the ways Minoans dealt with the organisation of the built space, as 

from the Protopalatial through to the Neopalatial period. Throughout his work it becomes 

clear that in the majority of the Minoan buildings there has been a shift from an 

                                                 
112 Palyvou 1987. 
113 Palyvou 2002; 2004; 2008. 
114 Palyvou 2002, 167-177. 
115 Letesson 2008; 2009; 2012. 
116 Letesson 2009. 
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agglutinative to an articulated mode of organising space. The increased segmentation of 

space within buildings over the course of the Proto-and Neopalatial period shows the 

growing importance of structure in Minoan architecture and illustrates that the 

complexity of a buildingôs configuration may betray elements of the social dimension 

that lay behind it. Furthermore, such changes in configurational thinking throughout the 

Proto- and Neopalatial periods resulted in the appearance of a wide range of indoor and 

outdoor gathering spaces in the Neopalatial period, which gives the impression that 

people wanted to categorize and structure people and their activities more strictly and 

efficiently. 

In his paper From Party to Ritual to Ruin, Letesson (2008) shows specifically that the 

Minoan palaces of the Neopalatial period showed a strong program, in which the close 

interplay of a series of courts, internal and external transition spaces and a wide range of 

indoor gathering spaces created a very structured environment with the potential to 

structure interactions between different groups of people more strictly and efficiently. 

Central to this paper is the synthesis of the main syntactical properties of the Minoan 

palaces. What is lacking however, is a reconstruction of the actual nature of these 

interactions and the way in which the entire spatial setting could have been experienced 

as a meaningful environment for social interaction.  

In a recent contribution to the volume Aegis 5  Letesson (2012) applies the method of 

space syntax to a series of Cretan case studies in order to investigate the distribution of 

fresco iconography and the syntactical properties for each of the spaces where frescoes 

were found inside these buildings. Letesson emphasizes that from the Neopalatial period 

onwards architectural suites decorated with monumental frescoes generally tend to be the 

most segregated spaces within the configuration, which implies that these were the most 

inaccessible spaces where very few people gathered hidden away from the eye of the 

public. However, the Palace of Knossos does not fit in entirely with these conclusions 

since it has several monumental frescoes in areas which were easily accessible to and/or 

perceived by the public, which suggest that its function was far more complex than the 

other case studies Letesson examined in this article, issues we will return to in Parts 5 and 

6 of this dissertation. 
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What is generally missing in Letessonôs approach is very similar to what has been 

suggested above for the contributions by Hitchcock (Hitchcock 2000) and Mc Enroe 

(2010), i.e. a focus on the actual nature of the interaction within these spaces, the actual 

experience of the people moving through these spaces and their interaction with the 

physicality of the built space and the people present within. Letesson thoroughly 

demonstrated the representation and quantification of these patterns of structure and 

circulation within Minoan monumental architecture and identified some recurrent 

circulation patterns or typologies (structures), but only deals very shortly with their 

sociological relevance or the social dimension that lay behind these changes, partly 

because the core of his dissertation focused on testing the usefulness of the application of 

the method of space syntax in Minoan archaeology.117 Such an approach requires 

distancing oneself from the numerical access analysis and to focus on the real physicality 

of the built space instead. It is only by taking into account a broad spectrum of 

archaeological data that one can shed light on the actual experience people had when 

interacting with these spaces and the people within. Such a vivid reading of the Minoan 

built space in which one tries to understand the ways in which the space itself and its 

elaboration were chief media in structuring and building relationships and interactions 

can only be instigated by considering the archaeological material through the lens of 

social theory and phenomenology which will be discussed and incorporated in a well 

formulated methodology developed in Part 2 of this dissertation. 

 

Letesson and Vansteenhuyse applied visibility analysis to the Minoan Palaces and tried to 

reconstruct the main thresholds of vision and the way groups of people were zoned 

according to differences in sight.118 Taken further Hªggôs reconstruction of a window of 

appearance in the western façade of the Palace of Knossos, which formed the focal point 

for the people that gathered within the west court, they uncovered a clear zoning of 

                                                 
117 Letesson (2009) criticizes the flows in his own method and argues the need to look towards 

other theoretical approaches to the Minoan built space. Space syntax analyses forms the core of 

Letessonôs dissertation, whereas the present study only implements the method as a descriptive 

tool for mapping circulation patterns within the Minoan Palaces. 
118 Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006, 101. 
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groups of people.119 The further one was situated from this window, the blurrier the 

viewerôs vision and less intimate the interaction would be with the one appearing in the 

window.120 Such an approach shows that not only access and non-access were crucial in 

forming social relationships, but that also other experiences such as vision and non-vision 

should be reconsidered in a study of Monumental architecture. 

 

Apart from internal design and structural issues, several scholars tried to define the 

relationship between internal layout and the buildingsô orientation to its urban and natural 

surroundings. Thanks to these scholars, one can conclude that there is now accumulating 

evidence that the Palaces were deliberately oriented towards astronomical events and 

sacred mountains, many of them having an important peak sanctuary or sacred cave on 

top of them.121 Proper orientation was key-important in the construction of the Minoan 

Palaces. Because the element of orientation is so important in the design and further 

layout of the Minoan Palaces, this matter will be discussed into more detail in section 

4.1.5 this dissertation. 

 

1.1.3. Conclusion 

 

It has become clear that several approaches to Minoan architecture and especially the 

Minoan Palaces, ranging from typological studies, circulation patterns, building materials 

and techniques, to building design and orientation, exist next to one another. The studies 

mentioned above clearly illustrate that, although archaeology has its own methods and 

approaches, one should bear in mind that if these are considered without recourse to other 

evidence or theoretical frameworks contextualizing the archaeological material in a 

broader perspective, they can only make a limited contribution to a better understanding 

of spatial behavior. What misses in all these approaches is a vivid reading of the Minoan 

built space in which one tries to understand the ways in which the space itself and its 

elaboration were chief media in structuring and building relationships and interactions. 

                                                 
119 Hägg 1987, 132. 
120 Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006, 107. 
121 Marinatos 1934; Scully 1962; Shaw 1973b; Preziosi 1983; Goodison 2001; 2004; Blomberg 

and Henriksson 1996; 2001; 2005; 2006; 2008; 2010; Doxtater 2009. 
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This critique stresses the need to think of new integrative approaches to study the 

interrelationship between human behavior and the built-environment; something that  can 

only be instigated by considering the archaeological material through the lens of social 

theory and phenomenology, discussed and incorporated in a well formulated 

methodology developed in Part 2 of this book. 

 

Chapter 1.2.  Problem Definition, Research Design, and Structural Overview 

 

1.2.1. Problem Definition and Research Design 

 

The conclusion of the previous chapter has emphasized the limitations of archaeological 

methodology and further underlines the necessity of developing an interdisciplinary 

approach to the investigation of interrelationships between human behavior and the built-

environment.  

In the previous chapter, we argued that within traditional and recent scholarship the 

Minoan Palaces were perceived as the primary foci of elite power. Within this 

interpretation, the events that took place within these monumental buildings, whether 

administrative activities or religious rituals are considered central to the maintenance of 

elite power and the Minoan Palaces were just a passive backdrop or container for human 

activity. In the analysis of Minoan socio-political structures, it has been illustrated that 

most studies focus on empirical data and inscribed administrative tablets and combine 

these approaches within the theoretical frameworks of hierarchy, heterarchy and 

factionalism, emphasizing administrative and political systems. However, architecture is 

much more than a passive backdrop for human activity. Little attention has been paid to 

the way in which these buildings together with the performances performed within these 

settings played a major role in the formation of specific contexts for social interaction, 

through which social status, elite power, and identity was produced, negotiated, and 

maintained. Only recently, scholars expanded the view of Minoan architecture beyond 

this simple function. However, they did not focus extensively on the socio-political 

function of Minoan performances. 
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The study of architecture and human performance is particularly important in 

understanding socio-political dynamics during all periods of history. Architecture and 

iconography possess a silent voice and the active roles of these layers in the development 

of socio-political difference should not be underestimated. Furthermore, human 

performance in Minoan archaeology (such as dances, processions, bull-leaping, etc.) have 

been identified and studied since the beginning of the discipline. However, such 

performances have been almost exclusively linked to the ritual sphere of Minoan society. 

Although it is legitimate to assign a ritual function to human performance, it should not 

be forgotten that performance also executes important socio-political functions as it is an 

important agent in community building. Performative events held at specific architectural 

settings can have an impact on many other levels within communities.122 

 

This dissertation tries to tackle these shortcomings by examining some of the true 

hallmarks of Minoan culture ï particularly the Minoan Palaces, the Tholos tombs and the 

House tombs ï through an integrative framework in order to highlight the use of Minoan 

monumental architecture and performance as chief media in the integration of Minoan 

communities. Secondly, this methodology and especially when it is brought within a 

diachronic perspective should make it possible to reflect upon the endured importance of 

built-space and performance to the social lives of Minoan people in structuring social 

relationships and interactions throughout the stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial 

periods on Crete.  

 

                                                 
122 See section 2.1.5 this dissertation for detailed bibliography and discussions.  
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1.2.2.   Structural Overview 

 

Part 2 of this dissertation presents an integrative approach by means of which 

archaeologists can analyze the relationship between the built environment and human 

behavior in ancient societies, not only the Minoan one. The integrative approach reflects 

upon the ways in which Minoan architecture and performance actively staged and 

structured social encounters. Further, it highlights the use of these performative spaces as 

contexts for large performative events through which socio-political structures are 

created, transformed and reproduced. Through this approach, one can shed light on the 

active use of the layers of architecture, iconography and performances by the Bronze Age 

Minoan elites in the creation of meaningful contexts of social interaction through which 

group identity and group differences were negotiated. 

 

Part 3 is designed to situate the emergence of the Minoan Palaces within the past and 

contemporary socio-political and economic processes occurring on Crete over time. This 

part discusses the period before and the transitional period leading up to the emergence of 

the Proto- and later Neopalatial Palaces, which will be discussed later in Parts 4 and 5. 

This contextualization is crucial in order to understand the close relationship between the 

emergence of the monumental Minoan Palaces and the socio-political developments on 

Crete. Their construction may be interpreted as the material expression of gradually 

changing power relations over the course of the Prepalatial, Protopalatial, and Neopalatial 

periods. Although a prequel, this part draws partly on the methodology of part 2 and 

focuses on the interrelationship of built spaces, performance and social structures in the 

Prepalatial period. The major case studies are the Tholos tombs and the House tombs 

cemeteries. 

 

Part 4 starts with a deconstruction of the architectural form of the best-known Minoan 

Palaces of Knossos, Malia, Phaistos, and Zakros. It has to be noted that these Minoan 

Palaces share as much similarities as differences. This part aims to describe the Minoan 

Palaces without simultaneously effacing the strong individuality of each of these 

buildings. The study of the circulation system throughout the building together with the 
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presence of physical boundaries within the built space illustrates the uniqueness of the 

Minoan Palaces as performative spaces. The unique architectural layout and circulation 

pattern created a sophisticated environment for structuring social interaction and 

relationships.  

 

The fifth part starts of with a short discussion of the pictorial evidence from Minoan 

Crete out offside the palatial context, which not only illustrates that performative events 

occurred at these places but also legitimates the straight correlation between the Minoan 

Palaces and large-scale performative activities involving all social tiers of the respective 

communities. In the first part it became clear that the precise nature of the palatial 

complexes and of the elites using them is widely debated over the years, however, these 

new approaches invite to test the interpretation of the Palaces as settings of elite 

performances. This would add a separate form of data and a different approach to the 

ongoing discussions, which helps us to elucidate the way in which these buildings were 

used as meaningful media or representational spaces within the process of community 

building. By way of example, the Minoan Palace of Knossos will be read as a setting of 

performances. In the end, we will synthesize the data from Knossos with regard to the 

other Minoan Palaces by means of the concept of the ñarchitectural narrativeò, in order to 

create a general overview of how the Minoan Palaces and the performances conducted 

within these settings functioned together as vehicles for the expression of normative 

notions of power and authority in each of their respective communities. 

 

In Part 6 the main findings of all distinctive parts will be generalized in a short 

conclusion about the ways in which the built space functions as an active media in a 

discourse of social interaction in the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial period.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 2 
___________________ 

An Integrative Approach to the Minoan Built Environment 
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Abstract 

 

The integrative approach outlined in Part 2 begins with a discussion of theoretical 

approaches to the meaning of architecture and the role of performance in the structuring 

of societies. 

It combines contemporary social theory with an examination of how buildings encode 

meanings that are nonverbally communicated and visually perceived by inhabitants 

(controllers) and visitors, potentially influencing their actions and interactions. 

Architectural settings can serve as the contexts for interactions through which socio-

political structures are created, transformed and reproduced. A short discussion of past 

approaches to Minoan performance illustrates the strong focus on the ñimageò of 

performance and the ñreligiousò character of Minoan performances. This dissertation 

moves away from such approaches and focuses on the active and real life importance of 

performative events (feasts) within the process of community building and a discourse of 

power, status, and identity.  
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Chapter 2.1.    The Formulation of a Methodology to the Study of The Built 

Space 

 

2.1.1.  Architecture and Power: Setting the Terms. 

 

Architecture can affect how people interact, and thus plays in particular situations a major 

role in social ordering. The physicality of the built-space has the possibility to control 

peopleôs interactions in a very sophisticated way. This dominant aspect of architecture in 

that it has the power to structure human interactions, has intrigued researchers for many 

years. Numerous scholars in the fields of sociology, anthropology, and psychology have 

dealt with the question of the role that the built space plays in a context of social 

interaction and especially how it is actively used as a physical medium to express 

normative notions of power and authority as an actual part of peopleôs identities.123 For 

the architect Markus buildings are classifying mechanisms, which reproduce social order 

through the structuring of social interactions.124 In Buildings and Power, Markus was 

intrigued by the co-relationship between architecture and the exercise of power and 

highlighted how the structured built spaces of institutional buildings such as schools, 

prisons, hotels, etc., were designed to control and disciple people.125 He defined power in 

terms of surveillance, monitoring and control of social interactions. Throughout the work, 

Markus provides us with significant detail on how buildings embody asymmetries of 

power and contain a set of rules through which the freedom of actors - i.e. for example 

movement, their visual freedom, and social encounters in general ï can be strongly 

controlled.126 

 

Recently, the contemporary architect Dovey built further on the work of Markus and 

reflected thoroughly on the reciprocal relationship between architecture and power and 

his work is particularly helpful and very comprehensive in order to understand how 

                                                 
123 Simmel 1969; 1995a; 1995b; Bourdieu 1973; 1977; 1984; 1987; 1990; 1991; 1991a; Giddens 

1979; 1984; 1987; Lefebvre 1991; Gieryn 2002;  Löw 2001. 
124 Markus 1987. 
125 Markus 1993. 
126 Markus 1993, 23-25. 
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people use architecture to create the most suitable environment to enhance their status, 

influence and power. Dovey argues that ñpower is not embedded inertly in built formò127. 

Instead, power is actively mediated through it and expressed in several dimensions. In 

this dissertation, the following dimensions are of particular interest:  

 

1) Segregation/access: boundaries and pathways can segregate places by status, gender, 

race, culture, class or age, creating privileged enclaves of access, amenity and 

community.  

2) Publicity/privacy: built form can segment space in a manner that places certain kinds 

of people and action under conditions of surveillance while privileging other kinds of 

people and action as private.  

3) Identity/difference: places can symbolize socially constructed identities and differences 

of individuals, cultures, institutions and nations.  

4) Dominant/docile: a dominant built mass or volume signifies control over resources 

necessary to its production. Relative scale in mass or volume cannot be divorced from 

discourses of domination and intimidation.  

5) Place/ideology: the experience of place has the capacity to move us deeply, to ground 

our being, to open the question of spirit. Yet the very potency of place experience renders 

its particularly vulnerable to the ideological appropriations of power.128  

 

Although Dovey opens up a completely new mode of thinking about the reciprocal 

relationship between architecture and power, one has to add to this list of points an extra 

dimension, namely the notion of proximity/distance. As these notions are strongly 

connected with the concept of boundaries, this element is discussed under the next 

heading. The role of power within a context of social interaction should be interpreted as 

the power of one individual (or one group) over the other and as an atmosphere in which 

the distinctions between two or more groups are expressed, negotiated, and accepted, 

which all can eventually result in the legitimation of the supreme status and authority of 

                                                 
127 Dovey 1999, 15. 
128 All these points and many more can be found in Dovey 1999, 15-16. 
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one group over the others.129  The built space can be used in several ways to achieve this 

mode of interaction. A network of walls and doors for example creates and enforces 

spatial exclusion within specific social events and the large energy investment in strongly 

elaborated built environments not only shows the need in a particular society to express 

the supreme status of those that controlled the resources for the building project, but also 

leads to an acceptance of the inferior position of potential visitors of the complex.130 Built 

space therefore can be used as an active medium to stabilize and legitimize the authority 

of the ruling elite through its symbols, which are eventually culturally embedded. 

 

However, it is not only the built space that mediates power and authority. Specific 

performances, such as rituals and ceremonies (processions) are often important strategies 

to produce and reproduce authority inside communities. Such performances are 

characterized by a very important duality, in that they both express social inequality and 

solidarity simultaneously, creating a sense of community.131 Buildings, especially in 

prehistoric societies, are often closely connected with such events. Power in a context of 

social interaction should be defined as power over others and in order to achieve this, 

both the structuring of the built space and the performances inside these settings led to 

the acceptance of normative notions of power and authority inside communities. 

 

The presentation of a methodology, which helps us to study the ways in which power 

relations are mediated through a combination of spatial programming and human 

performance will be further developed throughout the following chapters of Part 2. This 

will allow for a detailed analysis of the way in which the Minoan elite used both the built 

space and performance in the creation of asymmetrical power relations.  

 

                                                 
129 Dovey 1999, 9-11. 
130 For a good example of the role of elaboration and structure in the negotiation of identities, see 

Wallace-Hadrill (1994) with an analysis of the Roman house. 
131 On the meaning of performances and feasts, see various contributions in Dietler and Hayden 

2001; Wright 2004a; Nordquist 2008. 
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2.1.2.  ñWhyò Architecture? A Sociological Perspective On Buildings and 

Boundaries. 

 

Buildings, as an architectural construct, are in a functionalist point of view nothing more 

than boundaries, since they physically separate the interior from the external 

surroundings.132 The distinction between the inside and the outside implies that the 

distinction between who was in and who was out reflects at its most basic level a social 

actor model with two sorts of users; visitors and inhabitants. In Minoan research we do 

not have studies that explicitly deal with these different kinds of social categories, but in 

classical research the works of Grahame and Wallace-Hadrill are important to our 

understanding of the nature of interactions between visitors and inhabitants and the role 

of architecture and spatial layout in these interactions.133 Visitors, or as Grahame calls 

them, ñstrangersò 134, are by definition those who are ñoutò. When they want to enter the 

building, they claim right to be present in a specific space.135 The questions ñhowò they 

were received by the inhabitants (those with the same right of movement in the house), 

and in which rooms they were allowed to enter is difficult to grasp in archaeology, since 

it depends on the personal relationships between the specific visitor and the inhabitants. 

Recent research has convincingly argued that buildings are arranged and elaborated 

logically in a way which best suits the usersô economical, political and social needs and 

that people aim at creating the most suitable environment to enhance their status, 

influence and power (reproduction and legitimation).136 Wallace-Hadrill tried to make a 

clear distinction between private and public for the Roman house.137 He formulated the 

thesis that the Roman house articulates the need of the Roman upper class to negotiate 

their identity, power, and status within society.138 In order to do so, Roman houses had a 

                                                 
132 Pellow 1996, 1. 
133 Grahame 2000; Wallace-Hadrill 1994; Wallace-Hadrill 1988. 
134 Grahame (2000, 21) speaks about strangers and inhabitants, both defined as the users of the 

building. 
135 Grahame (1999, 59) : ñInhabitants have preferential rights to use the particular spatial domain 

defined by the architecture of the house whereas Strangers do not. The identities of óinhabitantô 

and óstrangerô are both constituted and reproduced through practices which routinely include 

individuals while simultaneously excluding others.ò  
136 This assumption is genereally corroborated by studies of the Roman house, see Wallace-

hadrill 1994; Grahame 2000; Laurance 1994; Lawrence and Low 1990. 
137 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 17-37. 
138 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 4-8 and 12. 
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very specific spatial programming in terms of design and decoration, with more public 

reception spaces for gatherings, and more private spaces that respected the privacy of the 

household. The decoration and elaboration of the rooms within the house were a major 

medium through which visitors knew which spaces one was allowed to enter: strongly 

elaborated spaces were public for the visitor, whereas less elaborated were more 

private.139 Although the work of Wallace-Hadrill is very interesting, one should 

remember that in Minoan Crete the situation could be slightly different in terms of the 

placement of decoration within units (see Part 4 and 5 for some remarkable differences). 

However, this does not mean that there is any correlation between the work of Wallace-

Hadrill and the Minoan periods.140 One major problem of Minoan archaeology, and 

especially regarding the Minoan Palaces, is the question whether or not they were in fact 

ñinhabitedò. Therefore, we prefer not to use the term ñinhabitantsò in this dissertation, but 

rather the term ñcontrollersò, as the latter represent the group of people that controlled 

access and circulation throughout these complexes in the case of large public events. The 

architectural setting and more specifically the subdivision of space has a strong 

communicational and determining value, in that it regulates interaction and 

communication between people.141 Lavin elaborated the idea of behavioral regulators or 

physical boundaries in the built environment and looked at architecture as an outcome of 

behavioral decisions prior to the actual constructional phase. These regulatory systems or 

physical boundaries act as a means to control the amount and type of interaction that 

occurred between individuals, groups, and between people and architecture itself.142 The 

latter observation is interesting as in connection to buildings. More specifically for 

boundaries inside the interior space of the building, the reason underlying the 

                                                 
139 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 38-61. 
140 Wallace-Hadrill 1988; 1994; One should remember that such differences in elaboration and 

decoration and the notions of public and private spaces are context specific and therefore different 

for every society. The general insights of Wallace-Hadrillôs work are very interesting and thus 

deserve to be reconsidered in this dissertation, all the more since decoration and elaboration in 

this work also are of major importance for the Minoan elites as media for expression; See 

Grahame (1997) for an alternative discussion. 
141 The basics that are presented here in this chapter are the result of contemporary studies and 

theories of space in sociology, anthropology, and psychology. See Lawrance and Low 1990; 

Grahame 2000, 1-23; Sanders 1990, 48-51; Specific archaeological studies to the built-

environment see Blanton 1994; Kent 1990; Parker-Pearson and Richards 1994; Locock 1994. 
142 Lavin 1981. 
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construction of boundaries is the partitioning of space in such a way that a variety of 

activities may be practically organized by those making use of it.143 A driving force for 

such divisions is that, for instance, as far as the interior of the palatial building is 

concerned, people can use the built space to regulate social interaction by making some 

spaces easily accessible, less accessible, while closing off others, by means of doors, 

corridors, vestibules, stairways etc. This implies that buildings constitute good 

instruments for the study of peopleôs behavior and actions. Buildings were main actors 

within the process of social interaction between humans. They are the settings through 

which social relationships are constantly formed.  

 

In all societies proximity and distance play an important role in the intensiveness of 

interaction and communication between people.144 In his proxemic theory, Hall studied 

the nature of interpersonal and intergroup interaction and defined eight personal space 

zones in which people interact in very different ways. He defined an intimate, personal, 

social and public level, each with two sub-zones.145 The zoning of people and the 

differences in distance between people affects the direct involvement in social interaction 

and contributes to the creation of social difference between the members of the 

community. However, the process of zoning is not the only aspect that has an impact on 

people. Altman argues that the physicality of the built space, such as physical boundaries, 

etc., comprises important elements of non-verbal communication, which offer the 

possibility to transfer meaning and contribute to a feeling of social distance.146 Especially 

for prehistoric societies one could argue that there is a strong relation between actual 

physical distance and social distance. In terms of crossing boundaries, it should be 

acknowledged that it is not only the physical distance that is essential, i.e. whether or not 

interaction can take place. As important is the difficulty in crossing the number of 

boundaries placed between them.  

                                                 
143 Anderson 2004, 146. 
144 Hall 1959; 1966; 1974; Sanders 1984, 132. 
145 Hall 1966, 113-120. 
146 Altman 1975, 66-101 and 103-145; Sanders 1984, 140. 
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Barth argued that boundaries literally divide objectively at ground level and more 

abstractly set limits demarcating social groups.147 People conceptually create boundaries 

and on the basic level of the concept, boundaries are assumed to separate what they 

distinguish. Where people invest in physical boundaries, these are most strongly 

intertwined with conceptual processes in the human mind.148 The two-sided nature of 

boundaries was emphasized by Wallman (1978), who suggested that boundaries have two 

kinds of meaning. The first is purely structural: boundaries are the meeting places of 

contiguous social systems or systems of organization and significance. The second, 

however, is particularly interesting in this dissertation, as it refers to the way in which 

boundaries define members and non-members of particular groups: ñusò versus ñthemò, 

inside and outside.149 During the process of creating a building, its builders conceptually 

create boundaries before these are physically represented in the built environment. The 

main assumption here is that the number of physical boundaries and the difficulty of 

crossing them resulted in an enforced feeling of distance between people. Physical 

boundaries, as reflections of conceptual considerations made by humans, create a 

physical setting that allows control over the interaction and communication between the 

different users.150  

 

When visitors move through a building, they will notice that several transition spaces - 

such as corridors, stairways, doors, vestibule halls, etc. - form the link between the 

shallow spaces closely situated to the outside and the regions that lie deeper inside the 

complex. These transition spaces gave the controllers the choice to maintain a distance or 

to move into convergence interacting with the visitor, eventually inviting them into the 

deeper parts of the complex. The combination and orientation of internal and external 

transition spaces and the ubiquity of doors and thresholds resulted in a configuration in 

which access and movement could be easily controlled, structured and organized. This 

enabled a dynamic, and clearly structured control of the interactions within these 

buildings, since the number of physical boundaries and the difficulty of crossing them 

                                                 
147 Barth 2000, 17. 
148 Barth 2000, 27-28. 
149 Wallman 1978, 200-217; Mullin 2011, 6. 
150 For information about boundaries, see Pellow 1996; Barth 1969;  Okely 1983. 
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resulted in an enforced feeling of distance between people. This model of proximity and 

distance extends beyond the simple notions of true physical distance in length, and 

instead defines distance by access. 

 

Numerous sociologists have been particularly influential for the thoughts outlined above, 

and they are often cited in numerous studies by those who take an agent-centred approach 

to understanding the reciprocal relationships between architecture, people, and (social) 

structures.151 Of the classical sociologists, Georg Simmel is by far the most important 

author to promote our understanding of the concept of space and its relation towards the 

social. The texts that are of primary importance for this research are Die Soziologie des 

Raumes and Uber räumliche Projektionen socialer Formen, both written in 1903.152 

Although his theories have been written during the first decade of the previous century, it 

must be acknowledged that his work still offers a strong framework for the study of 

complex societies. The most interesting aspect of Simmelôs work is that he doesnôt define 

space as a pre-existing given, but that space is formed through social operations and 

actions. Space is therefore not a pre-existing subsistence, but should always be 

interpreted as something social constituting space and this formed space in turn 

influences the social.153 Crucial in his work is that social action forms space, but that 

formed space (the physical) reflects on the social, and can reinforce the social through its 

physical presentations. 

For Simmel, who was of great influence to Giddens, the investment in physical 

boundaries in the built environment was a major human act. He refers to the 

ñZerlegbarkeit und Begrenzung des Raumesò, the partionalism of space in individual 

pieces ñdie als Einheiten gelten und [é] von Grenzen gerahmt sindò154, that are defined 

by boundaries. For social groups or individuals, boundaries or ñGrenzeò have the same 

functions as the wooden frame of a painting. In their most basic objectification they 

isolate/protect from the outside, and act inclusively/collectively towards the inside. 

Borders/boundaries are, according to Simmel, artificial; they are the result of social 

                                                 
151 Simmel 1969; 1995a; 1995b; Giddens 1984; Bourdieu 1977; Gieryn 2002; Löw 2001.  
152 Simmel 1995a, 132-183.; Simmel 1995b, 201-220. 
153 Schroer (2006, 60-65) gives a good overview of Simmelsô theories. 
154 Simmel cited in Schroer 2006, 68. 
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action and interaction. Delineating the opposite is according to Simmel a major social 

practice.155 It is very important to note that for Simmel the boundary does not have to be 

physical, but when it is, it reinforces the difference between the opposites.156 Investing in 

material reflections that emphasize inequalities or difference through boundaries is in this 

view to be seen as the installment of stability, social differences and a clear overview 

between the different social tiers. Since boundaries are ósetô or ócreatedô by human 

actions they are, therefore, normative in character and constitute a normative foundation 

for the structuring of the living space, and play an essential role in the production and 

reproduction of social relationships.  

These kinds of thoughts and a particular focus on human action become apparent in the 

works of sociologists during the last half of the 20th century and especially in the works 

of Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens.157 Core topics within their works are the 

relationships between agency (human action) and social structure. In his Structuration 

Theory Giddens attempted to develop a theoretical approach with a strong focus on the 

duality of structure. By actively engaging into different social practices and behaviors, 

agents produce and reproduce social structures.158 According to Giddens, structures have 

a óvirtual existenceô and are not material as they are always appropriated by the mind 

and/or behavior of the agent: óthey only exist as memory traces orienting the conduct of 

knowledgeable human agents and as the instantiation of rules in the situated activities of 

agentsô.159 Essential in the work of Giddens is that people are knowledgeable agents, who 

have certain motivations to engage into the action, who think rationally by constantly 

making choices and who are aware of the consequences of their actions.160 For Giddens, 

architecture (physical space) plays, similar to Simmel, an essential part in social 

interaction. Architecture offers the possibility to create and reproduce social relationships 

                                                 
155 Simmel cited in Schroer (2006, 69): óDie Grenze ist nicht eine rªumliche Tatsache mit 

soziologischen Wirkungen, sondern eine soziologische Tatsache, die sich rªumlich formt.ô 
156 Simmel cited in Schroer (2006, 69): óDurch die Investierung in einer Linie im Raum gewinnt 

das Gegenseitigkeitsverhältnis nach seinen positieven und negatieven Seite eine Klarheit und 

Sicherheit.ô 
157 Bourdieu 1977; 1990; Giddens 1979; 1984; A thorough discussion and comparison between 

the theories of Bourdieu and Giddens can be found in Perales Perez 2008: 

http://www.essex.ac.uk/sociology/student_journals/grad_journal/2008_2009/paco%206.pdf 
158 Giddens 1984, 21; Giddens 1979, 69-70. 
159 Giddens 1987, 21. 
160 Giddens 1984, 41-45. 
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between people. With the concept of the locales Giddens illustrates the active use of the 

physical environment in a context of social interaction, in which physical space 

transforms into place, i.e meaningful centers of human life.161 Locales are the main 

settings for social interaction. Giddens: ñA setting is not just a spatial parameter and a 

physical environment, in which interaction occurs: it is these elements mobilized as part 

of the interaction. Features of the setting of interaction, including its spatial and physical 

aspects é are routinely drawn upon by social actors in the sustaining of 

communicationò162. Architecture plays an important part in defining the manner in which 

social interaction takes place and the significance it would have had for the agents 

involved.163 Essential to social interaction is the element of co-presence, which means 

that several human agents are present inside these spaces. Giddens borrowed the concept 

of co-presence from the sociologist Goffman, whom we will turn to later.164 Gieryng also 

reflected on the relationship between space and society and was strongly influenced by 

Giddens in that he argued that architecture is a medium in which social relations not only 

take place but through which they are created, reproduced and altered.165  

 

Pierre Bourdieuôs Theory of Practice can be regarded as the major alternative to Giddensô 

Structuration Theory. Bourdieu developed a set of concepts around which society and 

human actions should be explained. In his writings, he puts constantly the focus on the 

concepts of óhabitusô, ófieldsô and ócapitalô. Habitus is a set of inner subjective constructs, 

a personal reference scheme through which an individual examines, judges, synthesizes 

and eventually acts in the social world at all times.166 A personôs social background, his 

education, etc. all contribute to personôs individual habitus.167 Bourdieu conceptualizes 

the world in which we live in terms of different independent fields (i.e. the fields of 

politics, the field of work or the field of arts), in which individuals compete and struggle 

                                                 
161 Giddens 1984, 118. 
162 Giddens (1979, 206) quoted in Tilley 1994, 19. 
163 Tilley 1994, 19. 
164 Goffman 1963, 18-24. 
165 Gieryn 2002, 37. 
166 Bourdieu 1977, 83. 
167 Bourdieu 1984, 170. 
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over capital.168 Capital (i.e. economic, symbolic, and social capital) in Bourdieuôs social 

theory are different significant types of resources in one or more of the various ófieldsô 

which constitute the social world. Individuals use this capital in order to negotiate their 

social positions. Physical and Social space are very closely related for Bourdieu. Human 

agents are like things locus bounded. The locus or topos as he calls it, ñcan be defined as 

the site where an agent or a thing is situated, as a location, or as a position, as a rank in an 

orderò169. Further he states ñsocial space is an invisible set of relationships which tends to 

retranslate itself, in a more or less direct manner, into physical spaceò170. This means that 

the physical properties attributed to an individual is an indication of his or her position in 

social space.171 Where peoplesô interactions are concerned, the differences in material 

properties strengthen the differences and inequalities among them. Material possessions 

and social practices not only constitute social space but also become real symbolic 

differences and constitute a language to negotiate, maintain and improve the normative 

order in society.172  

 

When it comes to the reciprocal relationship between people and architecture, the work 

by the sociologist Martina Löw adds much to the discussion. Martina Löw describes 

space as a relational ordering of living beings and social goods173: ñRaum ist eine 

relationale (An)Ordnung sozialer Güter und Menschen (Lebewesen) an Ortenò174. People 

are part of the entire set of elements of spatial construction and they have the power to 

position and reposition themselves through their actions, which brings us to the first 

major element of Lowôs theory, i.e. the process of spacing or ñdas Plazieren von sozialen 

Gütern und Menschen bzw. Positionieren primär symbolischer Markierungen, um 

Ensembles von G¿tern und Menschen als solche kenntlich zu machenò175. Spacing 

includes, according to Löw, a wide range of topics, such as the establishment of computer 

                                                 
168 Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 97. 
169 Bourdieu 1996, 11. 
170 Bourdieu 1996, 12. 
171 Bourdieu 1991, 30-33; Also Bourdieu 1991a. 
172 Bourdieu 1996, 17. 
173 Löw 2005, 3. 
174 Löw 2001, 224. 
175 Löw 2001, 158. 
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networks to transcend national borders, the construction of buildings, but also, and this is 

of major importance to this dissertation, the positioning of people in relation to other 

people.176 This means that the constitution of spaces involves positioning, with the result 

that group differences and the negotiation of power relations are a logic outcome of the 

process.177 Further, Lºw states that the constitution of space requires ñsynthesis, that is to 

say, goods and people are connected to form spaces through processes of perception, 

ideation, or recallò178. In order to investigate the relationship between people and 

architecture, one first has to scrutinize the importance of human action in Lºwôs theory of 

space. To Löw, human action is central to the constitution of space. People actively shape 

space through their actions, and through the process of social interaction people get 

connected with other people or groups of people.179 Buildings can become 

institutionalized tools within communities for the expression of different positions 

between groups of people and therefore have a very strong synthesizing effect. They are 

on one hand a result of human action but on the other their institutionalized forms can 

reflect on the people, and thus inform them about their place within society. Human 

actions shape space and these spaces in turn reflect on the people. The institutionalized or 

normative character of the built space, i.e. the rights and privileges you have to enter 

certain places or not, are a straight reflection of a personôs position within society. 

Through specific cues encoded in the built environment people were informed about 

normative and appropriate behavior within specific environments.180 Buildings and the 

interactions within them can therefore be important mechanisms to downplay social 

differences between different individuals and groups of people.181  

 

The significance of the Minoan Palaces, the most monumental structures of the Late 

Bronze Age on Crete, lies in the existence of both shared and different elements in the 

habitus of all persons inside these communities. It is through the process of continual 

social interaction within these communities that these buildings become meaningful 

                                                 
176 Löw 2005, 3. 
177 Löw 2005, 3. 
178 Löw 2005, 3-4. 
179 Löw 2005, 1-3.  
180 Rapoport 1990, 87-122. 
181 Maran 2006a, 75-76. 
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entities as such. Architecture plays a central role in social interaction by delineating 

physical and social boundaries between interacting agents.  

 

The sociologist Goffman has reflected extensively on the necessary components for 

social interaction.182  One such essential component to create a state of social interaction 

is co-presence between individuals or groups of people. In his work Behavior in Public 

Places Goffman distinguished three types of co-presence: a) a ógatheringô, b) a ósituationô 

and c) a ósocial occasionô.183 Of essential importance to this dissertation is the ñsocial 

occasionò, which is likely to involve a large number of people and happens in a particular 

setting, which is characterized by a typical elaboration and/or special equipment essential 

to the occasion. The type of social interaction at a social occasion is ñfocusedò when 

there is a clear focus of attention, when people show active engagement and when people 

ñsustain a special type of mutual activityò184, which can be for example the execution of 

group ritual. Goffmanôs theories are essential to every work that deals with social 

interaction: at particular social occasions, which involve different peer groups, a specific 

architectural setting could have been created suited to the objectives of the hosting group. 

As the context for these interactions, architecture may have been used during these events 

as a physical setting to negotiate social status, power, and identity and to structure social 

relationships.  

 

What connects all these sociologists is not only the active role of architecture in the 

shaping of social interaction, but the importance of social interaction itself in the creation 

of society. They all plead for an approach that aims to bring back to life past actors. 

Although social theory is a good step forward in order to create a theoretical frame, it 

must be acknowledged that these theories have been constructed on the basis of the 

authorsô real life observations. We first have to find analytical methods that help us to 

infer the nature of social interaction through the analysis of the architectural traces which 

have been transferred in the archaeological record. 

 

                                                 
182 Goffman 1959; 1963. 
183 Dynel 2011, 455; Goffman 1963, 13-22. 
184 Dynel 2011, 455; Goffman 1963, 24; Goffman 1963, 83. 
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2.1.3.  Spatial Analysis: Is Access Analysis the Good Way to Go? 

 

In past and recent archaeological investigations, scholars have argued that one such 

analytical method is access analysis, an approach that has also already found its way to 

Minoan archaeology.185 The background of this approach is space syntax theory. Access 

(or gamma) analysis as developed by Hillier and Hanson assesses the articulation of 

spaces within a typical building, and their link with each other.186 Therefore, this model is 

often called a theory of circulation that tries to move away from typological 

considerations of buildings based on their ground plans, reintroducing the movement and 

circulation of people in the center of research. Through this method, one can very easily 

assess the ease with which one space in the building can be accessed from another. 

Access analysis permits ñthe representation, quantification and interpretation of spatial 

configurations in buildings and settlementsò.187 Because the method has been already 

applied and explained in detail in several other archaeological studies, we will only give a 

short introduction to the method and focus only on those elements that are crucial for the 

present research.188 Access-analysis begins with the creation of an access-map.189 All 

spatial units, including open-air spaces such as courtyards or transitional spaces such as 

corridors, stairs or hallways, are presented by dots (circles) with lines that connect these 

units when there is a clear connection (permeability). This network of dots and lines 

forms an unjustified access map. The exterior (or the carrier) space is represented by a 

circle with a cross through it. It is important to note that since the exterior marks the 

space outside the boundary of the architectural complex it should always be integrated in 

the analysis and that each building can only have one exterior. After the access map has 

been created, it may be justified by making the exterior (carrier) the órootô of the 

                                                 
185 Letesson 2005; 2008; 2009; For Mycenaean archaeology see Thaler 2005; 2006. 
186 Hillier and Hanson (1984) refer to it as gamma-analysis where the built space of buildings is 

concerned; Grahame (2000) refers to the method as access-analysis; Further reading on space 

syntax and its applications see Hanson 1998; Hillier, Hanson, and Graham 1987; Foster 1989; 

Cutting 2003; 2006; Putzeys 2007. 
187 Hillier, Hanson and Graham (1987, 363) quoted by Grahame 2000, 29. 
188 The discussion here mainly follows Grahameôs (2000) and Putzeysô (2007) refined versions of 

access analysis. They applied the method to the Roman sites of Pompei and Sagalassos. 
189 Hillier and Hanson 1984, 147-148. 
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system.190 From this justified access map or ñj-graphò different topological properties for 

each of the units within the building can be calculated.191 Additionally, one could model 

the ways in which the building ñstructuresò interaction between those who controlled 

access to the building (ñthe controllersò) and potential visitors. An important element in 

order to define the interaction potential of spaces is the ñdepthò to which visitors are 

permitted to penetrate into the structure. When the assumption that inhabitants will 

primarily only admit visitors in the rooms close to the exterior is accepted, this provides a 

possible indication of which rooms are crucial in the interaction between inhabitants and 

strangers. The more boundaries that have to be crossed from the outside, the smaller the 

chance that those who were out will be allowed to enter the space. Based on the depth 

from the exterior, the mode of interaction between strangers and controllers may be 

assessed and the places of most possible interaction between them identified. The 

positions of power increased according to the depth one was allowed to penetrate inside 

the structure.192 The deeper the room was situated, the harder it is to reach from the 

people outside. In most cases, rooms are situated deep inside the structure if the 

controllers want to limit access to them. The depth at which the inhabitant was situated 

provides the main indication for status, and the depth to which visitors were allowed to 

penetrate the building (the closer one could get to the culmination point) also indicated 

their status.193 However, caution needs to be preserved in considering the situation in 

such an oversimplified way. Not only the depth within the configuration is important to 

assess accessibility. A physical boundary renders units situated in depth levels closely to 

the exterior as inaccessible to visitors as those situated in the deepest levels of the 

building.194 We will therefore focus both on the distribution of physical boundaries in the 

built space and the distinctive depth levels. Regarding status and power, Markus has 

                                                 
190 Grahame 2000, 29-30; Putzeys 2007, 34. 
191 Putzeys 2007, 35. 
192 Dovey 1999, 22; Putzeys 2007, 35-36. 
193 Putzeys 2007, 36-42; Apart from the depth, several other syntactical properties can be 

calculated such as control value, mean depth, relative asymmetry, and real asymmetry. 
194 One should, however, not over-emphasize the predictability of access analysis in real active 

contexts of social interaction. The presence of real physical boundaries in the built space and the 

distribution of physical boundaries are at least as important in considering whether or not a unit is 

accessible or non-accessible within the building. This has the result that even those units situated 

in depth levels relatively close to the exterior could be ñinaccessibleò to visitors because access 

and visibility was strongly controlled and filtered by a physical boundary. 
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argued that buildings are not only a tool for classifying classes by restraining interaction 

and drawing clear boundaries between different groups of people. Based on the nature of 

a buildingsô syntax the structure itself can create an atmosphere of bonding between 

various groups of people.195 Later this dissertation it will become clear how and why both 

the mechanism of classifying and bonding play such important roles within social 

interaction (see Part 4 and 5 this dissertation).  

 

Apart from the quantitative approaches outlined above and their positivist application by 

Letesson to Minoan archaeology, there is a trend in archaeology to implement the method 

of access analysis as a qualitative rather than a quantitative method for analyses. In some 

cases, the poor quality of the archaeological record led the complete dismissal of the 

method196 or, at least, instigated serious reservations to its application.197 

 

Marion Cutting (2003; 2006), who conducted a qualitative access analysis involving the 

prehistoric sites of Çatalhöyük and Hacilar in Anatolia, provided archaeologists with a 

clearly defined set of parameters to be taken into account in order to identify whether or 

not the application of space syntax analysis might be useful. According to Cutting, the 

usefulness of space syntax analysis as a quantitative method in archaeology is site 

specific and limited depending on the amount of archaeological data available for 

investigation. What the archaeologist needs is 1) a minimum level of information 

regarding the internal subdivision of space by means of walls and ideally completely 

excavated buildings, 2) a clear view of the connections between the inside and the outside 

of a building and the location of all entry points; 3) complexly structured spaces because 

multiple room buildings bring forward more informative numerical information than 

small buildings; and 4) knowledge of the layout of the upper level(s) of a building, which 

are almost never preserved archaeologically. In this case, the archaeologist needs to find 

the connection points between the ground floor and upper levels, often identified by the 

location of staircases.198 

                                                 
195 Markus (1993, 25) cited in Dovey 1999, 24. 
196 Bernbeck 1997, 201. 
197 Cutting 2003, 15-16. 
198 Cutting 2003, 18. 
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When one of these parameters is almost entirely missing, one should be cautious in 

applying access analysis as a quantitative technique. When a considerable amount of the 

required information is missing, access analysis becomes less informative and secure.  

Given that the nature of spatial data available is sometimes very unclear, one might even 

ask oneself why so many archaeologists have been attracted to space syntax analysis in 

the first place and why these numerical approaches became so popular in Minoan 

archaeology as well? In his monograph, Letesson argued, and we have discussed this 

thoroughly elsewhere, that the material record of the Neopalatial period on Crete 

delivered enough representative data in order to apply space syntax analysis as a 

quantitative method. However, one has to admit that it immediately becomes clear that 

one of the main motivations of applying the method lies in the desire to describe, define, 

structure and thus interpret/understand the Minoan past, trying to quantitatively locate 

supporting evidence in the numerical results to justify interpretations of Minoan social 

structure. In Minoan archaeology where many key-questions are still left unanswered or a 

matter of debate, it is very tempting and fully understandable that such alternative 

methods to increase our understanding of Minoan history are explored. 

 

Although such positivist approaches to the built space are completely reasonable and 

encouraging, Cutting explicitly argues that the power of space syntax analysis lies in the 

fact that it could be used as a 'tool to think with'; in a non-quantitative way that "enables 

the internal layout of individual buildings and the relationship between groups of 

buildings to be studied and compared in ways that are overlooked by descriptions of 

room sizes, the distribution of features and the proportion of built to non-built space." 

Further she argues that "Where the archaeological data are sufficient about room 

functions, thinking in terms of access analysis can highlight repeated associations 

between certain activities, access and privacy"199. 

Such a statement seems comprehensible for a number of reasons and shows that access 

analysis as a method should not stand on itself but rather should be part of a non-

formalized approach to the built space that builds on diverse insights within the social 

                                                 
199 Cutting 2003, 18. 
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sciences and the field of phenomenology. As an archaeologist, one often has to deal with 

poor archaeological data: upper floors are often missing and some of the spaces within a 

building are not clearly definable in terms of form and interconnectivity with the other 

units in the overall structure.  

Further, access analysis has strong limitations as a method for studying the lived 

experience of buildings. Since access analysis replaces rooms and doorways with dots 

and lines, this method does not consider the physicality of the architectural environment, 

e.g. its layout, size, elaboration (furnishings and decoration), and physical boundaries 

such as doors or guards facing an entrance - all-important elements that have been 

brought into display by social actors in order to create meaningful places and which all 

have a direct impact on the actorsô perception.200 Since these elements have influenced 

the nature and intensity of social interaction, it is important to further evaluate their 

meaning. Indeed, social encounters take place in real physical contexts and not in the 

nodes of the access analysis. With respect to boundaries, in access analysis an immediate 

continuum of circulation between units is indicated with a line. By contrast, in reality 

circulation between rooms was most probably not continuous. No account is given of the 

presence of real physical boundaries such as locked doors or even guards facing the 

entrance, blocking off or giving access to the adjacent unit.201 The importance of physical 

boundaries in a discourse of social interaction should not be underestimated: they have 

the potential to clear access, but also to close, effectively segregating spaces and 

controlling the means of access to any particular point.202 Within a building several 

transition spaces and physical boundaries, such as corridors, stairways, vestibules, doors, 

etc., form the link between a certain space and the regions that lie deeper within the 

complex.203 These transition spaces gave the inhabitants or controllers the choice to 

maintain distance or to interact with the visitor, eventually inviting the visitors into the 

deeper parts of the complex. Doorways play a significant role in all types of Minoan 

architecture. In the case of the Minoan Palaces entrances to the palatial buildings and the 

transitions from one unit to the other inside the complex were often marked by doors, 

                                                 
200 Ellis 1999, 80. 
201 Ellis 1999, 80. 
202 Foster 1989. 
203 Grahame 1999. 
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guards, sometimes by large thresholds, and maybe even curtains, which provided the 

possibility to control movement and encounters between people. The ubiquity of doors 

inside Minoan buildings, which has often been neglected in research, resulted in a 

configuration in which access, movement, and interactions within these buildings could 

be easily controlled, structured and organized.  

This enabled a dynamic and clearly structured control of the permeability and the 

interactions within these buildings. In such an approach, one tries to move away from a 

mathematical concept of space in which distance is expressed in true length, and rather 

focuses on the negotiation of access and the way architecture dictated degrees of 

accessibility and participation on social occasions. Furthermore, access analysis fails to 

take into account important architectural and symbolic characteristics of the spaces in the 

building put in place by those living actors who used and transformed the space into a 

meaningful place for social interaction.204 The physicality of the built space, however, 

played an important role in the mediation of asymmetrical relations. In this dissertation 

we will not use the numerical data as derived from the access analysis: in this case they 

are not very useful. Caution is heeded in applying a passive, statistical method to 

reconstruct - as is my purpose ï active social behavior in real contexts of social 

interaction in which the layers of architecture and iconography are actively used as media 

for expression. However, it may be suggested that the access maps themselves have the 

potential to reveal the more general properties of centrality, linearity, depth and control in 

a very illustrative way, especially when they are combined with a physical spatial 

analysis of the building. Both should be combined since they give the possibility to reveal 

a deeper structural program within buildings.  

In such a model of social interaction, the numerical access analysis itself is not very 

useful and will be primarily used as a visual tool to illustrate the occasionally very 

complex circulation patterns in a more comprehensive manner. Since we are dealing with 

the active use of the built space by humans, we should abandon the dots of the access 

analysis and redirect focus to the actual physicality of the built space. In Part 4 of this 

dissertation, we clearly illustrate and prove the usefulness of turning away from the 

numerical access analysis. To my mind, the use of the access graphs as a visual tool, a 

                                                 
204 Markus 1993, 23. 
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focus on the position of different room types and the placement of physical boundaries 

inside the built space result in a deeper and more vivid understanding of the underlying 

principles behind the structure of a building and the active role of these physical features 

in the structuring and shaping of social interaction and relationships.  

It becomes clear that if one decides to use access analysis to explore social processes in 

Minoan archaeology, it should be used in a rather qualitative manner or as a visual tool 

within a non-formalized approach to the built environment that finds its inspiration within 

the field of social sciences and phenomenology.  

 

2.1.4.  Buildings and Meaning ï From Ordinary Spaces to Meaningful 

Places 

 

Above, we have attempted to take some first steps towards the formulation of a 

methodology that gives archaeologists the opportunity to understand the relationship 

between architecture and society and how buildings function as structuring entities, 

which could be used as active agents or chief media for the expression of different social 

relationships. The structuring of different groups of people within the buildings during 

particular social occasions (events) could be a reflection of the socio-political structure of 

these communities since they built these structures themselves. We have argued above 

that access maps of buildings are a good visual illustration when combined with the 

physical representation of true boundaries in the built space, of the ways in which control 

of movement and accessibility play dominant roles in producing relationships of power 

and social inequality. I have also noted that a strong focus on the physicality of the built 

space is necessary, as access analysis does not take into account the symbolism and 

meaning of built environments, or how people invest time, effort, and resources in 

creating meaningful places for social interaction.205 Attention should be paid to the real 

architectural and artefactual elements that are brought into display by social actors in 

order to create meaningful places and transfer messages to their users. 

Rapoportôs (1980; 1990) study of nonverbal communication dealt with this topic and 

within this study he argues that architecture creates a physical environment which gives 

                                                 
205 Parker Pearson and Richards 1994, 30. 
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specific cues to users that remind them of socio-cultural rules, norms and conventions 

and thus educate or instruct them about how to behave in particular contexts. Rapoport 

(1980, 300): ñBuildings and settings are ways of ordering behavior by placing it into 

discrete and distinguishable places and settings, each with known and expected rules, 

behaviors and the like é Built-environments thus communicate meanings to help serve 

social and cultural purposes; they provide frameworks, or systems of settings, for human 

action and appropriate behaviorò206. In order to communicate meaning, it makes sense to 

assume that also Minoan communities have at their disposal a conventionalized symbol 

system that was culturally embedded; a series of aesthetic, and architectural cues 

meaningful for Minoans. These cues can be size and shape of the unit, color, materials, 

and decoration. Architecture has therefore the possibility to stage human interaction, and 

dictate some form of expected behavior in and around the structures of the building. The 

emergence of specific forms of architecture is therefore the outcome of several 

(continuously) changing socio-political phenomena over time (in this dissertation norms 

in Minoan life, the buildersô expectations, and the buildingôs social function). However, 

the elaboration of the built environment alone is not sufficient to communicate with the 

visitor. A building needs a clear syntax, a fixed set of syntactic rules created by the 

builders to construct a building in a way which allows visitors to understand the 

relationship of each different architectural unit to the whole. 

For Rapoport, fixed-feature, semi-fixed, and non-fixed feature elements are used as the 

major media to communicate meaning.207 As a Minoan archaeologist the majority of the 

data exists out of the totality of a buildingôs structure (fixed feature elements such as 

walls, doors, porches, Lustral Basins, etc.), and a small portion of portable finds found 

inside the different rooms (semi-fixed elements such as benches, stands, different 

ceramics, tablets, etc.). Nonfixed-feature elements that would inform us about the people 

that dwelled inside these spaces are in most cases entirely lost.208 In Minoan research this 

kind of three layered distinction of the built space in fixed, semi-fixed, and non-fixed 

confronts us with some problems, and this especially as to the role of iconographical 

                                                 
206 Rapoport (1980, 300) quoted by Sanders 1984,  124. 
207 Rapoport 1990, 87ï101. 
208 See Maran 2006a, 76. 
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elaboration (wall, floor and ïunfortunately hypothetically- ceiling decoration) of these 

buildings. Although they are fixed in space (on a wall or floor) their appearance may 

have been modified strongly in time (more quickly than the walls of a building 

themselves). They may have been non existent at certain periods and profusely present at 

another point in history. Thaler has dealt with this problem in his study of the Mycenaean 

Palaces and has created two different forms of fixed feature elements: ñstableò and 

ñunstableò, the latter comprising the different forms of surface treatment and decoration 

of walls, floors and ceilings.209 In the further course of this dissertation I will discuss both 

stable and unstable fixed features together. 

If architecture is imbued with meaning and is to be regarded as a medium for 

communication and for the structuring of social interaction, such places become 

meaningful settings in a socio-political discourse of power.210 Meaningful places are 

places in which builders invested in building resources in order to create an adequate 

setting that reflected their supreme status inside the community, which in turn resulted in 

a clear transfer of normative notions of power, authority, and status. In comparison with 

previous, typological approaches to space that likened space to a container, filled with 

objects and people, and which formed the background of any action, the more dynamic 

approach to concepts of space emphasizes the active role of the built space itself in the 

shaping of social interaction. Both material investments in the built space and large-scale 

ritual performances were constitutive to the negotiation and transfer of normative notions 

of power and authority in prehistoric communities without true written resources at their 

disposal. The appropriation of a specific mode of elite culture within and the 

monumentality of elite buildings was more than just trying to be fashionable. Accepted 

modes of representation were primarily used for the expression of power, wealth, and 

authority. To the elites who built them, these buildings were active mediators in 

establishing and maintaining their place in the dynamic socio-political realm. 

This brings us towards the last part of the proposed methodology, i.e. performative 

theory, which aims to look at the monumental constructions of the Tholos tombs, the 
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House tombs, and the Minoan Palaces through the concept of ñperformative spacesò, 

originally created by Fischer-Lichte.211 

 

2.1.5.  Performative Theory 

 

In Mycenaean citadels as performative space, Maran investigated the performative 

aspects of Mycenaean citadels in order understand the close relationship between the 

physicality of the built-space and the social practices possibly taking place in it.212 In 

order to do so, he turned to the concept of óperformative spaceô by Fischer-Lichte, which 

has the quality of opening up, structuring and organizing possibilities for relations 

between actors and the audience, for movement and perception.213 For Maran, the terms 

performative space and staging are essential in order to understand Mycenaean citadels, 

whose configuration deserves to be interpreted under the viewpoint of performative 

aesthetics (i.e. more specifically the connections between the aesthetical, the physical 

design, the experience of space and the impact of this all on social actors experiencing it). 

Architectural space needs human agents to become meaningful, i.e. to become a 

representational space for socio-political display.214 The analysis of the Mycenaean 

citadels by Maran shows that movement, architectural cues and access and non-access 

were important elements in the creation of social differences and were constitutive to the 

social order of things. In the Mycenaean citadels, the movement of people was 

determined via a series of architectural (f.e. thresholds) and aesthetic cues, which were 

considered meaningful to the people when they traversed these spaces.215 Maran showed 

exhaustively the social dimension behind crossing a threshold in the Mycenaean Palaces, 

as it symbolically and physically indicated the transition from one realm into the other.216 

In the same spirit as Maran, this dissertation primarily deals with the question how the 

multitude of spatial impressions within an architectural setting affects Minoan life and 

how the human body and all senses experienced such settings.  

                                                 
211 Fischer-Lichte 2004, 187. 
212 Maran 2006a. 
213 Fischer-Lichte (2004, 187) quoted in Maran 2006a, 76. 
214 Maran 2006b, 12. 
215 Maran 2006a, 82 and 85. 
216 Maran 2006a, 82. 
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In Performance, Power and Art of the Aegean Bronze Age (2005), German is one of the 

first scholars to present a thorough study of the depiction of performance in Late Bronze 

Age society using a well-established anthropological framework that builds upon 

performance theory. One of the main aims of her monograph was to present the reader 

with a theoretical framework holding numerous insights about the active role of 

figurative art and more specifically the depictions of performance in the constitution of 

Late Bronze Age society in Crete and the Greek Mainland.217 

What distances German from other scholars who dealt with this topic is that she turns 

away from previous approaches representing images as passive reflections of status and 

instead argues  that iconographical depictions are active media in the creation of well-

defined social relations. Throughout the monograph/book German catalogues the 

diversity of depictions of performance within the archaeological record and it 

immediately becomes clear that the majority of these depictions come from glyptic art 

such as seals, seals impressions, rings and frescoes, and performances including bull 

leaping and dancing are predominant. Before German attempts to answer the relationship 

between the image of performance and its wider social meaning, she focuses first on 

gender related aspects of the human figure (sex, age, and diverse social status) portrayed 

within these depictions and recurrent characteristics in the figural compositions, such as 

in case of the frescoes the inclusion of architecture, a paved surface for the event, and an 

audience observing the event. Her chapter on bull leaping provides a thorough overview 

of the archaeological evidence in chronological order, and the same is true for the chapter 

on Dance and Procession, which she argues to be difficult to distinguish from one another 

in Minoan art. German suggests that the typical locales for both bull leaping and 

dance/procession activities would be open air courts and theatrical areas. This is not 

innovative, nor is her discussion of gender related topics which simply echoes past 

reconstructions. 'Meanings of Performance: Interpreting the Images' is immediately the 

most compelling chapter in this book. In this section German attempts to answer the 

relationship between the image of performance and some form of social meaning. 

German underlines once more that the majority of these images of performance were 
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depicted on glyptic art and that their appearance should be connected to the palaces, 

acting as ósigns of identification for the social authority of the Palaces, first on Crete and 

later on the Mainlandô.218 These depictions of performance were part of a larger socio-

political process in  the Late Bronze Age in which such depictions of performance 

became representational identification devices for larger groupings. When people saw 

these depictions on a shared medium such as glyptics, these depictions functioned as 

some form of commemorative ñbadgesò which would not only identify the person as part 

of this select group, but also their connection to the Palaces.  

Although Germanôs work is interesting and constitutes a major step forward in the study 

of Minoan performance, the discussion above demonstrates that the objective of her work 

is entirely different from what will be explored in this dissertation. German dealt 

exclusively with the question of how Minoans might have perceived the real depiction of 

performance from the Neopalatial period onwards. In this study, however, we want to 

question how Minoan perceived the performative event itself. An examination of the 

archaeological material form the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial periods gives the 

possibility to reflect on the importance of performance and specific locales for 

performance in the constitution of Minoan society over time, which contrasts with 

German who, apart from iconography, did not review any other archaeological material. 

 

In order to understand how performance functioned as an important tool within Minoan 

society, a first question is what one has to understand under performance and how it 

could turn into something meaningful within pre-modern and modern societies. It is only 

recently that the concepts of human experience, movement, and performativity have been 

truly incorporated into archaeological thought and practice.219 Inomata and Cohen 

published an edited volume that tackled the questions of what constitutes performance 

and how it can be identified in the archaeological record.220 A wide range of scholars, 

who draw upon a varied amount of case-studies ï Dynastic Egypt, Classic Maya, Inca 

Empire, etc.ï attempt to apply some well-known performance theories to archaeology. 
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Some define performance as ordinary and daily actions221, while others use the term to 

refer to large-scale public spectacle.222 In this dissertation performance should be 

interpreted as large-scale social events and is therefore closely related to the concept of 

feasting which became a very popular theme in anthropology and Minoan archaeology.223 

Performance, as Richard Schechner puts it, is óan organised human behaviour before 

witnessesò224. However, it is necessary to focus on the social and physical backgrounds 

behind such organized human behaviors in order to understand the socio-political 

function of this behavior. The basic hypothesis is that it is possible to analyze 

performative space to highlight how architecture acts as an active agent on the level of 

the community in terms of structuring social interaction between different groups of 

people.  

 

Performance forms apart from architecture a second major component in the negotiation 

of identity. A focus on architecture and performance within a context of social interaction 

offers us the possibility to draw some conclusions about the nature of the way in which 

social structures within a society were negotiated, created, and maintained and especially 

how people created specific forms of architecture and performative events for these 

specific purposes. The core of this research tries to evaluate the crucial role of large-scale 

ritual events performed and organized by the Minoan elites to create and negotiate social 

status and identity. These events were important devices for the integration of 

communities and the negotiation, production and legitimization of social differences, 

status and power225 and are crucial in the constitution of every pre-modern society226. 

Performance in various cases can mean that both the actual performers and the audience 

have a physical setting in which to perform, which has been designed in a way which 

allows for the intended objectives behind the performance to be attained and transmitted 

                                                 
221 Hodder 2006, 82. 
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and Hayden 2001; Various contributions in Hitchcock, Laffineur and Crowley 2008. 
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to the audience observing it.227 The specific architectural contexts for these performative 

events and the active engagement of people with these architectural spaces transform 

these particular settings into meaningful places inside Minoan communities. It has to be 

clearly stated that what is referred to as performative acts, is not the same as normal 

human behavior in every-day life. In the course of this dissertation I am not interested in 

random daily behavior, but rather in identifying the performance of large social events 

and their nature. Victor Turner refers to social events performed on a community level as 

ñsocial dramasò228. Such social events comprise a large number of people which are often 

brought together within a specific architectural setting and can include a number of 

different performative acts, such as processions and dancing. Such events are perfect 

tools to define and maintain social complexes and identities.229 Several performative acts, 

like processions and dancing can coexist together as an integrated part of a larger rite. In 

order to have enough representational power it is important that a large enough number of 

people, participants and/or spectators are included, in order to create at least the 

impression that it is a significant event witnessed by a portion of society. This means that 

the architectural forms used to stage performative events, i.e. the ñperformative spacesò, 

had to be spacious enough to include both actors and spectators.230 The necessity to 

repeat these events at several times makes them ritualized events, which are ordered, 

structured, and programmed both in space and time inside these communities. Ritual 

performances are iterations of events in that they repeat events that happened before and 

it is only by this clear link to the past that the ritual can become a standardized 

performance.231  

Based on the study of Turner (1982) we have strong indications that the organization of 

large social events gives communities the possibility to reflect about the nature of social 

complexes, structures of authority and class. These events are organized to address some 

socio-political issues inside communities, are mostly performed by or for those in 

authority, and are organized at specific times of the year to negotiate, and probably 
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maintain the social boundaries between classes.232 In this regard, performance is not only 

a major tool to transmit pre-existing structures, norms, and values towards communities, 

but also has the power to create, negotiate, and legitimate changes within communities. It 

is through these events that identities are negotiated, formed, and transformed.233 

 

It becomes clear that performance becomes a major form of social display. Architecture 

(performative space) plays in these events a crucial role in that it influences the event by 

numerous variations and creative distortions that possibly find their origin in the 

architectural environment. The architectural environment represents a ñset sequence of 

stepsò that have to be completed before the performance is fully executed. If we look at 

modern times, then the places that would be labelled as performative spaces are those 

spaces where sports, theater, and ritual are performed.234 Football stadiums, large 

churches, and theaters are part of our common sense; nevertheless these spaces are not 

entirely comparable with the architecture discussed in this dissertation, i.e. the Tholos 

tombs, House tombs, and Minoan Palaces. However, when an event takes place, all of 

these spaces are very intensively used as they attract large crowds for the organized 

event. It is this characteristic, their use as performative spaces, that clearly links the 

Minoan and modern examples. As to the modern examples Goffmann argued that the 

performances led to ñan expressive rejuvenation and reaffirmation of the moral values of 

the community in those spacesò235. These places promote a social solidarity, not without 

blurring the social differences between groups of people, but by engaging the whole 

community in one collective identity.236 It is on these particular occasions, through the 

repetition of the traditional rites, that the entire community is regenerated.237 

Performative spaces play a crucial role in structuring performative events and the social 

identity of people, both performers and audience, who participate in them. A decent 

spatial analysis of these spaces would include elements such as accessibility and 

visibility. The concept of visibility closely relates to how physical boundaries are 

                                                 
232 Turner 1982, 92. 
233 Pearson 1998, 33. 
234 Schechner 1988, 11. 
235 Goffmann (1959, 35-36) quoted by Schechner 1988, 13. 
236 Dietler and Hayden 2001, 88. 
237 Eliade 1965, 40. 
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perceived by human actors. To all cultures, the visible is important, and this is no less 

true for the Minoan culture. Visibility is strongly determinated by the spatial context in 

which we find ourselves. Our field of vision is made by the things we see, its horizon 

formed by the boundaries of the physical environment that surrounds us. Vision, visibility 

and their different gradations in a context of social interaction very often lead to 

asymmetrical relations between people. This makes vision and the amount of visibility 

important tools of power.238 óTo be able to seeô or óto be witness ofô what happens at 

particular places can be considered in specific architectural contexts as a privilege for a 

select number of people and makes them powerful tools in shaping asymmetric power 

relations. Today for example, areas sectioned for Very Important People are only 

accessible for a select number of people, and numerous elements like curtains, walls, 

doors, elevated stairs, etc., block the direct sight of others wishing to see. Visibility 

should therefore be perceived in my view óas having the privilege to see what occurs on 

the other side of the fenceô or not, and is therefore an important factor to create social 

differentiation. Therefore, the recognition of performative events and the active role of 

architecture within them are a direct reflection of how specific societies deal with the 

establishment of differing individual and communal identities.239 This makes a 

performative approach especially interesting for the study of Minoan society. 

 

In archaeology, several instances of pictorial and architectural evidence can be associated 

with Minoan performances, such as dancing and processions. Both at the burial sites and 

within the settlements of the Pre-Proto-and Neopalatial period, structures include paved 

and non-paved courtyard areas, where dancing and processions could have been 

performed. Furthermore, pictorial evidence helps us to understand more clearly how and 

within which architectural contexts such activities should be organized. Architectural and 

pictorial evidence concerning dancing and processions will be discussed throughout Parts 

3, 4 and 5 in this dissertation.240 However, the main interest of this study does not lie in 

the pictorial evidence of Minoan performance, but rather the socio-political significance 

                                                 
238 See Thompson 2000; Thompson 2005, 31ï51. 
239 Inomata and Coben 2006a, 19. 
240 In this dissertation only a selection of archaeological sites, material and pictorial evidences are 

discussed (Part 3, 4 and 5). For a more detailed overview and discussion of the pictorial evidence 

regarding processions and dance, I would like to refer to German 2005, 50-71. 
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of the performative events themselves in the formation of communities.241 The physical 

correlates of Minoan performance and especially the functioning of the Minoan Palaces, 

but also the Tholos and House tombs as active agents within large social events will be a 

main focus in this dissertation. 

 

2.1.6.  Conclusions 

 

In this part we have created a methodology which deals with the reciprocal relationship 

between built space, performance and Minoan society. Although all these issues were 

discussed separately, it should be noted that in every day life all these elements were 

strongly intertwined. Spatial programming and the creation of meaningful places are part 

of the same cognitive process of its builders. This theoretical framework offers insights 

into the ways in which we conceptualize ancient built environments and presents a means 

to examine Minoan architecture as dynamic and experienced places, whereas the study of 

these environments has largely neglected the centrality of movement and human 

engagement as integral components to the built environment.  

What follows is an examination of the archaeological evidence throughout the Pre-, 

Proto-, and Neopalatial periods which gives us the chance to reflect upon the nature of 

the performances executed within particular architectural settings, the function of 

monumental buildings in structuring social relationships, and to draw some conclusions 

on the real impact of the performative events in the constitution of Minoan society over 

time.

                                                 
241 For more on feasting and performance in Minoan and Mycenaean archaeology, see the various 

contributions in Wright 2004b; Hitchcock, Laffineur and Crowley 2008; Theorizing feasts from 

an anthropological perspective, see Dietler and Hayden 2001. 
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Abstract 

 

Part 3 discusses the period before and the transitional period leading up to the emergence 

of the Minoan Palaces, which will be discussed later this dissertation in parts 4 and 5.  

Through an analysis of the Tholos tombs and House tombs cemetery sites of the 

Prepalatial period and the changes within the urban built environment throughout the 

stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial period, it will be argued that one can see some 

gradual built-environmental changes within the archeological record, which illustrate a 

constantly increasing architectural complexity and the growing importance of having 

specific locales for the execution of group performances. 

We will discuss the hyptothesis that such built-environmental changes were the result of 

processes of increased social complexity and this tendency towards social stratification 

resulted and became re-enforced through the construction of monumental building 

structures and participation in communal performances in and around these settings. 
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Chapter 3.1. The Conceptualization of the Minoan built-environment in the 

Prepalatial period: the Funerary Landscape and Social Complexity. 

 

3.1.1. Introduction 

 

The Prepalatial period on Crete covers approximately the period between 3100 BC to 

1900 BC and spans the Early Minoan (EM) I, II, III and Middle Minoan (MM) IA 

periods. The present section succinctly describes the phenomena occurring at the 

Prepalatial cemeteries and settlements on Crete in order to add to our knowledge of the 

ways in which Minoans conceptualized their built-environment in this period and how 

this is connected with changes in the social complexity of the Prepalatial communities. 

The Prepalatial period on Crete, which essentially comprises the Early Bronze Age, is 

marked by the absence of large urban centres and mega-structures such as the Minoan 

Palaces. The Minoan landscape of this period is primarily characterized as a mosaic of 

agricultural settlements and communities, which grew in size and increased in number 

and social complexity in the course of the third millennium BC. At the current state of 

research, information of Prepalatial domestic architecture and the ways in which it was 

connected to the social is very scarce and limited to a small number of settlements, such 

as Myrtos-Phournou Koriphi, Trypiti, and Vasiliki. 

 

With regard to social complexity in the Prepalatial period, Myrtos-Phournou Koriphi is 

still the most informative site so far. Thanks to the excavations carried out by Peter 

Warren, Myrtos forms the basis for all discussions regarding Prepalatial architecture as 

well as EM social complexity. Peter Warren pictured the settlement existing out of one 

single building that was inhabited by a large family or clan of 100-120 people.242 Tod 

Whitelaw was one of the first scholars who dealt intensively with the exact nature social 

relations in Prepalatial Crete. By a study of the material remains of the site of Myrtos-

Phournou Koriphi through the concept of the household he proposed an entirely different 

interpretation to the settlement. A careful analysis of the relative chronology on site and 

                                                 
242 Warren 1972, 267; See especially Tenwolde (1992, 1) who defends and retakes Warrenôs 

reconstruction of one large extended family at Myrtos-Phournou Koriphi. 
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the distribution of finds throughout the settlement in each of the architectural layers made 

him conclude that the basic social unit in the Prepalatial Myrtos was the nuclear family. 

The entire settlement of Myrtos-Phournou Koriphi was occupied by 5 to 7 nuclear 

families each with their own cluster of units for daily activities such as food preparation, 

dining, sleeping, etc. The population of Myrtos would not have been 100-120 people as 

suggested by Warren, but far less, and only about 25 to 30 people.243 Building further on 

Myrtos Whitelaw believes that the household was the basic social unit on Crete in the 

Prepalatial period.244 Additionally, Whitelaw identified the same social unit by the 

analysis of the Tholos tombs, something that contradicts strongly with Braniganôs 

interpretations.245 For Branigan a larger social unit was involved in the construction, 

possession, and final usage of the Tholos tombs and he concluded that the extended 

family or a small clan group would be in possession of them.246 Whitelawôs final 

argument in the analysis of Myrtos-Phornou Koriphi, i.e. that the households at Myrtos-

Phournou Koriphi were strongly interrelated247, favors the hypothesis that larger social 

ties among people were important social phenomena within Prepalatial communities. In 

this view Braniganôs interpretation of a communal initiative beyond the level of the 

household for the construction and possession of the Mesera tholoi sounds very 

acceptable.248 The level of involvement of different individuals in the construction 

process of the tomb structures will be discussed into more detail further down this 

chapter. 

Although there is very limited evidence from the settlements, the large numbers of 

cemetery sites across the island constitute true hallmarks of the Prepalatial period. In this 

time-span, burial practices show a very strong regional differentiation and include cave 

                                                 
243 Whitelaw 1983, 333. 
244 Similar observations can be made for Trypiti. At Trypiti six or seven different houses occupied 

the site in the Prepalatial period, which suggests a very similar population as at Myrtos, see 

Vasilakis (2010) for detailed information. 
245 Whitelaw 1983, 333-335. 
246 Branigan 1993, 95. 
247 Whitelaw 1983, 333-334. 
248 Branigan (1993, 84-89) contradicts Whitelawôs assumptions and argues that a group of people 

larger than the nuclear family should have been in possession of these tholoi. 
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burials, House tombs and the well-known Tholos tombs, which were communal and used 

across generations.249  

Tholos tombs emerge from EM I onwards and are strongly clustered in southern Crete in 

the region of the Asterousia Mountains and the Mesara valley, whereas the House tomb is 

the form of burial architecture commonly found in sites in eastern and northern Crete in 

the close vicinity of the Mirabello region.250 The archaeological material gives the 

impression that both regions on Crete are characterized by strong regional differences and 

each created unique socio-political trajectories. Branigan already pointed out at an early 

stage that there are some exceptions to the rule.251  One such exception is the cemetery of 

Archanes, where Tholos tombs are attested outside the south-central region.252 

Additionally rectangular tomb structures have been found at several Tholos cemeteries in 

South-Central Crete such as Koumasa, Ayia Triada, and Platanos.  

To date, the article by Legarra Herrero (2009) offers the most recent study of the 

mortuary behavior in the first phase of the Prepalatial period on Crete and in particular 

focuses on the wide diversity of material assemblages and architectural innovations 

taking place simultaneously in different regions of the island. Such a focus created the 

potential to identify differences in the ways Cretan communities dealt with death and 

afterlife. Moreover, it enabled an investigation of the way in which such cemetery sites 

became important social locales for the negotiation and sustainment of social 

relationships and whether or not the role of these cemeteries changed diachronically 

throughout the Prepalatial period.253 Legarra Herrero (2009) focused mainly if not only 

on the first part of the Prepalatial period, i.e. from EM I to EM IIB and his analysis 

demonstrated convincingly that the image of a unified Minoan culture on the entire Island 

does not coincide with the material evidence at hand, but instead advocating a more 

realistic picture of heterogeneity and well-defined group differences constituting the 

mosaic of communities on the Cretan isle.254 Different regions underwent different 

processes of change, which suggests that one should not think in terms of island-wide 

                                                 
249 Legarra Herrero 2009. 
250 Branigan 1993; Xanthoudides 1924; Seager 1912. 
251 Branigan 1993, 12. 
252 Maggidis 1998. 
253 Legarra Herrero 2009 , 33 -34. 
254 Legarra Herrero 2009, 34. 
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models of a monotone and homogeneous Minoan culture, but in terms of differing local 

trajectories and heterogeneity thus creating a more accurate picture for the social (and 

political) complexity of Prepalatial communities on Crete.255 

As early as EM I, Crete could be divided into three distinct regions in terms of mortuary 

behavior. In the region of the Asterousia mountains a new type of burial came into 

existence. A round tholos tomb used for communal burial which stands in large contrast 

with the earlier individual burials in the Neolithic period within this region.256 Another 

breach with the Neolithic period was the large quantity of ceramic vessels deposited in 

and around these communal tombs, indicating the involvement of multiple individuals 

(possibly the entire community) in social occasions, ceremonies or rituals held at this 

location, rendering these tombs into socially important loci for establishing, negotiating 

and sustaining social relationships.257Another interesting phenomenon can be attested at 

the North coast in places such as Agia Photia Siteia, Gournes and to a less extent in 

Pseira, where cemeteries consist of a series of small cist or rock-cut tombs which are 

often accompanied by Cycladic-style material culture; types  typically found in the 

Cyclades and in particular spots on the Greek Mainland. The fact that such burials are 

found at these places in Crete illustrates the strong influence of off-island connections on 

the development of these EBA communities. Additionally, these strong off-island links 

are good indications that these communities not necessarily shared the same beliefs and 

social structure as the tholos communities.258 

The third type of mortuary behavior existed out of the use of cave and rock shelters as a 

place for burial. This type of behavior was less region-specific and is found on the entire 

island. It is interesting to note that the number of burials found here was significantly 

smaller than those found at the tholos tombs and larger than those found within the cist or 

rock cut tombs along the North coast.259 

The tholos tomb communities show a very consistent pattern in terms of material 

assemblages etc., which suggests that they all shared a very similar type of social 

                                                 
255 Legarra Herrero 2009, 30 -31. 
256 Legarra Herrero 2009, 34-37. 
257 Legarra Herrero 2009, 34-37. 
258 Legarra Herrero 2009, 37. 
259 Legarra Herrero 2009, 38. 



-  82 -   Part 3   

 

 

organization and structure.260 In the North coast, the picture is far from homogenous, 

pointing towards a strong diversity among the sites and communities.261  

EMII A and EM IIB each have their own specific characteristics in terms of mortuary 

behavior. EMIIA generally tends to be seen as the further development of the earlier, 

existing EM I patterns, whereas EMII B marks a period of strong change on the island, an 

important turning point in the development of each of the communities in the respective 

regions.262 In EM II A, tholos tombs were still mainly connected to the Asterousia region. 

However, examples also start to appear in the Mesara valley and slight changes in 

mortuary behavior can be attested in the material record. As early as EM IIA, two-tholoi 

cemeteries are becoming common, which could point to the fact that during EM II A, 

these communities underwent a growing social complexity on the level of the 

community. Off-island material and exotica are often to be found in most of the tholoi.263 

As compared to the Asterousia and Mesara region, the North coast underwent more 

significant changes. Remarkably, the Cycladic style cemeteries at Gournes and Agia 

Photia Siteia were abandoned; Pseira grew out to be a real necropolis, which in fact was 

an example for the development of different new cemeteries on the North coast. Other 

cemetery sites appeared all over the island, such as the east Mirabello region, with the 

cemeteries of Mochlos, the North cemetery at Gournia and Palaikastro being the best 

known examples.264 Typically for these sites is the presence  of the so-called rectangular 

óhouseô tombs. EMIIA shows again a very strong diversity in mortuary behavior on 

Crete. The Asterousia mountains and Mesara valley kept their homogenous status, 

whereas the North coast of the island as well as the material assemblages found in the 

eastern Mirabello region show that these communities were very heterogeneous in nature, 

as their assemblages show very strong intrinsic differences.265 EMII B shows very strong 

differences in terms of the development of mortuary behavior on Crete. The region of the 

Asterousia mountaions and Mesara valley stayed very stable. Many of the tombs, if not 

                                                 
260 Legarra Herrero 2009, 39. 
261 Legarra Herrero 2009, 39. 
262 Legarra Herrero 2009, 39- 40. 
263 Legarra Herrero 2009, 40- 41 
264 Legarra Herrero 2009, 44. 
265 Legarra Herrero 2009, 45. 
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all, stayed in use and this without major modifications.266 North central Crete, and more 

specifically the North Coast seems to have undergone a major crisis, as most of the 

cemeteries were completely abandoned by the beginning of EM IIB.  In the Mirabello 

area, House tombs stay the most monumental burial form and most of the cemeteries 

seem to have undergone no major changes, with the exception of Mochlos, that showed a 

continuous expansion throughout the Early Bronze Age, becoming the major necropolis 

known today.267 

The vast Prepalatial material available from the cemetery sites to date makes them an 

interesting case study, not only in terms of diversity and correspondance between burial 

practices, but especially in terms of the close interplay between the material and the 

social. In this chapter, it will become clear that several other major changes and 

innovations occurred outside this timeframe and should be situated later at the end of the 

EM III -early MMI period. Such observations will further add to those made by Legarra 

for the earlier periods. 

In what follows, we will reflect upon the reciprocal relation between increased social 

complexity and the emergence of monumental tombs in the Prepalatial period. Such 

construction processes suggest a very complex socio-political dimension at play behind 

these architectural forms, and this long before the erection of the Minoan Palaces. We 

will start with a discussion of the Minoan tholoi and the way the diachronic changes in 

their architecture and material assemblages are connected with the process of increased 

social complexity. The second chapter of Part 3 is dedicated to the House tombs and 

more specifically the cemetery site at Mochlos and the House tomb at Myrtos-Pyrgos.  

 

 

                                                 
266 Legarra Herrero 2009, 45. 
267 Legarra Herrero 2009, 45. 



-  84 -   Part 3   

 

 

3.1.2  The Minoan Tholos Tombs: An Architectural Survey 

 

3.1.2.1.  Past and Recent Discussions 

 

In what follows, we synthesize most of the ongoing discussions in past and recent 

publications on the function of the Prepalatial Tholos tombs. It highlights the importance 

of these building structures as active media in the structuring of Prepalatial Minoan 

communities. In order to do so, one will focus on the changes and innovations that 

occurred over time, their relationship to the settlements, and their sociological relevance. 

 

Ample of research has been carried out by several scholars towards the appearance and 

function of the Minoan Tholos tombs on Crete. Xanthoudides first systematically studied 

the Tholos tombs.268 Additionally, Keith Braniganôs investigations are fundamental to our 

understanding of thes tholoi. Branigan dealt thoroughly with revealing the sociological 

relevance of the Tholos tombs for Minoan Society in several articles and monographs.269 

In the volume Cemetery and Society in the Aegean Bronze Age, Branigan and Murphy 

discussed the variety of functions of the Tholos cemeteries for the Prepalatial 

communities.270 Their primary concern was trying to understand the motivations behind 

their construction and how their appearance was connected with changes in the social 

fabric of the Prepalatial period.271 Murphyôs findings are particularly interesting, because 

her reconstructions make it possible to challenge the traditional egalitarian image so often 

proposed for the Prepalatial Tholos communities.272 Elsewhere this chapter we will 

suggest to move away from the traditional paradigm and focus upon the hypothesis that 

                                                 
268 Xanthoudides 1924. 
269 For Tholos tombs in general see Branigan  1970; 1993; 1998; Murphy 1998; 2000; 2006. 
270 Branigan 1998; Murphy 1998. 
271 Branigan (1998, 13) defined a Minoan Tholos tomb as a ñcircular, thick-walled, above-ground 

structure with a single doorwayò. He is further convinced that at least a part of the tholoi was 

fully vaulted in stone. Some tombs consist of a complex of rectangular antechambers, others of a 

single room; some have no ante-chamber at all and a handful has enclosures and/or paved areas in 

the area in front of the tomb. This makes clear that it is not easy to give a comprehensive 

description of the Minoan tholoi as an architectural type. 
272 Murphy 2000; 2006; Especially Branigan (1991, 188; 1993, 129-130 and 137) for the 

traditional perspective. 
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Prepalatial Crete was already a stratified hierarchical society with well-structured 

asymmetrical social relations. 

 

As mentioned before, the Tholos tomb is the type of burial mainly found within the 

Mesara region (fig.1). Currently we have evidence for about 94 existing tombs in this 

region and it seems that their life span ranges from EM I to MMI, a date that coincides 

with the construction of the first Palace structures on the island.273 Compared to the 

former Neolithic customs in this area, this new type of burial heralds a new era in tomb 

construction. Tholos tombs were large communal burial sites and a focus for community 

rituals.274  Minoan tholoi were situated in close proximity to the settlements, have varying 

sizes and varied degrees of architectural complexity, were sometimes clustered in groups, 

housed the collective memory, materialized the ancestral link with the forefathers and 

simultaneously functioned as a geographical beacon territorializing the land that 

surrounded the settlement.275 Tholos tombs were a dominant element in Prepalatial 

community life, which is not only demonstrated by the large investment of energy and 

resources, but also by their considerable size and monumentality.276 The Minoan tholoi 

were the main social arenas for ritual activities and communal occasions of the 

Prepalatial community.277  

 

3.1.2.2.  Settlement versus Burial Site 

 

Minoan tholoi have a very typical positioning in the natural landscape and a look at the 

topographical and structural properties of the tombs shows that at a very early stage of 

the Prepalatial period the Minoans already conceptualized the concepts of distance, 

visibility and orientation as important guidelines to structure in a very sophisticated 

manner the reciprocal relationship between the funerary landscape and the landscape of 

the every-day life. 

                                                 
273 Branigan 1993, 12. 
274 Branigan 1970, 99; Soar 2009a; Soar 2009b. 
275 Murphy 1998, 30; Branigan 1993, 55-56; Branigan 1970, 28-55. 
276 Murphy 1998; 2000; 2006. 
277 Murphy 2006, 81-82. 
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Several elements illustrate that the Minoan disposition towards the reciprocal relationship 

between the world of the living and the world of the dead is a very complex and 

important matter. Although the physical evidence is rather small to make any 

generalizations, it seems that Minoan tholoi were located in the close vicinity of the 

settlement. Many of the Tholos tombs were important landmarks and in almost 75 prc of 

the cases a Tholos cemetery site has been associated with a settlement. Braniganôs 

calculations show that many Minoan tholoi were placed no further than 250 m of the 

settlement and to the east, which proves that one felt the need to place the burial sites 

close to the settlement to promote accessibility and visibility.278 Furthermore, Braniganôs 

tabulations of the location of the doorway for 46 investigated Tholos tombs illustrates 

that a strong tradition existed which preferred an east-facing entrance and an equally 

strong aversion to the settlement area being situated to the east of the tombs (fig. 2, 3).279 

According to Branigan, such a placement could indicate the requirement that the world of 

the living should have a direct view to the ancestral burials. At the same time, such a 

placement could indicate a feeling towards the realm of the dead.280 Because of this, one 

conceptualized some interesting contrasts inside the built-environment. On the one hand, 

they felt the need to place the tombs in close proximity to the settlements; on the other 

they were anxious to create a direct visible link between both and therefore they placed 

the doorway of the tholoi away from the settlement, which indicates that they clearly 

intended to separate the two realms. At all cost, the dead should not be able to ñseeò the 

living, and vice versa.  

Goodison sees the eastern doorway linked to the rising sun in the east, a similar 

phenomenon closely linked to what was happening later as well with some spaces in the 

Minoan Palaces.281 For this reason, the eastern doorway could have been an important 

feature in establishing a cosmological connection for the forefathers buried inside the 

tholoi.  

                                                 
278 Branigan 1998: table 1; Branigan 1998,17. 
279 Branigan 1998: table 2; This placement may also be otherwise, such as the orientation towards 

the rising morning sun in the east, which is often considered as meaningful in ñsacredò contexts. 
280 Branigan (1998, 23): ñMaking the cemetery visible and accessible to the living, whilst 

ensuring that the dead could not intrude on the everyday life of the community reflects an 

underlying stress in attitudes to death and the dead in EM society.ò 
281 Goodison 2001; 2004. 
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Joan Murphy argued that the placement of the tholoi was strongly connected to the 

control of surrounding land and economic resources. The short distance between 

settlement and burial site was a necessity because Prepalatial communities wished to 

materialize collective memory and an ancestral link with the forefathers.282 Additionally, 

the ancestral link functioned as a geographical beacon to territorialize the land that 

surrounded the settlement, which has led her to argue that: ñThe presence of the dead in 

the landscape is a continuum which marks and parallels the perpetuation of the living in 

the landscape. The act of maintaining these tombs and their visual effect on the landscape 

mark and legitimize the related communityôs right to act as guardians of restricted 

resources in the vicinityò283. The Minoan tholoi acted not only as burial sites, but were 

also important landmarks which gave each respective community the possibility to claim 

the area around the settlement and authorize its use of land. In order to illustrate this 

hypothesis, Murphy stresses the remarkable differences in the construction of both tombs 

and settlements within this region.284 A first remarkable observation is the large number 

of Tholoi found by archaeologists compared with the paucity of settlement remains. 

Another argument is the large energy and resource investment in the tombs, which are 

built with considerable size and monumentality and conceived as permanent and durable 

built features of the landscape.285 This could point to the fact that Prepalatial communities 

prioritized the funerary landscape over the daily life and that these places were the main 

social arenas for communal occasions.286 Also Branigan comes to very similar 

conclusions when describing the distribution of the tholoi in the Ayiofarango Valley: ñthe 

valley was divided into a number of discrete holdings, each held by one or more clan 

groups é each clan group would have its own arable land, fresh water supply, potting 

clay é , and on each land holding were built not only the houses of the living but also the 

tombs for the dead and an open-air shrine.ò287  

 

                                                 
282 Murphy 1998, 27-28. 
283 Murphy 1998, 30. 
284 Murphy  1998; 2006. 
285 Murphy 1998; 2000; 2006. 
286 This perspective, however, should be nuanced by recently discovered settlement material 

dating back to the Prepalatial period, which illustrates that similar processes happened within the 

urban realm as well, see further down this dissertation. 
287 Branigan 1993, 104. 
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3.1.2.3.  Diachronical Changes in Terms of Layout and Design 

 

Although Tholos tombs have been used continually throughout the entire Early Bronze 

Age, it has to be noted that some major changes occurred in their overall design and 

layout. Especially the transition between the early Prepalatial and late Prepalatial period 

is interesting, as these changes could indicate that the very nature of the social occasion 

held at these places gradually became more complex within these communities.  Over the 

course of the Prepalatial period the overall plan of the Tholos tombs gains in complexity, 

the number of tholoi per unique cemetery increases (two to three tholoi) and by the end of 

the Prepalatial period (EM III ï MM IA) this architectural type becomes the most 

standardized and widespread phenomenon in the entire Mesara plain (fig. 1).288 A general 

trend may be noted in the rise and fall of the Tholos tombs.  The Prepalatial period was 

characterized by a rapid distribution and popularity, which was immediately followed by 

a strong decline throughout the successive stage of the Protopalatial period (MMIA ï 

MMIIB). In some very exceptional cases, the Tholos tombs persisted and were used well 

into the Protopalatial period and Neopalatial period.289 

 

The majority of the Minoan Tholos tombs may be described as organically extended 

complexes. The earliest Tholos tombs, which were constructed in EM I, all go back to the 

same tradition and existed of a circular burial in some cases complemented by one 

anteroom facing the entrance to the tomb. By EMII, however, the layout and design of 

the Minoan tholoi became more complex. At some tholoi, several annex rooms were 

constructed in the area in front of the tomb and paved courtyards or enclosed open-air 

spaces were added. Examples for such ñorganically expandedò complexes are Lebena 

Yerokambos (fig. 4) and Ayia Kyriaki (fig. 5). At Ayia Kyriaki, the tomb, the 

antechamber and a second outer room were constructed in EM I. Afterwards, early in EM 

II, a third outer room was added to the complex and soon after the construction of the 

third chamber, the area in front of the tomb was partly enclosed by a wall with a floor in 

                                                 
288 Legarra Herrero 2009, 44-48. 
289 See Branigan 1970: appendix 3, for the chronology and usage of all Tholos tombs. 
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tamped earth. The last feature dated to EM II was a small stone platform laid out 

immediately outside the third chamber inside this enclosure. Finally, a fourth room was 

added to the south of the third room, at some point in MM I, shortly before the tomb 

became obsolete.290 Added annex-rooms, paved or non-paved courtyard spaces and 

precinct walls become an integral part of the structure from EM II onwards. Paved 

courtyards are found at the tholoi of Koumasa, in between Platanos A and B, and 

Apesokari I and II. Open-air enclosures, which were not paved, were found at Kamilari I, 

Moni Odigytria and Ayia Kyriaki.291 At several tholoi (Kamilari I, Lebena, Apesokari I 

and Ayia Kyriaki) altar-like structures were uncovered, both in the annex-rooms and 

outside the tomb area (fig. 6).292 In the transitonal period between EM III ï MMI 

Minoans started to reconsider the layout and design of the antechamber complexes in 

front of the tholoi and this process of innovation led to the creation of a standardized 

format in the MM I period, in which the picture of grown complexes disappeared and was 

replaced by clearly designed architectural suites. The process of conceptualization 

reached its final form in MM I A.293 The MM I tombs were faced by a rectangular 

structure with internal partitions, which are characterized by a narrow corridor on one of 

the sides, an antechamber, and one or two more chambers facing the antechamber at the 

center of the unit. (fig. 8) The direct linear axis from the tomb to the outside world is in 

this way intentionally disturbed to prevent a direct link between the dead and the outside 

world making it possible to obscure the view from the outside to the inner parts of the 

tomb. Screening of the direct view to entrances to the tholoi within the course of the 

Prepalatial period points towards intentionally controlled access to the burial. Good 

examples illustrating this standardization are the tombs of Apesokari I (A) and B, Ayios 

Kyrillos, Platanos B, Kamilari A.  

                                                 
290 Branigan 1993, 17-26; see Blackman/Branigan 1982 for detailed excavation report and 

description of finds. 
291 Branigan 1993, 127-131. 
292 Branigan 1970, 132-134. 
293 It has to be stressed that the final MM I form is not a creation ñex novoò, but has rather to be 

seen as an ongoing process of innovation due to changing social/political needs. A good 

illustration of this is Platanos B since it is the only tomb that shows a rectangular suite in front of 

it dating to EM II, which shows that already in EM II people were engaged in rethinking the 

layout and final design of the antechamber complexes. 
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These diachronical changes indicate that within the course of the Prepalatial period the 

Minoan communities tried to modify the built space into an environment, which 

coincides with the purposes and activities that had to be carried out in and around the 

tombs. Rooms were added, enclosures were built and sometimes the area directly outside 

the tomb was paved as a court was created or received an open-air gathering space. Such 

elements were no main features of the Tholos tombs from the beginning and were only 

developed and introduced gradually by EMII.294  

This brings us to the socio-political dimension of constructing such monumental building 

structures. This already starts in the earliest stages, i.e. the moment an individual or group 

of individuals decides to build something what has to be of great importance: a main 

locus for social interaction and a representational space within the community. 

Sponsoring and organizing such a project is already a major social act in which differing 

relationships among people were formed and downplayed. It implied a high level of 

organization and involvement as raw materials had to be sourced and transported, 

craftsman with different levels of specialization had to be hired, etc. The logic result may 

be that those individuals that sponsored the project where those with the highest authority 

and acknowledgement within the community. Once the construction was finished, such a 

building became representative for the sponsors responsible for their construction and at 

the same time a major element of socio-political display. With this in mind, the structural 

changes happening at the Tholos tombs over time bear witness to the Prepalatial 

communitiesô growing concern for creating an architectural environment in which 

communal performance could be executed.295 The large gathering space at Koumasa is an 

excellent example of this evolution (fig. 7).296 At Koumasa an eight-meter wall confines a 

large paved area (50 by 6m) from the actual cemetery. Being gathered within such a 

clearly defined architectural space would certainly have promoted a sense of community 

among the participants in the enacted performative events.297 Branigan suggested that the 

main activities performed at the Tholos tombs were ceremonial drinking and ñcircular 

                                                 
294 Branigan 1993, 129-130; Soar 2009b, 352. 
295 Branigan 1993, 129-130; Soar 2009b, 352; Soar 2010, 152-153. 
296 Branigan 1998, 21. 
297 Branigan 1970, 138. 
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dancesò in which most members of the community participated.298 He based his 

arguments on the discovery of the figurines of the ñKamilari dancersò, which show four 

people in a circle holding each other by the hands and shoulders.299 In a recently 

published article, Soar stressed the importance of such circular dances in Minoan Crete 

and argued that these dances played an important role in the process of community 

making.300 Group involvement in these performances created a feeling of belonging 

among the participants. Such circular dances thus express unity and equality between all 

members of the community.301 The performances executed at the Tholos tombs thus 

facilitated the enhancement of communal ties within the community.302 The material 

evidence indicates that by EMII, Tholos tombs were not only used as a burial place, but 

also as a major place for public performance between members of the community.  

 

Therefore, when present at the Tholos tombs, it seems that the paved or open-air 

enclosures were used as communal gathering spaces where the majority of the 

community was involved in dancing.303 One can see a clear shift from a simple place for 

burial towards a place where burial still happened but simultaneously communal 

performance became essentially important. The construction of all these features shows 

that its builders carefully planned the final layout of these environments. One has to 

admit, however, that the Tholos tombs cemeteries look like naturally grown complexes 

because several rooms and other features were added over time. Every time another 

feature entered the built space, this must have added a new dimension to the way social 

interaction was orchestrated.  

 

                                                 
298 Branigan 1993, 135; Branigan 1998, 13. 
299 Branigan 1993, 130; Soar 2009b, 352. 
300 Soar 2010, 149-151. 
301 Soar 2010,151. 
302 Branigan 1970, 135-138; Soar 2010, 151. 
303 Branigan 1970, 135-138; Soar 2010, 152-153. 
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3.1.2.4.  EM II ï EM III ï MMI: Is it all about the Communal? 

Nuancing the Picture of Communality. 

 

But is it only about the collective? Although the picture outlined above shows that the 

Tholos tombs evolved and were conceptualized over time as places for communal 

gathering, there seem to happen from EM II onwards several changes, which could point 

to the fact that there was simultaneously a growing concern for individualism and group 

differences, rather than collectivity. Communality can be seen in the architectural 

complexity of the Tholos tombs themselves. As Tholos tombs were large communal 

burials, the addition of annex rooms to the Tholos could have happened because of 

practical reasons, since one had to deal with a lack of space over time. Due to long 

continuous use, the main Tholos chamber was packed with human bones and these were 

moved whenever a new dead body had to be carried into the main chamber. Over time, 

the area of the main chamber became too small, and therefore additional annex rooms 

were built and bones from the main chamber were removed and stored inside these 

annexes. At some tholoi, however, the annexes were stacked with cups, bowls, etc. 

Branigan already suggested very early that this equipment was used for toasting rituals 

when the body got buried.304 Such quantities of cups at several Tholos tombs suggest that 

a rather large number of people were involved in the ritual events. Additionally, Branigan 

stresses that there is in the period between EMIII-MMI a strong increase in the number of 

cups at Ayia Kyriaki, which could imply a growing level of involvement of the 

community and a true focus on the communal.305 Gathering together within a clearly 

defined architectural space would have corroborated the communal feeling among the 

participants.306 However, this communal aspect should be nuanced, because some very 

contrasting phenomena are occurring at the Tholos tombs in the period between EM III ï

MM. Murphy argues that some of the annex rooms did not function solely as storage 

                                                 
304 Branigan (1970, 99) argues that the large number of cups at different sites played a part in a 

toasting ritual when the body was being buried: ñI suggest that the nature of the ritual performed 

in the annex chambers was identical to that which we discussed earlier and which took place 

inside the tomb ï that is, some sort of toasting.ò 
305 Branigan 1993, 27-30. 
306 Branigan 1970, 138. 
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areas for bones and equipment for ritual purposes.307 She suggests that at some occasions, 

these small annex rooms could have been used to execute elite ritual, with a limited 

number of participants and away from the eyes of the community that gathered outside 

the tomb.308 The antechambers in direct proximity to the tomb are very small, which 

means that their simultaneous use was restricted to a very small number of people when a 

ritual was performed. Such complexily organized built spaces suggest an exclusivity of 

viewing and participation in ritual. However, one has to admit that the actual evidence for 

the execution of ritual inside the annexes to the tholoi is very scarce and rather 

hypothetic. The only true example available is tomb Apesokari I, which has an altar 

inside the annex (fig. 6). Because of the presence of a second altar outside the tomb area, 

one can suggest here an attempt to structure social interaction by elite participation in 

screened off rituals inside the tomb structure. For example, at Lebena Yerokambos (Y2 

and IIa) extra rooms have been added to the original tomb chambers somewhere in EM II 

and some of these annexes (room AN) were used for the deposition of cups, bowls, etc., 

just as at Ayia Kyriaki room 2. (fig. 4)309 Apart from the ritual use of the annexes, one 

can notice an increase in the number of individual burials within the Tholos tombs in 

pithoi and larnakes, which could signify a growing concern for social differentiation and 

distinction.310 Further, it becomes clear that as early as EM I grave goods show a 

particular interest communicating access to and involvement in long-distance networks of 

exchange.311 These exotic goods could function for legitimating power and social status 

within a burial context.312 Also among living beings such objects could be important 

features for social differentiation during particular occasions, for example the execution 

of group ritual. Worn objects could be used in order to aspire a superior position or status 

                                                 
307 See Murphy 1998, 36: Due to the lack of burial remains and the large amounts of cups, vases, 

bowls and figurines found in some of the annex-rooms, it is most probable that some of the 

annexes were used for ritual and cult purposes. At Platanos A for example, 300 stone bowls were 

found and similar finds occur in Aghia Triadha A (room 1), Kamilari I (room B) and in Vorou A 

(D1, D2). The ritual function of some of the annex-rooms is corroborated by the benches found in 

both Ayia Kyriaki, room 2, and Lebena II, room AN, which also had a large number of cups. 
308 Murphy 2000, 409. 
309 Murphy 1998, 36. 
310 Branigan 1993, 31; Maggidis 1998, 98. 
311 Schoep 2006, 37; Colburn 2008, 203-206; Legarra Herrero 2009, 43 and 49. 
312 Colburn 2008, 206. 
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among the members of the group.313 Such objects became meaningful symbols of social 

display within these specific contexts of social interaction. They could become a symbol 

of power and authority, adding to the social status of the owners. Such objects were 

typically associated with elites and drew a clear distinction between them and the others. 

 

To conclude, the Minoan tholoi were the main places for ritual activities and communal 

occasions of the Prepalatial community.314 The evidence listed above clearly suggests the 

twofold nature of social interaction among the members of the Prepalatial communities. 

There was the need to express group unity, but on the other hand individuality and social 

difference equally had to be expressed. There seem to be two contradicting forces a play 

within the Tholos tomb communities at the same time. From EM II onwards there is a 

trend towards communal participation and at the same time there is a growing concern for 

emphasizing social difference and distinction, which could have been exemplified by the 

restricted access to the annex rooms and the exclusivity of elite ritual. Furthermore, the 

appearance of a second or a third Tholos at the same location over time could fit within 

such a hypothesis, and could be a reflection of the changing socio-political structures 

within the Tholos communities. Warren explains the adding of a tomb as ña branch of the 

same, but by now much widening clan, extended family or group of related nuclear 

families315, but does not discuss the element of growing social difference in between the 

members of this group. Legarra Herrero argues ñthe more frequent presence of two toloi 

situated together may have been derived from significant changes in the relations 

between social units which could have modified the dynamics of intra- and inter-

community relationships. Also, the expansion towards the radically different landscape of 

the Mesara valley suggests that the use of the Tholos was adapted to new circumstances. 

The links between tomb, community, kinship groups and landscape use may have been 

reworked. However, the exact repercussions these changes may have had on the 

organization of the communities in the region remains unclear at present.ò316 It sounds at 

                                                 
313 Haggis (2007, 762-769) identifies seals as another medium of elite display comparable to 

Minoan pottery. 
314 Murphy 2006, 81-82. 
315 Alexiou and Warren 2004, 192. 
316 Legarra Herrero 2009, 43. 
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least plausible that the increase in the number of tholoi per cemetery is connected to a 

phenomenon of increased social complexity. Different groups are starting to challenge 

each otherôs status and positions within community life, which asks for slight nuances to 

the traditional egalitarian image of Minoan Tholos communities.317  

The question is if such phenomena happening in the period just preceding the emergence 

of the first Palaces on Crete is purely coincidental? I rather believe not.  Such phenomena 

are only comprehensible as the result of a process of increased social complexity that 

gradually evolved over time.  

 

 

3.1.2.5.    Tholos Tombs: Built Space, Performance and the Establishment of Social 

Complexity 

 

The discussion of the archaeological evidence of the Tholos tombs provides the 

possibility to draw several conclusions. First, their wide spread distribution across the 

entire region of the Asterousia Mountains gives the impression that the introduction of 

these burials from EMI onwards were a response of the Prepalatial communities to the 

changing socio-political dynamics inside each of these communities and especially the 

need to clearly define the interrelationship between each of these communities. In this 

view, a pressing need arose to have some kind of territorial claim to the resources that 

belonged to each of these communities.318 The shift from the simple duality ñsingle 

Tholos burial ï anteroomò in EM I to a complex spatial design of ñ(multiple) Tholos 

burials ï sets of annex rooms, paved courts or open-air spaces with enclosures, and 

sometimes altarsò inside one cemetery in EM II and their definitive standardized form in 

EM III - MM I, not only suggests a shift in the nature and complexity of the established 

rituals but also an increased social complexity in the Minoan social fabric from EM II 

onwards, as the Prepalatial communities expanded, grew in social complexity and needed 

more space to bury the dead as well as a proper architectural environment to structure the 

rituals executed in proximity of the tombs. (fig. 9)  

                                                 
317 Branigan 1991, 188. 
318 Murphy 1998, 30. 
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Ritual performative events held at these cemeteries had a two-fold nature. First of all, 

these gatherings, involving the major part of the community, primarily focused on the 

communal aspect, through which the Tholos communities strengthened the ties between 

the different social tiers inside their community.319 Thus, these communal gatherings 

regenerated a sense of community. The majority of the population gathered in the open 

paved areas outside the tombs and participated in communal eating and drinking.320 

However, this does not mean that internal differences between people inside the 

Prepalatial community were not made visible during these events. The way people were 

dressed, the kind of jewelry they wore, and whether or not they had direct access to the 

burial and the annex rooms, created an environment suitable for the downplay of socio-

political differences in these communities. The increased investment in architectural 

segregation, the increase in the number of tholoi at several cemeteries and the 

introduction of individual burials in pithoi and larnakes inside these formerly communal 

tombs, are elements which render it plausible that the Prepalatial communities became 

socio-politically more complexly organized. The Tholos communities of southern Crete 

gradually evolved towards a climate in which social differentiation became as important 

as the ritual unification of the entire community.  

For these reasons I would like to suggest that strong social stratification processes were 

already in play long before the erection of the Minoan Palaces. With the construction of 

the monumental tombs such socio-political differences became clearly visible within the 

Minoan communities. The process of constructing such forms of architecture and the 

establishment of ritualized performative events at such places led to the creation and 

legitimization of differing symmetrical and asymmetrical social relations. It becomes 

clear that the Tholos tombs became real representational spaces for Minoans. Being able 

to witness or actively take part in such social occasions led to a clear understanding of the 

complexity of the social fabric within the Minoan communities. The leaders of the 

different groups within the community used ritual to legitimize their higher status through 

communally established ritual performances at the respective tombs. The architectural 

                                                 
319 Soar 2010, 151; See Wright (2006) on the interrelationship of space, performance and the 

social. 
320 Branigan 1993, 129. 
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innovations may in this way reflect major socio-political changes over time, i.e. a major 

shift from a focus on the communal towards the use of these funerary sites as a medium 

through which the superior status, power, and authority of the emerging elite, consisting 

of a very select number of people, could be materialized and legitimized. The way in 

which the built space was structured provided therefore an important tool in staging 

social interaction and structuring social relationships. To quote Murphy: ñThe location of 

the annex-rooms around the entrance to the tombs is symbolic of the assumption by the 

chief and his associates of both the physical focus and access to the ancestors [é] In this 

way the chiefs sanctified their power over that community by claiming a physical and 

ideological connection to the ancestors.ò321 

The above discussion of the Tholos tombs in southern Crete at least suggests that the 

Minoan built-environment of the Prepalatial period in the region of the Mesara was 

dominated by two reference points that were fixed by architecture: i.e. the cemeteries and 

the actual settlement; the funerary landscape and the landscape of daily life. The different 

tholoi communities were living in an environment, in which the major axes of Minoan 

life were dominated by a close relationship between the world of the living and the world 

of the dead. By the end of MMI there is a rapid decline in the use of Minoan tholoi.322 

Also the late constructed Minoan tholoi such as  Kamiliari I and Apesokari I and II go out 

of use in MM II, which illustrates that the Minoan tholoi were abandoned as places for 

communal ritual as soon as the Protopalatial period had started.323 

 

The main question remains: did the early Bronze Age communities prioritize the funerary 

landscape over the urban environment in order to form and downplay the tensions 

between group and individual identity? In this chapter we already demonstrated that some 

scholars indeed think that this was the case.324 Because of the scarce material evidence 

from Prepalatial settlements it is not surprising that the large quantity of funerary data 

and the strong elaboration of the funerary landscape gives at least the impression that 

                                                 
321 Murphy 1998, 38-39. 
322 Branigan 1993, 12. 
323 Branigan 1993, 116-117. 
324 Especially Murphy 1998; 2000; 2006. 
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these communities in a way prioritized the funerary landscape over the world of every 

day life, as the burial sites were the main focus for ritual, constituting the major arenas 

for socio-political display inside these communities. It is only from the successive 

Protopalatial period onwards that one can see a major shift towards the urban 

environment with large-scale communal occasions held at the Minoan Palaces, a theme 

that will be highlighted in Parts 4 and 5 of this dissertation. 

 

I do not disagree with the observation that a change in the loci of communal ritual 

occurred from the Prepalatial into the Protopalatial period, i.e. from the Tholos tombs 

towards to the Minoan Palaces, but such a major, brutal shift needs to be nuanced by 

recently published Prepalatial archaeological evidence from Minoan settlements. This 

material illustrates clearly that Prepalatial communities also constructed loci for 

communal gatherings inside the urban environment and this long before the emergence of 

the Minoan Palaces in the Protopalatial period. Before we start with a discussion of the 

material evidence from the settlements, we will continue Part 3 with a discussion of the 

House tomb communities in the northern and eastern part of Crete.  
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Figure 6 Situation of Altars Inside and Outside the Burial at Apesokari I 

Figure 7 The Cemetery at Koumasa with the Large Paved Area at the East. 
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Figure 8 Examples of Blocked Axis of Tomb Doorways at (Top to Bottom) Platanos B, 

Apesokari I, and Kamilari A  (after Branigan 1998, fig. 1.5) 
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3.1.3. The Case of the House Tombs 

 

3.1.3.1.  Diversity and Similarity with the Tholos Tombs 

 

The picture for the northern and eastern part of Crete in the Prepalatial period is entirely 

different from the situation for the southern Tholos region. Burial practices are more 

diverse, change over time and therefore the overall image of northern and eastern Crete is 

more dynamic and subject to change as compared to the rather stabilized situation I have 

sketched for the Tholos communities.325 In these regions of Crete, House tombs were first 

introduced at Mochlos and Gournia, show strong cycladic influences, and there are strong 

indications that the phenomenon of the House tomb is soon adapted by other settlements 

in EM II.326 This is suggested by the appearance of House tombs - and we just sum up the 

best-known examples from the Prepalatial period - in Pseira, Gournia (the north 

cemetery)327, Palaikastro328, Archanes-Phourni329, Malia (ChrysolakkosI)330, Myrtos-

Pyrgos331 and Mochlos (tombs III and IV/V/IV on the West Terrace)332, the latter being 

the best-known example of a real necropolis. 

At the current state of research the work of Soles The Prepalatial Cemeteries at Mochlos 

and Gournia and the House Tombs of Bronze Age Crete is the most comprehensive and 

descriptive study of the House tomb phenomenon and has contributed greatly in 

gathering the necessary architectural evidence for this chapter. Soles has divided the 

House tombs into four distinct types, differing in complexity: - one room tombs; - two 

room tombs; - compounds with more than two rooms; - and finally the monumental 

                                                 
325 Davaras and Betancourt 2004; Betancourt and Davaras 2002; 2003; Galanaki 2006. 
326 Betancourt and Davaras 2003; Legarra Herrero 2009, 44. 
327 Soles 1992, 1-40; Soles 1979; Vavouranakis 2007,  26-33. 
328 MacGillivray and Driessen 1990, 398; Vavouranakis 2007, 33-37; Soles 1992, 179-192.  
329 Sakellarakis and Sakellarakis 1997; Panagiotopoulos 2002; Sakellarakis and Sakellarakis 

1991; Soles 1992, 129-140. 
330 Soles 1992, 160-175; Pelon et al. 1992. 
331 Cadogan 1977-1978; Cadogan 1992; Hankey 1986; Vavouranakis 2007, 47; Soles 1992, 176-

178. 
332 Mochlos in general, see Soles 1992, 41-113; Tombs III and IV/V/VI, see Soles 1992, 41-62;  

Vavouranakis 2007,  20-26. 
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versions of the House tomb that were developed only at the end of Prepalatial period (EM 

III ï MMI A) (Chrysolakkos I and II at Malia).333 

Thanks to Solesô typology it is clear that these monumental structures were carefully 

planned structures. A look at the area outside the actual tomb structure reveals that some 

of these tombs were equipped with some unique architectural features. The sites of 

Gournia, Palaikastro, Archanes-Phourni, Malia (Chrysolakkos I), Myrtos-Pyrgos and 

Mochlos (tombs III and IV/V/IV on the West Terrace) all share a combination of 

architectural innovations, such as the outer area which is sometimes delineated by 

pavements (small paved courts) elaborated with a raised terrace, altar-like structures and 

raised walkways, the latter being a unique feature attested at House tomb sites. The area 

outside the House tombs received lots of attention by its builders, since it was most 

probably reserved for specific performances, as was also the case for the Tholos tombs. 

Further, the House tombs were much smaller than the Tholos tombs, which is an 

indication that they were reserved for a much smaller social unit. However, one might 

recall the argument made by Whitelaw in the difficulties that exist to identify social units 

by means of an analysis of Minoan architecture. It is very difficult to say whether or not 

one burial belonged to one family or that different burials belonged to a larger social 

grouping such as the extended family.334 

As it appears, House tomb communities had a fundamentally different perception of how 

the funerary landscape and the daily landscape are connected with one another. With 

regard to the Tholos tombs, it has been shown that they were unique territiorial markers, 

alonestanding or arranged in small groups, situated in close proximity and clearly visible 

from the settlement. The House tombs, however, were no unique architectural type but 

had instead a number of architectural features borrowed from the real houses of the 

Prepalatial villages and the sometimes highly clustered arrangement of multiple burials 

gave them the appearance of a real necropolis. In the case of Myrtos-Pyrgos for example, 

the actual tomb even had an upper floor, which is indicated by a central pier in the middle 

                                                 
333 Soles 1992. 
334 Whitelaw 2001, 19. 
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of the main chamber.335 Several features explicitly refer to domestic architecture at all 

House tomb sites. Paved open areas in front of the tombs, mud brick superstructures with 

wooden beams, doorways with pivot stones, flat roofing, plaster on the walls, benches in 

the rooms, the overall shape of the rooms; all these features rendered the cemetery site 

into a miniature pendant of the settlement, rather than a monument of its own.  

The direct visible link between settlements and House tomb cemeteries was not a 

common one. At Mochlos, the House tombs were oriented towards the seaside of the isle, 

away from the location of the settlement and out of sight. This observation is also valid 

for Gournia336, Malia (Chrysolakkos)337, and Archanes-Phourni338, where the 

communities built these tomb sites almost entirely out of sight of community life. 

However, in the House tomb communities, visibility was not of major importance, which 

incidentally does not mean that these communities did not want to explicitly connect both 

realms. In order to do so, they sometimes created a straight-line physical connection 

between both realms by a paved walkway, which is a strong argument that the House 

tomb societies did not attempt to separate both realms but rather created a strong nexus 

between the funerary and daily landscape. Such elements were not present at the Tholos 

sites. The architectural form of the Tholos structure was entirely different from the 

houses in the settlements and the physical connection between both realms was not 

objectively laid out over the surface of the earth, but rather expressed through the 

concepts of visibility and proximity. 

To conclude, Tholos- and House tomb communities each independently created different 

trajectories. However, such cultural diversity expressed in different forms of architecture 

does not mean that both regions did not share a similar perspective on the reciprocal 

relationship between the funerary and daily landscape. In fact, there is much reason to 

believe that they did.  In both regions, the cemeteries on the one hand and the settlements 

on the other constituted the main axes of Minoan life. Each of these realms received 

special architectural attention, which proves the sophisticated ways in which these people 

                                                 
335 Soles 1992, 178. 
336 Soles 1979, 161. 
337 Pelon et al. 1992, 82. 
338 Sakellarakis and Sakellarakis 1991, 98. 



-  108  -   Part 3   

 

 

dealt with the world of the dead. It may be stated that the funeral landscape and the rituals 

associated with it were the main forces that held these communities together and through 

which these communities were constantly regenerated. As early as the Prepalatial period 

House tomb communities actively used the funerary landscape as major arenas for socio-

political display. 

In the following, we will further elaborate the example of Mochlos since as to date this 

site has received most attention in published research. At the end of this section, I will 

link the evidence from Mochlos to the House tomb found at Myrtos-Pyrgos. 

 

3.1.3.2.  A Case Study of the Mochlos Cemetery 

 

The Prepalatial burials at Mochlos are the best known example of a large number of 

burials arranged together in a necropolis, with several House tombs being by far the most 

monumentally tomb examples known to date. (fig. 10) On the western part of the isle 

about thirty tombs have been excavated over three terraces: the west terrace, the main- 

and the south slope. Just like the Tholos tombs, House tombs were man-made structures, 

which asked a proper planning, and the necessary human capital in order to build them. 

The use history of the Mochlos cemetery goes back to the Neolithic and as early as EM 

IIB approx. 13 tombs were in use. Beside the House tombs, several rock-shelters and pit 

graves were used as burial places as well in the Prepalatial period.339 Mochlos is 

traditionally perceived as the type-site illustrating how social difference and differences 

in status and authority are reflected directly in the material record. The west terrace 

comprises the two most impressive and elaborated complexes, tombs I/II/III and 

IV/V/VI. 340 Their monumentality and artefacts such as gold jewelry, silver- and stone 

vases distinct them from the other burials on the Main and South Slope. The differences 

in size, monumentality and location of a great number of burials within the same 

cemetery, suggest that all these burials were the locale341 for different families where 

                                                 
339 Soles 1992, 41-42; Soles (1992, 201) for a chronology of the tombs. 
340 Soles 1992, 41-62. 
341 For a proper discussion of the term Locale and the theories by Giddens see section 2.1.2 this 

volume. The concept of the locale is borrowed from Anthony Giddens. With the concept of the 
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they could execute rituals for the veneration of their ancestors. This observation is not 

new. Soles already argued that the topographical division of the cemetery, with the most 

distinctive tombs on the upper west terrace is a reflection of Prepalatial social structures, 

in particular social ranking. For him the tombs on the west terrace belong to the most 

elite families of the Mochlos community, whose existence was legitimized by elaborate 

funeral and social display.342 According to Soles, the location, size and construction of 

these tombs, together with the burial offerings found inside them, suggests that the 

communities which built them developed an advanced social hierarchy early on in the 

Prepalatial period, even prior to the Protopalatial period.343  

Vavouranakis re-contextualized the tombs on the west terrace within the entire necropolis 

on the west, main, and south slope, and came to some interesting observations regarding 

the overall layout of the cemetery.344 The entire cemetery was constructed according to 

two main reference points: the South Slope with Tombs Lamda and Theta and buildings 

M, N and Ksi, and the West Terrace with Tombs I/II/III and IV/V/VI at the far end of the 

cemetery. One main path running straight throughout the cemetery connected all tombs 

of the cemetery with each other (fig. 13).345 To quote Vavouranakis: ñAs a result, a visit 

to the cemetery entailed a progression that gradually left the world of the living and 

plunged deeper and deeper into the domain of the dead. As one advanced towards the far 

end of the cemetery, namely the open-air courtyard and tomb IV/V/VI, the architectural 

setting became much more oriented towards burial rites, thus allowing for more complex 

and intense experience of these rites.ò346 Another interesting fact is that Tombs IV/V/VI 

and I/II/III on the upper west terrace seem to be the eldest tombs of the cemetery and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
ñlocalesò Giddens illustrates the active use of the physical environment in a context of social 

interaction, in which physical space transforms into place, i.e meaningful centers of human life. 

Locales are the main setings for social interaction. 
342 See Vavouranakis (2007, 25) for a detailed discussion. 
343 Another good example of how social difference is identified through the material assemblages 

within the tombs comes from Archanes-Phourni, see Maggidis 1998. 
344 See Vavouranakis (2007, 99-110) for a detailed discussion. 
345 There is a possible sideway, but that is irrelevant in this discussion. 
346 Vavouranakis 2007, 109. 
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tombs on the main and south slope the most recent, which suggests that the layout of the 

cemetery was dictated by the use history of the tombs.347  

The great number of House tombs within one single cemetery should be understood as 

the will of smaller groups of people, be it a nuclear or small extended family, to claim 

their presence within the funerary realm. I do believe that House tombs became important 

settings or locales to express individual wealth and social differences between different 

groups within the community. This would also explain the differences in the presence and 

distribution of gold and stone artefacts and other exotica in numerous tombs within the 

cemetery and not only within those of the west terrace.348 Colburn (2008) has focused 

intensively on the role of imported foreign materials, objects and technologies in the 

social and political environment of Prepalatial Crete and was able to identify the socio-

political processes behind their presence, arguing that óthey were used and displayed as 

emblems, often as bodily adornment in the creation and continued negotiation of an elite 

identity in the period preceding the first Minoan palacesô349. Such objects were an 

integral part of elite culture, setting the highest elite, those with direct access to these 

foreign connections, apart from the majority of the community who did not.350   

Because of their exotic character, such imported items have strong social connotations as 

they show access to long distance networks of exchange and could have added to the 

social status of the people.351 Apart from imported objects, immaterial factors such as 

access to distant places, people, and ideas, are other important elements of social display. 

However, proof of such connections was mainly materialized through the import of 

foreign objects.352 In that sense, both material and immaterial foreign elements became 

active actors in the negotiation of power and elite status. They became important tools for 

the negotiation of elite identity, strengthening the ties among elites and reinforcing the 

differences with the rest of the community.353 Using Prepalatial Mochlos as a case study 

to investigate the importance of imported goods in negotiating social differences, Colburn 

                                                 
347 Vavouranakis 2007, 107-109. 
348 Vavouranakis 2007, 25. 
349 Colburn 2008, 203-204. 
350 Colburn 2008, 204. 
351 Schoep 2006, 37; Colburn 2008, 203-206. 
352 Colburn 2008, 206. 
353 Colburn 2008, 206. 
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showed that three of the about 30 tombs (Tombs I/II/III, IV/V/VI, and XIX) were not 

only the most prominent and monumental constructions, they also contained the largest 

cluster exotica found at the site. The large investment of energy in their construction, 

their position, located high on the western terrace, and the large quantity of imported 

objects found within, are according to Colburn strong indications that exotica played an 

important role in negotiating social differences. They should be connected with the 

highest elite of the local community.354 

The large diversity within the cemetery at Mochlos could be an indication that the level 

of group participation within the funerary rituals at the House tombs was far more 

exclusive as we suggested earlier for the tholoi communities. It becomes clear from the 

discussion above that the architectural complexity of the Mochlos cemetery is the result 

of an ongoing process of social complexity, in which different individual groups of 

people within one and the same community started to claim their presence in the funerary 

realm. However, this does not mean that the veneration of the dead was not a collective 

activity. I do believe that at particular times of the year all members of the community 

came together to honor the dead. However, the ritual performances executed within the 

Mochlos cemetery and its actual layout and architectural complexity probably embodied 

the same message, i.e. the mirroring of social differences among different groups of 

people.  

As early as EMII, the community of Mochlos started to create a very specific structured 

burial site with different terraces, paths and differently elaborated tombs. In what follows 

we will reflect not only on the structural qualities of the cemetery, but also on the nature 

of the performances executed within. In order to do so we will focus more exhaustively 

on tomb IV/V/VI.  

Tomb IV/V/VI is not only the most elaborated tomb of the entire cemetery, it is also the 

most ancient, which could explain why especially this tomb received particular attention. 

Tomb IV/V/VI could be the pre-eminent site for connecting with the communitiesô 

ancestors. In this case, the specific elaboration and situation of Mochlos tomb IV/V/VI 

within the cemetery could be a good case-study to investigate the role of the architectural 

complexity of the tomb itself, but also that of the established rituals executed in 

                                                 
354 Colburn 2008, 212. 
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proximity of the tomb as major tools in displaying social differences among the members 

of the community in terms of access and exclusive elite participation. 

Tomb complex IV/V/VI located on the west terrace of the cemetery provides the best 

example to explain how architectural elements are brought together in order to create a 

meaningful environment in the EM II period. Tomb IV/V/VI is situated at the north end 

of the west terrace.355 (fig. 10) In his preliminary observations prior to the actual cleaning 

of the area around tomb IV/V/VI, Seager referred to the presence of ña roughly paved 

courtò356. After initial cleaning, a complicated system of approach was revealed. Tomb 

IV/V/VI was equipped with an open-air courtyard, a paved platform that overlooked the 

open area (approx. 2.0 m wide), an altar-like structure and a paved walkway (approx. 

1.40 ï 1.60 m wide), which ran along the outer facade and created a unique environment 

for specific ritual activities.357 (fig. 11) The presence of an extra-elevated terrace that 

overlooked the open area in front of the tomb and the paved walkway suggests that there 

were different levels of participation. Those very few who gathered on the raised terrace 

could be the most prominent figures of the group, which overlooked the other 

representatives that gathered in the open area in front of the tomb.358  

If the paved walkway in front of tomb IV/V/VI was indeed the end of the route running 

through the cemetery of Mochlos, then one might suggest that the overall analysis of the 

cemetery and the architectural analysis of tomb IV/V/VI create at least the possibility that 

the progression of people throughout the cemetery towards tomb IV/V/VI took the form 

of a procession, which started at the settlement and ran throughout the cemetery in a more 

or less straight path leading up to tomb IV/V/VI, which was the focal point (fig. 13).359 

The fact that the paved walkway becomes very narrow and very steep at the end suggests 

that during the procession the number of participants arriving at the actual burial at the 

west terrace (tomb IV/V/VI) was very low (fig. 12). Access to the tomb was reserved 

                                                 
355 Soles 1992, 51; Soar 2009b, 352. 
356 Seager 1912, 40; Soles 1992, 56. 
357 Soles 1992, 57. 
358 In one particular case at the Minoan Palaces just like in Mochlos, platforms or terraces 

overlook these paths. A clear example is the ñRoyal Roadò west of the Palace of Knossos running 

into the theatral Area. Elsewhere this volume (Part 5) I argue that this road and the theatral area 

constitute together an architectural setting, which is suited for the creation and mirroring of social 

hierarchy.  
359 Soar 2009b, 353. 



The Establishment Ofé  -  113  -  

only to those relatives that had a clear ancestral link with the people entombed in this 

structure. They were a small social group within the Mochlos community that had the 

privilege to interact with the eldest ancestors. 

These processions started off initially as large communal events. Additionally, one 

should picture the possibility of such processions being ñdegradingò in nature, as the 

number of participants diminishes in congruence with the walked distance. This means 

that the possibility to progress in the procession becomes a representation of status and a 

personsô place in the politics of the community, based upon  whether or not one was 

permitted to progress towards the final point of destination. Participation in the most 

exclusive rituals in proximity of tomb IV/V/VI was a privilege earned only by a small 

social group.  The others had to leave the procession earlier and interact with the tombs 

down the hill, closest to the settlement. Thus, the right to proceed until the very end was 

an important element of social display. Additionally, the small size of the different 

architectural units within the tomb and the small open-air courtyard in front of the tomb 

are a good argument in support of the hypothesis that when they were used as places for 

ritual, only a small number of people could gather within this setting at once.360 It must 

be noted that tomb IV/V/VI is a unique case, in that it is the only burial site dated to this 

period, which leads us to expect such a complex organization of ritual activity. Other 

sites, such as Gournia361, Archanes-Phourni362 and Chrysolakkos363 have some of these 

characteristics but these never reveal such a strong architectural complexity outside the 

tomb structure. 

In the case of Mochlos, it sounds acceptable that ñprocessingò to the very end was 

reserved to the very few, which suggests that within these communities there was a major 

concern to deal with the aspect of social difference between different groups within the 

community. Thus, the procession at Mochlos could serve as a ritual tool to reaffirm or 

negotiate social relationships within the Prepalatial communities.364 

                                                 
360 Soar 2009b, 354; Vander Beken 2010, 212. 
361 Soles 1979, 161. 
362 Sakellarakis and Sakellarakis 1991, 98; Panagiotopoulos 2002. 
363 Pelon et al.1992, 82. 
364 Holliday 1990; Soar 2009b; Vander Beken 2010. 
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The ritual activity at Mochlos and the procession that ran throughout the cemetery were 

major tools to express social differences between all groups of the community, but also 

within the group itself. At tomb IV/V/VI for example, only a very small group would 

make it up to the open-air courtyard, with the altar and raised platform.365 Here the 

process of social differentiation does not end, as the right to participate in ritual activities 

inside the actual tomb structure was only reserved to the highest-ranking individuals in 

this particular group. Thus, the sequence of ritual activities together with the architectural 

setting itself possessed all elements to actively reflect the social inequalities and group 

differences, be it on the level of the community or the smallest social unit. These were 

meaningful events with a deep impact on participants and spectators.366 Further, wearing 

exotica during these performances also reflected such differences between people and 

indicated social prestige and power, which can only be connected to the local elite.367 

Such objects were strong mediators in communicating social differences between the 

emerging and eventually well-established elite and the rest of the local community. 

 

                                                 
365 Soar 2009b, 354; Such a hypothesis makes sense if one considers the entire layout of the 

Mochlos cemetery. The route towards the eldest and highest situated Tomb IV/V/VI was packed 

with other burials and according to a personôs individual status one was allowed to participate in 

the exclusive rituals at tombs IV/V/VI or not. For those who were not, the other and more 

recently built House tombs were the major foci for ritual activities. 
366 Colburn 2008, 214. 
367 Colburn 2008, 219-220. 
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Figure 13 Possible Procession Routes Throughout the Cemetery at Mochlos, after 

Vavouranakis 2007, 107, fig. 5.14. 
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3.1.3.3.  A Case Study of Myrtos-Pyrgos 

 

Myrtos-Pyrgos is situated on a prominent hill located on the south coast of Crete, nearby 

the modern village of Myrtos.368 The Minoan settlement was built on very hilly terrain on 

the southeast border of the Lasithi massif. The earliest material at Myrtos-Pyrgos itself 

dates back to the EM I period. Because of the lack of published records, it is not easy to 

give an exhaustive overview of the settlementôs history. (fig. 14) It is however a well-

know fact that in MM IB terraces were built on the northern slope together with a tower 

and two cisterns. The settlement was destroyed by fire in LMI and a country house or 

Minoan villa was built on top of it. The entire site was finally destroyed in the LMI B 

period.369  

At Myrtos-Pyrgos, a House tomb was situated next to the settlement on the west slope, 

just outside the terrace walls of the settlement. (fig. 15) The tomb could be reached from 

the settlement by a paved road, reached by a set of stairs, which runs northeast-southwest 

along the western slope and gives out at the south end to a small paved open courtyard in 

front of the tomb.370 The tomb itself measures about 5 by 3m and can be entered by a 

doorway at the north corner of the western wall, which leads down by means of three 

steps to the original floor of the main chamber, where a circular ossuary was found in the 

southeast corner. The tomb most probably had a second floor, marked by the large pillar 

in the center of the room that supported a wooden floor. A second ossuary was situated 

between the actual tomb and paved courtyard. It was a rectangular chamber entered by 

another doorway adjacent to the door that gave access to the main chamber.371 Based on 

the artefacts and burials found in the tomb, the tomb was in use between EM III ï LMI. 

During EM III, the tomb was a standalone monumental construction, which, despite 

small alterations stayed in use throughout the Protopalatial period and was partly re-used 

                                                 
368 Cadogan 1977, 71. 
369 Vavouranakis 2007, 46; Also Cadogan 1992; Hankey 1986. 
370 Cadogan 1977, 71. 
371 Vavouranakis 2007, 46; Cadogan 1977, 43. 
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in Neopalatial times.372 The area outside the tomb at Pyrgos has a layout which is very 

similar to the one at Mochlos, however in a simplified concept.  

Just like in Mochlos a paved narrow walkway is an integral part of the setting at Myrtos-

Pyrgos. (fig. 16) The elevated walkway leads to a small paved courtyard in front of the 

tomb. The paved road and courtyard cannot be linked with any other structure besides the 

tomb and therefore must have played an essential role in specific ritual activities. Inside 

the courtyard, at the north corner, a part of a kernos was recovered, together with a bench 

in the southeast that may have served as an offering table.373 As was the case at Mochlos, 

the clear physical connection between settlement and tomb at Myrtos-Pyrgos by means of 

a paved walkway suggests that processions might have occurred from the town to this 

tomb.374 Such an environment suggests that also at Myrtos-Pyrgos the physical setting of 

performance plays a crucial part in the processes of socio-political production and 

reproduction. 

 

3.1.3.4. House Tombs: Built space, Performance and the Establishment of Social 

Complexity 

 

It becomes clear from both case-studies that there was a tendency from the EM II-EM III 

onwards to coordinate and control human circulation and interaction at the House tomb 

sites in northern and eastern Crete, as demonstrated by the layout of paved courts in front 

of the tombs and paved walkways guiding people towards the final destination. In both 

cases, the tomb functions as the eldest ancestral link for the entire community. One could 

argue that tomb IV/V/VI at Mochlos and the tomb at Myrtos-Pyrgos function in such a 

way because their walls ñhouseò the collective memory of the entire community. The 

specific performances at the burial sites and the arrangement of the architectural setting 

could have very strong reciprocal relationships, as they both played very important roles 

to emphasize social distinctions. The evidence from the House tombs suggests that the 

type of ritual activities performed at the site took the form of processions, which were 

                                                 
372 Vavouranakis 2007, 46. 
373 Soles 1992, 221. 
374 Wright 2006, 53. 
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constitutive to the reflection of social differences inside the community.  

 

3.1.4. The Funerary Landscape and Monumental Tombs as a Locale for Social Display 

 

The evidence discussed above from both the Tholos and House tombs suggests that in the 

EM II period a process of innovation was initiated inside Minoan communities, in which 

people felt the need to restructure the built space and create new architectural forms, such 

as open (paved) areas and raised walkways, that became an integral part of the funerary 

landscape. In conclusion, it may be put forward that the phenomena attested at the burial 

sites and the increased complexity in the built space reflected the progressively changing 

social dynamics inside Prepalatial communities. The funerary landscape became a 

sophisticated structured locale within the community, a place where the increased social 

complexity became re-enforced through the construction of monumental tombs and 

participation in communal performances. We argued before that - due to the scarcity of 

material evidence from Prepalatial settlements - it is not surprising that the large quantity 

of funerary data gives the impression that the early Bronze Age communities prioritized 

the funerary landscape over the world of the every day life. However, this picture should 

be nuanced and in order to do so I will give a short description of the phenomena 

occurring within the settlements in the Prepalatial, Protopalatial and Neopalatial period 

by a retrospective. 
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Chapter 3.2. The Urban Landscape in the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial 

period: A Process of Gradual Transformation. 

 

 

3.2.1. Introduction 

 

In what follows, we will look at Minoan cities as entities, which were gradually formed 

throughout the stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial periods. This chapter is 

necessary to contextualize and understand the processes behind the emergence of the 

Palace structures within the Minoan built environment. In this chapter, we will try to 

illustrate the ways in which the Minoans shaped and re-shaped the built-environment 

according to the changing socio-political needs of their respective communities. This 

implies - and this is crucial for the further course of this chapter - that the overall layout 

of a settlement reflects the social, political, economical and religious structures of a 

specific community. Describing the process of Minoan urbanism from a sociological 

perspective leads to the necessity to move away from purely morphological approaches 

and focus instead on the emergence of cities as a gradual process spanning several 

generations, i.e. the social reality behind their formation and transformation. This 

approach requires a diachronic discussion of the alterations occurring within the 

settlements over time. 

Thus, the predominant interest of this chapter is a diachronic discussion to define those 

particular meaningful changes that occur inside the built space in the Pre-, Proto-, and 

Neopalatial period in order to understand in a better way how Minoans form and 

transform the built environment as a setting for structuring social interaction and social 

relationships. Because the majority of the material comes from the more recent Proto- 

and Neopalatial periods, this chapter sketches a retrospective and starts with these, in 

order to end with the eldest (Prepalatial). 
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3.2.2. Social Complexity and Urbanism in the Proto-and Neopalatial period 

 

It is generally assumed that in the Proto-and Neopalatial period ñthe Minoan cityò as a 

concept is well formed and clearly identifiable. The volume edited by Branigan 

Urbanism in the Aegean Bronze Age is the only serious attempt in Minoan archaeology to 

define the concept of the ñcityò in a more comprehensive manner. What comes forward 

in this series of papers is that most of the contributors conceptualized the Minoan city 

from what it is certainly not and to this purpose they all make a clear distinction between 

the urban and the rural.375 Archaeological studies dealing with the study of urbanism 

focused almost entirely on the physical (layout and town planning) and the dominance of 

a particular city within a region. In these studies it has been suggested that it is best to 

approach the study of urbanism from the point of view of searching for a cityôs functions 

or structure.376 Although these approaches have led to some interesting results, such 

morphological approaches always tend to classify the nature of ancient cities within 

broad and generalizing categories and some general discussions on the principles of town 

planning. 377 

Recent studies have approached cities from a more innovative research angle, in which 

scholars tried to look at the social reality behind the organization of a cityôs built space. 

These scholars did not perceive cities as clearly identifiable morphological entities, but 

rather tried to understand how the layout and innovations occurring within the built 

environment make cities ñislands of competitivenessò378, ña container of powerò379 or ña 

case study for the study of power relationsò380. In a recent article, Driessen approached 

the Minoan city from such a perspective and looked at the Minoan city as a container for 

structured and organized social interaction between different groups of inhabitants, but 

also individual inhabitants and visitors.381 Driessen starts his article with a statement of 

                                                 
375 Branigan 2001; Branigan 2001a. 
376 Knapp 1997, 56; Osborne 2005, 2. 
377 Adams 2010. 
378 Amin 2002, 395. 
379 Giddens (1984, 262) quoted in Driessen 2009, 41. Driessen (2009) is one of the first Minoan 

scholars who explecitly uses such a strong sociological approach to further his understanding of 

Minoan society. 
380 Adams 2004. 
381 Driessen 2009. 
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Herzog and argues that the organization of the urban built-environment has to be 

perceived as ñthe stage for and the communicational means of the elite to exercise its 

powerful status in societyò382. According to Driessen, alterations inside the built space are 

reflections of changing power relations inside Minoan communities.383 Most scholars 

regard the Protopalatial period (MM IB -MMIIB) as the moment at which these processes 

occurred and the architectural idiom of the ñMinoan cityò appeared on Crete, which is 

demonstrated by the emergence of a clear structuring of internal streets, squares, courts, 

and esplanades.384 In this period, smaller settlements were abandoned and a large number 

of people nucleated inside large urban areas, some of which became true ñpalatialò 

centers on the Island.385 It marks the time in which major changes in the organisational 

structure of Minoan society occured and the first ñstatesò appeared on Crete386; a time 

wherein a series of innovations suddenly appeared on the island and in which socio-

political complexity was more complexly organised.387 One cannot ignore the fact that 

there is a tendency among scholars to picture the Protopalatial period as a period that 

marks a complete breach with the Prepalatial, however, it will become clear throughout 

this chapter that such generalisations do not give a sufficient explanation for the 

archaeological data. 

 

Under the influence of a continuously evolving process of increased socio-political 

complexity, Minoan communities felt the need to innovate architecturally by creating and 

incorporating new innovations within the built space. In this way, they created the 

architectural necessities in order to stage the altering relationships between different 

groups of people.  In what follows, we will give a short description of the major 

phenomena attested at the settlements of the Proto-and Neopalatial period. 

 

                                                 
382 Herzog (1997, 7), quoted by Driessen 2009, 41. 
383 Driessen 2009, 41 and 44. 
384 Branigan 1972, 752; Chryssoulaki 1990, 378-380; Müller 1991, 558; Palyvou 1986, 192; 

Romano 2003, 247; Van Effenterre 1963, 230; Warren 1994, 209. 
385 Fitton 2004, 56-57. 
386 Renfrew (1972, 367-369) talks about óchiefdom statesô, óprincipalitiesô and óminor statesô. 

Knappett (1999) thinks in terms of ósegmentary statesô.  
387 See  for example Wiener 1991; Warren 1994; Cherry 1986. 
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3.2.2.1. Streets ï Walkways ï Open Air Spaces 

 

Scholars have argued that within the settlements that later become cities of recognizable 

size, an internal street system became an integral part of the built-space and streets were 

clearly laid out in a particular manner to create a well-established circulation network 

through the town.388 They are therefore major innovations that facilitated circulation 

throughout the settlement. A well-established circulation network also formalized a clear 

and direct connection between the settlement and other cities in the surrounding region 

and such a network turned Crete into a mosaic of interconnected settlements in the Proto-

and Neopalatial period.389 Most scholars believe that the clearly planned network of 

circulation and the structuring of the built space in general were coordinated by a central 

authority, which controlled the planning of the town and its appearance as it has been 

transmitted to us today.390 The increasing population may have necessitated a good 

established network of roads that facilitated the organization of and circulation through 

the town. The planning of the town and the installment of a circulation network and open 

air spaces was a large communal operation, working at the level of the entire community. 

Such large interferences in the landscape were controlled by a higher elite who regulated 

and managed all necessary resources for the building project. Since these streets connect 

the different parts of the site with each other and connect the city and the hinterland, they 

                                                 
388 Warren (1994, 189-210) and Branigan (1972, 755) both consider the presence of streets as the 

major characteristic of a city; Van Effenterre pleads that Minoan cities should show some kind of 

tendency towards the conceptualization of the built space; Van Effenterre (1990, 489) refers to 

ñla g®om®trisation des espacements urbains en un sch®ma abstraitò. With this he suggests that 

Minoan cities should show some kind of tendency towards the regulation of the built-

environment; Driessen (2009, 41-42) argues that the installment of open air spaces inside 

settlements of considerable size, such as the west courts, esplanades, etc. are the main elements to 

distinguish a city as such; Palyvou (1986, 193) has demonstrated that the building activity at 

Akrotiri was strongly related to street formation, which means that the people had conceptualized 

an architectural idiom for constructing the street-system and the city in that particular manner. 

She argued that at Akrotiri the dentation of the facades is primarily related to the street system, 

since one of the objectives was to form non-straight streets. It is a long-lived rule respected by all 

members of the community and in all successive building activities. 
389 Chryssoulaki 1990, 372. 
390 Branigan 1972; Romano 2003; Warren 1994. 
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played a major role in the constitution of the urban environment both in the Protopalatial 

and Neopalatial periods.391 

In Minoan times, the internal street system existed primarily out of walkways used by all 

inhabitants of the settlement.392 To quote Warren 1994: ñthe Knossian roads are 

excellently designed for people on foot or with pack or driven animalsénot for wheeled 

trafficò393. The best known walkways are found at the Palace sites of Knossos, Malia, and 

Phaistos, were raised above ground level and paved, although in different materials. For 

example, the raised walkways at Malia were paved with Kalderim and at Knossos they 

used poros limestone slabs. In all of the largest palatial settlements (Knossos, Malia, 

Phaistos, and Zakros) where raised walkways dated to the Proto-and Neopalatial period 

have been attested, one or more walkways end up at one or more entrances of the Minoan 

Palace.394 These roads guided the people, both residents and non-residents, throughout 

the settlement towards its major focal points, in most cases the west and central courts of 

the Minoan Palaces.395 The raised walkways penetrate the Minoan Palace and end up in 

front of the central court, which is a termination point of the focused movements in the 

building. The penetration of the building through a raised walkway is sometimes 

associated with changes in the form of the paving as it enters the Palace. Cadogan 

mentioned that the main causeway at Phaistos was built of crazy paving until it 

approaches the main western entrance of the Palace. At the entrance the walkways 

change into well laid out blocks of gypsum that ran straight through the main corridor.396 

At Knossos one can see a similar phenomenon at the west entrance. The white stone of 

the raised walkway crossing the west court changes into blue-green slabs, which are 

                                                 
391 Chryssoulaki 1990, 378-379; Palyvou 2004, 213-214; Van Effenterre 1980, 253; Warren 1994, 

192. 
392 Chryssoulaki (1990, 377) made the interesting observation that: ñles rev°tements de rues 

minoennes portant des traces de roues sont raresò. 
393 Warren (1994, 207) argued that these walkways served for the transportation of commercial 

goods as well as for religious and ceremonial activities such as processions held at particular 

times in the community. The traffic passing along these walkways could be guided by different 

motivations, also socio-political and that is what interests us. 
394 Palyvou 2002, 173; Palyvou 2004, 214. 
395 Driessen 2004; Marinatos 1987; Driessen (2004, 8): ñthe plan of some specific Minoan towns 

was dictated because of their function as an interregional meeting place for residents and non-

residents; in these cases the priority of access routes to the communication device ï the central 

court or, in some cases, another attention focusing point ï decided the townôs developmentò. 
396 Cadogan 1976, 96. 
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faced with red stucco.397 Causeways are generally in between 1.10 and 1.4m wide and 

their construction seems in a way ñstandardizedò.398 

The unique interrelation of raised walkways, theatral areas, courts, and Palace entrances 

suggest that these walkways could be used at particular times of the year as procession 

ways.399 Raised walkways indeed facilitated human traffic throughout the town, but these 

walkways served apart from this practical function more symbolic functions when large-

scale ritual events where held at the Minoan Palaces.400 Their elevation above ground 

level served a symbolic purpose and emphasized the people that actively participated in 

processions. Further the narrowness of these walkways suggests that the movement of 

people was restrained to a limited number, who probably walked one by one, or in pairs 

behind each other towards the Palace.401 Visibility, elevation and distinction were 

important features in these ritual events and asked for a sophisticated architectural 

setting, which is illustrated for example by the causeways, but also by the theatral areas, 

which are equipped with platforms and standing/seating areas to overlook processions 

from a higher level (Knossos, Phaistos), which creates a very interesting interaction 

dynamic by the built-environment. 

In Minoan research, scholars looked at processions from an art historianôs perspective 

and focused mainly on the emergence and distribution of the iconographical theme, 

clothing, gender, ritual objects, etc, in processional art but never focus on the socio-

political function of processional behavior as main integrative devices within Minoan 

                                                 
397 Evans 1928, 760. 
398 Warren (1994, 192) argued that the Royal Road at Knossos is such an example of 

standardization; All slabs were 0.7 m wide, with two side wings of each 1.2 m and a central part 

of 1.4m wide. 
399 Palyvou (2004, 214) stressed that these roads were only occasionally used for processions, and 

that the primary objective behind their construction was in the first place to facilitate traffic 

throughout the town. Additionally, the elevated nature of the walkways could be just a practical 

decision to keep the roads dry when there was heavy rainfall; Palyvou (2004, 214): ñA visitor 

arriving at a Minoan town would follow such a walkway and trust it to lead him through the main 

arteries of the town.ò  
400 Palyvou 2004, 214. 
401 Sakellarakis and Sapouna-Sakellaraki 1997, 129. 
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communities.402 Marinatos and later Palyvou and Driessen focused on the spatial aspects 

of processions and argued that the raised walkways, which are intrinsically connected 

with the Minoan Palaces, were used on regular occasions as processional ways.403  

Although the importance of processions in the Minoan world remains largely 

understudied, one can draw close parallels to the Mycenaean world, in which Cavanagh 

and Maran have illustrated the importance of processional behavior.404 According to 

Maran, processions are devices that allow a proper focused movement to a final 

destination, in order to symbolically emphasize specific routes.405 In Mycenaean times, 

processions were staged to express the kingsô power and authority over the rest of the 

community. Mycenaean processions were exclusive in nature and reserved for a minority 

of the Mycenaean community. Similar observations were made recently for the Minoan 

Palaces.406 Although processions certainly had a religious/ritual function, they also 

functioned as primary tools for the establishment, expression and maintenance of 

asymmetrical power relations within Minoan communities. The processional ways led 

throughout the town towards the citadel, which constituted the end zone of the procession 

and the place where the people could interact with the ruler.  

For most scholars, the central court of the Minoan Palace constitutes the final destination 

point of the procession.407 The term ñcentral courtò is well chosen, since it stresses the 

element of controlled access to this space.408 These courts, of regular form and in most of 

the cases surrounded by walls on all four sides, have a closed off character that worthy of 

further exploration. As these courts are inscribed in the circulation network of walkways, 

they are only accessible ñunder conditionò.409 We will not elaborate in this heading on the 

function of the Minoan Palaces as loci for large-scale performative events that involved 

                                                 
402 Peterson 1981; Immerwahr 1990; Laffineur 2000; Shaw 2000; Smith 2003, German 2005; 

Blakolmer 2008. 
403 See Marinatos 1987; Palyvou 2004; Driessen 2004; 2009. 
404 Cavanagh 2001, 130-132; Maran 2006. 
405 Maran 2006a, 82. 
406 Vander Beken 2010a; 2010. 
407 Driessen 2002; 2004; Palyvou 2002; 2004. 
408 Palyvou 2004. 
409 Palyvou 2004, 209. 
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all socio-political layers of the Minoan community. This will be discussed in detail in 

Parts 4 and 5 of this dissertation. 

 

3.2.3. The Prepalatial period: A Time of Gradual Transformation and Formation. 

 

We have already argued in the discussion of the Tholos- and House tombs that very little 

archaeological evidence providing information about the organization of settlements in 

the Neolithic and Prepalatial period has survived allowing for a proper description of any 

processes of change. Together with the material evidence discussed above, the 

excavations at Vasiliki and Myrtos are essential to our understanding of the life cycle and 

layout of such earlier settlements. They have both been destroyed around MM II and are 

not considered as cities, because of the fact that the passages and paths do not show any 

logical arrangement.410 Although Prepalatial settlements are not considered as cities, the 

archaeological material that is at our disposal today shows some noteworthy emerging 

processes, which are contemporary to the transformations that we sketched above for the 

cemetery sites on Crete. 

The clearest evidence comes from the ópalatialô settlements. One such element is the 

appearance and allocation of room for large open air spaces inside these settlements from 

the Prepalatial period onwards. Open air spaces became a significant element in the 

layout of settlements and therefore in the urban life of the Minoans. Their importance 

may be understood as similar to the value awarded to them by modern Cretans, since 

many daily activities are still conducted outside in the open.411 From the Prepalatial 

period onwards, there is evidence for at least three palatial settlements in which the place 

of the later central court - the essential characteristic of the Minoan Palaces - was already 

an open space.  

At the Kephala hill, where the later Knossian Palace was built, ten different strata of the 

Neolithic period have been attested. The oldest strata of the Neolithic period go back to 

the 7th millennium BC. Soundings underneath the central court of Knossos unveiled the 

                                                 
410 Because of the absence of any arrangement Branigan (1972, 751-752) prefers to refer to paths 

and passages, rather than routes or streets. 
411 Palyvou 2004, 207. 



The Establishment Ofé  -  131  -  

existence of substantial architectural remains dating to the Middle Neolithic (stratum III) 

period. Here the remains of two multiple room buildings and a large roughly square room 

have been uncovered underneath the area of the later central court.412 During the Final 

Neolithic (stratum II and I) the settlement still increased in size (5 ha).413 Of this period 

little architectural finds have been attested which suggests that they disappeared with the 

building of the first Palace. Underneath the central court, scholars have found the traces 

of two distinct houses based on the presence of ñfixed hearthsò414. It is clear that these 

structures constitute the last architectural evidence in the area of the central court before 

it was leveled and turned into an open area. When did the central court become an open 

area as such? Driessen has argued that a close connection existed between the central and 

western courts and suggested to further examine the evolution inside the west court at 

Knossos in order to gain extra evidence for the establishment of the central court as an 

open space.415 At Knossos, the EM period is the least known of all.416 The hilltop where 

the later Knossian Palace got built underwent a series of changes with sometimes large 

levelling operations during EM IIA-EMIIB as well as EM III, MMIA and MMIB.417 

Evans notes that leveling operations ñclearly took place in Early Minoan timesò and 

therefore in a period before the erection of the first Palace.418 The most remarkable finds 

of the EM I phase are the deposits of the ñPalace wellò, situated in the northeast quarter 

of the Palace. This deposit contained a large number of burnt ceramics and dates back to 

the earliest phase of EM IA. The EM IB period is known from a trench (FF) in the later 

west court again containing burnt pottery. Several other deposits are related to trench FF 

in the west court and formed the basis for a good description of the EM IB phase, which 

is situated between the EM IA ñPalace wellò and EM IIA ñWest Court Houseò 

                                                 
412 It seems that the Middle Neolithic period was a short period since in none of these structures 

more than one building phase is attested, see Evans 1994, 14-16. 
413 Evans 1994, 16-20. 
414 Evans (1994, 16): ñEvans distinguished two separate houses on the basis of two fixed hearths, 

or small raised platforms, which he found in separate roomsò. 
415 See Driessen (2007, 79 -81) with references. 
416 Wilson (1994, 23): ñNo other period of the Minoan settlement is so poorly preserved, owing 

largely to the very extensive intrusions made during the course of later building activity.ò 
417 Wilson 1994. 
418 Evans 1994, 16. 
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deposits.419 The EM IIA phase is especially well known for the ñWest Court Houseò 

deposits. Wilson notes that underneath a part of the later Protopalatial and Neopalatial 

west court, the ñWest Court Houseò was found, which has been dated to the EM II period 

and was built immediately on top of the Final Neolithic phase. When this house was 

constructed, the EM I phase was cut away before the building was placed. Because of the 

lack of fundamental evidence, the function of the building remains unknown. At the end 

of EM IIB, the building was leveled and this small part of the later west court turned into 

an open area.420 If there is indeed a close connection between the west and central court, 

than it seems reasonable to suppose that the central court became an open area 

surrounded by ancillary buildings from EM IIB onwards. As early as EMIIB the west 

court became partly an open space and fronted the court building on the hill. However, 

the EM IIB west court was very narrow and definitely not the size of the one in the Proto- 

and Neopalatial perriod.421 The building activity further expanded during EM III when 

the northwest court (which involved a large terracing) and the Early Keep were added.422 

Also the Hypogaeum should probably be assigned to this period.423 Other constructions 

that date to the Prepalatial building are the Monolithic pillar basement.424 Later in 

between EMIII ï MMIA the first lines of the Throne room complex, and other structures 

such as the early west façade were laid out. It was not until MMIB ï MMII that the west 

court gained its final form and till MM II that the major lines of the Protopalatial Palace 

were finally laid out. In MMII the central court of Knossos received its first real 

paving.425 From the discussion above, it becomes clear that as early as the Prepalatial 

period, different things were going on at the later Knossian Palace site, which are the 

more interesting if we contextualize them within the phenomena attested at the 

contemporary funerary sites. All these extensions provided an enlarged space for large 

gatherings within the Knossian town from the Prepalatial period onwards. 

                                                 
419 See Wison (1994) for a detailed discussion. The Early Minoan II phase is better attested in the 

archaeological record and based on the findings it has been put forward that the EM II settlement 

comprised an area of about 4.84 ha. 
420 Wilson 1994, 36; Driessen 2007, 79 -80. 
421 MacDonald 2005, 45. 
422 Wilson 1994, 38; MacGillivry 1998, 34. 
423 MacGillivry 1994, 49-51. 
424 Momigliano 1991, 163-167. 
425 Mirié 1979, 38-39. 
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The archaeological evidence in the central court at Malia also points towards this early 

EMII B date.426 In a series of recent soundings, Pelon came across four floors dating from 

EM IIA onwards. Based on these different floor levels, he concluded that the 

constructions of EM IIA were covered by a floor of red earth in EM IIB. Moreover, it 

seems that the central court has been free of any constructions from EM IIB onwards. 

This means that the central court at Malia also dates back to the EM IIB period. In EM II 

B a building gets erected immediately above the EM IIA layer, which incorporates the 

later open area of the central court.427 Some soundings in the vicinity of the Neopalatial 

pillared hall (IX 1-2) revealed some traces of early structures dating to the EMII 

period.428 The archaeological evidence suggests that a major change occurred in the 

orientation of the buildings between EM II A and EM II B. In EM IIA the constructions 

under the later Palace site were orientated NE ï SW. It is not until the EM II B period 

that the architecture was conventionally orientated in more or less strict N ï S direction. 

Later, with the construction of the actual central court and the layout of the entire Palace, 

this orientation seems to have retained the actual standard.429 

 

At Phaistos, the archaeological evidence is unclear. Although it is clear that constructions 

dating to the Final Neolithic are situated in the area of the central court, what happened 

with the central court between the Final Neolithic and the MM II period, when the paved 

central court was constructed, is still a matter of debate. There seems to exist agreement 

upon the fact that there has been a series of levelling operations on which different 

terraces were built in the course of the EM II and EM III period.430 The absence of 

architectural remains in the area of the central court between these periods may suggest 

that the central court was already an open place from the Final Neolithic onwards.431  

 

                                                 
426 Pelon 1980, 128-129; 1989, 771 - 785; Hue and Pelon 1992; Driessen 2007, 83. 
427 Driessen 2007, 85 ï 86. 
428 Hue and Pelon 1992, 31; Pelon 1993, 544-546; Pelon 2005; Also Driessen 2007, 83. 
429 Further reading on Malia, see Pelon 1970; 1980; 1982, 1986; 1989; 1993; 2005; Also Driessen 

2004.  
430 La Rosa 2002. 
431 Vagnetti 1972-1973, 7 - 138; Branigan 1993, 116; Driessen 2007, 81-83. 
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In general, the material evidence from the Palace sites demonstrates that the central 

courts and partly also the areas underneath the west courts of the later Minoan Palaces 

were intentionally left open at a very early stage and were at the beginning not clearly 

marked by clearly enclosing architectural boundaries.432 It is only gradually over time 

that there is a tendency to surround the area of the central court with ancillary buildings, 

which gives the possibility to structure movement and social interaction at these places. 

Such gradual changes will be discussed throroughly later this chapter. 

 

In a number of non-palatial settlements some interesting alterations of the built space 

have been attested in the Prepalatial period. One of these sites is Vasiliki where several 

Prepalatial phases have been discovered. In both EM IIA and EM IIB up to six houses 

were clustered in this village.433 Here, early in EM IIB, a paved court measuring 20 by 20 

m was added at the heart of the settlement, which seems to act as a sort of village square, 

with houses grouped around it.434 At Palaikastro, underneath building block Chi, a series 

of walls has been discovered which belongs to a building dated to the Prepalatial period. 

Interestingly, adjacent to this building was a large open space, dated to the EM IIB 

period.435  

 

3.2.4. Shifting Worlds: From Funeral to Urban - Minoan Urbanism in 

Retrospective 

 

We will now try to contextualize the changes that have occurred over time in the urban 

environment as being part of a gradual and not a sudden process of socio-political 

change. Although minimal, the Prepalatial evidence from both palatial and non-palatial 

settlements illustrates that as early as the Prepalatial period, Minoan communities started 

to exploit the socio-political opportunities of creating outside open air spaces as places 

for social display. 436 These innovations all prove that architectural innovations that 

                                                 
432 Evans 1994, 1-20; Driessen 2004, 78. 
433 Fitton 2004, 48. 
434 Zoïs 1982, 207-215; Driessen 2007, 87 - 88; Fitton 2004, 48. 
435 Driessen 2007, 86 - 87. 
436 MacGillivray and Driessen 1990, 395-412. 
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occurred inside the Prepalatial cemetery sites simultaneously occurred inside the 

Prepalatial settlements, which suggests that the evolving complexity of the socio-political 

fabric generated the need to apply architectural innovations in order to stage the altering 

relationships between people (for a detailed overview, cf. supra). 

In the subsequent stage of the Protopalatial period the little hamlets were abandoned and 

different groups started to nucleate in a substantially smaller number of urban centers, 

some of which bear witness to the first Palace structures on Crete. Major changes have 

been perceived both in terms of scale and elaboration within the urban sphere in the 

Protopalatial and the later Neopalatial period. Their presence takes serious proportions, 

whenever the urban environment is dominated by several open air spaces such as courts 

and raised pathways. These are good arguments to state that the structuring of human 

interaction and facilitation of human traffic were key-elements in the establishment of 

Minoan cities. Throughout Minoan history the need presented itself to conceptualize the 

Minoan urban built-environment in order to anticipate these socio-political processes.  

The changes that occurred in the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial period illustrate that the 

Prepalatial period was at the start of a continual process of innovation that reached its 

most sophisticated form in the Neopalatial period, a period of major institutionalization 

hallmarked by the emergence of major palatial centers across Crete. These settlements 

are characterized by monumental architecture (Palaces and villas), a clear internal 

organization of streets, open-air squares, and habitation quarters that are all organized 

into a clearly structured entity. Such observations add a separate form of data to the 

ongoing discussion of social complexity in the Prepalatial period. First of all, it becomes 

clear that the formative stages of the Minoan Palaces, traditionally considered as a true 

hallmark of the Proto-and Neopalatial period, were set into motion during the Prepalatial 

period. Such observations ask for re-thinking the picture of socio-political complexity 

throughout the stages of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial period. The traditional picture 

of a breach between the Prepalatial on one side, and the more complexly organised Proto-

and Neopalatial periods on the other, does not give a sufficient explanation to the 

archaeological data. What we see is a rather gradual transformation over the course of 

time, for which the basis is already laid out in the Prepalatial period.  
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Is there a change in the ways Minoans conceptualized the reciprocal relationship between 

the funerary and urban daily landscape? The changes within the cemetery and the 

settlement landscape of the Pre-, Proto-, and Neopalatial period may indeed suggest that 

Minoan communities started to prioritize the importance of the daily ñcityò landscape 

over the funeral landscape. Prepalatial communities constructed loci for communal 

gatherings both inside the urban environment and at the burial sites, and this long before 

the emergence of the Minoan Palaces in the Protopalatial period. It therefore seems that 

early Bronze Age communities created places for social interaction both within the 

funerary and the urban sphere. Although the Prepalatial settlement evidence is rather 

limited, these examples illustrate quite well that both the funerary as well as the urban 

environment were regarded as equally important and both play an essential role in the 

process of elite place making. However, I strongly believe that the specific context of the 

cemetery sites and the nature of the social interactions that occurred here should be 

considered as more socio-politically relevant compared to those within the urban 

environment. The ritual performances executed at the Tholos and House tomb cemeteries 

makes the burial sites the main loci for focused ritual performances and communal 

gatherings. The Tholos and House tombs housed the collective memory of these 

communities and were therefore the key places for these purposes. These sites were the 

most important places for socio-political display inside the Prepalatial communities.  

 

It is only from the successive Protopalatial period onwards that one can see a major shift 

in the loci of communal ritual almost exclusively towards the urban environment with 

large-scale communal occasions held at the Minoan Palaces. There seems to be a 

diachronic change from the Prepalatial into the Protopalatial period. At the beginning of 

the Protopalatial period, burial sites were possibly still an important feature of some of 

the Minoan communities; nonetheless, a shift in the axis of the funeral landscape and the 

daily landscape of the Minoans can be clearly demonstrated. The dominant weight of the 

funeral slightly shifted towards a dominance of the daily life. Within the process of 

urbanization the cemeteries were not the only landmarks for the Minoans. At that time, 

the cemeteries were only one of a series of landmarks and the fact that they gradually 

went out of use proves that the Minoans started to prioritize the daily life over the world 
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of the dead. The increasing complexity of the cityscape from the Protopalatial period 

onwards may indicate that by that time the socio-political and economic life had been 

irrefutably brought to the foreground. Towns become more extensive than before and are 

elaborated with a street grid, blocks of houses and most importantly Palace structures 

start to appear. By the Neopalatial period, the countryside was filled with villas and all 

settlements were more or less connected by an extensive street system that crossed the 

island. Although the importance and character of the Minoan villas is still far from clear, 

it is certain that they duplicated many features of palatial architecture in terms of 

planning, function of rooms and architectural elaboration. Thus, they might have operated 

as regional centers through which political authority was diffused. As a result, from the 

Protopalatial period onwards, Crete may be regarded as a landscape in which several 

phenomena across the island, such as Palace-structures, peak- and cave sanctuaries were 

the main loci for communal gathering, which were used simultaneously for the 

representation of socio-political power and authority.437 This landscape was constructed 

through the meaningful use of architecture stressing the world of everyday life and in 

particular, places of political authority, which established a network of opportunities to 

express power and authority on both a local and regional level.  Although in this 

landscape the place of the dead was less dominant, this does not mean that it was not 

dealt with, only in a less prominent fashion.  

 

                                                 
437 The function of the peak sanctuaries and Minoan caves for Minoan community life are beyond 

the scope of this dissertation; More info concerning the socio-political dimension of the peak 

sanctuaries and sacred caves, see Jones 1999; Tyree 1974; Rutkowski 1988; Kyriakidis 2006; 

Peatfield (1994) has suggested that the Late Minoan elites might have used peak sanctuaries and 

cave sanctuaries as loci for socio-political display. Sanctuaries on mountain peaks might have 

gathered communities from wider regions and catered to their ritual needs, as they were major 

tools in the representation of socio-political power and authority. He bases his suggestion on the 

sharp decrease in the number of sanctuaries from about 25 to 6 throughout the Palace periods and 

the fact that the material assemblages found at the remaining sanctuaries show a strong link with 

the monumental Palace structures on the island. The increased architectural complexity over time 

and the very specific material assemblages involving luxurious goods such as gold jewellery, 

bronze figurines, etc., lay in straight line with the developments attested at the cemetery and 

urban sites discussed within this dissertation: i.e. the active use of the built space and objects in 

order to structure social interaction and socio-political relationships (see Part 3, 4, and 5 this 

volume). 
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Although the outside gathering spaces remained important during the entire Minoan 

period, it has to be noted that in the course of the Proto- and Neopalatial period a wide 

range of new room types appear in Minoan monumental architecture (both the Palaces 

and villas), which could have functioned as important internal venues for specific 

occasions. Their forms can be summarized in some kind of recurring typology, which I 

will return to later in detail (see Part 4 below). The extensive appearance of both external 

and internal gathering spaces from the Prepalatial through the Protopalatial and into the 

Neopalatial period should be regarded as the material reflection of a continuously 

growing social complexity in Minoan every day life. Their appearance should be 

considered as the externalization of a conscious need to structure social interaction and 

social relations by the extensive use of architecture in order to create a meaningful 

environment for the expression of status, power, and authority. 

 

In the next part of this dissertation, we will focus more specifically on the position of the 

Minoan Palaces within the urban fabric of the Neopalatial period. The following chapter 

starts with a short review of the past approaches taken to the study of the Minoan Palaces 

and discusses shortly the recurrent architectural features at each of them. Additionally, 

we give a descriptive overview of the best-known Minoan Palaces and the different 

gathering spaces inside these buildings, which were introduced in the Protopalatial period 

and reached their definitive form in the Neopalatial period. Since it is claimed in this 

dissertation that these gathering spaces were the key spaces establishing a mode of 

structured interaction between several groups of people, their presence in and distribution 

throughout the Minoan Palaces are of prime importance to our argument. 
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The Minoan Palaces: Description and Architectural analyses. 
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Abstract 

 

In Part 4 we will conduct a descriptive and architectural analysis of the best-known 

Minoan Palaces of Knossos, Malia, Phaistos, and Zakros. Although all Minoan Palaces 

have in common a number of components, they also show strong differences in the 

placement of rooms, accessibility and general elaboration. First, we give an overview of 

the recurrent components at each of the Minoan Palaces. This is followed by a detailed 

description of all units within them in order to clarify the individuality and differences in 

situation, elaboration and layout. Special attention will be given to those units that are 

important venues for occasions during performative events. To end, we will perform an 

architectural analysis for each of the Minoan Palaces, which focuses on the presence of 

physical boundaries within the built space. 
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Chapter 4.1 Deconstructing the Minoan Palaces: A Labyrinth versus a Clear 

Conceptual Design  

 

Before we continue with a thourough description for each of the Palaces, it might be 

usefull to draw attention to their most important characteristics. This chapter will 

recapitulate at first the essential features (mostly) shared by all Palaces, widely discussed 

in past literature. A study of the Minoan Palaces by matter of form shows that they have 

strong similarities but at the same time a strong individuality. 

 

4.1.1. The West Court (fig. 17, 18, 19) 

 

Open spaces are an important element in Minoan architecture and the large west and 

central courts of the Minoan Palaces are the most common examples.438 The large paved 

open west court is the most remarkable attachment of the three biggest Minoan Palaces 

(i.e. Knossos, Malia, and Phaistos) and is equipped with slightly raised walkways. At 

some Palaces, such as Knossos and Phaistos, the west court received a theatral area and 

so-called Kouloures.439 This space is situated at the transition between the actual Palace 

and the rest of the town and therefore fulfilled a mediating function between the two in 

the case of large performative events. In contrast to the central court, the orientation and 

final form of the west courts differs strongly at each of the Minoan Palaces.440  

A structural analysis of the west courts further elucidates our understanding of what 

happened at these courts and what their function could have been for Minoan community 

life. In past and recent scholarship it is commonly accepted that this court had some kind 

of public function as it functioned as a venue for specific occasions. The presence and 

gradual enlargement of this open space in the Protopalatial and Neopalatial periods 

provide good arguments for an increased importance of the west court for the Minoan 

                                                 
438 Palyvou 2002,167. 
439 Palyvou 2004, 214. 
440 Hitchcock 2000, 63; Palyvou 2004, 215. 
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community, an element that we will pursue further in this dissertation.441 Palyvou argued 

that the west courts were the main public spaces in Minoan society because access to 

them is unrestricted and west courts form a direct link between Palace and town.442 

Vansteenhuyse has argued that the arrangement of the west court illustrates a strong 

program which should be connected with the execution of a specific ritual.443 The west 

court should be perceived as a strategically placed public venue for occasions. Past 

scholarship has defined the west court in several ways, calling it the ñprincipal public 

plaza of the cityò for collective activities on the level of the entire community.444 The 

large size and open access indicate that west courts are areas suitable for large, communal 

and public performances. The west court connects the town and the Palace - a 

relationship that no one could describe better than Preziosi, who argued that ñit is a 

controlled interface between the city and the Palaceò445. The court therefore played an 

essential role in Minoan community life and constitutes a place for different social 

processes.446 

 

At the three biggest Minoan Palaces, each Palace faces the town from the west, with the 

west court forming a large transitional space between the town and the Palace site.447 The 

western facade is therefore the side that faces the public, which explains immediately 

why this facade was treated with more attention than the other outer sides of the 

building.448 It seems that most scholars believe that the monumentality of the western 

                                                 
441 Strong evidence exists that the west court at Knossos was expanded in the Neopalatial period, 

a proof of the need for space and the growing importance of the west court for community life, 

see Marinatos 1987, 138. 
442 Palyvou 2004, 215. 
443 Vansteenhuyse 2002, 239. 
444 Preziosi 1983, 107. 
445 Preziosi 1983, 87. 
446 Indelicato 1986, 138; Hitchcock 2000, 63; Palyvou 2004, 208; Van Effenterre 1987, 85; Gesell 

1987, 123; Vansteenhuyse 2002, 235-239; Driessen 2004, 79; Platonôs (1990, 392) opinion 

contrasts with this view, as he and numerous others believe that the center of community life 

became the central court of the Palaces from the Neopalatial period onwards. 
447 Palyvou 2004, 214; Van Effenterre 1963, 234-235. 
448 Preziosi 1983, 88. 
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facade was indeed intentional and may have carried a symbolical message of power, sent 

by the people who had the Palace constructed.449 

 

Although at every Palace the west court may be intrinsically unique, these open spaces 

also share several characteristics. One of these elements are the so-called raised 

walkways running through the town, securing circulation within and to the different 

quarters of the town and leading the people of the community (inhabitants and/or visitors) 

to the west courts and in front of the Palaces.450 At each of the Palaces the raised 

walkways penetrate the Palace at one or more entrances. In close resemblance to the 

festival of the Panathenean, where the procession route traversed the agora before 

proceeding towards the acropolis of the city, the raised walkways in the Minoan towns 

crossed the west courts before entering through one or more entrances the Palaceôs 

proper.451 At the west courts these walkways run in many directions and form sometimes 

triangles, which suggests a dynamic movement which is simultaneously closely 

coordinated at these courts.452 The coordinated movement at the west courts by these 

walkways is clearly intended for a purpose, since they do not provide the fastest way to 

reach the Palace entrance, which would have been crossing the west court in a straight 

line.  

 

The west court with its raised walkways formed an important hub between the town and 

the Palace, which was a transition of major importance in the case of performative events. 

Marinatos has argued that one of the arms of the triangles formed by the walkways at 

Knossos, Phaistos, and Malia, ran directly to the circular structures (the kouloures), 

which were large silos for grains and cereals.453 Marinatos argued that the close 

relationship between the raised walkways and the kouloures could be interpreted as 

                                                 
449 Van Effenterre 1987, 85; Driessen 1997, 45; Hitchcock 2000, 66; Driessen 2004, 80; 

Panagiotopoulos 2006, 32-33. 
450 The west court and causeway system has been associated with grain storage in the Kouloures 

in the west court and/or a harvest festival or with ritual dancing. To this, we want to add the 

possibility of large ceremonial events where processions ran throughout the town to the west 

courts and the central courts of the Minoan Palaces. More information, see Marinatos 1987, 135 

and 137; Palyvou 2004, 214. 
451 Hölscher 1999, 30; Driessen 2004, 12-13. 
452 Knirsch 2004, 12 and 76. 
453 Marinatos 1987, 137. 
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processions wherein the tributes or agricultural surplus was brought from the countryside 

towards the kouloures of the Palace.454 In the Neopalatial period, when the kouloures 

went out of use, the processions proceeded further towards the magazines inside the 

Palaces.455 Such an interpretation is possible, but we find it rather questionable that the 

raised walkways only functioned as an access to the magazines. The final destinations of 

the processions were not the kouloures or the western magazines, but the central courts 

and some ritual areas in the deepest parts of the Palace. The triangles at the west courts 

are interpreted in various ways.  As the focal point of the west court, it is perfectly 

possible that several groups (or processions) came together at this point and continued 

further towards the primary entrance of the Palace.456 Preziosi on the other hand has 

identified these triangles as ñChoros triangulaireò or as places for dance.457 For this 

interpretation he draws a close parallel between the folkloric circular dances on Crete. 

This circle stays closed until one person leaves the group and stands in the middle, 

showing of his skills. However, in Minoan times, one should rather think in terms of 

processions coming from town and merging together in the west court before turning 

towards the Palace.458 

 

Although Palyvou is right to label the west court as a public space because many people 

gathered here, its function becomes much more complex and transforms entirely when 

the west court is used as a place for a performative event. Palyvouôs observation that 

access to the west court was unrestricted and uncontrolled forms an insufficient argument 

for the complexity of the west court. An alternative reconstruction of the function of the 

west court as performative space will be highlighted in more detail in part 5 of this 

dissertation and builds upon a recently published article by Letesson and 

Vansteenhuyse.459 The main question to be discussed is whether or not the west courts 

were really ñpublicò when they were used for large-scale ritual events? 

 

                                                 
454 Marinatos 1987, 137. 
455 Marinatos 1987, 137-138; Hitchcock 2000, 64. 
456 Palyvou 2004, 214. 
457 Preziosi 1983, 85. 
458 See also section 3.2.2.1. and 5.2.2.1. this dissertation. 
459 Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006. 
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4.1.2. The Kouloures (fig. 17, 18, 19) 

 

In the Protopalatial period two of the best-known Minoan Palaces (Knossos and Phaistos) 

received at the west court circular pits or ñkoulouresò.460  At Malia no such structures 

exist until the Neopalatial period. Traditionally these pits were classified as cisterns, 

garbage pits and planters for sacred trees.461 Today, most researchers prefer to identify 

them as large granaries because of the close relationship with the Neopalatial granaries 

found in the southwest corner of the Palace of Malia.462  At Malia, eight circular silos are 

aligned in two rows of four within a walled space.463 

These structures are not only typical for Palace sites. Also at Myrtos-Pyrgos one kouloura 

was found. Strasser questioned the interpretation of granaries and refers to Evans, who 

interpreted them as large installations for the collection of water that ran off the paved 

terrace of the west court.464 For Strasser they were probably unrelated to Minoan 

economy, but rather a technical design for a major problem. Without willing to 

undermine Strasserôs alternative reconstruction, it should be noted that the interpretation 

of granaries is the most widely accepted. 

 

4.1.3. Theatral Areas (fig. 17, 19) 

 

The Palaces of Knossos and Phaistos are equipped with several rows of low stairs that 

could be used for seating and/or standing situated at the north borders of the west court. 

The discoveries by Evans at Knossos show that the development of the ñTheatral Areasò 

dates back to the Protopalatial Palaces.465 The fact that we do not have such structures at 

Malia can be due to topographical reasons. As the palatial site is situated on flat land with 

no natural flanks or elevations in the terrain, such structures were never built. Preziosi 

                                                 
460 Begg 1975, 33-35. 
461 See Preziosi 1983, 85; Hitchcock 2000, 64-65; Marinatos 1987,135.  
462 Marinatos 1987, 137-138; Graham 1962: 134-135; Tire and van Effenterre 1966, 8-9; Preziosi 

1983, 85 and 108; Preziosi 1983, 108-109; Strasser 1997, 78-79. 
463 Graham 1962: 134-135; The French excavators identified them since the beginning as large 

water tanks, see Chapoutier and Demargne 1962,18-19. 
464 Strasser 1997, 81-91. 
465 Hitchcock 2000, 68 ï 72. 



The Minoan Palaces            -  146 -  

 

 

 

argues that the so-called ñAgora of Maliaò could have had a similar function and thus 

replaced the theatral area.466   

 

The theatral area at Knossos is the most unique of all. The stairs have been arranged in a 

straight angle around the óRoyal Boxô together with the Royal Road (the major raised 

walkway at Knossos) that ran and ended up in front of the eastern flight of stairs. This led 

Evans to assume that this arrangement was a real theatre-like structure, reserved for 

spectators that observed the ritual performances inside the theatre and the west court 

(ceremonies or processions).467  

It is very questionable that these stairs were used to sit just as is the case in a modern 

theatre. Evans states that óassuming that the low steps were intended for standing room 

rather than for sitting, there might, indeed, have been room for something over 500 

persons.468 Also Marinatos seems to agree to this observation, arguying that people 

probably stood upright on these stairs.469 Both at Knossos and Phaistos the raised 

walkways ran towards (at Phaistos they climb up) the theatre, which proves that the 

designers clearly intended a close connection between the theatral areas and the raised 

causeways.  

 

Later in Part 5 this dissertation it will be argued that the west courts with their theatre, 

causeways, and triangle created a unique environment to stage specific events and 

eventually provided the possibility to structure social interaction and relationships. The 

elevated or hierarchical nature of the theatral areas may have functioned two-fold in a 

context of social interaction. The important people of the community could gather on this 

ñplace of appearanceò in order to be seen by the audience in the west court. 

Simultaneously, they could observe the activities that were performed in the west court 

from a privileged position, looking over the heads of the masses. For the function of the 

                                                 
466 Hitchcock 2000, 71. 
467 Evans 1928, 582; See Chapter 4.2.2.4. this dissertation. 
468 Evans (1928, 585): ñThe tiers of steps on the east would have accommodated about 360 

persons, those on the west about 160, and the Royal Box would have been the most exclusive 

area for about a dozen persons.ò 
469 Marinatos 1987, 137. 
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ñTheatral Areaò as a performative space and its social function, we would like to refer to 

Part 5 this dissertation. 

 

4.1.4. The Central Court 

 

The central court is, in contrast with the west court, a rectangular space clearly defined by 

architectural boundaries and is often considered as the diagnostic feature of the Minoan 

palace.470 Graham and Preziosi focused primarily on the Palace as a box, trying to unveil 

their syntax based on the interrelationship of the different structures. The actual form of 

the Minoan Palaces was guided by some normative principles of design. As a result they 

actually confirmed what Shaw (1973) assumed in an early article, that:  

 

ñThe central court was the ócoreformô of the Palaces, with the religious structures 

along its western side, facing east, and the placement of the rooms in such a 

manner may have been a basic criterion determining court orientationò471. 

 

Although the central courts of the Minoan Palaces are different in size, they seem to be 

built according to the conventional proportions 2:1 and surrounded on all sides by 

monumental facades.472 The surrounding facades of the central court framed this court as 

an isolated entity and created a subtle but prominent gradual transition from open air 

space towards the inner compartments behind them. In this view, the facades announce 

and screen off what lies behind them at the same time, something that incites curiosity for 

those who already reached the central court. People saw the numerous openings to the 

deeper parts of the Palace from the central court, but had no clue of the internal 

arrangement that lay behind them because they were mostly sealed off by physical 

boundaries. The central court is often surrounded by a series of columns or pillars on one 

                                                 
470 Graham 1962, 73-83; Gesell 1987; Davis 1987, 157; Preziosi 1983, 78-148; Palyvou 2002; 

2004, 215-216; Vansteenhuyse 2002; Driessen 2004; Letesson and Vansteenhuyse 2006. 
471 Shaw 1973b, 56. 
472 Knossos: ca. 53 x 28 m; Malia ca. 51 x 22m; Phaistos: ca. 51 x 22m; Zakros: ca. 30 x 12m. 

See Palyvou 2002, 171. 
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or more sides and more or less oriented north-south.473 It is possible, especially for 

Knossos, that some of the rooms of the upper flooor had balconies and balustrades 

overlooking the central court, which gave the inner facades a very dynamic character.474  

 

Apart from these close resemblances, all Palaces are characterized by a strong 

individuality. A look at the west wings, i.e. the major ritual wing of the Palace, makes it 

easy to recognize that the types of rooms found in the west wings and the degrees of 

accessibility between the different units are substantially different at each of the Palaces. 

At Knossos, the west wing consisted of a tripartite shrine and the throne room complex, 

whereas this kind of configuration is completely missing at Zakros. At Zakros, most of 

the area behind the facade of the west wing was covered by a large Minoan hall (the 

largest ever found in a Minoan Palace). Also the west wings at Malia and Phaistos have 

their unique configurations, which will become clear in the detailed descriptions of all 

Palaces below. 

Chronological evidence illustrates that the very concept of a large open space in the form 

of a courtyard came into being in a period well before the erection of the Minoan 

Palaces475, however, there is no doubt that the central court received its canonical form 

during the Palace periods on Crete. As we will see later in Part 5, the central court 

became one of the most integrated spaces within the Palace building during the Palace 

period, which favours the view that access to this place was controlled and 

institutionalized during the Palatial periods so that it played an important role in 

producing and reproducing normative notions of power and authority. 

4.1.5.  Orientation 

 

At an early stage in the investigation of Minoan structures, scholars came to recognize 

the importance of their deliberate orientation to external focal points in the landscape 

such as mountain peaks, caves, and even astronomical constellations or the rising sun. 

                                                 
473 Shaw 1973b; Preziosi 1983, 501-510; This succession of columns and pillars form a Stoa or 

portico, which is defined by Palyvou (2002, 173) as a óSheltered semi-indoor extension of an 

outdoor space [é.]ô. 
474 Palyvou 2004, 211-212; 2002, 173; Gesell 1987, 126. 
475 Driessen 2004, 78-79; 2007; Palyvou 2002, 168; Tomkins 2004; Also Chapter 3.2.3. this 

volume. 
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Shaw has studied the orientation of the individual parts of the Minoan Palaces starting 

with the central court and argued that its proper orientation was most probably an integral 

part of the planning of the Palace. Shaw was the first to suggest the rough N-S orientation 

of the Palaces and argued, based on his measurements, that this orientation was 

intentionally and due to solar and lunar orientations; a conclusion already made by S. 

Marinatos in 1934.476 With regard to ritual structures Shaw made an interesting comment, 

arguing that ñThe impression one gets from the evidence available... is that many 

religious structures were set with an east-west orientation and were open on the east.ò477 

 

The Palace of Phaistos is an exception on the rule because the topography of the hill was 

already oriented N-S and restrained the architectôs freedom.478  Malia on the other hand, 

is very emblematic for an intentional orientation. Here, the archaeological evidence 

suggests that a major change occurred between EM II A and EM II B. In EM IIA the 

constructions under the later Palace site were orientated NE ï SW. It is not until the EM 

II B period that the architecture was conventionally orientated in more or less strict N ï S 

direction.479 The actual Palace at Malia was situated on a plain without large differences 

in altitude, which means that the architects were not at all restricted to an obligatory 

north-south orientation. The fact that they decided to do so proves that this orientation 

was meaningful. At Knossos it also appears that the actual N ï S oriented central court 

was already laid during EM II-III (see chapter 3.2.3 this dissertation). At Zakros the 

central court is no later than LM I in date, with no structures pre-dating the actual paved 

court.480 The Palace of Zakros is an unusual case with regard to its orientation. The 

reason for this large difference in orientation could be due to the fact that the west wind 

at Zakros is rather strong, explaining the unusual placement of the Palace in between two 

                                                 
476 Shaw 1973b; 1977; Marinatos 1934; Although Shaw (1973b) and others stress the more or less 

north south orientation, it should be noted that all of the Palaces have a slight or even large 

deviation from the true North. Deviations for the Palaces are: (a) Phaistos: 2º 35´38" ; (b) 

Knossos: 11º 37´ 08" ; (c) Malia: 17º 01´48" ; (d) Zakros: 37º 33´20", see Shaw 1973b, 49: fig.1. 
477 Shaw 1973, 57, quoted in Goodison 2001, 81. 
478 There is little agreement about the construction date of the central court at Phaistos; For more 

information on the subject see La Rosa 1992, 240; Warren 1987, 48; Fiandra 1983, 34. 
479 For more information regarding architecture and finds at Malia, see Pelon 1970; 1980; 1982; 

1986; 1989; 1993; 2005; Also Driessen 2004.  
480 See Platon (1999) for more information regarding the construction history of the Palace. 
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surrounding hills.481 The intentionally N-S orientation of the Palace building and its 

central court proves its purposefulness. As a result, in all four largest Palaces, which are 

oriented N-S (Knossos, Phaistos, Mallia) or NE-SW (Zakros) the most important ritual 

rooms were located in the western wing of the Palaces, facing east. The Minoan 

architects situated the religious rooms especially in the west wing so that at sunrise they 

could bathe in the sunlight. During winter most of the south part of the west wing lay in 

the shadows, which explains why at all Palaces the most prominent cult rooms were 

situated in the northern part of the west wing facing the central court.  

 

Preziosi further elaborated the hypothesis of a possible east-west orientation inside the 

Palace and argued that the core of the Minoan Palaces consisted of the square formed by 

the central court and the west wing. (fig. 21) For the Palace of Knossos the exact center 

of this square is the middle of the Tripartite shrine, the most prominent feature with a 

ritual/religious connotation facing the central court. The central court at Knossos was laid 

out according to the 0.270m standard and covered a modular grid of 200 by 200 units cut 

in two at 100 units north south and east west. The building of the Palace started with the 

layout of the central court and the west wing. The other parts of the Palace seem to have 

been added in later phases either simultaneously or in following sequences, something 

that is quite hard to tell from the archaeological evidence. The part of the western 

magazines at Knossos was built in accordance with the wider Minoan foot of 

0.340m.482At Malia and Phaistos also the Minoans built according to the same standards. 

At Malia the central core of the Palace also existed of the central court and the central 

part of the west wing. Again both parts constituted a modular grid of 200 by 200 units 

built according to the 0.270m foot. This central grid is divided in two equal parts along a 

north-south axis by the eastern wall of the west wing and there was a west-east axis that 

runs through the pillar crypt in the west wing. The altar in the central court is situated on 

this east-west line and forms the center point of the central court.483 The core of the 

Palace at Phaistos is modeled according to the same grid. Again, it measures 200 by 200 

                                                 
481 Shaw 1973b, 53. 
482 Preziosi 1983, 419-432. 
483 Preziosi 1983, 433-446. 
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units and is divided in two equal parts by the inner façade of the west wing. The center of 

the grid was focussed on the main ritual chamber (nr. 24), which proves again that a 

ritual/sacred space formed the center of the actual design.484 At Zakros also, the same 

grid can be recognized. However, it was laid-out in another standard of 0.340m.  The 

center of the square marks exactly one half of the length of the central court.485 

Goodison (2001; 2004) further elaborated on these observations and demonstrated with a 

vast amount of evidence that as early as the Prepalatial period Minoans took into account 

the movement of the sun in the actual orientation and construction of the Tholos tombs, 

an element that continued to be of great importance in the final layout of the Palace 

structures on Crete as well. Her belief, that the orientation to the sun became important as 

such is primarily based on her research into the Tholos tombs; observations she took 

further to investigate the Minoan Palaces and specifically the layout of the Throne Room 

at Knossos.  

Due to preservation issues, Goodison was only able to examine approximately one third 

of the 94 tombs originally catalogued by Branigan.486 Although Shaw, Branigan, and 

others already stressed a tendency for Tholos tombs to face to the east, Goodisonôs study 

of the orientation of the doorway to sunrise shows that a complete alignment only 

happened at certain days of the year and this close to the summer solstice, the winter 

solstice and the equinoxes, as well as a period in late summer. It is only during the 

complete alignment at sunrise that the interior of the tomb could be lit by a beam of light 

coming through the doorway for a short amount of time. This may suggest that the 

Minoan builders considered these orientations meaningful and that the illumination of the 

tombôs interior played an important role in the activities performed at the site. Such 

specific moments in which the tomb is fully aligned with the morning sun may be 

reflective of the use of the tombs as loci for seasonal festivities or rituals.487 

Another interesting observation concerns the overall importance of the cardinal points ï 

North, South, East, and West. Goodison argued that extra structures such as annexes, 

antechambers, paved or encircled outdoor areas, and altar structures were usually added 

                                                 
484 Preziosi 1983, 458-472. 
485 Preziosi 1983, 476-478. 
486 Goodison 2004, 340 ; Goodison 2001, 79. 
487 Goodison 2001, 80-81. 
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to the east/northeast side posterior to the original construction of the burial, in some cases 

blocking the tombsô original doorway.488 Especially in the MM period the structures in 

front of the original doorway look like standardized architectural suites where the visitor 

needs to make several turns before being able to enter the tomb through its original 

doorway. Such a physical barrier in which movement towards the actual burial site could 

be tightly monitored shows the continuous importance of the actual physicality of the 

built space and the symbolic and maybe even socio-political importance whenever it was 

used as a place for social interaction.489 The small size of the annex rooms and the 

antechamber of the tombs at least gives the impression that participation in rituals 

performed inside involved only a few participants and maybe even only the most 

exclusive group within the community, whereas the majority of the people were involved 

in ceremonies performed outside. 

Similar observations could be made for the layout of the Throne room at Knossos as well. 

The four doors of the pier-and-door partition connecting the Throne Room complex with 

the central court were intentionally constructed to align with sunrise at particular times of 

the year illuminating specific architectural features. Goodison believes that the people in 

control of the palace may have deliberately utilized the contrasts of light and dark for 

ritual purposes.490 

The first architectural feature is the actual Throne with frescoes of griffins aside and 

flanked by stone benches, which are lit by a beacon of light at the winter solstice. 

Goodison refers to this as óthe Winter Throneô ; an alignment that becomes even more 

meaningful in light of Reuschôs reconstruction of the actual Throne as the major locus for 

the performance of the epiphany of the Goddess.491 

The second feature is the doorway to the óinner sanctuaryô, referred to as the óIlluminated 

Doorwayô and lit at the spring and summer equinoxes.492 Goodison pointed out that the 

doorways of the polytheron in between the anteroom and Throne room have been made a 

little broader along this alignment, possibly in order to catch more light or because the 

builders wanted to have sufficient width for a procession to pass through these openings. 

                                                 
488 Goodison 2004, 340. 
489 Also Goodison 2004, 340-342. 
490 Goodison 2004, 242. 
491 Goodison 2001, 83-84;  Reusch 1958, 334-358, in Goodison 2001, 83. 
492 Niemeier 1987, 165 ï 166; Evans 1935, 910 and 920; Also Goodison 2001, 84 ï 85. 
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Whatever the case, such anomalies point to the fact that the layout of both the polytheron 

as well as the pier-and-door partition was carefully planned and intentional.493  

The third important feature is the Lustral Basin, referred to as the óSummer Spotlightô 

and  lit at the midsummer solstice. At sunrise a beam of light shines through the extreme 

left door of the pier-and-door partition in order to light the far corner of the Lustral Basin 

for a few minutes.494 

Goodisonôs research makes clear that the use of the Throne room with its different 

architectural features was very complex and remains a matter of debate. However, the 

intentional placement of these features according to a cyclical orientation to sunrise is 

very plausible, especially in the Neopalatial period. Different areas in the architectural 

suite were main foci of interest, possibly connected to rituals of epiphany. Furthermore, 

the use of partitions in the doorways obviously increases control over the main light 

source, enforcing the theatrical effects.  

 

A slightly different study but still connected to the study of Goodison forms the 

archaeoastronomical approach carried out by Blomberg and Henriksson.495 They 

exhaustively showed the importance of orientation within Minoan ritual buildings such as 

Minoan villas, Palaces, peaks and caves. Regarding the Minoan Palaces, they argued the 

importance to be oriented towards major astronomical events, such as the rising sun at 

equinoxes and solstices. According to Blomberg and Henriksson, Minoans had a 

lunisolar calendar system in whch the Minoan óNew yearô probably began in the 

autumn.496  

 

In his study The Earth, the Temple, and the Gods Scully devoted much attention to the 

relation between the orientation of architecture and the natural surrounding landscape.497 

In order to understand architecture, he argued that we do not have to seek the answer to 

our questions by looking at the internal configuration, but rather by looking at the 

external relations of the building with the landscape. Scully argued that in Minoan times 

                                                 
493 Goodison 2001, 85; Goodison 2004, 343. 
494 Goodison 2004, 343; Goodison 2001, 85-86. 
495 Blomberg and Henriksson 1996; 2001; 2005; 2006; 2008; 2011. 
496 Blomberg and Henriksson 1996. 
497 Scully 1962. 
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the orientation towards natural sanctuaries on hills played a central role in the 

construction of the Palaces. The external element, i.e. the peak or cave sanctuary situated 

on one of the prominent hills in the landscape, created the main axis for construction, 

which almost exactly coincided with the north-south orientation of the central courts. 

Therefore, the layout of the Minoan Palace was a combination of both external and 

internal considerations.498 

 

In Rethinking the Sacred Landscape: Minoan Palaces in a Georitual Framework of 

Natural Features on Crete, Dennis Doxtater tries to understand the relationships between 

(religious) architecture and the so-called sacred landscape on Minoan Crete by drawing 

further on the observations made by Scully.499 The detailed analysis of the geometrical 

patterns between specific sites, such as the Minoan Palaces, caves and mountain peak 

sanctuaries, illustrates extensively that the relationship between architecture and the 

sacred landscape was even far more complex as conceptualized by Scully, Shaw, 

Goodison and Blomberg and Henriksson. Doxtater identified a clear geospatial pattern 

between the four major Minoan Palaces and significant natural features on Crete, which 

exactly point towards the fact that the Minoan Palaces were intentionally placed a 

complex pre-existing network of ritual sites, of which the existence goes back as early as 

the Prepalatial period. Doxtater questioned the relationship between the orientations of 

the three major Palaces - Knossos, Phaistos, and Mallia ï and this pre-existing spatial 

pattern.500  A wide number of natural landscape features on Crete, such as the caves and 

mountain peaks were used for ritual and religious practices throughout the entire island, 

even far before the construction of the Minoan Palaces, and the specific placement of 

these monumental structures within pattern may suggest that the major Palaces existed in 

a larger ritual context that may render Minoan Crete as a society which was enitrely 

socio-politically integrated. Although Doxtaterôs analysis is very consistent, one might 

question to which extend Minoans were able to understand and eventually lay out similar 

patterns at larger, georitual scales?  

 

                                                 
498 Scully 1962, 9-40. 
499 Doxtater 2009. 
500 Doxtater 2009, 14-18. 
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At Knossos, the close connection between the peak sanctuary of Juktas and the Palace is 

known since the very beginning (fig. 22, 23). A paved road ran through the mountains 

towards the sanctuary and led to the south entrance of the Palace. Even today Juktas is 

still the largest and most elaborated of all peak sanctuaries. In the Protopalatial period a 

very large complex was already situated there.501 This peak sanctuary was built on two 

terraces, enclosed by cyclopean enclosure walls and an altar in use in both the Proto- and 

Neopalatial period. Several high quality votive offerings show a close connection with 

the Palace of Knossos. In the Neopalatial period this complex was expanded to include a 

processional way that ended up at a ramp that ran towards an open platform paved with 

pebbled flooring and in the middle a stepped altar and a deep chasm west of the altar502. 

Below the platform was a succession of rooms (first 4, later 6) with along the exterior 

(east-side) a bench to hold votives.503 Because of its prominent placement on the hill this 

sanctuary could have played an important role for numerous sites within the politico-

religious context. The central axis of the central court and the orientation of the north 

entrance passage in more or less straight line with the Juktas sanctuary, created a clear 

visible and architectural link between both.504  

 

The geographical positioning of Knossos between Juktas and two other sanctuary sites in 

the environment, the Ida and Psychro caves, creates an interesting pattern that recently 

got studied by Doxtater.505 (fig. 24) The difference in the two angles measured from 

                                                 
501 Info on Juktas, see Rutkowski 1988; Watrous 1996; Karetsou 1981; The traces of burnt oily 

earth in MMI A-II show that the Protopalatial sanctuary probably was very large in size. The 

Protopalatial shrine comprised a large open platform, with structures along the east. Finds: Walls 

were found under the Neopalatial rooms II-IV; a structure with steps next to a deep chasm in the 

bedrock served as an altar; stone kernos with ca. 100 cupules and in depression of bedrock a 

cache of ca 34 bronze double axes; figurines in clay (human and animal) and bronze, jewelry; 

pottery (mostly conical cups, also eggcups). 
502 Next to the altar many offerings were found, such as stone libation tables, bronze and clay 

figurines, votive heads and many other. 
503 For detailed information about Juktas, its finds and history of research, see Karetsou 1981. 
504 Shaw 1973b. 
505 See Doxtater 2009 for a thorough presentation of the material evidence in this discussion. The 

Idaean cave was situated at Mount Ida at a height of 1528m. Finds have been dated going back to 

the Neolithic till the 5th century A.D. The material of the Minoan period (MMI-LMI) are human 

and animal figurines, pottery, especially kamares ware, jars, jugs, cups, rhyta, jewelry, weapons, 

double axes, stone offering tables, kernoi and relief vases; More detailed information concerning 

the cave see Tyree 1974, 40-43; The Psychro cave is situated in the Lasithi region, in the northern 

face of Mount Dicte. The cave consists of three areas: a broad terrace outside the cave, an upper 
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Juktas are so small that they could be ignored, showing a geometrical pattern in the form 

of a triangle. This geometrical pattern suggests a triangular relationship between all three 

sanctuaries, Knossos acting as the final point in the configuration, Juktas as the religious 

mediator. It seems that the builders of the Knossian Palace constructed the building in 

such a way that the ñnodeò of Knossos integrates perfectly with the triangle formed by 

the peak sanctuary of Juktas and the Idean and Psychro caves.506 Juktas, most closely 

situated to Knossos, formed the ritual hub between the Palace and the Idean and Psychro 

caves, unifying the whole region of central (north, east and south) Crete. Since the use of 

these sanctuary sites is dated to long before the construction of the later Palaces, good 

arguments exist that this geometrical pattern was intentionally created and that the 

inhabitants of Knossos were aware of this pre-existing ñconfigurationò and built a Palace 

that was fully integrated as the last constituent of the final layout.507 

 

At Malia, the northern entrance is considered as the primary access to the Palace, whereas 

the southern entrance formed the ceremonial/processional one.508 Both the southern and 

northern entrance leading directly towards the central court are situated on the same line. 

They are both placed on the same axis and face each other at both sides of the central 

court. When visitors entered the north entrance and arrived at the central court they 

directly saw Mount Dicte with the Psychro cave rising up in the south. The situation at 

Malia is therefore very similar to the one at Knossos. 

 

For Phaistos, the situation seems slightly different. Here, the architects invested most 

effort in the elaboration of the northern inner façade, which was intended to direct 

attention towards Mount Ida appearing above this façade. A closer look at the actual 

                                                                                                                                                 
chamber and a lower cave. For a detailed description of the cave, its history, related finds, and 

large bibliography, see Watrous 1996. 
506 All three sanctuaries can be connected with the God Zeus through ancient sources: the Psychro 

cave was identified with the birthplace of Zeus, based on a literary passage in Hesiodôs story 

Theogony, 477-484; For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Watrous 1996, 19; The Idaean 

cave on Mount Ida is also known in the literary sources as a cave dedicated to Zeus and even seen 

as one of his birthplaces, see Tyree 1974, 40-43; For Juktas also a connection with Zeus can be 

made, since both local traditions and ancient literary sources identify this site as the place where 

the tomb of Zeus is situated, see Karetsou 1981, 137. 
507 Doxtater 2009, 9-11. 
508 See section 4.2.3.9 for a discussion of the Malian entrances. 
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orientation of the different parts of the façade shows that the central corridor running 

through this northern façade lies in direct line with the southern face of the Mount. Mount 

Ida shows strong similarities with the Minoan horns, a very important religious element 

in Minoan times, and the central corridor literally divides the head with the horns in two 

similar pieces. Because the Kamares cave is barely visible from Phaistos, one could argue 

that the focus in the architectural layout was the horned part of Mount Ida and the Idean 

Cave. However, the Kamares cave also played an important role as a sanctuary in the 

region, but became out of use in the Neopalatial period.509 

 

The geographical pattern investigated above makes it more than plausible that the 

builders of Knossos, Malia and Phaistos used the sacred landscape in order to establish a 

web or network of religious relationships, resulting in a sacred unity that contrasted 

completely with the mosaic of political units that colored the island of Crete at the 

time.510 The Palaces and more specifically the central courts were important assets to 

establish these connections. The statement of Peatfield could therefore be refined. Not 

solely the close connection between peak sanctuaries, but also the interplay between 

peaks and caves were important configurations for the Minoans. Peatfield argues: ñOn a 

regional level the intervisibility of peak sanctuaries provides an opportunity, for the 

expression of ritual unity may have transcended political boundariesò511. For numerous 

reasons Zakros could not be included in the analysis.512 

                                                 
509 The Kamares cave was, for example, directly visible at Haghia Triadha, a center believed to be 

in strong competition with Phaistos in its vicinity. Based on some archaeological evidence, one 

could assume that also the Kamares cave was devoted to Zeus in ancient times: the Kamares cave 

has a history dating back to the Neolithic and activity is proven right into the Iron age. For the 

most prominent discoveries are a pool of water at the rear of the cavern and a stone-built structure 

serving as a hearth. More information regarding the finds, excavations and a bibliography, see 

Watrous 1996, 60. 
510 Doxtater 2009. 
511 Peatfield 1994, 25. 
512 One of the reasons was the unusual topographical situation at the site of Zakros, with the 

different geometrical lines of the Palace not pointing to any of the natural sanctuaries in the direct 

environment. One could ask why that was the case here. A possible explanation for the 

unconventional situation of Zakros is due to climatological circumstances. Because of the strong 

winds coming from the sea, the Minoan architects were obliged to build the Palace in between the 

two hills surrounding it. Therefore, they could not built the Palace in relation to natural 

sanctuaries. Additionally, Platon 1985 argues that the central court at Zakros dates back to LM 

IA, very late in comparison with the other Palaces. The remoteness of Zakros made it possible to 

create their own unique independent historical trajectory, which was not so actively linked with 
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4.1.6. The Magazines513  (fig. 17, 18, 19, 20) 

 

A typical feature of the Neopalatial palaces is the presence of a large number of storage 

facilities, often but not exclusively situated in the west wing and in close proximity of the 

west court. The magazines were structured in very different ways. At Knossos and Malia 

these were long and narrow rooms, arranged in rows and accessible at one end by a 

narrow long corridor.514 

The western storage complex of the Long Corridor at Knossos existed out of 18 

individual magazines that could store about 420 large pithoi; a storage potential of about 

231.000 litres when fully stocked. Several magazines (IV-VII and IX-XIII) and the Long 

Corridor held rectangular cists in the floor ; a total of 93 cists that increased the storage 

potential tremendously.515 Two types of cists were installed: lead-lined cists for the 

storage of non-staple goods, which sometimes were real treasuries, and plaster lined cists 

which were ideal for staple storage.516 Apart from the west magazine other areas were 

designed for storage purposes as well, such as the Room of the Giant Pithos and the 

Temple Repositories used to store liquid commodities, which indicates that drinking 

ceremonies were held at the Central Palace Sanctuary.517 Further areas dedicated to 

storage are the Magazine of the Jewel Fresco (or Magazine of the Vase Tablets) and the 

magazine parallel to the Royal Magazines, and the compartments near the Corridor of the 

Draughtboard.518 

At Malia, the largest storage complex was situated on the west, existing out of a central 

corridor with storerooms on both sides. Quarters I 2ï6, II 1ï3, VIII 1ï3, and XX 1ï2 

                                                                                                                                                 
the existing web of religious relations that unified the Island. The other Minoan Palace centers 

followed more close trajectories. Zakros really stands out. 
513 Begg (1975) was able to develop a typology of the different storage spaces in Minoan 

architecture; Christakis (1999, 2008, 2011) studied the Minoan political economy by reevaluating 

the different types of storage spaces in Minoan domestic and Palatial architecture. For a thorough 

discussion of the storage spaces at the different Palaces: Knossos (Christakis 2008, 44-47, fig.10); 

Phaistos (Christakis 2008, 47-48, fig.13); Malia (Christakis 2008, 48-50, fig. 14); Zakros 

(Christakis 2008, 51-52, fig. 18). 
514 Graham 1962, 129-136; Graham 1979, 49-63; Begg 1975, 19; Preziosi 1983, 92. 
515 Christakis 2008, 44; Evans 1921, 448ï462; Evans 1935, 630ï632. 
516 Christakis 2008, 44; On the distinction between treasuries and staple storage see also Evans 

1921, 452ï453. 
517 Panagiotaki 1999, 71ï72 ; Christakis 2008, 45. 
518 Christakis 2008, 45 ï 47 with references. 
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make up the stores in the west wing.519 Other substantial storerooms were the North-East 

magazines existing of six rectangular spaces (Quartier XXVII 1ï6) arranged alongside 

the north portico and an eastïwest corridor520; the East Magazines (Quartier XI 1ï7) 

which exist out of seven long and narrow spaces arranged off a northïsouth corridor521 

and date to the Protopalatial and remained in use over the course of the Neopalatial 

period 522 and of course the silos, which were built against the southwest wing of the 

palace and form an independent unit existing out of two rows of four circular structures, 

each supported by central pillars and enclosed by a walled structure.523 

At Phaistos the most substantial area for storage was not structured  in the same way as 

what we have seen at Knossos and Malia. The magazine block at Phaistos consisted of 

two rows of five storerooms arranged along the north south axis, each opening up into a 

central corridor in which three large pillars supported the ceiling.524 These magazines 

were also more easily accessible than the ones at Knossos or Malia as they have wide, 

double doorways and were directly accessible from the east end by a broad, paved and 

columned vestibule that gave out onto the central court.  This raises some questions for 

future research: why did the builders at Phaistos decide to position the magazines in the 

west, but with rather different topological and morphological features? It is possible that 

at specific times of the year and for specific occasions the long and wide corridor in the 

middle of these storage rooms was used for the reception of visitors and therefore did not 

only function as a corridor. This may be the reason that the orientation towards the 

central court may have been more pronounced at Phaistos as compared to the other 

Palaces. Apart from the west magazines, several other storage rooms were situated in the 

Palaces.  

At Zakros, the main magazine complex is more isolated from the Palace, and exists of 

eight rooms (Rooms IïVIII or A, AaïG, HïK).525 They were arranged in a separate 

block, situated on the west side of the Palace and facing towards the town. The Zakrian 

                                                 
519 Christakis 2008, 48 with references. 
520 Christakis 2008, 48-49 with references. 
521 Christakis 2008, 49. 
522 Pelon 1980, 91-94; Pelon 1980, 203. 
523 Christakis 2008, 49. 
524 Preziosi 1983, 128 ; Christakis 2008, 47-48. 
525 Platon 1985, 115. 
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magazine was packed with pithoi and other smaller containers and was probably used for 

the storage of olive oil.526 

 

It becomes clear that the Palaces of the Neopalatial period have a high storage potential 

through the construction of extensive storerooms, stone-lined cists, enclosures, large 

pithoi, and sometimes as at Malia the construction of silos.527 The importance of storage 

to the wider picture of social, economic and political dynamics in Minoan society has 

been well investigated in previous as well as recent research. Previously, research looked 

at the archaeological material from a top-down perspective and focused on the evolution 

in terms of storage from the Protopalatial to the Neopalatial period. It has been argued 

that during the Protopalatial period the Minoan Palaces played a dominant role in the 

surrounding region as centers for the collection of agricultural produce and dominated the 

flow of commodities and trade in the larger Minoan economy.528 By contrast, the 

Neopalatial period marked a time of decrease in terms of storage potential at the Minoan 

palaces, suggesting an exclusive elite oriented redistributive system, in which the Palace 

served the needs of the elite instead of the entire community.529  

A detailed discussion of the magazines and the role of storage and more specifically the 

Minoan Palaces in Protopalatial and Neopalatial Crete is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. Nevertheless, it is a topic that has been reassessed recently by Christakis. His 

book The Politics of Storage: Storage and Social Complexity in Neopalatial Crete, does 

not only offer a good historiographical overview of past approaches taken to storage 

practices in Minoan society, by reevaluating the archaeological material available today it 

also offers of a number of new insights into the nature of the Proto-and Neopalatial 

Minoan economy disproving the traditional perspective.530 Christakis convincingly 

argues against a decrease in storage potential between the Protopalatial and the 

Neopalatial period, claiming that the material available for such interpretations is far too 

                                                 
526 Christakis 2008, 52. 
527 Christakis 2011, 3. 
528 Evans (1935, 630-48) was one of the first scholars to address the issue of storage facilities as 

an essential component to Minoan economy, emphasizing the large space reserved for storage in 

the Knossian Palace and trying to define the importance of the Palace as a central place in 

Minoan economy; also Halstead 1981; Moody 1987. 
529 Christakis 2011, 3. 
530 Christakis 2008; Also Christakis 2011. 
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fragmentary. According to Christakis, past scholarship to storage strategies during the 

Protopalatial period almost exclusively focused on the large Kouloures found at Knossos 

and Phaistos; their disuse in the Neopalatial period being consequently linked to a 

fundamental shift in the Minoan political economy. The political economy changed from 

a staple-financed communal system to a wealth-financed elite system.531 

After he has dismissed the traditional perspective, Christakis turns to the Neopalatial 

palaces, each evaluated in terms of storage potential by focusing on the different types of 

storage spaces and the number and capacity of the pithoi found within.532 This analysis 

foregrounds the fact that the Minoan palaces were continuously used - whether in the 

Protopalatial or Neopalatial period ï as central places for the storage of staple goods. 

Further, it seems that in the Protopalatial period the Minoan Palaces were not conceived 

as centers for redistribution in order to become differently organized in the Neopalatial 

period. Instead, the examination of the archaeological data suggests that the area devoted 

to storage within the Palaces was significant but limited to the production and 

accumulation of staples to serve the needs of a limited number of individuals since the 

very beginning533; a limited elite that used ritual and the luxury goods accumulated at the 

Palaces to express and sustain their own power and authority within the socio-political 

fabric of Minoan society.534 

 

4.1.7. The Reception Halls and Residential Quarters (fig. 17, 18, 19, 20) 

 

There is a reason to discuss under this heading together two types of spaces which have 

traditionally been considered as belonging to distinct categories. Although the 

functioning of the Minoan Palaces as elite residences has recently been questioned, one 

should not forget that some units inside these buildings show a strong energy investment 

and were strongly elaborated, which makes these units distinctive to the other areas of the 

Palaces.  

                                                 
531 Christakis 2011, 3. 
532 Christakis 2008 tables 8 and 9. 
533 Christakis 2011, 7. 
534 Christakis 2008, 123 and 140-141. 
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Evans and Graham considered reception halls and residential quarters as distinctive 

features of the Palaces and based on the evidence of Knossos, Malia and Phaistos, 

Graham argued that the so-called reception or banquet halls must have been located on 

the ñPiano Nobileò of the building, whereas the residential areas were on the ground 

floor. None of these upper floor rooms were found in situ and have been reconstructed 

based on the evidence found on the ground floors underneath them.535 Nevertheless, at 

Zakros, one such hall has been discovered on the ground floor of the Palace (see chapter 

4.2.5.3 this dissertation).  

 

However, it has to be acknowledged that the rooms, which have been traditionally 

considered as residential quarters, could have been used during particular events as 

reception halls and therefore have a dynamic functionality that goes beyond mere 

domestic function.536 If we accept that these rooms did not only serve as Domestic 

quarters an alternative explanation of their function has to be provided. The residential 

quarters are very easily recognizable in each of the Palaces and apart from some 

differences in size they all consist of a similar set of rooms with similar features that 

made them typically palatial. The residential quarter at Knossos is the largest of all 

Minoan Palaces and runs over three stories on the east side of the Palace. Malia and 

Phaistos only had two stories and Zakros probably one. Further, access to these quarters 

seems to be very restricted. In most of the cases they only have one entrance to the 

complex, which speaks in favor of such an interpretation.537  

What interests us here is the deconstructed view of these residential units. The residential 

quarters were made up of different types of spaces that are recurrent and widely dispersed 

throughout the entirety of the floor plans of the Minoan Palaces. Each of these spaces 

could serve as important venues for occasions. The residential quarters exist out of 

Lustral basins538, a Minoan Hall539 and innovations such as the Polytheron540. All these 

                                                 
535 Graham 1956; 1959; 1960a; 1961; 1962, 114-124; 1979, 49-63. 
536 Nordfeld 1987; Hitchcock 1994. 
537 See Chapter 4.2 for detailed descriptions of the Minoan Palaces and the residential quarters. 
538 Lustral basins are characterized by an L-shaped stairway that lead to a sunken room. There is 

often a balustrade running alongside the stairway. In several alignments were found with gypsum 

and sometimes traces of frescoes. The basins are an integral part of the so-called residential 

quarters of the Palaces and closely connected with Minoan halls. Apart from some exceptions, 

lustral basins are mostly situated rather deep inside the configuration of the Minoan Palaces. 
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types were not solely part of the residential quarters but were also widely dispersed 

throughout the building, which makes the Palaces very dynamic environments. Apart 

from these, other types of rooms may have been suitable for assemblies such as the 

Hypostyle Hall541 and Pillar Crypts542.  

A focus on the distribution and positioning of this variety of spaces throughout the 

Minoan Palaces strongly broadens our perspective on the ways in which social interaction 

between different groups of people was structured during particular events and how the 

building itself operated as an active agent in the structuring of social relationships. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Evans argued that they were used for bathing, but several scholars have come up with strong 

arguments that the lustral basins were not really designed for that purpose and served a ritual 

function. Many lustral basins contained cult objects such as offering tables or sacred vessels and 

the walls are often decorated with religious themes. What interests me is their distribution in the 

total configuration of the building. The fact that they have been situated deep inside the 

configuration of the buildings can be a good explanation for their small size and the ritual spirit 

that they breathe. Their specific physicality, connection with halls and small size are good 

arguments to support the hypothesis that they were only accessible by the very few, an issue we 

will return  to later on in this dissertation, see Hitchcock 2000,160-163; Graham 1962, 99-108. 
539 In general, the Minoan hall consists of a principal hall separated by a pier-and-door partition 

from a fore-hall and a light well situated behind one or several columns. The palatial halls are the 

most complex and have multiple pier-and-door partitions, showing that this type of space in a 

palatial context possesses much potential in the case of human interactions; Hitchcock (1994) 

describes them as chaotic systems in that the possibility to play with open and closed doors gives 

the users the possibility to manipulate and structure movement and visibility (interaction) in a 

particular manner; Further reading Driessen 1982; Preziosi 1983, 33-50; Graham 1962, 84-97. 
540 One of the main characteristics of the polytheron is the presence of the pier-and-door partition 

which is a unique feature, as several doors in the wall can create a fully permeable continuum 

between two units or fully separate them, granting or restraining access, visibility and circulation. 

Such an innovation would allow to control and structure social interaction in a very sophisticated 

manner. When the doors are closed, it separates two different environments from each other, 

which means that people on one side of the unit where screened off from the people in the other 

unit behind the closed curtain that the polytheron creates, see Marinatos and Hägg 1986, 62 and 

72; Palyvou 1987, 200-201. 
541 The hypostyle hall is characterized by two central rows of columns. They are found in the 

north wing of Malia and similar rooms are found in the Palaces of Knossos and Zakros. Only at 

Phaistos, there is no such hall in the north wing, see Graham 1962,125-128; Hitchcock 2000,186-

188. 
542 The pillar crypts are another important indoor gathering space for the Palaces. When they are 

present, they are mostly situated in the centre of the west wing of the Palace, closely situated to 

the central court. Hallager (1987) argued that the place of the pillar crypt in the heart of the west 

wing, in between the central court and the western magazines is no coincidence. The space itself 

was rectangular or quadratic in form with in the center one, two, or three columns, see Graham 

1962,138-142; Preziosi 1983, 319-477. 
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The above illustrates the strong resemblances existing between all palatial buildings on 

Crete. Apart from these recurrent tendencies in their design, each of the Minoan Palaces 

shows a strong sense of individuality that makes each of them unique. In the following 

we want to focus on these ñvariations on a themeò, and the best way to do this, is through 

a detailed description of each of the Minoan Palaces. In the following chapters we will 

focus specifically on the distribution of different room types across the Palaces that were 

suitable as venues for occasions. In order to do so, it synthesis what has been written in 

past and recent literature for each of the Palaces. Aferwards, access systems and 

circulation patterns will be highlighted in order to unveil the Palacesô spatial syntax in 

order to highlight the ways in which the Minoan Palaces possessed the capacity to 

orchestrate the interaction of people in very dynamic ways. 
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